arXiv:0902.3486v2 [hep-th] 17 Mar 2009

Effective Action and Schwinger Pair Production in Strong QED

Sang Pyo Kim

Department of Physics, Kunsan National University, Kunsan 573-701, Korea Asia Pacific Center for Theoretical Physics, Pohang 790-784, Korea

Abstract. Some field theoretical aspects, such as the effective action and Schwinger pair production, are critically reviewed in strong QED. The difference of the boundary conditions on the solutions of the field equation is discussed to result in the effective action both in the Coulomb and time-dependent gauge. Finally, the apparent spin-statistics inversion is also discussed, where the WKB action for bosons (fermions) works well for fermion (boson) pair-production rate.

Keywords: Strong QED, Effective Action, Schwinger Pair Production, Vacuum Polarization PACS: 12.20.-m, 11.15.Tk, 13.40.-f, 11.10.Gh

INTRODUCTION

The development of QED has laid a cornerstone for quantum field theories, whose renormalization scheme has been regarded as a paradigm for quantum field theories. However, in spite of enormous successes of QED, such as prediction and measurement of the anomalous magnetic moment, it has been studied and tested only in the weakfield limit. QED processes are classified into weak and strong QED according to the strength of electromagnetic field involved. The critical strength is E_c = m^2c^3/h̄q (1.3 × 10^{16} V/cm) for the electric field (electron) and B_c = m^2c^2/h̄q (4.4 × 10^{13} G) for the magnetic field. With an external field applied, the free Maxwell theory, L = −F = −F_{μν} F^{μν} /4, gets quantum corrections due to interactions with virtual charged pairs from the vacuum, which lead to the effective action L_{eff} = −F + δ L (F ,G ), where G = F^∗_{μν} F^{μν} /4. The prominent consequence of strong QED is that the imaginary part of δ L for a strong electric field leads to the vacuum decay and the real part plays the role of a media for light propagation.

Historically, Sauter, Heisenberg and Euler, and Weisskopf studied as early as thirties the effective action of strong electromagnetic fields [1] and Schwinger used the propertime method to derive the exact one-loop effective action in a gauge invariant form in a constant electromagnetic field [2]. Though the original motivation was a theoretical interest in quantum field theory, the past two decades have witnessed enormous attractions in strong QED. It is partly because the X-ray free electron laser from Linac Coherent Light Source (LCLS) at SLAC [3] and Extreme Light Infrastructure (ELI) [4] will produce an electric field near the critical strength for electron-position pair production. These terrestrial experiments are expected to provide many interesting physics. More astonishing physics comes from astrophysical objects, neutron stars. Neutron stars have magnetic fields ranging from 10^8 G to 10^{15} G and more than one-tenth of them are believed to have magnetic fields stronger than 10^{14} G, the so-called magnetars [5], at least one order greater than the critical strength.

To find the effective action or to compute the pair-production rate is a nontrivial task for a generic profile of electromagnetic field, and only certain field configurations have been worked out exactly (for review, see Ref. [6]). The Sauter-type electric field [7] that acts effectively for a finite period, E(t) = E_0sech^2(t/T ), or is confined to a local region, E(x) = E_0sech^2(x/L), has been used to calculate the pair-production rate by employing approximate schemes [8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14], whose results are compared with the exact result [15]. The resolvent technique [16] and the evolution operator method together with a gamma function renormalization scheme [17, 18] have been used to find the effective action for the Sauter-type electric field, E(t) = E_0sech^2(t/T ). The purpose of this proceedings is to clarify some of issues of the effective action and Schwinger pair production. First, the boundary conditions on the solutions of field equation will be discussed for the time-dependent and the Coulomb gauges. The Coulomb gauge, which is a convenient choice for an electric field distributed in space, requires a different boundary condition for the effective action from the timedependent gauge. Second, an interesting observation is made that there seems to be an apparent spin-statistic inversion for the WKB action for the pair-production rate, where the WKB action for bosons works well for fermion pair production and vice versa.

EFFECTIVE ACTION IN COULOMB GAUGE

One may find the pair-production rate either from the solutions of the Klein-Gordon and Dirac equation or the effective action. At the one-loop level, the solutions of the field equation carry all the information about the effective action and thereby the pairproduction rate. The physical mechanism for Schwinger pair production by an electric field in the time-dependent gauge is quite similar to particle production by a timechanging spacetime: the ingoing wave at one asymptotic region is scattered by either the electric field or the spacetime metric and splits into a mixture of positive and negative frequency waves at the other asymptotic region [19]. So, to find the effective action, one has to impose the boundary condition that initially there is only an ingoing wave which is scattered by interactions. With this boundary condition imposed, the effective action is determined by the Bogoliubov coefficient for the outgoing waves. Using the evolution operator and regularizing gamma function, the exact one-loop effective action was obtained for a constant electric field and the Sauter-type electric field in the timedependent gauge [17, 18].

On the other hand, the field equation for a spatially localized electric field in the Coulomb gauge becomes a tunneling problem. To simplify the physics, let us consider an electric field along the x-direction in the Coulomb gauge. The Klein-Gordon equation for scalar QED and the Dirac equation for spinor QED have the (spin diagonal) Fourier component [in natural units with h̄ = c = 1] [ ∂^2_x + (ω − qA_0(x))^2 − (m^2 + k^2_⊥ + 2iσqE(x)) ] ϕ_{ωk⊥σ} (x) = 0, (1)

where σ = 0 for spin-0 bosons and σ = ±1/2 for spin-1/2 fermions. The equation describes the tunneling problem under the inverted harmonic potential. The incident wave function corresponds to the ingoing solution and the reflected wave function to the outgoing solution [8]:

ϕ_{ωk⊥σ} (x) = α_{ωk⊥σ} φ_{ωk⊥σ} (x) + β_{ωk⊥σ} φ^∗_{ωk⊥σ} (x). (2)

Here, φ_{ωk⊥σ} is the ingoing wave function. The tunneling wave function

ϕ_{ωk⊥σ} (x) = γ_{ωk⊥σ} φ_{ωk⊥σ} (x) (3)

corresponds to pair production.

From the causality with respect to the group velocity, the flux conservation law reads

|α_{ωk⊥σ} |^2 = |β_{ωk⊥σ} |^2 − (−1)^{2|σ|+1}|γ_{ωk⊥σ} |^2, (4)

whose relative ratios lead to the Bogoliubov relation [8, 20] | | α_{ωk⊥σ} β_{ωk⊥σ} | |^2 + (−1)^{2|σ|+1} | | γ_{ωk⊥σ} β_{ωk⊥σ} | |^2 = 1. (5)

As the tunneling probability is related with pair production and the reflection probability with vacuum-to-vacuum transition [8], one may identify the Bogoliubov coefficients as μ_{ωk⊥σ} = α_{ωk⊥σ} β_{ωk⊥σ} , ν_{ωk⊥σ} = γ_{ωk⊥σ} β_{ωk⊥σ} . (6)

Now, the Bogoliubov transformation may take the form [21]

â^{out}_{ωk⊥σ} = μ_{ωk⊥σ} â^{in}_{ωk⊥σ} + ν^∗_{ωk⊥σ} b̂^{in†}_{ωk⊥σ} , (7)

where â and b̂ denote particle and anti-particle operators, respectively. Then, the outgoing vacuum is |0,out⟩ = ∏ ωk_⊥σ U_{ωk⊥σ} |0,in⟩, (8) where U_{ωk⊥σ} is the evolution operator in the Coulomb gauge given by

U_{ωk⊥σ} = e^{ξωk⊥σ âin†ωk}⊥^{σ b̂in†ωk}⊥^σ e^{θωk⊥σ (âin†ωk}⊥^{σ âinωk⊥σ +b̂in†ωk}⊥^{σ b̂inωk⊥σ −(−1)2|σ|+1)}e^{−ξ ∗ωk}⊥^{σ âinωk}⊥^{σ b̂inωk}⊥^σ . (9)

Here, the parameters ξ_{ωk⊥σ} and θ_{ωk⊥σ} are determined by the Bogoliubov coefficients only. The last factor of Eq. (9) annihilates pairs and the middle factor gives only a phase factor but the prefactor creates pairs. Thus, the outgoing vacuum always contains pairs of particles and anti-particles with the opposite momenta, implying pair production. Then, it follows that mean number of produced pairs for a given quantum number is

N_{ωk⊥σ} = |ν_{ωk⊥σ} |^2 = | | γ_{ωk⊥σ} α_{ωk⊥σ} | |^2. (10)

The one-loop effective action given by [17, 18]

L^{eff} = −(−1)^{2|σ|+1}i ∑ ωk_⊥σ ln(μ^∗_{ωk⊥σ} ), (11)

leads to the the general relation between the imaginary part of the effective action and the mean number of produced pairs:

2(ImL^{eff}) = −(−1)^{2|σ|+1} ∑ ωk_⊥σ ln[1 − (1)^{2|σ|+1}N_{ωk⊥σ} ]. (12)

For the sake of simplicity, let us consider a constant electric field in the Coulomb gauge, A_0 = −Ex. Now, the tunneling solution at the asymptotic region at x = −∞ is

D_p(ζ ) = √ 2π Γ(−p) e^{−i(p+1)π/2}D_{−p−1}(iζ ) + e^{−ipπ} D_p(−ζ ), (13)

while at the asymptotic region x = +∞ it is

ϕ_{ωk⊥σ} (x) = D_p(ζ ), (14)

where D_p is the parabolic cylinder function and ζ = √ 2 qE e^{iπ/4}(ω + qEx), p^∗ = − 1 2 − i m^2 + k^2_⊥ + 2iσqE

2(qE)

. (15)

Thus, the Bogoliubov coefficient is found to be

μ_k = √ 2π Γ(−p) e^{i(p−1)π/2}. (16)

There is a caveat in finding the effective action from Eq. (11). Now, the argument of the gamma function is the complex conjugate of that of the time-dependent gauge in Refs. [17, 18]. So, the contour integral for the proper-time integral using the gamma function regularization in Refs. [17, 18] should be taken in the fourth quadrant instead of the first quadrant. The renormalized exact one-loop effective action is then given by

L^{eff} = (−1)^{2|σ|+1}

(2|σ| + 1)

16π^2 P ∫ ∞ 0 ds s^3 e^{−m2s}[(qEs) f (s) − g(s)] +i (2|σ| + 1)(qE)^2

16π^3 ∞ ∑_{n=1}^{(−1)(2|σ|+1)(n+1)}

n^2 e^{− πm2nqE} , (17)

where f (s) = cosec(qEs) and g(s) = 1 + (qEs)^2/6 for bosons, and f (s) = cot(qEs) and g(s) = 1/s − (qES)^3/3 for fermions. Note that the effective action is independent of the gauges used as expected. The vacuum persistence (twice the imaginary part) can be written as

2Im(L^{eff}) = −(−1)^{2|σ|+1}

(2|σ| + 1)qE (2π)

∫ d2k ⊥ (2π)^2 ln[1 − (−1)^{2|σ|+1}N_k], (18) where N_k is the mean number of the produced pairs:

N_k = e^−

π(m2+k2⊥)

qE . (19)

APPARENT SPIN-STATISTICS INVERSION FOR THE PAIR-PRODUCTION RATE

In Ref. [10] the pair-production rate by a spatially localized electric field in the Coulomb gauge, E(x) = −dA_0(x)/dx, is given by

N_{ωk⊥σ} = e^{−Re(Sωk}⊥^{σ )}, (20)

where the WKB approximation of the action S is

S^{(0)}_{ωk⊥σ} = ∮ √ −Q_{ωk⊥σ} (x)dx, Q_{ωk⊥σ} = m^2 + k^2_⊥ + 2iσqE(x) − (ω − qA_0(x))^2. (21)

Here, the contour integral is taken outside of the branch cut connecting two roots of Q_{ωk⊥σ} (x) in a complex plane x. For the Sauter-type electric field, E(x) = E_0sech^2(x/L), the pair-production rate (20) turns out to be a good approximation scheme [10], whose total mean number up to quadratic terms of momenta is equivalent to the worldline instanton plus the prefactor [12, 13].

An interesting point is observed that the pair-production rate for fermions and bosons is better approximated by the WKB action for bosons and fermions, respectively. This apparent inversion of spin-statistics can be shown for E(x) = E_0sech^2(x/L) and E(t) = E_0sech^2(t/T ) by including the next-to-leading order correction to the WKB action,

S^{(2)}_{ωk⊥σ} = −i ∮ ( − √ −Q_{ωk⊥σ} [5(Q^′_{ωk⊥σ} )^2 − 4Q_{ωk⊥σ} Q^{′′}_{ωk⊥σ} ]

32Q^3_{ωk⊥σ} ) dx. (22)

In fact, the following relations hold

Re(S^{(0)}_{sp} + S^{(2)}_{sp} ) ≈ S^{(0)}_{sc} , (23) and S^{(0)}_{sc} + S^{(2)}_{sc} ≈ Re(S^{(0)}_{sp} ). (24)

The above relation is numerically confirmed for the profile E(t) = E_0sech^2(t/T ), which can be shown by comparing Figs. 1 and 3, and Figs. 2 and 4, respectively, of Ref. [22] and for the profile E(t) = E_0 cos(ωt + ϕ)e^{−t2/(2τ2)} [23]. The physical reasoning for this apparent inversion of spin-statistics is not known. The inversion of spin-statistics is also known for the power spectrum of the vacuum noise seen by a uniformly accelerated observer in odd dimensions [24]. The connection of Unruh effect with Schwinger mechanism has been studied in Ref. [25]. However, the WKB action for Schwinger mechanism depends on the dimensionality only through the transverse momenta, while Unruh effect is approximately the Boltzmann distribution and is independent of spin. To exploit the underlying physics for this apparent inversion of spin-statistics requires a further study.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The author would like to thank H. K. Lee, D. N. Page and Y. Yoon for early collaborations and useful discussions and Prof. S. P. Chia for the warm hospitality during IMFP2009. This work was supported by the Korea Research Foundation Grant funded by the Korean Government (MOEHRD) (KRF-2007-C00167). The travel for IMFP2009 was supported by supported by the Korea Research Council of Fundamental Science and Technology (KRCF)

REFERENCES

1. F. Sauter, Z. Phys. 69, 742 (1931);

W. Heisenberg and H. Euler, Z. Physik 98, 714 (1936);

V. Weisskopf, K. Dan. Vidensk. Selsk. Mat. Fys. Medd. XIV, No. 6 (1936). 2. J. Schwinger, Phys. Rev. 82, 664 (1951). 3. A. Ringwald, Phys. Lett. B 510, 107 (2001).

4. H. Gies, “Strong laser fields as a probe for fundamental physics,” arXiv:0812.0668 [hep-ph];

G. V. Dunne, “New Strong-Field QED Effects at ELI: Nonperturbative Vacuum Pair Production,” arXiv:0812.3163 [hep-th].

5. P. M. Wood and C. Thompson, in Compact Stellar X-ray Sources, edited by W. H. G. Lewin and M. van der Klis, Cambridge University, Cambridge, 2006.

6. G. V. Dunne, “Heisenberg-Euler Effective Lagrangians: Basics and Extensions,” in From Fields to Strings: Circumnavigating Theoretical Physics, edited by M. Shifman, A. Vainshtein, and J. Wheater, World Scientific, Singapore, 2005, Vol. I, pp. 445–522.

7. F. Sauter, Z. Phys. 73, 547 (1932).

8. S. P. Kim and D. N. Page, Phys. Rev. D 65, 105002 (2002). 9. S. P. Kim and D. N. Page, Phys. Rev. D 73, 065020 (2006). 10. S. P. Kim and D. N. Page, Phys. Rev. D 75, 045013 (2007). 11. H. Gies and K. Klingmüller, Phys. Rev. D 72, 065001 (2005). 12. G. V. Dunne and C. Schubert, Phys. Rev. D 72, 105004 (2005).

13. G. V. Dunne, Q.-H. Wang, H. Gies, and C. Schubert, Phys. Rev. D 73, 065028 (2006). 14. H. Kleinert, R. Ruffini, and S.-S. Xue, Phys. Rev. D 78, 025011 (2008). 15. A. I. Nikishov, Zh. Eksp. Teor. Fiz 57, 1210 (1970) [Sov. Phys. JETP 30, 660 (1970)]. 16. G. Dunne and T. Hall, Phys. Rev. D 58, 105022 (1998).

17. S. P. Kim and H. K. Lee, “Effective Action and Schwinger Pair Production in Scalar QED,” arXiv:

0806.2496 (2008).

18. S. P. Kim, H. K. Lee, and Y. Yoon, Phys. Rev D 78, 105013 (2008). 19. B. S. DeWitt, Phys. Rep. 19, 295 (1975).

20. S. P. Kim and D. N. Page, Nuovo Cim. B 120, 1193 (2005). 21. S. P. Kim and D. N. Page, Phys. Rev. D 78, 103517 (2008).

22. C. K. Dumlu, “On the Quantum Kinetic Approach and the Scattering Approach to Vacuum Pair Production,” arXiv:0901.2972 [hep-th].

23. F. Hebenstreit, R. Alkofer, G. V. Dunne, and H. Gies, “Momentum singatures for Schwinger pair production in short laser pulses with sub-cycle structure,” arXiv:0901.2631 [hep-ph].

24. S. Takagi, Prog. Theor. Phys. Suppl. 88, 1 (1986). 25. S. P. Kim, J. High Energy Phys. 11 (2007) 048;

S. P. Kim, J. Korean Phys. Soc. 53, 1095 (2008).