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Gluon decay as a mechanism for strangeness production in a quark-gluon plasma
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A calculation of thermal gluon decay shows that this process contributes significantly to
strangeness production in a quark-gluon plasma. Our analysis does not support recent claims that
this is the dominant process. In our calculations we take into account the resummed form of the
transverse and longitudinal parts of the gluon propagator following the Braaten-Pisarski method.
The estimate of the damping rate entering the e8'ective gluon propagator subjects our results to
uncertainty.

PACS number(s): 25.75.+r, 11.10.Wx, 12.38.Mh

I. INTRODUCTION

A possible signal for quark-gluon plasma formation is
the enhancement of the production of strange particles.
The original proposal by Rafelski and Miiller [1 was
followed by extensive discussion in the literature [2—7].
In this context thermal gluon decay has been recently
discussed [5—7]. It has been claimed that the process
g ~ qq dominates for a wide range of quark masses [6,7].
Normally, the gluon cannot decay into a strange quark-
antiquark pair because its thermal mass is too low. Even
for the optimistic case where one takes the coupling con-
stant g = 2 in a plasma with two massless quarks, the
gluon mass is given to lowest order in perturbation theory
by

quark-gluon plasma. To the best of our knowledge, the
gluon fusion mechanism remains the leading process.

This paper is organized as follows. In Sec. II we briefly
review the properties of thermal-gluon propagators and
the damping rate. In Sec. III we calculate the produc-
tion rates. In Sec. IV we present results and concluding
remarks.

II. GLUON PROPAGATOR
AND THE DAMPING RATE

The effective gluon propagator at finite temperature in
the Feynman gauge is given by [9]

iD„„(qo,q) = —ih [P„„Az(qo, q) + P„„&L,(qo, q)], (2.1)

For a temperature of T= 200 MeV this gives m~ = 267
MeV which is below the threshold for the production of
strange quarks. The important observation by Altherr
and Seibert is that in addition to acquiring a thermal
mass of the order g2T [8] gluons also acquire a width
determined by the large damping rate. This is the reason
why thermal gluon decay into a heavy quark-antiquark
pair is allowed, even though the gluon mass is below the
threshold for strange pair production.

In this paper we present a systematic reevaluation of
the production rate of massive quarks in a quark-gluon
plasma due to the processes of quark-antiquark annihila-
tion, gluon fusion, and thermal gluon decay in the spirit
of Altherr and Seibert. Since the production rate de-
pends strongly on the damping rate we take a more con-
servative approach in its estimation. Our main point is
that we cannot support the claim that gluon decay is the
dominant mechanism for strange quark production in a

where P+ and P„are transverse and longitudinal pro-
jectors, respectively, and

Az g(qo, q) =
Q' —lie, l. (qo, q)

' (2.2)
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and
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where Q—:qo
—q . The real transverse and longitudinal

parts of the gluon self-energy in the high temperature
limit are given, respectively, by

The positions of the poles in the propagator (2.2) are
determined by the dispersion relations
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qo = q + &z,r, (qo q).

If a pole is located at

(2.5)
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qo = ~v, I, + ~&T', I.& (2.6)

QT, I, —Res(&T,L)lmilT, I, , (2 7)

where Res(A) is the residue of the propagator given by

then the imaginary shift of the pole pz I, is related to the
imaginary part of the self-energy through 3

C3 = c2
2

(2.16)

Expanding the log in (2.12) in powers of pjm g and
retaining only the leading terms one finds

[13]. So far no reliable estimate exists for SU(3) [14]. The
best one can do is extrapolate the SU(2) value using [15]

Res(QT I,)
Bqo

or, explicitly in terms of wT L,

(2.s) ,g2~T ( m,' )
p = (1+@) ' ln

sar (m )
+ 1.096 81... . (2.17)

q 3m cdT
Res(AT) = —~T + (2.9) g = 0 if we keep the leading log term only. If the next-

to-leading term is included then

q 3m
Res(KL, ) = —(uL, + +

ca)L, cdL,
(2.10) rl =

4+CN
(2.1s)

Thus we can write (2.2) as

Q —ReII
(q2 —ReII) + Res(dk)

iRes(d )

(Q —ReII) + Res(A)
(2.11)

where we suppressed subscripts T, L; i.e., 4, II, and p
are either transverse or longitudinal. This expression will
be used to replace the mass-shell b function for thermal
gluons.

The imaginary part of the pole in (2.6) gives the damp-
ing rate of the plasma oscillations [8,10]. In the following
we consider transverse gluons, and we set p = pT. The
damping rate is related to the so-called gluon magnetic
mass m z, or the inverse magnetic screening length at
high temperature. Unfortunately the exact relation be-
tween p and m g is not known. A closed expression for
the damping rate, derived by Pisarski, in the limit where
m g )) p [8], is

To check the consistency of Pisarski's approximation we
plot in Fig. 1 the damping rate for both values of g as well
as the damping rate used in [6,7] and compare these with
m g. We note the poor validity of the approximation
for small values of g. The approximation is well justified
if one uses the expression (2.17) in the range 1 ( g ( 2.5.

In what follows when comparing our results with other
papers we shall use the value g = 2. Since we approxi-
mate the thermal gluon width in such a way that it van-
ishes just below g = 2.5 (which is probably unrealistic),
the ratio of our estimated width to that of Altherr and
Seibert is made artificially small for g ) 1. For that rea-
son we shall use in our calculations all three parametriza-
tions of the gluon width depicted in Fig. 1.

2. 0

g2~T & m,'
ln

j

87l' (m + 2mm@g& )
+ 1.096 81...

(2.12)

1.5

where the thermal gluon mass is given by

m, ) g'T'
(2.13)

1.0

The magnetic mass at high temperature is of the form
0.5

2
mmag = CNg (2.14)

where cN is a number depending on the gauge group
and cannot be calculated by a perturbation expansion.
Lattice estimates [11,12] for SU(2) giving 0.0 0.5 1.0 1, 5

I

2. 0 2. 5

c2 ——0.27 + 0.03 (2.15)

have been confirmed by recent semiclassical calculations
FIG. 1. The damping rate and the magnetic mass versus

the coupling constant.
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III. PRODUCTION RATES

Consider a quark-gluon plasma in which the gluons
and the light quarks (u, d) are in thermal and chemical
equilibrium. The strange quarks are also in thermal equi-
librium, but away from chemical equilibrium, having very
large and negative chemical potentials p = p, = p;. The
chemical reactions

g+g++ s+s,
g++ s+s

(3.2)

(3.3)

bR = (1 —e ~")(Rqq ..+R—qq~„+-Rq~. ,-), (3.4)

will then take place until chemical equilibrium is reached.
The total production rate due to (3.1)—(3.3), including
the reverse processes, is given by [4]

g+g++ s+s, (3.1) where

(2n)s2Eq (2vr)s2Eq (2vr)s2E, (27r)s2E; '

x f»(E.)f»(E;) [1 —f»(E.)][1 —f»(E.-)]) l~ (« ~ »)I (3.5)

= 1egg~ 88

d3 d3 d3 d3-
(2qr) b(Pi+ P2 —P, —P;)

(2vr) 2Eg (2~) 2E2 (2vr)s2E, (2vr)s2E~

x fax(Ei)fBF(E2) [1 —fFD(E.)][1—fFD(E.-)]).I~(w ~ ») I' (3.6)

and

kg~88
(27r) 2' (2n) 2E, (27r)s2Eg

x fBg(Eq) [1 —fFD(E, )][1—fFD(E;)]) ~M(g -+») ~'. (3.7)

In our notation the four-momenta are denoted by the
capitals P, Q, etc. The summation in the above equa-
tions extends over all colors and polarizations of the glu-
ons and the final state quark-antiquark pair. We have
included the Pauli blocking factors although, as long as
the density of strange quarks is well below one, Pauli
blocking does not play a significant role. Following Mat-
sui, McLerran, and Svetitsky [4] we can investigate the
evolution process in terms of the relaxation time deter-
mined near equilibrium. Therefore we have to evaluate
the rates (3.5)—(3.7) at p = 0, i.e. , when quarks are in
both thermal and chemical equilibrium. Thermal Beld
theory calculations become fully legitimate i.n this way.
In particular, we can use the thermal quark mass given
by [16]

(3.8)

3 3 ' = d P, b(P, —,)0(p, ) d P,-6(P, —,)0(p, ),

(3.10)

and change variables

Q' = P. + P.
P = (P. —P;). — (3.11)

R~ „= d Qb(Q —mq) —fBE(qo)

x dpo[1 —fFD( ,'qo + po)][1-—fFD(2qo —po)]

After trivially eliminating integrals over d Q' and d p we
find

x ) ~M(g -+ su)~', (3.12)
and the thermal gluon mass (2.13).

The processes of gluon fusion and quark-antiquark an-
nihilation have been discussed in Ref. [4] and we shall use
their expressions for (3.5) and (3.6). The thermal gluon
decay, also discussed by Altherr and Seibert [6,7], can
be calculated similarly. We first replace the integrations
over q, p„and p; by

q, ) 2m. , 0 & q & (q,
' —4m.')'~',

q ( 4m
po (3.13)

where the integration space is restricted by the following
kinematical constraints:

d3 = d Qb(Q —m )0(qo),
2 g

It immediately follows that Rg~„- = 0 if mg ( 2m, .
At the relevant temperatures the thermal gluon mass is
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OO qo —4m,
R „- = dqp fBF (qp)2m4 0

4m 2

2 Q2

dqq duo[1 —fFD( ', qo-+ po)][1 —fFD(2qo —po)]
j s

2 Q2

X
Res(+T) pT 2 2 /1 4pp

'l
4m. +

(Q —ReIIz ) + Res(AT) —
pT.

'
I, q )

(3.22)

and a similar expression for B ~„- . The production rate
due to gluon decay is given by the sum

T L+g~» +g—+ss + +g—+ss' (3.23)

If we neglect the Pauli blocking factors the integral
over po can be done explicitly, leading to

OO gq,' —4~'.
dqofBE(qo)

3Vr4 0

4m2
xdqq 1 — '(Q +2m, )

Res(ZT)
(Q —ReIIT ) + Res(AT )

(3.24)

10-1 R/T

and a similar expression for R ~„-.
We use the full high temperature expressions for

ReIIT L, given by (2.14) and (2.15) and numerically
solve the dispersion relations (2.5) in order to deter-
mine Res(ZT g) from (2.9) and (2.10). The temperature-
dependent gluon mass is given by (2.13), and the damp-
ing rate p = pT --pL, is estimated using (2.17).

IV. RESULTS AND CONCLUSION

The rates for diferent processes are depicted in Figs.
3 and 4. Our numerical calculation of the thermal gluon
decay is done using Eqs. (3.22) and (3.23) with (2.3),
(2.4), (2.9), (2.10), and (2.17). We calculate the rates for
quark-antiquark annihilation and gluon fusion by making
use of Eqs. (3.23)—(3.25) in Ref. [4]. We fix the @CD
running coupling constant at the value g = 2 because the
temperature during the time evolution is almost constant
and the running coupling eKect is negligible.

In comparison with Ref. [4] our calculation of gluon
fusion and quark-antiquark annihilation difFers in that we
include effects of the thermal quark mass (Fig. 4) and
in the choice of parameters: we fix g = 2 and m, = 0.2
GeV versus o.g ——0.6 and m, = 0.15 MeV. Our choice
reduces their rates by about a factor of 3.

In Fig. 3 the quark mass is kept fixed while in Fig. 4 it
varies with temperature according to (3.8). In both cases
we find. that gluon fusion dominates everywhere. The
gluon decay process is comparable to the gluon fusion in
the narrow region around m, (0)/T = 1 only if we choose
the optimistic parametrization [7] of the damping rate.
Had we used g = 1 instead of g = 2 the difI'erence between
the gluon decay rates with the difFerent parametrizations
of the width would not be so pronounced (about 30—50%
for g = 1 compared to 70—80'Fo for g = 2).

A more complete calculation should also include ther-

10

1p-' R/T

10

L

I

1.0
I

2. 0
I

3.0
I

m (0)/T

10

FIG. 3. The quark production rate for thermal gluon de-
cay for different damping rates (short-dashed, long-dashed,
and. dot-dashed lines) corresponding to the damping rates de-
picted in Fig. 1 compared to the production rate for gluon
fusion (solid line) and quark-antiquark annihilation (dotted
line). The mass m, is temperature independent.

10 I

1.0 2. 0
I

3, 0
I

ITI, (0) /T

FIG. 4. Same as Fig. 3 with the thermal mass m, , given by
Eq. (3.s).
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mal gluons and resummed propagators in the gluon fu-
sion process. For the present analysis this is not neces-
sary because of the following arguments. Gluon fusion
with massless gluons and nonhero m, is of the order o.&.
Including the thermal gluon mass would amount to cor-
rections

T' m', )
(4.1)

with m ng. If the thermal width is included there
will be additional corrections

Bgg~» ns
I
1+ +c +d +T m, 2 (4.2)

with p o.glno. g. Constants a, b, c, d can be calcu-
lated using for example the amplitude square given in [5].
Thus, the corrections coming from the thermal mass are
of the order o.& and those from the width are n (sin ns)

On the other hand, gluon decay is of the order
n& (ln o.s), which can be seen from (3.22), and therefore it
is legitimate to compare gluon decay to gluon fusion cal-
culated to lowest order. Moreover, including the above-
mentioned corrections would be consistent only if one
also includes other o.s contributions.

The production of massless quarks is another matter.
In that case the above corrections contribute to low-
est order, and one needs the resummation program for
the gluon fusion process. In addition the resummation
is believed to cure a kinematic divergence of the type
ln(Q /m2) [18] as discussed by Altherr and Seibert [7].
However, this program goes beyond the aim of our paper.

It has been shown that the time dependence of the
strange-quark density can, to a great degree of accuracy,
be described by the approximate evolution equation [4]

(1V2 —1)vr 2T4
+ 4NJN

15

6 p

( ),E.fFD(E. , u).

p
)s @qfFD(@ 0)

(4.8)

10

All the quantities in (4.4) are to be evaluated at p = 0.
In Fig. 5 we plot the relaxation time for the satura-
tion of the strange-quark density for the massive quarks
with the zero temperature mass m, (0) = 0.2 GeV along
with the classical approximation. In this approximation
Pauli blocking factors (1—fFD) are eliminated and the re-
maining Fermi-Dirac and Bose-Einstein distributions are
replaced by the Boltzmann distribution. For comparison
we also plot the relaxation time for the massless quarks.
Despite the inclusion of gluon decay, our relaxation time
is still larger than Ref. [4] by about a factor of 2 due to
the efFect of a thermal quark mass and a more conserva-
tive choice of parameters.

We comment here on the various approximations made
in the gluon decay calculation. First of all, use was made
of the Braaten-Pisarski resummation scheme. This is
strictly valid only when gT &( T, which is clearly not
the case here. However, this is the case with most ap-
plications of @CD at finite temperatures. Second, the
magnetic mass has been introduced although only very
limited knowledge is available. It has been used to calcu-
late the damping rate of a thermal gluon inside a plasma.
In comparison to the calculations of Refs. [6,7] we keep
the standard form of the Breit-Wigner distribution. The
consequence of this is that the rate for high masses is re-
duced, while for low masses it is enhanced. We also avoid
a rather heuristic assumption that the thermal quark

t
n, (t) = n', ~tanh

~

—+ const ~,(27
(4.3)

where the relaxation time is de6ned as

1 ns
2PB Bp,

(4.4)

10

with

B = Bqq~„- + Bgg~„- + Bg~„-. (4.5) 10

The derivative of n, with respect to p at fjxed energy
density is given by

8
t9p t9p

Bn. t'Be) ' Be

BT iBT) Bp,
(4.6)

10

I

0.20 0, 30 0.40
where

n, =2' p
( ), fFD(&., V) (4 7)

EGev7

FIG. 5. Relaxation times for the density of massive (solid
line) and massless (long-dashed line) qnarks. Corresponding
relaxation times in the classical approximation are plotted
with dashed and dotted lines, respectively.
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mass is generated by gluons only. Since our rates are
de6ned near equilibrium our thermal mass includes both
thermal gluon and thermal quark contribution. Most of
the difFerence &om the results of Altherr and Seibert is
due to the fact that, for the temperature range of inter-
est, the strange quark is not very massive, so the limit
m/T -+ oo is not accurate for calculating strange quark
production rates. This can be seen in the fact that the
rate from quark-antiquark annihilation is only 10%% of
that from gluon fusion, while in the heavy quark limit
the two should be nearly equal. Comparison of the exact
ratio of the fusion to annihilation rates with the approxi-
mate one indicates that the heavy quark limit is not very
accurate for m/T less than about 25.

Our main point has been that even with the param-

eters chosen in Refs. [6,7j we do not support the claim
that gluon decay prevails over gluon fusion processes as
the dominant mechanism for strange quark production
inside a quark-gluon plasma. To the best of our knowl-
edge, the gluon fusion mechanism is the leading process.
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