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VACUUM BIREFRINGENCE
IN SUPERCRITICAL MAGNETIC FIELDS

The birefringence effect in vacuum in strong magnetic fields has been considered. The polar-
ization tensor in a constant external magnetic field is analyzed in the framework of quantum
field theory and on the basis of the electron Green’s function calculated as the sum over the
Landau levels. The case of the lowest Landau levels for photons with the energies below the
electron-positron pair creation threshold is considered, and the corresponding refractive indices
of the physical vacuum for anomalous and normal waves are determined.
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1. Introduction

As follows from the classical field theory, electromag-
netic waves propagate independently of one another
and do not change their polarization, when propa-
gating in vacuum. This is so because Maxwell’s equa-
tions are linear (i.e. the Lagrangian of an electro-
magnetic field is a quadratic function of the electric
and magnetic fields). However, according to quan-
tum electrodynamics (QED), photons can create vir-
tual electron-positron pairs in an external field, and
those pairs can interact with this field. Thus, nonlin-
ear QED effects may take place; in particular, this is
the effect of vacuum birefringence. The latter consists
in a variation of the photon polarization due to the
creation and annihilation of virtual electron-positron
pairs in a strong external electromagnetic field. The
external field transforms the physical vacuum into an
anisotropic medium with different refractive indices
along the field direction and perpendicularly to it.
Despite that this effect was predicted rather long
ago, its direct experimental confirmation is still ab-
sent. Nevertheless, with the appearance of powerful
laser facilities, highly sensitive devices for measuring
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the ellipticity and the rotation angle of the polar-
ization plane of electromagnetic radiation, and ex-
tremely sensitive telescopes that can analyze the po-
larization of radiation emitted by neutron stars, this
task becomes extremely challenging.

In particular, the transformation of a linearly po-
larized electromagnetic wave passing through a mag-
netic field into an elliptically polarized one was in-
tensively studied on the PVLAS (polarization of the
vacuum with laser) installation [1]. Recent results
demonstrate that the available sensitivity of the in-
stallation still remains insufficient to observe this ef-
fect [2,3].

The appearance of powerful laser facilities — such as
PHELIX (Facility for Antiproton and Ion Research,
Germany) [4], Vulcan (Central Laser Facility, UK)
[4], and Apollon (Orme des Merisiers, Saclay, France)
[5] — brought the scientists to the idea of verifying
non-linear QED effects in laser fields. The idea con-
sists in colliding two laser beams, one of which plays
the role of a background electromagnetic field with a
high intensity, whereas the other is a low intensive and
linearly polarized X-ray radiation, which is analyzed
for the appearance of the ellipticity. The polarization
properties of physical vacuum will be researched in
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the framework of this scenario in Germany at the
Helmholtz International Beamline for Extreme Fields
(HIBEF) on the European X-ray Free Electron Laser
(XFEL) facility [6].

At present, the Extreme Light Infrastructure (ELI)
laser installation (the Czech Republic, Romania,
and Hungary) [7] is also under development. It will
open new possibilities in studying the interaction
of laser radiation with matter. In the framework
of this project, experiments aimed at the verifica-
tion of nonlinear effects in strong electromagnetic
fields predicted by quantum electrodynamics are also
planned. In particular, this is the research of the bire-
fringence effect in a laser field. It should be noted that
an increase of the laser field intensity results in the
appearance of new scientific problems concerning the
influence of laser fields of various configurations on
physical phenomena. Those problems cover diverse
domains in both fundamental and applied sciences. In
this case, the application of intense fields makes it
possible to experimentally verify some of nonlinear
QED effects induced by strong fields.

It should be noted that intense experimental re-
searches of a change of the photon polarization in
strong magnetic fields of neutron stars have been car-
ried out in the recent years. For instance, in 2016, the
polarization variation of optical photons at their pas-
sage through the magnetosphere of the isolated neu-
tron star RX J1856.5-3754 was determined for the
first time, and the polarization degree of those pho-
tons was found [8]. According to the conclusion of
the cited authors, this result confirms the polariza-
tion properties of physical vacuum.

The results of first theoretical studies were pub-
lished in works [9, 10], where the fluctuations of the
electron-positron field were described in the approxi-
mation of weak external fields and for the photon en-
ergies much lower than the electron mass, E/E. < 1
and H/H, < 1. Here, E. ~ 1.32 x 1016 V/cm is
the critical value of the electric field strength, at
which electron-positron pairs can be generated spon-
taneously from the vacuum, and H. ~ 4.41 x 10'3 Gs
is the critical value of the magnetic field strength. Ac-
cording to this theory, the account for nonlinear ef-
fects gives rise to the appearance of an additional
term in the Lagrangian of an electromagnetic field,
which has to be relativistically invariant. Among the
consequences of the approach on the basis of the
Heisenberg—FEuler Lagrangian, we obtain the birefrin-
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gence effect. In other words, the physical vacuum be-
comes an anisotropic medium in strong electromag-
netic fields, and just this anisotropy becomes respon-
sible for the appearance of the vacuum birefringence.

Later, the theoretical study of this effect was con-
tinued. Namely, the polarization tensor, which de-
scribes the polarization of vacuum in external fields,
was determined. In particular, in work [11], the polar-
ization tensor was derived for the first time in the case
of a photon in a constant electromagnetic field with
an arbitrary configuration. The Schwinger proper-
time method [12] was applied at that. In works [13—
15], similar calculations were performed in the case
of a constant uniform magnetic field, and some lim-
iting cases were analyzed. Later, in work [16], the re-
fractive indices of physical vacuum were calculated
in the cases where the magnetic fields are weak or
strong in comparison with the critical value, and the
photon energies are lower than the electron-positron
pair generation threshold. It should be noted that su-
percritical magnetic fields are observed in magnetars,
which have been discovered, when observing radia-
tion in the X- and gamma-ray spectral intervals. In
work [17], scalar functions of the polarization tensor
were found numerically for arbitrary magnetic field
values and for photons with w < 2m. Finally, works
[18,19] should be mentioned where the resonance case
was considered; namely, virtual intermediate particles
reach the mass shell and become real.

It should be noted that the consideration in works
[11-18] was based on the application of the electron
Green’s function that was obtained in the framework
of the Schwinger proper-time method. In this case,
the polarization tensor does not explicitely depend on
the Landau level numbers. Recently, there appeared
works [20,21], in which the required expressions were
obtained. But it was a result of mathematical trans-
formations of the formulas that were derived using
Schwinger’s Green’s function. At present, there is no
consecutive study of the polarization tensor using
Green’s function for the electron in a magnetic field
that is determined as the sum over the Landau lev-
els in the basis of exact solutions of the Dirac equa-
tion. Note also that the general form of the polariza-
tion operator in the approximation of the lowest Lan-
dau levels was obtained in work [22] and used in work
[23], while solving the problem of magnetic catalysis.

Unlike the previous researches, the consideration
of the polarization tensor in a magnetic field is based

ISSN 2071-0194. Ukr. J. Phys. 2019. Vol. 64, No. 3



Vacuum Birefringence in Supercritical Magnetic Fields

in this paper on the electron Green’s function calcu-
lated as the sum over the Landau levels. In Section 2,
the explicit form of the electron propagator in a mag-
netic field is considered. Section 3 contains consec-
utive mathematical calculations of the polarization
tensor in the general case. In Section 4, the case of
the lowest Landau levels for photons with energies
below the electron-positron pair generation threshold
is analyzed. In Section 5, this approximation is used
to calculate the refractive indices of physical vacuum,
which characterize the vacuum birefringence effect.

2. Electron Green’s Function
via the Sum over the Landau levels

In what follows, the calculations are performed in the
relativistic system of units (h = ¢ = 1). The Lan-
dau gauge for the electromagnetic 4-potential is used:
A=(0,0,2H,0).

It should be noted that the effect of vacuum bire-
fringence in a magnetic field is associated with the
process of virtual electron-positron pair generation by
a photon, and the annihilation of this pair into a sin-
gle photon. In this case, the polarization properties
of physical vacuum are described by the polarization
tensor. In the one-loop approximation, it looks like

VG )} (1)

The Feynman diagram for the polarization tensor is
depicted in Fig. 1.

In expression (1), G(z,z') is the electron Green’s
function in a magnetic field, which was obtained for
the first time in work [24]. Later, it was found in
works [25,26] using a slightly different method and in
work [27] using precise solutions of the Dirac equa-
tion. It should be noted that this propagator was
used in works [28-31] to calculate the amplitudes of
second-order processes with the electron as an inter-
mediate particle. The propagator has the form

HHV(x7 LU/) = _ieQSp {IYHG<37’ x/>

N mv'h o i® Gu(z,z)
G(I’7x ) = 4(27.[_ ; E2 ) (2)
where
Gu(z,2') = (vP +m) [tU, U}, + T*Un,1U,/l,1] +
+imV 2nhy [TU U, —7mU,U,, _ 1] (3)

® = go(zo — x0) — gy (25 — 2) — gz (25 — x3),
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f
Fig. 1. Feynman diagram for the polarization tensor in a
magnetic field
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(1+i*y"), P =1(90,0,0,g.),

h = H/H., H.=m?/e=4.41x10" Gs is the
Schwinger critical magnetic field, d®g = dgodg,dg., ®
is the phase, v are the Dirac matrices , H,(z) is the
Hermite polynomial, and p(z) = mv/hz + g,/mVh is
the argument of the quantity U,. The primed func-
tions in Eq. (3) depend on z’. The parameter E,, in
expression (2) is the electron energy, which has dis-
crete energy levels in a uniform magnetic field,

E, =gz +m?, (4)
where g, is the momentum component directed along
the field, m = m+v/1 4+ 2nh, and n is the number of a
Landau level.

After integrating expression (2) over g,,, we obtain

m\»—t

G(x,2") = —eiiq’/(w’wl)G(z), (5)
where 9
h
¥ (2,2) = (a1 + ) (a2 — ) -,
z=x—a,
mzh GH 21 2:2)

Gz:—/d dg.e'=P) S AL )

() oy | Q0o Zn: 2 (6)

Gy(z,22) = e~3 {(’yP +m)(tLy, +7"Lp—1) —

— 2iny! < T, +
21 + 129
and the argument of Laguerre polynomials L,, is

h
£= (o +a) B

*

)| S

Z1 — 129

In view of expression (6) for the electron Green’s func-
tion, the polarization tensor in the magnetic field,
Eq. (1), can be rewritten in the form

1 (2) = —ie?Sp {v*G(2)y" G(—=2)}. (8)
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3. Polarization Tensor in a Magnetic Field

In this work, while analyzing the polarization prop-
erties of vacuum, we will use the Fourier transform of
the polarization tensor,

T () = / eI (). )

Taking expression (6) into account and integrating
over the variables zp and z3, we rewrite formula (9)
in the form

1 (k) = — 22: / zid’gpetRSpALY,
(10)
where d?z, = dz1dzs, dng = dgodgs, and
216 Buu
— ¢
=e 11
S wEERE .

n,n'=

Expression (11) also contains the quantities B}",
whose explicit forms are given in Appendix A.

Without loss of generality, we choose a reference
system, in which the longitudinal component of a
wave vector along the magnetic field direction van-
ishes:

k, =0, (12)

because the Lorentz transformation along the mag-
netic field does not change the field itself.

To carry out the integration in expression (10) over
the variables gg and g,, we use the a-representation
[32], which is analogous to the Schwinger proper-time
method [12]:

7Ei+ie
E2 T s z/dae ), (13)
0
We also use the change of variables
1-— 1
o Tf g \1ts +5 (14)

It is well known that the polarization tensor has
a singularity. Therefore, let us apply the regular-
ization or renormalization procedure. For this pur-
pose, we use the regularization method of Bogolyubov
[32]. According to this method, the denominator in
the expression for Green’s function can be rewrit-
ten as

1 1
— B2 +ie g2 — E2+ie
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1
— E2 — M2 +m2 + i€’

(15)

where M is an extra mass that tends to infinity, if the
regularization is cancelled, and € is a small positive
parameter. After applying the regularization proce-
dure (15) and using a-representation (13), the general
expression for the polarization tensor reads

T (k) =

dg/dAEAg

n,n'=
(16)
Here, the following notations are introduced:

e—iAD)7

E(\€) = e (e—MA 4B _ —iAC _

A=m?(1+®),B=m? (@—i—ﬂnﬁ)
2
s (1=}

M2
~9+ g+ o)

C:m2{<1>+ 1+¢+

—_ N~

D =m? {<I>+ (1

O=0%*—h(n—n)é+h(n+n)— &%
where © = w/2m. Explicit expressions for the quan-
tities TI" are given in Appendix B.

4. Soft Photons
and a Strong Magnetic Field

Let us consider the case where (i) the photon energy
is lower than the energy threshold required for the
generation of an electron-positron pair (soft photons)
and (ii) the magnetic field exceeds the critical value:

w<l, h>1. (17)
Then the approximation of the lowest Landau lev-
els is valid, and the polarization tensor (16) can be

rewritten as follows:

w (k) = 162 —he ™" / deTTr” / AAE (N, €),  (18)
where 0
= o - (1- ) Up, (19)

nH = diag (1,0,0,-1), Uﬁ”’ = diag (1,0,0,1).
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After the regularization procedure, the integral over
the variable A can be written in the form

/dAEAg !

20
21+(I>—ze (20)

where € = ¢/m?. Then the polarization tensor (18)
takes the form

2
om

87; e’ [(n‘lr
1

dg
In—/n’: T = =<
" /1+(I)—26

Myo(k) = e

where

(22)

Figures 2 and 3 demonstrate the dependences of the
real and imaginary, respectively, parts of integral (22)
on &2 for some Landau levels at h = 0.1 and € = 0.01.

In the case of the lowest Landau levels and an ar-
bitrary photon energy (as ¢ — 0), integral (22) can
be written in the form

w
arctan | —|, w < 1;
e (1@2)
Too = - —
oover L) il e
\/ (g '
(23)

From whence, one can see that if the photon en-
ergy does not exceed the generation threshold for
an electron-positron pair, the polarization tensor has
only a real part (just this case will be considered be-
low). If the photon energy is larger than this value,
there appears an imaginary part, which characterizes
the process of electron-positron pair generation. It
should be noted that, in the case where the photon
energy is equal to the e~ et -pair generation thresh-
old, the intermediate particles go to the mass shell. In
other words, the resonance condition is obeyed. In
this case, the process width, which is usually as-
sociated with the total probability of the interme-
diate state decay [29-31], has to be taken into ac-
count. From expression (22), it is evident that the
parameter € plays the role of the resonance process
width.

It is also known that the polarization tensor must
be equal to zero at @ = 0 [20, 33]. However, one can
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see from expression (21) that

v m2h — v
I154(0) = e? a2 © "m’f .

(24)

Therefore, the final form of the polarization tensor for
the lowest Landau levels can be written as follows:

17 (k) = 117 (k) —

= b (o -

Expression (25) is completely identical to the results
of work [33], where another method of research was
applied.

It should be noted that, after the procedure has
been carried out, the expression obtained for the po-
larization tensor in the approximation of the low-
est Landau levels demonstrates an explicit transverse
structure, which is shown in Eq. (25). At the same

MM50(0) =

U)o —2)]. (25)

25 "Rel
Re I, ———=
A\ 1,0
20 VRelpy—-—-
- \
= 15 i i
— !
) 10 \l _
o \
5 \ i
\\
\,
0 S ]
_5 1 1 1 1 1 1
0.95 1 1.05 1.1 1.15 1.2 125 1.3
G)Z

Fig. 2. Dependences of the real part of integral (22) on @2 at
h=0.1

25

Fig. 3. Dependences of the imaginary part of integral (22) on
% at h=0.1
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Fig. 4. Dependences of the real part of integral (22) (taking

the width into account) and the approximate function (26) for

the lowest Landau levels on &2

time, the general formulas (10) and (11) for the po-
larization tensor in a magnetic field, as well as ex-
pression (16), are not transverse.

5. Refractive Index
in Supercritical Magnetic Fields

With the help of polarization tensor (25), let us deter-
mine the refractive indices of physical vacuum along
the magnetic field direction and perpendicularly to
it. For this aim, let us consider the case where a pho-
ton propagates along the Ox axis and possesses an
energy that is lower than the pair generation thresh-
old, and let the magnetic field be directed along the
Oz axis. Then

Ioo arctan ( (26)

2 w
T oVl - @2 V1- a?)'
Figure 4 illustrates the dependence of the real part
of integral (22) on &2, in which the width was taken
into account, and the approximate function (26) for
the lowest Landau levels. The corresponding refrac-
tive indices can be found as follows:

njL=1- ﬁfi@ I, 1, (27)
where

I = el @
ell =(0,0,0,1), er=1(0,0,1,0). (29)

Then, on the basis of Eq. (27), the refractive indices
along the magnetic field, n);, and perpendicularly to
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it, n, , look like

e2h
n| = 1+ W (1070 — 2), (30)
n, = 1. (31)
In the partial case @ < 1 and h > 1, we obtain

@
n”fnL:— . (32)

6. Conclusions

To summarize, the birefringence effect emerging at
the photon propagation in vacuum through a region
with a strong magnetic field has been studied. The
methods of quantum field theory in the presence of
external fields are used (the Furry picture, when the
external field is considered as a classical one and is
taken into account precisely, whereas the interaction
of other particles is considered in the framework of
quantum mechanics).

Using this approach, the polarization tensor is
studied in a constant external magnetic field on the
basis of the electron Green’s function calculated as
the sum over the Landau levels. The case of the low-
est Landau levels (a supercritical magnetic field) is
analyzed for photons with energies below the e~e™-
pair generation threshold. The refractive indices of
physical vacuum are determined in this approxima-
tion, and it is shown that, as one can see from ex-
pression (32), the difference between the refractive
indices for the anomalous and normal waves linearly
depends on the magnetic field strength. This is in
contrast to the case of weak magnetic fields, in which
the difference between the indicated refractive indices
is proportional to the square of the magnetic field
strength. The result obtained is in agreement with
works [16, 34], where a different approach, namely,
a method based on the Schwinger proper time, was
applied.

This work was performed in the framework of the
state budget scientific theme No. 0116U005848.

APPENDIX A

This Appendix contains explicit expressions for the tensors
B;“J in formula (10):

B =" (vg +m) m9" (=vf +m) TLn Ly,
By =" (yg +m) ™" (=vf +m) 7 Ln Ly 1,
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BYY = 2in/y" (yg +m) Ty T (21 +iz2) T x

X L, (Lpy — Ly 1),

BYY = 2in/A* (yg +m) To¥y T (21 — d20) 7! X

X L (L — Ly 1),

BEY =" (yg +m) 7Y (=vf +m) TLn—1Lys,
BEY =" (vg +m) 7Y (=vf +m) 7" Ly—1Lys 1,
BEY = 2in/y* (yg +m) T Yy T (21 +i22) Tt
X L1 (Lt — Lus 1),

BYY = 2in/y# (vg + m) TF Yy T (21 — dz2) T X
X Ly (L — Ln1),

BYY = =2inyty'my” (= f +m)
X Lyt (Lp — Lp—1),

T (21 =+ iZQ)_l

Bfol' = —2in7“'yl‘r'y” (=vf+m)7* (21 + izz)71
X Lypr—1 (Ln — Lpn—1),

B = ann' Pyl e (21 4 ize) T2 x

X (Ln = Ln—1) (Lpy — Ly 1),

BYY = dnn/yHytryt it (23 + z%)_l X

X (Ln = Ln—1) (Lt — Lnr_1),

Bf?:' = —2inyHylrr Y (=vf+m)7 (21 — izg)71 X
X Ln/ (Ln — Ln—l),
BY, = —2inyFylriyY (= f +m) T (21 — iz9) 71 x

X L1 (L — Ln_1),

BY = dnn/yytriyV oyl (23 4 23) 7 '
X (Ln — Lp—1) (Lps — Ly 1),

BYY = dnn/yPyt iy v (21— dz0) T2
X (Ln — Lp—1) (Lps — Ly _1).

APPENDIX B

This Appendix contains explicit expressions for the quantities
H;-w in formula (16) for the polarization tensor:

Y = g2 falt a2 (1-¢?) upl,
L {1 +a?(1-¢€%) - }lu*zu
2n'h _
Hgy = 27ne_1¢‘]n 'In,n’ -1 1+9 leV
m
2n’h
HZV = 27716“# n,n/Jn,n’fl (1 + 5) lu*kﬁv
m
ng = _J72L—17n/ {1 +o? (1 - 62) - )\77;12} e

rY 72 pnyo
g™ = Jn 1m—1 {TIH

- ),

2n’h

H”?“J = om e_i¢Jn—l,n’Jn—1,n’ (1 +£) lﬂk“v
2n'h
ng = Wew}‘]nfl,n’ n—1,n"—1 ( + E) kulu*
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v2nh
ng = _qu‘]n n/Jn 1,n’/ (1 75) l#kﬁ’
2m
2nh _
Hlf(;l: om i Jnnfl‘]n 1,n'—1 (1_ )leV

Y = 2Vnn'he ™29 0, 0 1y g MY,
Yy = 4Vnn'hdp i Jp 1 anf”,

n_ [2h .
Hlitg = o 7'Can n’Jn—1,n’ (1 - 5) kulv
2m
n 2h
HTZ = % e ¢Jn,n’7l‘]n71,n’71 (1 - &) e ﬁ?
Y = 2V he* P J,, iy dp g P17,
where kg = |k|cos ¢. In the expressions above, a special func-

tion J,, ,,» was introduced. It was obtained in work [35]. A large
number of its properties was considered in work [27]. In par-
ticular, in the case n > n/,

J _ -1 |”;”I‘ n! 1
mn! =€ 20 m(n—n’)!x

XF(—n',n—n'+1,17).
In the case n < n/,

=

_n
Jn,n’:e 2mn 2

Y LA S
n! (n/ —n)!
X F(=n,n" —n+1,n),

where n = (k2 + k2) /2hm?, I = (0,1,1,0), k"r = (w,0,0,0),
and F' is the degenerate hypergeometric function.
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BAKYYMHE TTOJIBINHE
ITPOMEHE3AJIOMJIEHHA B HAAKPUTUYHOMY
MATHITHOMY IT1OJII

Pezmowme

B pobori posmiisinyTo edekT moaBiiHOrO IPOMEHE3AIOMIIEHHS
disuvyHOro BakyyMmy B CHJIBHOMY MartiTHOMy moJjii. B pamkax
KBAHTOBOI TeOPil HOJIsI TOCTIZKEHO MOJISIPU3AI[iNHUN TEH30D ¥
OCTifiHOMY 30BHIIIHBOMY MAarHiTHOMY I10J1i Ha OCHOBI OYHKIIT
I'pina enexTpona uepe3 cymy no piBuax Jlangay. PosrimsuyTto
BUIIAJOK HaliHm»K4ux piBHiB Jlanmay mias dorToniB 3 enepri-
€10 HMXKYe II0pora HAPOJKEHH$ eJIEKTPOH-IIO3UTPOHHOI IIapH.
3Haiineno, B faHOMYy HaOJIM>KEHH], TOKA3HUKY 3aJI0MJICHHS (i-
3UYHOT'O BaKyyMy [IJIsI aHOMAJIbHOI Ta HOPMAaJIbHOI XBHJII.

ISSN 2071-0194. Ukr. J. Phys. 2019. Vol. 64, No. 3



