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THE WIELANDT SUBGROUP OF METACYCLIC P-GROUPS

ELIZABETH A. ORMEROD

The Wielandt subgroup is the intersection of the normalisers of all the subnormal
subgroups of a group. For a finite group it is a non-trivial characteristic subgroup,
and this makes it possible to define an ascending normal series terminating at
the group. This series is called the Wielandt series and its length determines the
Wielandt length of the group. In this paper the Wielandt subgroup of a metacyclic
p-group is identified, and using this information it is shown that if a metacyclic
p-group has Wielandt length n, its nilpotency class is n o t n + 1.

1. INTRODUCTION

The subgroup of a group that has become known as the Wielandt subgroup was
originally defined by Helmut Wielandt in a paper published in 1958 [5]. As he showed,
the Wielandt subgroup io(G) of a group G, defined by

Na(H)

is a characteristic, non-trivial subgroup of G for any finite group G. It is possible to
define a normal series, the Wielandt series, for a group G, in a similar way to the upper
central series. We put

wo(G) = 1, wi(G) < G such that wi(G?)/w,_1(G) = w(G/w<_i(G))

for i > 1. Since w(G) is non-trivial, for a finite group G there is an integer n such
that u>n{G) = G. We call the smallest such n the Wielandt length of G.

When G is nilpotent, u>(G) is the intersection of the normalisers of all subgroups
and coincides with the norm of a group (see [3]). The Wielandt subgroup will always
contain the centre of a group, and Schenkman [3] has shown that the norm is in the
second centre of a group. For a nilpotent group G, we have
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500 E.A. Ormerod [2]

This implies that if a nilpotent group has Wielandt length n , then its class is between
n and In. Beyond this little is known about the relationship between the Wielandt
length of a nilpotent group and its class, although Camina [1] has looked briefly at the
influence of the Wielandt length on the structure of a p-group.

The aim of this paper is to identify the Wielandt subgroup of a metacyclic p-
group, and using this to establish a relationship between the Wielandt length and the
class. The identification of the Wielandt subgroup in this case relies fairly heavily on the
presentation of the metacyclic p-group. Such presentations have been classified by King
in 1973 [2]. More recently Newman and Xu have produced presentations which have
been helpful in this work. Their results for p odd are announced in [4], while further
details, including the case for p — 2, will appear later. Once the Wielandt subgroup
is identified it is possible to show that for a metacyclic p-group with Wielandt length
n , the class is either n or n + 1. Since there is evidence that this is true for other
small groups, it is tempting to suggest that this might be true for all nilpotent groups.
However, it is not the case as a group has been found that violates this relationship.

2. NOTATION AND PRELIMINARY RESULTS

In general, notation is standard. The prime under consideration will be denoted

by p . In particular,

G' is the derived group of a group G;

1, £i(G), . . . , &(G), . . . is the upper central series of a group G

pk\\w means pk \ w and p* + 1 \ w.

The following commutator identities are standard and will be used without explicit

reference:

[xy, zt) = [x, t]y\y, t)[x, z]y*[y, »]*

and hence

The following identities hold in any metabelian group and will also be used extensively.
For any positive integer k,

(2.1) „ [v,w"}= I ] [v,iw}0)

and

(2.2) (vw-1)k=vki Y[ [*» *iu, jv](<+*+1) I w~
\0<i+j<* /
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The presentations of metacyclic p-groups have been classified by King [3]. We
follow this classification as it has been further developed by Newman and Xu [4]. For
p / 2 any metacyclic p-group has a unique presentation of the form

(2.3) G = {a,b: a"r+'+" = 1, 6*r+'+' = a* r + \ a" = a1**')

where r > 1, u, s, t > 0 and u < r. G is a split extension if and only if u = 0 or
8 = 0 or t = 0. For p = 2 the situation is more complex and we treat this later.

As a consequence of the relations of the group G, and the identity 2.1, the following
identities hold in G. From here, until otherwise stated, it will be assumed that p is an
odd prime.

(2.4) For any positive integer t,

(i) [a, ib] = a'" ;
(ii) [ai,h) = [a,b)i;

(iii) [a,bY=[a,b]*.

From King we state the following results:

(2.5) [2,2.1a]. Let k be an integer, Jfc ^ 0. Then p* || to implies that p k + r ||

(I + PT-I -

(2.6) [2,4.1]. For integers a, 0, \ , Is, with k $s 1,

where p | A if and only if p > 3.

(2.7) [2,4.10(ii)]. The centre of G is given by

From these results we derive several other identities which are quite crucial.

(2.8)

(i) [a, b»'+t) = [a, b]'-+t = a'r+'+'

(n) (bay = o* a?

(m) (bay =r a? =bp

3. IDENTIFICATION OF THE WIELANDT SUBGROUP

We have seen that for a nilpotent group the Wielandt subgroup can be described
as the intersection of the normalisers of all subgroups. To make computation easier
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we aim to reduce the number of intersections that need to be found. We get a small
reduction by noting that it is sufficient to find the intersection of the nonnalisers of all
cyclic groups. However, this is still unwieldy, and we are able to make the following
reduction.

THEOREM 3 . 1 . Let G be a met acyclic p-group, with presentation given in (2.3).
Then

PROOF: The proof in one direction is trivial. For the non-trivial direction we

assume that to is a fixed element of G, w G Na((b)) H Na ((&p °~1)) - Some direct

consequences are:
.«•+•>(1) Since w normalises (6), then [w, b] G (6) n G' = (a* ) . Hence 6™ =

bamrT+' = b1+mPT+'+> for some integer m.
(2) We note that using (2.6) the element x = V'a'1 has order pr+' and

any element of (x) can be written 6**'a* where 1 ^ Jb < pr+'. The
value of i is not unrestricted, but it is not important here. In particular,
(x) D (o) = 1, and hence (x) D G' = 1. Thus, since w normalises (x), we
have [w, x] G (a;) D G' = 1, and so (&'a"1)" = b^'a'1.

(3) The group (a) is normal in G, but we can now be quite specific about the
action of w on o. Since a - ( ^ ' a " 1 ) " 1 ^ , we have aw = a1+mpT+'+t.

We now show that w 6 NQ ((</)) for any g G G. This is a sufficient condition for
w to belong to w(G). For any g G G, g can be written g = bid* where t and j are
non-negative integers. Then

* r + ' + ' G <(G)

by(2.8)(ii)

This gives the desired result. U

We are now able to prove the main theorem of this section.

THEOREM 3 . 2 . Let G be a metacyclic p-group, with presentation given in (2.3).
Then

(i) kO<ti<<,
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(ii) for v, >t ^ 0,

PROOF: We let w = f a* be a member of G and, using 3.1, determine precise
conditions on i and j for w to belong to w(G).

For w to normalise (6) we must have [to, b] € (apT '). Using the usual commutator
identities we have

[w, b] = [Va\ b] = [a*, b] = a * '

and atp £ (a? ) if and only if i = ep* for some integer e.

Then w must centralise V a - 1 , and assuming w normalises (6) and using standard
commutator identities we have

[ID, bpta-1] = [bja"'',b*ta-1}

= [a, b>][a, b]ep'+t using (2.4) (ii) and (iii)

We consider two cases.

(i) 0 < u < < .

In this case oe j > r + ' + ' = 1, and [to, V*a~x] = 1 if and only if a -1 +(1 + I > r>J = 1. By

(2.5) this is true if and only if p'+u \ j . So we must have w = bdp aep where d and

e are integers. Since V 6 Ci(C)> w G w(G) if and only if

which is the required result,

(ii) u >t ^ 0.

In this case \w, ftp'o"1] = 1 if and only if a - 1 + ( 1 +P r>J = aepr+'+> = 1, or 1 ^

a - i+( i+ P -y _ o - c , r + '+ l _ I n t h e former c a s e j a - i + ( i + P
r ) ' = i if and only if j = dp'+u

for some integer j , and aep = 1 if and only if e = /p u ~* for some integer e. So

we must have w — bdp' * afpU ' for integers d and / . Hence, since h*' " € &(£?),

w satisfies this condition if and only if

w e (op ,v ) .

The alternative condition is that a~1+(1+p * = a~epT ' . Using (2.5) again, we

see that a-
1+^+pTy 6 {apT+'+') if and only if p ' + 1 | j . So we assume j = kp'+t for

some integer Jb. But then o-1 +(1 + I > r>J = akpT+'+t and
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Hence [ID, V a"1] is trivial if and only if Jb = —e mod pu~*. So we must have k =

—e + npu~* for some integer n, which gives w = b~ep' aep'bnp' ". We note that

Combining this with the previous condition, we conclude that for u > t ^ 0,

w € <*>(&) if and only if

. ^ I V tJJ I P t*^V \ / _P IP -_ ^P \
%O t \ tt * tr * O^ ft ) ^~ (OL > ff^ u / •

This completes the proof of the theorem. D

We conclude this section by pointing out that u(G) = (i{G) only for the case
u = 0. For none of these groups is it the case that u(G) = i

4. T H E WIELANDT LENGTH OF A METACYCLIC P-GROUP

Having identified that Wielandt subgroup of a metacyclic p-group, we turn our at-
tention to the question of the relationship between the nilpotency class of the netacyclic
group G and the Wielandt length of G.

We begin by quoting a result from King.

LEMMA 4 . 1 . [2, 4.10(i)] A metacyclic group G\ with presentation given in 2.3
has nilpotency class k if and only it

We also note, that given a metacyclic group

H = (a, 6 : ap° = 1, \/ = a"7, a6 = a1+p')

with 7 ^ e , 7 ^ ) 3 , e + 7 ^ c t , e + 0 ^ a then (b) is normal in H, and we can write

H as a splitting extension with generators b and a\ = v a - 1 (see [2, 4.3]).

We can now derive our first result.

LEMMA 4 . 2 . If the metacyclic group G, with presentation given in (2.3), is a
split extension, of nilpotency class k + 1, then G/w(G) has class k and is also a split
extension.

PROOF: AS noted earlier, G splits if and only if a = 0 or a = 0 or / = 0. We

consider these cases separately.

( i ) u = 0.

In this case w(G) = (a? , V ) and hence

G/u>{G) ^{a,b: a"' = 1, b*' = 1, ab = a1+pT).
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G has class k + 1 implies that

(Jb + l ) r > r + s > kr

which is equivalent to
kr > a > (k - l)r

and this implies that G/w{G) has class k.

( i i ) t = 0.

Here w(G) = (a*""1"', 6P 'O~P ' ) and hence

G/u>(G) 3 (a, 6 : a""+' = 1, 6"' = a"*", a6 = o1+»r>,

and again since G has class k + 1, G/u{G) has class &. It is easily seen that G/u(G)

splits if written with generators a and 6a"1 .

(iii) s =-0.
In this case, for u > 0, G has class 2, G ^ w(G). Hence G/w(G) is abelian and

is also a split extension. D

The following corollary is immediate.

COROLLARY 4 . 3 . If the metacyclic p-group G is a split extension, then the

Wielandt length of G is the same as its nilpotency class.

The next result is a little more complex.

LEMMA 4 . 4 . Let G be a metacyclic p-group with presentation as given in 2.3

and 0 < u ^ t. If G has class k + 1, then

(i) G/w(G) has class k if a > (k - l ) r ;
(ii) G/w{G) has class k - 1 if s < (k - l ) r .

In eitier case G/w(G) is a splitting extension.

PROOF: From (3.2)(i), w(G) = (ap>, 6P'+") and hence

G/w(G) S (a, b : a?' = 1, ^ ' + " , ab = a1+^).

If G has class k + 1, then (k + l ) r ^r + s+u>kr. Hence kr ^ s + u > (k — l ) r , and
since u ^ r , fcr>.s>(A: — 2)r. G/w(G) has class fc if s > (fc — l ) r and class (& — 1)
if s ^ (fc — l ) r . In either case, it is clear that G/u>(G) splits. U

We combine this result with Corollary 4.3 to get the next corollary.

COROLLARY 4 . 5 . Let G be as given in Lemma 4.4, with class k + 1. Then G

has Wielandt length k + 1 if s>(k-l)r, and Wielandt length k if s ^ (fc - l)r.

The final case we need to consider is even more complex. We have

n i i „•"+•+" , . p r + ' + ' p r + ' 6 i+j>r\G = (a, b : ap =1,0* = ap , a — a *r )
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where r, a, u, t > 0, u < r with the added condition u > t > 0.

Let t i be the smallest integer such that u — i\t ^ t; let 12 be the smallest integer

such that s ^ t2t. Put J = min{ii, 12}.

(4.6) For 0 < 3 < / define

Gj = (o, 6 : op = 1,0* = op , o = a + p ).

The conditions on / ensure that for 0 < j < I,

r + 8+u— jt— jr>r+s + t — jr>r + 8 — jr>r

and hence w(Gj) can be found by applying Theorem 3.2 (ii). Note that Go = G,
Gj S Gi-iMGj-i) S G/w,-(G) for 0 < i < / .

We can now state our final result.

LEMMA 4 . 7 . With G described as above, if G has nilpotency class k + 1, then
the Wielandt length 0/ G is k or k + 1.

PROOF: Since G has class A: + 1, we have (fc + l)r ~^r + s+u>kr. We consider
first the case r + a > Aw. Then, using the above notation, for 0 ^ j < ti we have
u — jt > t and so

(fc + l)r > r + s + u - jt > T + s + t > r + s > kr.

This implies

(4.8) (A: - j + l)r ^ r + a + u - j(t + r) > (fc - j)r

which in turn implies that Gj has class fc -j + 1 for 0 ^ j < I. Further, if / = %2 < *i,
then (4.8) also implies that G/ has class fc - / + 1 . Also, since r + s — i2r < r, G/ is a
split extension. Therefore, by Lemma 4.2, the Wielandt length of G/ is fc — / + 1, and
hence the Wielandt length of G is fc + 1.

If I = *i, then sirtte T+S+U—(ii — l)t > r+8+t we have, T+S+U—iit > r+s > kr
and hence as above G/ has class fc — I + 1 . If further ii = 12, Gi splits and so has
Wielandt length fc - 1 + 1, which implies G has Wielandt length fc + 1. If t! < t2, G/
has class fc — / + 1 and by Corollary 4.5 G/ has Wielandt length fc — / + 1 , and G has
Wielandt length fc + 1.

We now consider the case r + a < fcr. Since G has class fc + 1 we have (fc + l)r ^
r + a + u > kr. Let jo be the smallest integer such that r + a+u — jot ^ fcr. If jo > I,
then Gj has class k — j + 1, 0 ^ j ^ / . If under these circumstances I = i2, then Gj
splits and the Wielandt length of G/ is fc — / + 1, and hence of G is fc + 1.
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If jo > / and / < t2, then Gj has class Jfc — J + 1, but by Corollary 4.5 (7/ has
Wielandt length Jfc — I, and hence G has Wielandt length Jfc.

If jo ^ I, then Gj has class Jfc—j+1, 0 ̂  j < jo and class Jfc— j , jo ^ j ^ / • Thus
Gj has class k — I and either splits, having Wielandt length Jfc — / , or by Corollary 4.5
Gf has Wielandt length k — I. In either case G has Wielandt length k, and the proof
of the theorem is complete. D

5. METACYCLIC 2-GROUPS

As mentioned previously the classification of metacyclic 2-groups is more complex
than for odd primes. As well as the "ordinary groups" like those already considered
for p-odd, we have what King calls the "exceptional metacyclic 2-groups". It has not
been easy to find a single form of presentation that is convenient to use, but with some
modifications to King [2] and using the work of Newman and Xu (unpublished) it can be
deduced that any metacyclic 2-group has a unique presentation in one of the following
ways.

/ > i \ /-i I t 2 r + J + u i i 2 r + J + t 2 r + J 6 l + 2 r \

(5.1) G = (a, b : a* = 1, b2 = ar , a" = o 1 + z )

where

(a) r > 2, u, s, t ^ 0 and u < r, or
(b) r = 1, u = 0, 1, a = 0 and t ^ l .

(5.2) G = (a,b: <f+' = 1, 62>+' = a ' r + " \ a" = a"1*2')

where

(a) r > 2 , « > 1 , t > l , o r
(b) r ^ 2 , s=0, t = l.

(5.3) G = (a, 6 : a2r+> = 1, 62'+' = 1, a6 = a"1+2r)

where r > 2, a, t ̂  0, a + t> 0.

The family of groups presented in (5.1) are the ordinary metacyclic 2-groups, while
those in (5.2) and (5.3) are the exceptional metacyclic 2-groups.

6. T H E WIELANDT SUBGROUP OF A METACYCLIC 2-GROUP

We need to consider each of the above cases separately. The groups with presenta-
tion given by (5.1) are similar to the metacyclic groups for p odd, and all identities and
calculations are exactly the same except when p = 2, « = r and t = 0. In this case
the identity (2.8)(ii) is no longer true and Theorem 3.1 needs to be stated as follows:
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THEOREM 6 . 1 . Let G be a metacyclic 2-group, with presentation as in (5.1),
with u = r and t = 0. Then

where oo = a1+2

PROOF: We note that for w e Na((b)) D

(i) bw — bam2 for some integer m,

(ii)

(iii)

As G = (6, ao), any g G G can be written g = V^a^f and then

gw = g1+m2T+' unless 2 | j and 2 f i

and (/" = ffi+™2r+'(1+jr+l) if 2 t * or 2 | j .

This is sufficient to prove Theorem 6.1. D

The main result of Section 3 remains true.

THEOREM 6 . 2 . Let G be a metacyclic 2-group, with presentation as in (5.1).
Then

(i) for 0 < u < t

u,(G) = (a2', O
(ii) for u > t ^ 0

/ 2"~ < + J L 2 ' + 1 - 2 ' \
= (a ,o a ).

The proof is exactly the same as for Theorem 3.2 except when u = r and t — 0,

when a little more care needs to be taken.

We now turn to the exceptional metacyclic 2-groups, that is, groups that can be

written with presentation as in (5.2) or (5.3). In all these groups, the following results

are true.

(6.3) For any positive integer i,

(i) G' = (a2)

(ii) [o,6]=a-2+2r

(iii) [a\b} = [a,bY

(iv) [a, ib] = a(-2+2r) '

(v) (abf = b2ia2(r+i~1)x where 2 f A

(vi) C(G) = (a2'"1"'"1
 tV),v = max{ l , a}.
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For the groups with presentations as in (5.2) and (5.3), the calculations are similar to
those in Section 3, but rely on the relationships in (6.3). The results of such calculations
are summarised below.

(6.4) Let G be a metacyclic 2-group that can be written with presentation as in (5.2).
Then

(i) for t > T

«(<?) =

= {a2

(ii) for t < T

, + . - , 6 2 . - l ) s > 1

= I ( a 2 T + " \ b 2 ) s = 0 , l , r + 3 > 2

G a = 0 , t = l , r = 2.

In the case (6.4) (ii) above, the Wielandt subgroup is in fact the second centre of
the group, and so is as large as it can posssibly be. With s = 0, t = l , r = 2 above,
G is the quaternion group and the Wielandt subgroup is the whole of G. This is the
only case that we consider where the Wielandt subgroup is not abelian.

The groups with presentation given in (5.3) can all be written as splitting exten-
sions. It is easily shown in this case that w(G) = NG((b)) D NG((ab)) and if t > 0,
then to € Na((b)) if and only if w centralises 6, and w £ No{(o.b)) if and only if
w centralises ab. Since G = (6, ab), this implies that w(G) = £(G). For t = 0 the
calculations are a little more complex, but we have the following results.

(6.5) Let G be a metacyclic 2-group that can be written with presentation as in (5.3).
Then

(i) to«>0,«(G) C ( G ) { ^
[ (a2 , b 2 ) s = 0

(ii) for t = 0, u(G) = (a2T+"X, b2"1).

7. THE WIELANDT LENGTH OF A METACYCLIC 2-GROUP

If an ordinary metacyclic 2-group has nilpotency class fc + 1, then its Wielandt
length is k or k + 1. This result is proved in exactly the same way as for the corre-
sponding groups when p is an odd prime. Thus we need only consider the exceptional
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metacyclic 2-groups. We consider firstly the groups which can be written as splitting
extensions, that is, the groups which can be written with presentation as in (5.3).

We note that these groups have nilpotency class r + a, and in all cases the class of
G/w(G) is r + a — 1. The factor group is either abelian, or if not can again be written
with a presentation as in (5.3). Thus for these groups we can conclude that the class is
the same as the Wielandt length.

Looking at those groups that can be written with presentations as in (5.2), we see
that such a group is nilpotent of class r + a. In this case G/u(G) has class r + a — 2
and is either trivial, or abelian, or if neither of these the factor group can be written
with presentation as in (5.3). Thus the Wielandt length of such a group is r + a — 1,
one less than the class of the group.
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