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Abstract

This paper aims to survey Pontryagin duality and its connections
to Fourier analysis. The Pontryagin dual was conceived by Lev Pon-
tryagin in 1934, but was further generalized by van Kampen and is
thus credited towards them both. It remains significant in algebraic
topology and many more fields which seek to use Fourier analysis on
objects other than R and Rn. Possibly one of its most famous uses is
in Tate’s thesis (1950,) featuring a Fourier transform over the Adelics.

The Pontryagin dual generalizes the Fourier transform to any lo-
cally compact Hausdorff Abelian group. It is a deep construction that
typically assumes knowledge of topology, measure theory and Banach
algebras. We will attempt to describe it assuming minimal background
in anything but Fourier analysis.

We begin by stating the essential background, from which we will
formally construct the Pontryagin duality and describe its similarity to
the Fourier Transform. Crucial results, such as the Pontryagin duality
theorem, establish generalizations of well known properties of Fourier
theory, and will be discussed. Many interesting applications arise from
generalizing Fourier theory - a few of which will be discussed at the
conclusion of this paper.

1 Characters and Locally Compact Abelian

Groups

We’ll begin our discussion with some necessary definitions and concepts.
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Definition 1.1. Let G be an abelian group1. A character is a homomor-
phism2

χ : G Ñ C˚

where C˚ denotes the multiplicative group of non-zero complex numbers.

Remark 1.1.1. If χ is a character on a finite abelian group G, χpgq is a root
of unity, since for each g P G, gn “ e for some n P N, and hence by the
homomorphism properties of χ, we have χpgqn “ χpgnq “ χpeq “ 1, where
e is the identity element of G. Thus in the case of finite abelian groups,
we can consider our characters to be maps χ : G Ñ S1, where S1 is the
multiplicative group of complex number of modulus 1. Furthermore, we
have that the collection of n characters of G, tχiu

n
i“0 Ď Mn, where Mn is the

multiplicative group of the n-th roots of unity.

Example 1.2. The trivial or principal character of G is the homomorphism
1G where 1Gpgq “ 1 for all g P G.

Proposition 1.3. Let G be an abelian group. Define the product of char-
acters χ1 and χ2 by pχ1χ2q pgq “ pχ1q pgq pχ2q pgq. We have that the set

pG :“ tχ : G Ñ C˚ : χ is a characteru

forms an abelian group under point-wise multiplication. We call this group
the dual group of G.

Remark 1.3.1. We make the distinction between the Pontryagin dual and
dual group, even though we use the same notation to refer to them, pG. The
Pontryagin dual is merely a special case of the usual dual group.

Proof.
Let χ1, χ2 P pG and consider the product χ1χ2.

1An abelian group, also called a commutative group, is a group in which the group
operation is commutative, i.e., a ˚ b “ b ˚ a, where ˚ denotes the group operation.

2A homomorphism ϕ : G Ñ G1 is a structure preserving map between two groups (or
two rings, two vector spaces) that satisfies the property: ϕpa ˚ bq “ ϕpaq ˚ ϕpbq.
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Then for any g, h P G, we have

χ1χ2 pghq “ χ1 pghqχ2 pghq

“ χ1 pgqχ1 phqχ2 pgqχ2 phq

“ χ1 pgqχ2 pgqχ1 phqχ2 phq

“ χ1χ2 pgqχ1χ2 phq

(1)

So, χ1χ2 P pG.
The associativity and commutativity of pG follow directly from the associa-
tivity and commutativity of the C˚.
The principal character 1G is the identity of pG since we have

1Gχ pgq “ 1G pgqχ pgq

“ 1χ pgq

“ χ pgq .

(2)

Now for each χ P pG, we have the inverse χ´1 of χ is given by χ´1pgq “ χpgq.

Indeed, χ´1 P pG since we have

χ´1
pghq “ χ pghq

“ χ pgqχ phq

“ χ pgq χ phq

“ χ´1
pgqχ´1

phq ,

(3)

Therefore, pG is a group under point-wise multiplication.

Having established the concept of characters of abelian groups, we will
now turn our attention to locally compact abelian groups, which are essential
in our discussion of Fourier analysis on groups.

Definition 1.4. A set G which has both group structure and topological
space structure is a topological group if the maps

G Ñ G and G ˆ G Ñ G

x Ñ x´1
px, yq Ñ xy

where G ˆ G has the product topology, are continuous.
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For instance, the following are topological groups as well as Hausdorff
and locally compact :

1. R under the usual topology

2. The multiplicative group of C{1 with the topology induced from the
complex plane is called the circle group, and is denoted T

3. Any groupG endowed with the discrete topology produces a topological
group.

Definition 1.5. A topological group G is called locally compact when it has
a compact neighborhood of the identity; i.e, there exists a subset V of G
containing the identity such that every point x P V has an open set around
it. A topological group is additionally called Hausdorff iff the set teu is
closed. (These are provably the same as the usual topological definitions)

Now, if the group is also Abelian, it is abbreviated as an LCA-group and will
be written multiplicately from here on out.

2 Pontryagin Duality

Now, ifG is any LCA-group, and T is the circle group as described above,
consider the set of characters pG “ HompG,Tq, i.e., the set of continuous

homomorphisms pG : G Ñ T. It has abelian group structure under the
operation given in Proposition 1.3, which follows naturally from the elements
being homomorphisms of an LCA-group.

We assign it topological structure: if K is a compact subset of G and U
is an open subset of T, the sets P pK,Uq Ď pG defined as

!

χ : χ P pG and χpKq Ď U
)

are defined to be open and form a subbasis for the topology of pG.
Referencing Remark 1.3.1, note that pG is an LCA-group.

Example 2.1. R̂ – R.

Proof.
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Naturally for every ξ P R we can define a character of R:

χdpxq “ e2πiξx, x P R.

We claim these are the only characters of R. Note χ
`

ε
2

˘2
“ χpεq “ e2πiεξ, so

χ
`

ε
2

˘

“ ˘e2πi
ε
2
ξ, and ´e2πi

ε
2
ξ does not have a positive real component.

Repeating this, we have χ
`

ε
2n

˘

“ e2πi
ε
2n

ξ, and so for k P Z we get

χ

ˆ

k

2n
ε

˙

“ χ
´ ε

2n

¯k

“ e2πi
k
2n

εξ.

The set of rational numbers of the form k{2n, k P Z, n P N, is dense in
R. Since χ is continuous, a small limit argument shows that χpxq “ e2πixξ for
everv x P R. Then, because χξ1χξ2 “ χξ1ξ2 , it is clear that R̂ is algebraically
isomorphic to R under the isomorphism χ Ñ χξ. It is additionally true that

R̂ is indeed topologically isomorphic to R (meaning there is a map between
the two which is both an algebraic isomorphism and a topological homeo-
morphism).

For a more detailed proof, please see [2].

Example 2.2. T̂ – Z and Ẑ – T.

Proof.
A rough outline is given. In T, for any integer ξ we may define a charac-

ter χpe2πixq “ e2πiξx. It is then possible to prove these are the only characters.
Then, T̂ is seen to be algebraically isomorphic to Z. Now, T̂ has the discrete
topology and thus T̂ is topologically isomorphic to Z.

In Z, it is clear any character χ can be described by χp1q, since χpnq “

nχp1q, n P Z. Then for any a P T we have a character χa where χp1q “ a.
Thus, a Ñ χa is an algebraic isomorphism between T and Ẑ. It is then
possible to show that Ẑ is topologically isomorphic to T.

Proposition 2.3 (Time-Frequency dictionary of Pontryagin Duality).
Several LCA-groups and their dualities are given. Note Qp and Zp are p-adic
completions of Q and Z respectively; K is a global field such as Q, and A is
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its adele ring.

G pG
R R

Z{nZ Z{nZ
Qp Qp

A A
Z T
T Z
Zp Qp{Zp

K A{K
finite LCA itself

G ˆ H Ĝ ˆ Ĥ

We now state the most essential theorem in this area.

Theorem 2.4. (Pontryagin-van Kampen theorem) Let G be a locally

compact Abelian group, and
ˆ̂
G be the dual of its dual. For any fixed x P G

and g P
ˆ̂
G : Ĝ Ñ T where gpχq “ χpxq for every χ P Ĝ, the map a : apxq Ñ g

provides a topological isomorphism
ˆ̂
G – G.

The proof is out of the scope of this paper. See [4], or [1] for a free
resource.

3 The Haar Measure and Fourier Transform

on Finite Abelian Groups

Definition 3.1 (Borel Sets). Let G be a LCA group. A Borel Set in G is any
set that can be formed from the open (or closed) sets of G through the oper-
ations of countable union, countable intersection, and relative complement.
The collection of all Borel sets of a topological space G form a σ-algebra,
and it is the smallest σ-algebra containing all open sets (or all closed sets).

Theorem 3.2 (Haar’s Theorem). There exists, up to a positive scaling fac-
tor, a unique countably additive, non-trivial measure µ on the Borel subsets
of G that satisfies the following properties:
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i.) The measure µ is left translation invariant:

µpgSq “ µpSq for every g P G and all Borel subsets S Ď G

ii.) The measure µ is finite on every compact set:

µpKq ă 8 for all compact K Ď G

iii.) The measure µ is outer regular on Borel sets S Ď G:

µpSq “ inftµ pUq |S Ď U,U openu

iv.) The measure µ is inner regular on open sets U Ď G:

µpUq “ suptµ pKq |K Ď U,K compactu

We call such a measure a left Haar measure.
We can similarly define a right Haar measure.

Example 3.3. We define a Haar measure µ on the circle group T by con-
sidering the function g : r0, 2πs Ñ T defined by gptq “ cosptq ` i sinptq. Then
we can define µ by

µpSq “
1

2π
lpg´1

pSqq,

where l is the Lesbegue measure on r0, 2πs.

The Haar measure on G allows us to define the notion of integral for
Borel functions defined on the group. We will first give a definition of Lp

space with respect to our Haar measure µ, and with this, we are ready to
tackle our main object of discussion.

Definition 3.4 (Lp space). We define the Lp space associated with the Haar
measure µ by

Lp
µ pGq “

!

f : G Ñ C :

ż

G

|fpxq|
pdµpxq ă 8

)

Remark 3.4.1. Since any two Haar measures on G are equal upto a positive
scaling factor, the Lp space is independent of the choice of Haar measure,
and thus we can write it as LppGq.
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Definition 3.5. If f P L1pGq, then the Fourier transform of f is the function
pf defined on pG which is given by

pfpχq “

ż

G

fpxqχpxqdµpxq

where the integral is relative to the Haar measure µ.
If g P L1p pGq, then the inverse Fourier transform of g is given by

qgpxq “

ż

pG

g pχqχ pxq dpµ pχq

where the integral is relative to the dual Haar measure pµ of µ.

Example 3.6. Consider the simple function fpkq defined on Z{nZ where

fpkq “ 1 for all k P Z{nZ.

This is the constant function on the group, and it will illustrate the basic
computation well. The fourier transform pf at a point j P Z{nZ (Recall our

dual group pG is Z{nZ in this instance) is given by:

pfpjq “

ż

Z{nZ
fpkqe´2πijk{ndµpnq

“

n´1
ÿ

k“0

fpkqe´2πijk{n

“

n´1
ÿ

k“0

e´2πijk{n

“

"

n j ” 0 mod n
0 otherwise

This summation is actually the sum of the nth roots of unity. The sum of
all nth roots of unity is 0 for any j not divisible by n (i.e., j ı 0 mod n),
and it is n when j ” 0 mod n because each term of the sum is 1.

Note that when we integrate over discrete groups like Z{nZ, we assign
each element of the group with a Haar measure of 1. So in essence, integrating
over discrete groups amounts to summing over the group elements. This
follows from the fact that we endow discrete groups G with the discrete
topology.
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We’ll give some more useful properties of our Fourier theory over LCA
groups.

Definition 3.7 (Convolution). Let f, g P L1pGq. The convolution of f and
g is defined as

pf ˚ gqpxq “

ż

G

fpx ´ yqgpyqdµpyq.

Theorem 3.8 (Convolution to Multiplication). Given f, g P L1pGq, the
Fourier transform takes convolution to multiplication, i.e.,

zf ˚ gpχq “ pfpχq ¨ pgpχq.

Proof.
We have that the Fourier transform of the convolution f ˚ g is given by:

zf ˚ gpχq “

ż

G

pf ˚ gqpxqχpxqdµpxq

“

ż

G

ˆ
ż

G

fpx ´ yqgpyqdµpyq

˙

χpxqdµpxq

“

ż

G

gpyq

ż

G

fpx ´ yqχpxqdµpxqdµpyq

“

ż

G

gpyqχpyq

ż

G

fpx ´ yqχpx ´ yqdµpxqdµpyq

´

χpxq “ χpxy´1q χpyq

¯

“

ż

G

gpyqχpyq pfpχqdµpyq (By the translation invariance of µ)

“ pfpχq ¨

ż

G

gpyqχpyqdµpyq

“ pfpχq ¨ pgpχq

Theorem 3.9 (Plancherel). Given a Haar measure µ and the dual measure

pµ, if f : G Ñ C is continuous with compact support, then pf P L2pGq and

ż

G

|fpxq|
2dµpxq “

ż

pG

| pfpχq|
2dpµpχq.
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4 Shannon Sampling Theorem on LCA-Group

One of the most relevant applications of Fourier analysis is the Shannon
Sampling Formula, it is essential for digital signal processing as a way of
reconstructing a one-dimensional signal from a set of samples. The sampling
formula is only valid for functions f P SpRq whose Fourier transform vanishes
beyond the interval r´τ{2π, τ{2πs.

Theorem 4.1. (Shannon Sampling Formula). Suppose f P SpRq such that
pf is supported on the interval r´τ{2π, τ{2πs. Then

fpxq “
ÿ

nPZ

f
´nπ

τ

¯

sinc
”

τ
´

x ´
nπ

τ

¯ı

.

Where

sincpxq “

"

sinpxq

x
x ‰ 0

1 x “ 0

Proof.
Given f P SpRq such that its Fourier transform pf is supported on [-

L/2,L/2] where L “ τ{π, we are going to view pf as an L-periodic function.

pfpξq “
ÿ

nPZ

aLpnqe
2πinξ

L ,

where the L-Fourier coefficients are given by

aLpnq “
1

L

ż 8

´8

pfe
´2πinξ

L dξ “
1

L

ż 8

´8

pfe2πi
´n
L

ξdξ

“
1

L
q

pf
´

´n

L

¯

“
1

L
f

´

´n

L

¯

.

Now we substitute aLpnq into the original equation

pfpξq “
ÿ

nPZ

1

L
f

´n

L

¯

e
´2πinξ

L .
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From here we compute the inverse Fourier transform to find fpxq

fpxq “

ż 8

´8

pfpξqe2πixξdξ

“

ż L{2

´L{2

ÿ

nPZ

1

L
f

´n

L

¯

e2πiξpx´ n
L

qdξ

“
ÿ

nPZ

f
´n

L

¯ 1

L

ż L{2

´L{2

e2πiξpx´ n
L

qdξ.

Now we will calculate the integral bit of the equation

1

L

ż L{2

´L{2

e2πiξpx´ n
L

qdξ “
1

L

e2πiξpx´ n
L

q

2πipx ´ n
L

q

ˇ

ˇ

ˇ

ˇ

ˇ

ξ“L
2

ξ“ ´L
2

“
1

L

ˆ

eiπLpx´ n
L

q ´ e´iπLpx´ n
L

q

2i

˙

1

πpx ´ n
L

q

“
sinpπLpx ´ n

L
q

πLpx ´ n
L

q

“ sincpπLpx ´
n

L
qq.

Putting this into our equation for fpxq we get

fpxq “
ÿ

nPZ

f
´n

L

¯

sincpπLpx ´
n

L
qq.

Now if set our L “ τ
π
we get the Shannon Sampling Formula

fpxq “
ÿ

nPZ

f
´nπ

τ

¯

sinc
”

τ
´

x ´
nπ

τ

¯ı

.

However, in this section we will be discussing a Shannon Sampling For-
mula for an additive LCA-group: G.

In our sampling formula for R the sampling points are given by nπ{τ P Z,
now we will redefine the sampling points for our LCA-group as h P H, where
H is a discrete subgroup of G. However, since this formula is to be general
to an LCA we must also redefine sinc with another suitable function ϕ. ϕ
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is defined as the inverse Fourier transform of the homomorphism 1A, where
A is the annihilator of H defined by A “ tχ P pG : xh, χy “ 1u, this is also
equivalent to saying that A is isomorphic to G{H.

Theorem 4.2. (Sampling Theorem for LCA-group). Suppose f P L2pGq, H

a discrete subgroup of G, and with Fourier transform pf supported on A the
annihilator of H then

fphq “
ÿ

hPH

fphqϕpg ´ hq
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