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Abstract. We revisit the question addressed in recent papers by Garriga et al.: what deter-
mines the rest frame of pair nucleation in a constant electric field? The conclusion reached
in these papers is that pairs are observed to nucleate at rest in the rest frame of the detector
which is used to detect the pairs. A similar conclusion should apply to bubble nucleation in
a false vacuum. This conclusion however is subject to doubt due to the unphysical nature
of the model of a constant eternal electric field that was used by Garriga et al. The number
density of pairs in such a field would be infinite at any finite time. Here we address the same
question in a more realistic model where the electric field is turned on at a finite time £y in
the past. The process of turning on the field breaks the Lorentz invariance of the model and
could in principle influence the frame of pair nucleation. We find however that the conclusion
of Garriga et al. still holds in the limit ¢ — —o0. This shows that the setup process of the
electric field does not have a lasting effect on the observed rest frame of pair nucleation. On
the other hand, the electric current and charge density due to the pairs are determined by
the way in which the electric field was turned on.
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1 Introduction

Coleman’s description of vacuum decay through bubble nucleation [1] is manifestly Lorentz
invariant. The tunneling instanton is O(4) invariant and its analytic continuation is invariant
under Lorentz boosts. There is however some tension between this description and the
semiclassical picture of bubble nucleation. The analytically continued instanton describes a
bubble contracting relativistically from infinite size, then bouncing and re-expanding back to
infinity. On the other hand, physically we expect a bubble to nucleate at rest and expand,
so the contracting part of the worldsheet should be cut off [2]. But then the cutoff breaks
the Lorentz invariance of the bubble worldsheet, and we have to face the question: what
determines the rest frame of bubble nucleation?

One can anticipate two possible scenarios: (A) it could be that the frame of nucleation
simply coincides with the rest frame of the detector used to observe the bubble. In other
words, each observer will see bubbles forming at rest in her own rest frame. (B) Another
possibility is that the frame of nucleation is influenced by how the decaying false vacuum was
set up. If the false vacuum has zero energy, its spacetime is flat, and the space will be filled
by nucleating bubbles in a finite amount of time. This implies that the false vacuum could
not have existed forever; it must have been created in some manner in the past.

This issue was first addressed by Garriga et al. in ref. [3] using the close analogy between
bubble nucleation and pair production in an electric field. They considered a charged scalar
field ¢ in a constant electric field E in (1 + 1) dimensions. The field was assumed to be in
the in-vacuum state which was prepared in the infinite past. It was shown in [3] that this
quantum state is Lorentz invariant. In addition to ¢, ref. [3] introduced another charged field
1 and a real field x which play the role of a detector. The interaction between the fields was
chosen of the form!

Hins = g(dhTx + h.c.), (1.1)

!This model was earlier studied by Massar and Parentani [4] and by Gabriel et al. [5] to investigate the
Unruh effect for an accelerated detector.




where g is a coupling constant. If a i-particle is present in the initial state, it can annihilate
a ¢-antiparticle via 1)¢ — x. One can then study the momentum distribution of y-particles
in the final state to deduce the momentum distribution of the created pairs. It was found in
ref. [3] that particles (antiparticles) of the pairs are predominantly observed moving in the
direction of (opposite to) the electric field. This was interpreted to indicate that option (A)
above is correct: the pairs are mostly observed to nucleate in the rest frame of the detector.
This conclusion was later reinforced in refs. [6, 7).

A potential problem with these results is that, as noted in ref. [3], the in-vacuum state in
a constant electric field has some unphysical properties. The singularity structure of the two-
point function in this state does not have the Hadamard form, and as a result the expectation
values of physical observables cannot be regulated in a Lorentz invariant way. An important
special case is that of the electric current. One expects that the created pairs moving in the
electric field will develop a nonzero current, which will break the Lorentz invariance. And
indeed one can show that all physical (Hadamard) states of charged particles in a constant
electric field are not Lorentz invariant [3].

Physically, this issue is related to the fact that a metastable vacuum could not have
existed for an infinite time. With pairs created at a constant rate starting from infinite past,
the density of ¢-particles at any finite time would be infinite. In a more physical approach
the electric field would have to be time-dependent with E(t — —oo) — 0, so the initial
state of the field ¢ could be chosen as the standard vacuum state. The two-point function is
then Hadamard at ¢ — —oo and is guaranteed to remain Hadamard at later times. The time
dependence of the electric field introduces a preferred frame and explicitly breaks the Lorentz
invariance. The question is to what extent this Lorentz violation influences the conclusions
of [3, 6]. This question is at the focus of the present paper.

We are going to follow the method of refs. [3, 6], except that a constant electric field
F is turned on at some early time ¢y and is set to zero at ¢ < ty3. In the next section we
specify the quantum states of the pair-producing field ¢ and of the detector fields ¢ and .
Following ref. [3], in order to pinpoint the time of detection (and the detector rest frame
at that time), we switch the detector on for a short time interval 7' around ¢ = 0. This
is implemented by introducing a time-dependent coupling g(t) = ge‘tQ/ T in eq. (1.1). In
section 3 we analyze the pair detection amplitude and compare it with that for an eternal
electric field. In section 4 we perform a similar analysis using an alternative, neutral detector
model introduced in ref. [6]. We shall see that the latter model offers significant advantages;
in particular, the time-dependent coupling ¢(¢) is no longer needed. The results we obtain
with the two detector models are fully consistent with one another and with the earlier results
of refs. [3, 6]. Our conclusions are summarized and discussed in section 5.

2 Physical setup

We shall consider an electric field

0 t<t
Ehy=1{ 'S (2.1)
E, t>t.

Pair creation in a similar setting has been discussed by Adorno, Gavrilov and Gitman [8], the
main difference being that they studied an electric field which is present for a finite interval
of time and is turned off at some ¢; > tg. Here we do not need to introduce a turn-off time.



The hypersurface ¢t = ¢y defines an inertial reference frame >y, and our goal here will
be to determine to what extent pair nucleation is influenced by the existence of this frame.
We note that such influence is not a priori excluded, even in the limit of {5 =& —oo. One
example is the “persistence of memory” effect on bubble collisions [9].

Particle-antiparticle pairs are described by a complex field operator ¢(x,t),

o) = [ o= (avonlt) + 8]0 (0)) €™, (2:2)

where a; and by are respectively the particle and antiparticle annihilation operators in the
in-vacuum state |0,in),

a |0,in) = b [0,in) = 0. (2.3)

We also introduce two additional fields, ¥ and x, which will play the role of a detector. 1 is
a complex field,

w(a.0)= [ (dynlt) + £ 5(0)) €, (24)

and x is real,

x(z,t) :/ \;l% (cpxp(t) + cipx;(t)) T, (2.5)

In what follows, we shall always use the notation k, ¢ and p to denote the momenta of ¢, ¥
and x particles, respectively. We shall also use mg, my, and m, for the masses of ¢, ¢ and
x-particles respectively.

At t < tp, the mode functions ¢y (t) corresponding to the in-vacuum state are positive-
frequency plane-wave solutions of the Klein-Gordon equation, while at ¢t > ¢y they are linear
combinations of solutions in a constant external electric field.? The particular combination
can be found by matching ¢ (t) and their time derivatives at ¢t = ¢ [8]:

bu(t) = {g(Qk) exp[—iQ(t — t0)], | | t <o, (2.6)
(%) {1 () Do [ (1 — )] + as () Dy [—(L+ )2}, ¢ 1o,
where
. m2
Qk:\/mi—l—(k—FeEtg)z, z:@<t+£g>, V:_121A7 )\ze—g, (2.7)

C(%) = 1/4/2Q and D, are parabolic cylinder functions. The coefficients a; and as satisfy

7T
C’2a2—a2:€4 2.8
and are given by
_]. J im *
aj; = ( ) 67(%4_” ) Z(Q) —|—)\f](+)(20), ] = 1,2, (2 9)

?Here we use the gauge Ap = 0.



where?

196 = (1= o= ) Do+ e,
By (1 TN 1
176 = (1= o= ) D=1 = ) (2.10)

and zp = z(tp). The relation (2.8) follows from the definitions (2.9) and the Jacobian

D,,(z)%D_l_l,(iz) - D_1_,,(iz)diiD,,(z) —— (2.11)
In the case of a time-independent (eternal) electric field considered in [3], the in-vacuum
mode functions are obtained by setting ag = 0 in eq. (2.6).
The mode functions 1), for 1-particles are given by similar expressions with k replaced
by ¢ and mg by m,. We shall denote the coefficients a; for ¢ and 9 particles by a;4 and a;y,
respectively. For neutral y-particles the mode functions are simply plane waves,

1 ,
Xp(t) = %e*“"f't, wp = /P? +m2. (2.12)
p

The detection process is a scattering ©¢* — x in which a -particle detector collides
with the ¢-antiparticle of the pair, turning into a neutral x-particle. Our goal is to study the
correlation between the observed frame of pair nucleation and the rest frame of the y-detector
at the time of collision. Note however that the 1-particle is accelerated by the electric field,
so its rest frame changes with time. In order to pinpoint the time of collision, we make the
coupling ¢ in eq. (1.1) time-dependent:

g(t) = ge /7. (2.13)

This ensures that the detection occurs in the interval At ~ T around ¢ = 0. We shall
assume that

to <0, |to|>T, (2.14)

so that the measurement is well separated from the setup of the electric field.
It is shown in [3] that the momentum distribution of x-particles after the measurement
can be expressed as

AN, 1

T %Mx(}?; ), (2.15)

where the amplitude A, is given by
Alpia) = [ dt 9055, (000,50 (216)

In the next section we will analyze this integral and compare the result with that for an
eternal electric field.

3Note the sign difference with [8] in the terms containing derivatives. This is because the mode functions
in [8] are negative frequency modes, while we are using positive frequency modes.



3 Amplitude for the process ¢ — x

We will be interested in the amplitude (2.16) in the limit t) — —oo. Substituting the mode
functions (2.12), (2.6) and similar mode function for ¢-particles in eq. (2.16), we express the
amplitude as a sum of five integrals:

Ax(p;q) = Io + i1 + D2 + I21 + o, (3.1)
where
Iy = 2\/200179617911—1: _tooo dt e"(Qq—rgq*wP)t*tz/TQ, (3.2)
Iy = 2\/% : dt T D,, [ (14 )26] Dy [~ (1= )2y, (3.3)
Ly = m : dt T D, (14 i)2g) Dy [~ (1 +0)zg),  (3.4)
Iy = 2%% : dt eiwpt_t2/T2DV;[—(1 — i)24] Dy [~ (1 = )2y, (3.5)
Iy = 2\/% t:o dt eiwptftz/’laDU;[—(l —1)2¢] Dy, [= (1 + 1) 2. (3.6)

Here, ¢, = \/(q +eEtg)? +m3, 24 = Ve (t + qe_—Ep> and zy = VeFE (t + e%)
The first integral Iy is rather simple

VrgT Ly w2 T? < (i(Qq_p —wg +wp)T t0>>
- q—p—Wqtwp 1 — erf - = 3.7
0 20,6y o 2 r)) G0

where erf is the error function. Due to the assumption (2.14), we can use the asymptotic form

2

e * 3
— (|zy > 1, [arg 2| < 4) . (3.8)

This shows that Iy approaches zero exponentially fast as —to/T — oo:

Iy x exp <—%> . (3.9)

erf(z) =~ 1 —

Now, it is shown in appendix A that the lower limit of integration in the remaining
2

integrals I can be extended from ¢y to —oo with an error which is also O [exp (—%)}

The dependence on ty in I}, is then limited to the coefficients a;(¢), a;(¢). Furthermore, in
appendix B we show that

a9 1

— o~ —. 3.10
al €Et% ( )

for both ¢ and ¥ modes. We can therefore neglect I12, Is1 and Iso compared to I11 in the
limit of tg — —oo. Finally, it follows from eq. (2.8) that in this limit the a; coefficients have
the same values as for an eternal electric field (when ag = 0).



This shows that the amplitude for the ¢*-particle detection in a field turned on at a
finite ¢y approaches the amplitude for a constant eternal field in the limit g — —oo. The
conclusion is that, as far as these detection processes are concerned, the in-vacuum state
gradually “forgets” how it was created and measurements of pair nucleation at late times
yield a nucleation frame close to the rest frame of the detector.

An attentive reader might have noticed that there is still a potential problem with this
analysis. We used a time-dependent coupling g(¢), where ¢ is the time coordinate in the
frame Yo of initial conditions. This time dependence also breaks Lorentz invariance and
could in principle influence the frame of nucleation. One could argue that our result, that
the detection amplitude is independent of Y, indicates that it is also independent of how
the electric field was set up. There is however still a caveat that the two Lorentz violations
could somehow compensate one another. This seems rather unlikely, but it would be better
to have a cleaner analysis where this issue would not arise. In the next section we will show
that such analysis can be performed using the neutral detector model of ref. [6].

4 Neutral detector

The neutral detector model of ref. [6] is based on the 4-point interaction

Hint = 91 X300 + X1 x20"1), (4.1)

where y; and x2 are electrically neutral complex scalar fields. The detection process is the
scattering x1¢ — x2%. The scalar detector particle y; collides with the ¢ particle of a pair
producing a different kind of scalar particle ys and a charged i-particle. By measuring the
momenta of the incoming x; and outgoing o particles one can determine the momentum of
the ¢ particle at the time of collision [6]. The benefit of this setup is clear: we will not need
to turn the interaction on and off since the momenta of the detector and the product are not
affected by the electric field.

It is shown in ref. [6] that the momentum distribution of ya-particles after the measure-
ment is

dNo 1

dqdp = W|A2(k>q7p§p/)|2: (4-2)

where the amplitude is given by
Aalk,q, i) =g [ dt GOV Ex1y (03,0 (43)

with k = ¢+ p. Here, p’ and p are respectively the momenta of y; and 2, while k and ¢ are
respectively the canonical momenta of ¢ and .

To compare the amplitude (4.3) to that for the same process in an eternal electric field,
we will closely follow our analysis of the amplitude (2.16) for a charged detector. As in
eq. (3.1), the amplitude can be represented as a sum of five integrals. The main difference
is that the integrals now do not include the Gaussian suppression factors exp(—t2 /T 2). In-
tegration can again be extended to the infinite range (the details are given in appendix C)
and terms including the coefficients as ¢, az, can be neglected with an error oc ¢y 2. Then
the amplitude (4.3) reduces to that in an eternal electric field.



The latter amplitude was calculated by Garriga et al. [6], who found that it is indepen-
dent of ¢ and that the distribution of yo particles can be expressed as

dNy el 2

—= = ——|Aa(p;p)|" 4.4

dtdp (QW)QI 2(p; 1) (4.4)
Furthermore, in the frame of the x; detector (p’ = 0) they found that ¢ particles are mov-
ing predominantly in the direction of E. Thus the pairs are observed to nucleate in the

detector frame.

5 Summary and discussion

We have revisited the question that was addressed in a number of recent papers [3, 6, 7]:
what determines the rest frame of pair nucleation in a constant electric field? The conclusion
reached in refs. [3, 6, 7] is that pairs are observed to nucleate at rest in the rest frame of
the detector which is used to detect the pairs. The physics of pair production is Lorentz
invariant, but the invariance is broken by the interaction of pairs with the detector.

As we discussed in the Introduction, this conclusion is subject to doubt because the
quantum state of the pairs that was used in refs. [3, 6, 7] assumed that a constant electric
field had existed forever and therefore had some unphysical properties. In particular, the
number density of pairs in such a field would be infinite at any finite time. In a physically
realistic setting, the electric field would be turned on at a finite time in the past. This,
however, would also break Lorentz invariance and could in principle influence the frame of
pair nucleation. Our goal in this paper was to resolve this remaining ambiguity. We used a
(1 + 1)-dimensional model of pair production in electric field very similar to that in ref. [8].
We also used the same model of particle detector. The only difference is that in our present
model the electric field is turned on at a finite time ¢y in the distant past. We found that
the amplitude for particle detection approaches that in a constant eternal field in the limit
to — —oo. This shows that the setup process of the electric field does not have a lasting
effect on the observed rest frame of pair nucleation.

We thus conclude that at late times, after the initial disturbance caused by turning on
the electric field has settled down, the pairs are observed to nucleate with their rest frame
close to the rest frame of the detector. Due to the close analogy between pair production
and bubble nucleation in false vacuum, we expect a similar conclusion to apply in the latter
case as well: all inertial observers will observe bubbles to nucleate in their own rest frames.

We emphasize however that the way in which the false vacuum is set up does have an
effect on some physical observables. In the case of our pair nucleation model this can be
illustrated by the ¢-particle electric current J#(¢). The expectation value of this current in
the quantum state (2.6) was calculated in ref. [8]. In the late time limit* it is given by

JO=0, J'xCt-—ty), (5.1)

where C = 2eng and
e2E Wmé
Ny = —— - 5.2
g = ——exp | ——x (5.2)

“Here, the back-reaction of the pairs on the electric field is neglected, as it was done in [3, 6] due to the
weak field limit m? > eE. For weak fields, the back-creation takes place on a long timescale, which should
be at least as long as ¢ ~ 1~ /¢, where d is the spacetime dimension. A thorough computation of Fermion
can be found in ref. [10].




is the rate of ¢-pair production. This result has a clear physical meaning. Particles and
antiparticles are produced at the same rate, hence the charge density is J° = 0. The pairs
rapidly approach relativistic speeds, and thus the current density grows at the rate d.J'/dt ~
2eng. This picture, however, applies only in a specific reference frame, where the electric
field is turned on at the same time tg everywhere in space. In a different reference frame,
moving at velocity v with respect to the original one, the current is obtained by a Lorentz
transformation:

JV =2Ct +oa)), IV =—vJ, (5.3)

where v = (1 —v?)~1/2 is the Lorentz factor. The frame in which the electric field was set up
can be determined by measuring, for example, the charge density J: it is the frame where
JY = 0. This memory of the initial state persists no matter how much time elapsed after the
field was turned on.

The nature of this effect is similar to that of the “persistence of memory” effect on bubble
nucleation [9]. An observer in a false vacuum will generally see nucleating bubbles arriving at
different rates from different directions. Once again, this anisotropy will persist at arbitrarily
late times. The distribution of the arrival directions will be isotropic only for an observer
whose world line is orthogonal to the hypersurface where the false vacuum was set up. The
corresponding effect in our present context is the following. Particles and antiparticles move
in opposite directions at nearly the speed of light and generally have different densities. This
means that they generally have different fluxes. The fluxes will be the same only in the frame
where the electric field was set up.
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A Extending integration tot — —oo

Here we show that integration over ¢ in the integrals Iy1, I12, 121, 22 can be extended to
t — —oo with an exponentially small error.
Taking I11 as an example, we can express it as

ga%alw

2v/2wp€e8lq—p

oo to A
= {/oo _/OO} dt ewpt_tQ/Tsza[_(l + Z')Z¢]Dy;)[—(1 — i)zw] =/-T,

(A1)

where I is the extended integral over the infinite range and I’ is the subtracted remnant. We
need to check that the remnant I’ is negligible.

Since we are interested in the limit {5 — —oo and the integration in I’ is restricted to
the interval (—oo,tg], we can use the asymptotic form of the parabolic cylinder functions:

N

z

D,(z) ~2"e” 7. (A.2)

Then we have

to . v ) 12 3
r oc/ dt ert =T (V22 Vg2l (V2lzg) ? 5%, (A.3)



This can be further simplified using z4, 2y ~ Ve£'t, and we find

i v 4v, e(v* +v t
|I'| o ’/ ’ dt e /T (—\/QeEt) wive < <v26E|t0\>R Cytve) / ’ dt e~/

- () ()]

where we have used the fact that Re(v), + vy) = —1. Now, using eq. (3.8), we see that I’
approaches zero exponentially:

£2
|I'| o< exp <_TO2> . (A.5)
The same argument can be applied to the remaining integrals I1s, Io1, Ioo.

B Relative magnitude of a; and a,

From eq. (2.9) we know that a; o f](+)(zo). In the limit ¢y — —oo we can use the asymptotic

form (A.2) of the parabolic cylinder functions to evaluate fj(Jr). Starting with fl(H, we
can write

By (1 — TN D144,
D0 = (1= o= ) Do+ )z

~ (1 - 20) i E (1= i)z0]". (B.1)

2+ A

Then, with zg — —oco we have
17 (20 = —00)| ~ 20| 7V/2. (B.2)

For f2(+)(zo) we need to keep terms up to second order:

1 =5
f2(+)(zo) S [ R Ll 6’70 (1+14)20)”
NS zov/28 + A
14+ iv* =
~ | +21)y ¢ [~(1 +i)20)" (B.3)
20

We thus conclude that

1157 (20 = —00)| ~ |20] /2 (B.4)
and

it I ~ . B.5
|~ ol ~ (5.5)



C Amplitude for a neutral detector

Following the analysis for a charged detector in section 3, we express the amplitude (4.3) as
a sum of five terms:

Aa(k,q,p;p") = To + Iy + hig + I + Do (C.1)
Here
Iy = 4(wﬁwﬁ’ZqQk)1/2 /_t:o dt !t urin )i, (C.2)
= 4@,;?32?21)1/2 [ ar D, (4 2Dy S0 )5 (C3)
o= e [ D DD sl (O
I = 4(wﬁgcfg§zi>m : dt P D, [~ (1= i) 2] Do, [~ (1 + ) 2], (C.5)
by = [ D, (= D [0 - i), (O

4(wﬁwﬁ’£qgk)1/2 to

and we have inserted a convergence factor exp(—et) with € — 0+ in eq. (C.2).
The integration in Iy is straightforward; we have
—ig e (€a+Qtwp—wy)to

I —
" g &) &+ + wp — wy

(C.7)

and
|Io| o< (VeElto])™ (C.8)

with a coeflicient independent of .
As before, we can neglect I15, Is1 and Iso compared to I1; in the limit of {5 — —oo.
Further, the integration in I1; can be extended to —oo with a small error. To verify this

we write
g(lylﬂdﬂ#l(w {/00 /to } i(wp—wsr )t . .
I = — dt P D, [-(1 D, [—(1
11 Awpwy &g U)2 oo Jooo € b o[ (1 +0)zg] Dy [ (1 +4) 2y
= (C.9)

where I is the extended integral over the infinite range and I’ is the subtracted remnant. We
need to check that the remnant I’ is negligible. As in appendix A, we can use z4, 2y &~ VekEt
and the asymptotic form (A.2) of the parabolic cylinder functions:

to . i i
Vi O(/ dt ez(wﬁ—wﬁ/)t (\/5’21”)’/1& €—§zi (\/§‘Z¢|)V¢ e—izi
)
2 (C.10)
x [ dt emiept bt (aeEr) T

—0o0

~10 -



The exponential factor in the integrand is a rapidly oscillating function, with the oscillation
frequency growing towards larger values of |t|. The main contribution to the integral is
therefore given by the vicinity of the upper limit, ¢ ~ £y, so we can estimate

I x

t v. v v, v t . .
[ emiern ) (aem) " < (<VaeBtg) [ ap e s
— o —o0

g (wp—ws)? o (wos — o) —
(-@to)mﬁ_w} ﬁ el%ﬂez% (1 —erf (624 (wp Wp ) 26Et0>) '

2vVekE 2veE

(C.11)

By using eq. (3.8), we have I, .., the upper limit of I’

, votve VT idn iep
Fipper 5 (—V2¢Eto) s C e (C.12)
and
/ -2

Tipper| < [tol ™~ (C.13)

We thus conclude that in the limit ¢{) — —oo the amplitude (4.3) reduces to the transition
amplitude in an eternal electric field.
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