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We investigate the capture rate of the cosmic neutrino background on tritium within the Standard Model,
extended to incorporate three right-handed singlet neutrinos with explicit lepton-number violation. We
consider a scenario where the 6 × 6 neutrino mixing matrix factorizes into three independent 2 × 2 pairs
and analyze the states produced from weak interactions just before neutrino decoupling. Taking into
account the unrestricted Majorana mass scale associated with lepton number violation, spanning from the
grand unification scale to Planck-suppressed values, we observe a gradual transition in the capture rate from
a purely Majorana neutrino to a purely (pseudo) Dirac neutrino. We demonstrate that the capture rate is
modified if the lightest active neutrino is relativistic, and this can be used to constrain the tiniest value of
mass-squared difference ∼10−35 eV2, between the active-sterile pair, probed so far. Consequently, the
cosmic neutrino capture rate could become a promising probe for discerning the underlying mechanism
responsible for generating neutrino masses.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Standard cosmology predicts that the present Universe is
awash with a sea of neutrinos, produced approximately a
second after the big bang. This cosmic neutrino back-
ground (CνB) is a sea of relic neutrinos, much like the
cosmic microwave background (CMB) is a sea of relic
photons left after photon decoupling around 380,000 years
after the big bang [1]. Since the CνB is much older than the
CMB, a careful study of the CνB is crucial for a better
understanding of the early Universe.
The neutrinos composing the CνB are expected to follow

a Fermi-Dirac distribution,1 with a temperature today of
around 1.95 K, which is ð4=11Þ1=3 the temperature of the
CMB photons. This is due to the temperature of the photons
increasing during electron-positron decoupling at around
0.5 MeV. The neutrinos, on the other hand, decoupled from
the plasma at around 1 MeV. For the present day CMB
temperature Tγ0 ¼ 0.23 meV, the present day neutrino

temperature Tν0 ¼ 0.17 meV. Thus, following a Fermi-
Dirac distribution, the current neutrino number density today
is ∼112 cm−3 per flavor. The helicity distribution of this
neutrino number density depends on the neutrino nature. For
Dirac neutrinos, we expect that only left-helical neutrinos
and right-helical antineutrino states are populated, while
for Majorana, both left- and right-helical states should be
present in the CνB. Furthermore, from the bounds on
neutrino masses from neutrino oscillation experiments,
mν2 ≥

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
Δm2

sol

p
¼ 8.7 meV, mν3 ≥

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
Δm2

atm

p
¼ 48 meV in

normal mass ordering, and mν2 ≥
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
Δm2

atm

p
¼ 48 meV,

mν1 ≥
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
Δm2

atm − Δm2
sol

p
¼ 47 meV, we have that at least

two of the neutrinos will be nonrelativistic today [6].
An experimental detection of the CνB will not only

present us with a validation of our understanding of the
early Universe but also present the first-ever detection of
nonrelativistic neutrinos. As a result, a lot of theoretical as
well as experimental efforts are underway to detect the
CνB. Currently, the most popular and feasible idea is that of
neutrino capture on beta-decaying nuclei, postulated first
by Weinberg [7]. The PTOLEMY experiment [8] aims at
detecting the CνB through neutrino capture on tritium:
νþ3 H → 3Heþ þ e−. The signal at PTOLEMY will be an
electron emitted with kinetic energy equalling 2mν above
the beta decay endpoint. Nevertheless, there are a number
of experimental and theoretical challenges, in particular,
with attaining an energy resolution as low as 0.1 eV with
current technology. This is currently an open issue and a lot
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1This is true in the absence of neutrino clustering [2–5], an
assumption we make in this work.
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of experimental and technological efforts are underway to
overcome this barrier [9–12]. Apart from this, a number of
other ideas has been proposed to detect the CνB [13–19].
However, these are futuristic and cannot be achieved in the
near foreseeable future. The capture rate also depends quite
sensitively on whether the CνB clusters or not [2,3,20]. A
comprehensive discussion of the different constraints on
neutrino clustering is given in [21].
A direct detection of the CνB will be crucial to testing

fundamental properties associated with neutrinos such as
their lifetime, whether they cluster or not [3,22,23], addi-
tional interactions of neutrinos [24–28] and so on. These
neutrinos, being nonrelativistic, will allow us to probe
kinematical regions, which are otherwise inaccessible in
terrestrial laboratories. For example, detecting the CνB can
be used to differentiate between the Dirac and Majorana
nature of neutrinos [29,30]. If the neutrinos are Majorana
particles, then the capture rate will be two times more than
that for Dirac neutrinos when all three mass eigenstates are
nonrelativistic today (see text for more details). This can act
as a direct test for lepton number violation in the Standard
Model (SM).
However, it is possible that lepton number is violated

softly in the SM. The extent of lepton number violation
(LNV) can be quantified through the smallness of the
Majorana mass term, in comparison to the Dirac mass term
for neutrinos. In such a scenario, neutrinos are pseudo-
Dirac (or quasi-Dirac) [31–37]. The softness of LNV
guarantees that although neutrinos are Majorana in nature,
they behave as Dirac neutrinos for all practical purposes.
Active-sterile neutrino oscillations are usually driven by a
tiny mass-squared difference ðδm2Þ between the mass-
eigenstates and could be accessible only over astronom-
ically large baselines. Strong constraints on the smallness
of the mass-squared difference arise from high-energy
neutrinos, 10−18 eV2 ≲ δm2 ≲ 10−12 eV2 [38,39], super-
nova neutrinos δm2 ≲ 10−20 eV2 [40–42] as well as solar
neutrinos δm2 ≲ 10−11 eV2 [36,43–45]. Weaker constraints
also exist from neutrino oscillation experiments [46–48] as
well as atmospheric neutrinos, δm2 ≲ 10−4 eV2 [49].
If neutrinos are pseudo-Dirac, it would also affect the

cosmic neutrino capture rate. One would expect there to be a
gradual transition from the capture rate in the Dirac case to
that in the Majorana case, and this transition should be a
function of the extent of LNV, given by δm2. Therefore,when
δm2 is tiny, we expect the capture rate to behave like that for
Dirac neutrinos. On the other hand, for large δm2, we should
recover the Majorana capture rate. Furthermore, the rate is
also modified if the lightest neutrino is relativistic at the time
of capture, thereby allowing a probe of the smallness of δm2.
These differences in capture ratewould clearly show up in an
experiment like PTOLEMY, thereby allowing a comple-
mentary probe of LNV through the CνB. We show that
PTOLEMY will be sensitive to δm2 ∼ 10−35 eV2—easily
shadowing the sensitivity from all other sources of LNV, and

therefore set the strongest constraints on the smallness of
δm2.2 This is demonstrated in Fig. 1, which shows the
sensitivity of different neutrino sources to δm2 in the Eν − L
plane. Clearly, positive detection of the CνB can be used to
constrain the tiniest value of δm2 probed so far.
The paper is organized as follows. In Sec. II, we discuss

the minimally extended Standard Model, by adding 3
singlet neutrinos and explore the mass-squared differences
between the active-sterile neutrinos. In Sec. III, we discuss
the capture rate of the cosmicneutrino background in the case
of soft violation of lepton number. In Sec. IV,we demonstrate
the event rates in an upcoming experiment like PTOLEMY.
Finally, we conclude in Sec. V. We consider natural units
where ℏ ¼ c ¼ kB ¼ 1 throughout this manuscript.

II. A MINIMAL STANDARD MODEL EXTENSION

The gauge symmetries of the Standard Model (SM)
allow for the existence of singlets with zero hypercharges,
which can couple to the left-handed lepton doublets and
generate Yukawa terms responsible for neutrino masses.
Initially, one might expect these Yukawa couplings to be

FIG. 1. Landscape of the pseudo-Dirac neutrino mass-squared
difference δm2 in the neutrino energy ðEνÞ and experiment
baseline (L) plane. The shaded gray regions are excluded from
terrestrial neutrino oscillation experiments and the SN1987a data.
For completeness, we present the regions constrained by reactor
neutrinos (purple), accelerator neutrinos (green), atmospheric
neutrinos (blue), vacuum oscillations for solar neutrinos (yellow),
supernova neutrinos (emerald), diffuse supernova neutrino back-
ground (dark red) and high energy neutrinos (purple). Predictions
from the CνB derived in this work, assuming the lightest neutrino
to be relativistic today, are shown in light blue.

2Note that there are no experiments planned in the foreseeable
future that can determine whether the lightest neutrino is
relativistic, so the bound quoted above will probably not be
realized experimentally anytime soon. However, we believe that
there is no theoretical motivation for discarding the idea of the
lightest neutrino being relativistic, and hence we quote our
bounds in the scenario where the lightest neutrino is relativistic.
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extremely small, of the order ofOð10−12Þ, in order to match
the observed neutrino mass scale of OðeVÞ. However, it is
worth noting that the same SM symmetries also permit
Majorana mass terms for those singlets. While such terms
lead to lepton number violation, this symmetry is accidental
and does not pose any fundamental issues. Furthermore, the
scale of these Majorana mass terms is only loosely con-
strained [36]. In fact, it can be close to the scale of grand
unification theories (GUT), or it can be suppressed relative
to the electroweak scale. In the first case, corresponding to
the well-known seesaw mechanism, the Majorana mass
terms are at the GUT scale. In the second case, known as
the pseudo-Dirac scenario, the mass terms are suppressed
compared to the electroweak scale. Let us examine these
scenarios in greater detail. The mass Lagrangian for
neutrinos, which includes both Yukawa interactions with
the singlets νiR, i ¼ f1; 2; 3g, and their Majorana mass
terms, can be written as

L ν ¼ −YαiLα H̃ νiR þ 1

2
ðνiRÞcMij

Rν
j
R: ð1Þ

Here, Yαi represents the Yukawa couplings between the
left-handed lepton doublets Lα, the conjugate of the SM
Higgs doublet H̃, and the singlets. The Majorana mass
term, denoted by Mij

R, depends on the scale at which such
terms originate. The superscript c signifies charge con-
jugation. After electroweak symmetry breaking, the neu-
trino mass Lagrangian can be rewritten as

L ν ¼ −
1

2
Nc

LMNL; ð2Þ

where

NL ¼
�

νL

ðνRÞc
�
; M ¼

�
03 Yv=

ffiffiffi
2

p

Yv=
ffiffiffi
2

p
MR

�
: ð3Þ

In the above expressions, v represents the vacuum expect-
ation value (VEV) of the Higgs field, νL ¼ ðνe; νμ; ντÞT
denotes the left-handed neutrino field, and νR ¼
ðνR1

; νR2
;…ÞT represents the right-handed neutrino field.

At this stage, we have not specified any hierarchy between
the Higgs VEV and the scale of the Majorana mass
matrix MR.
In scenarios where a significant hierarchy exists between

the Majorana mass and the electroweak scales, i.e.,
MR ≫ Yv, the diagonalization of the matrix M gives rise
to active neutrinos with suppressed masses relative to the
electroweak scale, mν ∝ YTðMRÞ−1Yv2. This mechanism,
widely known as the seesaw mechanism [50–59], has
garnered considerable attention due to its potential to
explain the observed matter-antimatter asymmetry in the
Universe [52].

However, it is also plausible that the Majorana mass
scale is suppressed relative to the electroweak scale,
MR ≪ Yv, particularly if the Majorana mass terms are
Planck-suppressed, for example. In this particular scenario,
referred to as the “pseudo-Dirac” case, lepton number is
softly broken by the Majorana mass, resulting in the lifting
of degeneracy between the left- and right-handed compo-
nents of a Dirac neutrino. Significantly, in this scenario,
processes involving lepton-number violation are highly
suppressed, making it challenging to experimentally detect
lepton-number violating phenomena.
In order to test the pseudo-Dirac scenario, it is then

crucial to explore the consequences of the presence of
Majorana mass terms, particularly for the oscillations
between the active and sterile neutrino components. Let
us first consider the general case where we do not assume
any specific hierarchy between the Majorana mass matrix
and the electroweak scale. The mass matrix M can be
diagonalized by a 6 × 6 unitary matrix, V, which is
obtained from the multiplication of 15 complex rotation
matrices [48]. For simplicity, we will focus on the mixing
between the pseudo-Dirac pairs labeled as 1–4, 2–5, and
3–6. Hence, considering only as nonzero mixing angles
θ14, θ25, θ36, the mixing matrix V can be expressed as

V ¼ U23U13U12U14U25U36: ð4Þ

We therefore define the mass eigenstates ν�i [34]

NL ¼ V
�
ν−i
νþi

�
;

where � refers to the two mass eigenstates associated with
the splitting of a given mass eigenstate i. Assuming the
singlet massmatrixMR to be diagonal,MR ¼ diagðmr1 ; mr2 ;
mr3Þ, we have the masses m�

i associated to the eigenstates

m�
i ¼ 1

2

� ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ðmriÞ2 þ ð2mDi

Þ2
q

�mri

�
; ð5Þ

withmDi
¼ Yv=

ffiffiffi
2

p
being the eigenvalues of the Dirac mass

matrix. Therefore, the mixing angle for each generation
will be

tan 2θi ¼
2mDi

mri

: ð6Þ

In our case, where only mixing between the pseudo-Dirac
pairs 1–4, 2–5, and 3–6 are considered, this implies
θ1;2;3 ¼ θ14;25;36. Explicitly, the neutrino fields in the flavor
basis take a simple form

να ¼
X
i

Uαiðeiλ cos θiν−i þ sin θiν
þ
i Þ; ð7Þ
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with Uαi the standard Pontecorvo-Maki-Nakagawa-Sakata
mixing matrix. We observe that a flavor eigenstate corre-
sponds to a superposition of sixmass eigenstates ν�i . TheCP
phase eiλ in Eq. (7) is fixed after imposing the masses to be
positive, finding that eiλ ¼ i [60]. The orthogonal compo-
nents νfs1;s2;s3g, which represent the states that do not interact
weakly, can be written as

νsi ¼ −i sin θiν−i þ cos θiν
þ
i : ð8Þ

Let us now consider in detail the limits mentioned before
of this scenario depending on the scale of the singlet mass
matrix MR.
Seesaw limit:MR ≫ Yv. In such a case, we have that the

mixing becomes tiny, θi → 0, in such a way that the flavor
and sterile fields become,

να ≈ i
X
i

Uαiν
−
i ; νsi ≈ νþi ; ð9Þ

such that the states ν�i have masses

m−
i ¼ ðmDi

Þ2
mri

; mþ
i ¼ mri : ð10Þ

This indicates that sterile neutrinos are mostly composed of
νþi eigenstates, while flavor states are superpositions of the
ν−i states, which we can identify as the usual mass
eigenstate fields.
Pseudo-Dirac limit: MR ≪ Yv. In such a case, we have

that the mixing becomes maximal, θi → π=4, and the flavor
and sterile fields become,

να ¼
X
i

Uαiffiffiffi
2

p ðiν−i þ νþi Þ; ð11aÞ

νsi ¼
1ffiffiffi
2

p ð−iν−i þ νþi Þ: ð11bÞ

Here the masses for the mass eigenstates are given by

m�
i ¼ mDi

�mri

2
; ð12Þ

respectively. Note that when we consider the exact Dirac
case,mri ¼ 0, we recover the usual fact that a neutral Dirac
field is a maximally mixed superposition of two degenerate
Majorana neutrinos.
Now, to establish the specific properties of the relic

neutrinos in the PD scenario, we have to first determine the
states participating in the weak interactions, a task which
will be considered in the next subsection.

A. Weak interactions

Before their decoupling, neutrinos were in an ultra-
relativistic state and in thermal equilibrium due to their
weak interactions. As the Universe cooled down, neutrinos
decoupled from the thermal bath, and will therefore retain
the flavor state related to their last scattering. Thus, the
initial states will be linear superpositions of the mass
eigenstates ν�i . However, since weak interactions violate
parity, it becomes crucial to carefully determine the specific
superposition that is emitted based on the weak process
involved. In simpler terms, we need to specify whether the
initial state created has a right or left helicity. To address
this, we can examine the charged-current (CC) weak
interaction Lagrangian explicitly, which is written using
the defined flavor fields mentioned above,

L CC ¼ −
gffiffiffi
2

p
X

α¼e;μ;τ

½ναγμαLWμ þ αLγ
μναW

†
μ�;

¼ −
gffiffiffi
2

p
X

α¼e;μ;τ

X
i

½U�
αið−i cos θiν−i þ sin θiν

þ
i ÞγμαLWμ þUαiαLγ

μði cos θiν−i þ sin θiν
þ
i ÞW†

μ�: ð13Þ

Examining this Lagrangian, we notice that the two currents yield distinct linear combinations. To determine the helicities of
these combinations, let us recall the expansion of a generic Majorana field operator ψ,

ψðxÞ ¼
Z

d3p
ð2πÞ32E

X
h¼�

½ahðpÞuhðpÞe−ipx þ a†hðpÞvhðpÞeipx�; ð14Þ

where, u� and v� represent four-component spinors, and a and a† are quantum operators adhering to standard
anticommutation relations. It follows that the operator ψ can create or annihilate the same state, as expected from a
Majorana fermion. Given that neutrinos were ultrarelativistic at decoupling, we can consider the following approximations
for the spinors u� and v� [60]
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uþðpÞ ≈ −
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
2E

p  
χþðpÞ

− m
2E χ

þðpÞ

!
; u−ðpÞ ≈

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
2E

p  
− m

2E χ
−ðpÞ

χ−ðpÞ

!

vþðpÞ ≈ −
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
2E

p  
m
2E χ

−ðpÞ
χ−ðpÞ

!
; v−ðpÞ ≈

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
2E

p  
χþðpÞ

m
2E χ

þðpÞ

!
; ð15Þ

where χ� are two-component helicity eigenstate spinors.
Hence, the first terms of the charged-current (CC)

Lagrangian in Eq. (13), ν�i γ
μαLWμ, create a ν�i with negative

helicity (h ¼ −1 or a neutrino) or annihilate a ν�i with
positive helicity (h ¼ þ1 or an antineutrino). The second
term operates conversely, creating neutrinos with positive
helicity and annihilating neutrinos with negative helicity.
Thus, the neutrino states with negative helicity, jναih¼−1, and
positive helicity, jν̄αih¼1, created by the CC Lagrangian
correspond to the following linear superpositions,

jναih¼−1 ¼ U�
αið−i cos θijν−i i þ sin θijνþi iÞ ð16aÞ

jν̄αih¼1 ¼ Uαiði cos θijν−i i þ sin θijνþi iÞ: ð16bÞ

The conjugation arises from the nature of the interaction
entering the CC Lagrangian. In the previously described
seesaw limit, the states jναih¼−1 and jν̄αih¼þ1 take the
approximate forms:

jναih¼−1 ≈ −iU�
αijν−i i

jν̄αih¼1 ≈ iUαijν−i i;

These expressions, up to an irrelevant overall phase �i,
align with the conventional definitions of neutrino and
antineutrino states commonly employed in neutrino oscil-
lation studies [60]. In contrast, in the Dirac limit, the states
are approximately given by:

jναih¼−1 ≈
U�

αiffiffiffi
2

p ð−ijν−i i þ jνþi iÞ≡U�
αijνii

jν̄αih¼1 ≈
Uαiffiffiffi
2

p ðijν−i i þ jνþi iÞ≡Uαijν̄ii;

Again, these approximations are consistent with the stan-
dard mixing of neutrinos and antineutrinos after defining
the neutrino mass eigenstate to be jνii ¼ 1

2
ð−ijν−i i þ jνþi iÞ,

while the antineutrino state is related by complex con-
jugation. Thus, it is evident that the general superpositions
defined in Eq. (16a) correctly reproduce the expected limits
for both the seesaw and Dirac scenarios. As for the sterile
state, it follows from Eq. (8):

jνsii ¼ −i sin θijν−i i þ cos θijνþi i: ð17Þ

These are the potential superpositions in which neutrinos,
both left- and right-handed would have frozen out after the
decoupling phase. Moreover, as the mass eigenstates jν�i i
evolve with distinct phases, there is a possibility that the
initial flavor states would oscillate to sterile ones, which do
not interact and would result in the disappearance of a
portion of the CνB. The occurrence of active-sterile
oscillations is closely linked to the value of the neutrino
capture rate for Dirac neutrinos, as we will explore in the
following section.

III. CAPTURE RATE COMPUTATION

Due to the nonrelativistic nature of the neutrinos today,
chirality and helicity can no longer be used interchange-
ably. We will work with helicities here. The tiny mass-
squared difference between ν�i in the pseudo-Dirac scenario
will induce active sterile oscillations, which can take
place over baselines ∝ E=δm2. These oscillations conserve
helicity, leading to ναh¼1 ↔ νsh¼1 and ναh¼−1 ↔ νsh¼−1.
Henceforth, we will drop the subscript h and use �1 to
denote the helicity state of the neutrino. Since relic
neutrinos have propagated in an expanding Universe, the
evolution phases from the decoupling, occurring at a
redshift z, until today depending on the momentum p
are given by [61,62],

Φ�
i ðzÞ ¼

Z
z

0

dz0

Hðz0Þ ½ðm
�
i Þ2 þ p2ð1þ z0Þ2�12; ð18Þ

where HðzÞ¼H0ð1þ zÞ
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
Ωmð1þ zÞ3þΩrð1þ zÞ4þΩΛ

p
is the Hubble function, depending on the Hubble parameter
H0, and the matter, Ωm, radiation Ωr, and dark energy
ΩΛ contributions to the total energy density [63].
Thus, the positive and negative helicity states will evolve
according to

jν�i ðzÞi ¼ expð−iΦ�ðzÞÞjν�i i

The disappearance probability Pðνα�1 → νsi�1Þ for each
eigenstate i is then
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Pðνα−1 → νsi−1Þ ¼ jhνsi jναðzÞij2

¼ jUαij2sin22θisin2
�
ΔΦi

2

�
; ð19aÞ

Pðναþ1 → νsiþ1Þ ¼ jhνsi jν̄αðzÞij2

¼ jUαij2sin22θicos2
�
ΔΦi

2

�
; ð19bÞ

where the phase difference is ΔΦi ¼ Φþ
i −Φ−

i .
After freeze-out, the phase-space distribution of the CνB

remains a Fermi-Dirac distribution, while the temperature
and the momenta redshift. Therefore, the abundance at
freeze-out for effectively massless neutrinos is given as

nðTÞ ¼ 3ζð3Þ
4π2

T3
ν: ð20Þ

where Tν is related to the photon temperature Tγ through
Tν ¼ ð4=11Þ1=3Tγ . The current number density of neutrinos,
after accounting for redshift, is n0 ≡ 56 cm−3 per flavor per
helicity state of the neutrino.Moreover, we have that the root
mean square momentum of neutrinos is p̄ ¼ 0.6 meV [29],
indicating that the two heaviest states are nonrelativistic
today, while the lightest could be still relativistic if it has a
mass smaller than ∼0.1 meV. Since only the states
jναi−1; jν̄αiþ1 are populated in the early Universe, in equal
amounts, their abundances at present follow [29]

nðνα−1Þ ¼ n0; nðναþ1Þ ¼ n0; ð21aÞ

nðνsi�1Þ ¼ 0; ð21bÞ

Note that we have assumed that the sterile states are not
populated in the early Universe.
Now, let us consider the effect of mixing between active

and sterile states in our scenario. In this regime, after the
neutrinos have decoupled, the sterile states can be popu-
lated with a probability given by Eq. (19). As a result, the
abundances of the neutrinos are given by

nðνα−1Þ ¼ ð1 − Pðνα−1 → νsi−1ÞÞn0;
nðναþ1Þ ¼ ð1 − Pðναþ1 → νsiþ1ÞÞn0; ð22Þ

nðνsi−1Þ¼Pðναi;−1→ νsi−1Þn0; nðνsiþ1Þ¼Pðναþ1→ νsiþ1Þn0:
ð23Þ

Some of the active neutrinos will be lost from the thermal
plasma due to active-sterile conversion. This is the main
effect of having lepton number violation, after the addition
of singlet states having Majorana masses. The Majorana
limit can be recovered for Pðνα�1 → νsi�1Þ ¼ 0.
Taking into account the context discussed in this thread,

let us now delve into the calculation of the capture rate of
the CνB on a target nuclei, represented by the process
νe þ n → pþ þ e−. Following the established standard
procedure to compute this rate [29], we arrive at the
following result

ΓCνB ¼ NT σ̄
X3
i¼1

½ð1 − Pðνeþ1 → νsiþ1ÞÞnðναþ1ÞAiðþ1Þ þ ð1 − Pðνe−1 → νsi−1ÞÞnðνα−1ÞAið−1Þ�; ð24Þ

where NT are the number of targets, and AðhÞ are spin-
dependent factors that take into account the mismatch
between helicity and chirality,

AiðhÞ≡ 1 − hvi; ð25Þ

being vi ¼ ðvþi þ v−i Þ=2, with v�i ¼ jp⃗j=
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
jp⃗j2 þ ðm�

i Þ2
p

the average neutrino velocity, h the helicity. The nucleus-
dependent factor σ in the capture rate is the spin-averaged
cross section. Assuming tritium as the target, we have that

σ̄ ≈ 3.8 × 10−45 cm2: ð26Þ

Expanding the capture rate, we find the following depend-
ence on the mixing between the ν�i fields,

ΓCνB ¼ NT σ̄n0
X3
i¼1

jUeij2½1þ cos2 2θi

þ sin2 2θihvi cosðΔΦiÞi�; ð27Þ

wherewe have taken the average of the oscillatory term with
respect to the CνB momentum distribution fCνBðpÞ [30],

hvi cos ðΔΦiÞi ¼
R∞
0 vi cos ðΔΦiÞp2fCνBðpÞdpR∞

0 p2fCνBðpÞdp
: ð28Þ

Asmentioned before, we consider a Fermi-Dirac distribution
for the CνB momentum in terms of the temperature of the
relic neutrinos today,

fCνBðpÞ ¼
1

expðp=TνÞ þ 1
:
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Let us analyse the different limits in the capture rate Eq. (27).
In the see-saw limit previously mentioned, where the mixing
angle θi → 0, we have

ΓCνB ≈ 2NT σ̄n0; ð29Þ

corresponding to the usualMajorana capture rate. Now if the
mixing angle is maximal, cos θi ¼ sin θi ¼ 1=

ffiffiffi
2

p
and the

fields ν�i are degenerate in mass, i.e., mri ¼ 0, the capture
rate is

ΓCνB ≈ NT σ̄n0

�
1þ

X3
i¼1

jUeij2hvii
�
; ð30Þ

which is the value obtained for Dirac neutrinos [30].
Let us examine the ratio between the full neutrino

capture rate and the purely Majorana case,

ΓCνB

ΓM
CνB

¼ 1þ
X3
i¼1

jUeij2½cos2 θi þ sin2 2θihvi cos ðΔΦiÞi�;

ð31Þ

In this analysis, we assume that the values of m−
i coincide

with the mass of the active neutrinos in the seesaw limit.
Additionally, we consider all singlet masses to be equal,
mr1 ¼ mr2 ¼ mr3 ¼ mr. In Fig. 2, we illustrate the behav-
ior of the ratio as it varies with the mr while maintaining a

fixed value for m−
l , the mass of the lightest eigenstate. We

consider different fixed values for the lightest neutrino
m−

l ¼ 10−7 eV (green),m−
l ¼ 10−4 eV (light blue dashed),

m−
l ¼ 0.01 eV (magenta dotted), m−

l ¼ 0.1 eV (orange
dot-dashed), m−

l ¼ 1 eV (pink dot-dot-dashed), for both
the normal (left) and inverted (right) orderings.
The shaded region indicates values that are excluded

based on current neutrino oscillation experiments [36]. As
anticipated from the limits discussed earlier, particularly
when the lightest neutrino is nonrelativistic today, we
observe that for mr ≫ m−

1 , the capture rate aligns with
the purely Majorana scenario. Conversely, in the opposite
limit, we recover the expected Dirac behavior, consistent
with the findings in the previously described pseudo-Dirac
limit. The transition between these two limits hinges on the
mass spectrum of m�

i . Specifically, as mr approaches
approximately 0.1m−

i , the mixing angle begins to deviate
from maximal, resulting in an increased capture rate. When
mr surpasses m−

i by roughly two orders of magnitude, the
capture rate tends to approach the maximal value associated
with the purely Majorana case. However, it is important to
highlight that the transition region, which could potentially
yield varying capture rates, falls within the range excluded
by current experimental data.
Significant differences arise when considering the sce-

nario where the lightest neutrino remains relativistic in the
present day. In this case, it is expected that the capture rate
for Majorana neutrinos remains the same, while that for
Dirac neutrinos increases, depending on the velocity and

FIG. 2. Ratio of the CνB capture for the general DiracþMajorana scenario to the purely Majorana rate, as a function of the active-
sterile mass-squared difference ðδm2

l ¼ ðmþ
l Þ2 − ðm−

l Þ2Þ for lightest neutrino masses of m−
l ¼ 10−7 eV (green), m−

l ¼ 10−4 eV (light
blue dashed), m−

l ¼ 0.01 eV (magenta dotted), m−
l ¼ 0.1 eV (orange dot-dashed), m−

l ¼ 1 eV (pink dot-dot-dashed) for the normal
(left) and inverted (right) orderings. The shaded regions are excluded from neutrino oscillation experiments. Note that, for a relativistic
lightest neutrino in the purely Dirac case, the capture rate tends to the value in Eq. (32).
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the PMNS mixing matrix element corresponding to the
lightest neutrino. For the normal ordering, the ratio takes on
a value of approximately

ΓD
CνB

ΓM
CνB

≈
1

2
ð1þ jUe1j2hv1iÞ ≈ 0.84 ð32Þ

when the lightest neutrino is massless. This is consistent
with previous results in Ref. [30].
In our case, taking the case ofm−

l ¼ 10−7 eV, we expect
ΓCνB=ΓM

CνB ≃ 0.84 for mr ≪ 10−31 eV. This mimics the
result expected for Dirac neutrinos. However, as mr
increases, a distinctive pattern emerges. A minimum
becomes apparent in the capture rate ratio. This diminution
in the ratio occurs due active-sterile transitions, which reach
the first oscillation maximum when ΔΦi ¼ π. In the
relativistic lightest neutrino regime, we have that

ΔΦi ¼
δm2

l

2p
LCνB; ð33Þ

where δm2
l ¼ ðmþ

l Þ2 − ðm−
l Þ2, and LCνB denotes the CνB

propagation distance [62,64]

LCνB ¼
Z

z

0

dz0

ð1þ z0ÞHðz0Þ ≈ 2.35 Gpc; ð34Þ

for z ¼ 1010 redshift value at neutrino decoupling. Thus,
the oscillation maximum occurs when

δm2
l ¼ 2πp

LCνB

∼ 10−35 eV2

�
2.35 Gpc
LCνB

��
p

0.6 meV

�
ð35Þ

Since δm2
l ¼ mrðmr þ 2m−

l Þ ≪ ðm−
l Þ2, the mass-square

difference between the lightest pseudo-Dirac pair, we
obtain the value of mr where the maximum active-sterile
oscillation takes place, at approximately

mosc
r ≈

πp
m−

lLCνB

∼ 5 × 10−30 eV

�
1 μeV
m−

l

��
2.35 Gpc
LCνB

��
p

0.6 meV

�
:

ð36Þ

The averaging effect remains until mr surpasses a certain
value, in this case equalling 10−10 eV in the normal ordering.
Asmr is further increased, the growth rate increases again

and makes a transition when mr ≃
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
Δm2

sol

p
¼ 8.7 meV.

This explains the second steplike feature in the plot. For
more massive neutrinos, maximal mixing is preserved and
we recover the Majorana capture rate. This behavior is

contingent upon the lightest neutrino massm−
l , and becomes

less prominent as it increases.
Upon comparing the outcomes for both normal and

inverted orderings, a notable distinction emerges concern-
ing the capture rate for extremely small values ofmr. In the
case of the inverted ordering, where the lightest neutrino
corresponds to m−

3 , its capture is governed by the small
mixing angle θ13. Consequently, the asymptotic value for
mr ≪ mosc

r exhibits only a marginal correction of approx-
imately ∼2.5% from the nonrelativistic Dirac scenario.
In summary, the overall behavior of the capture rate

critically hinges on the value of mr. When mr ¼ mosc
r , a

minimum arises due to the active neutrinos undergoing a
transition to sterile neutrinos. For values larger than mosc

r ,
maximal mixing prevails, and the active-sterile oscillation
averages out, resulting in a capture rate akin to that of the
purely Dirac case, until mr approaches the vicinity of m−

l ,
where the mixing deviates from maximality, leading to a
capture rate approaching the Majorana value. On the other
hand, for values lower than mosc

r , the capture rate tends
toward the Dirac case, but with a correction due to the
presence of a relativistic lightest neutrino. Indeed, even
when dealing with a relativistic lightest neutrino, the
capture rate has the potential to align with the Dirac case
in the nonrelativistic limit. This phenomenon arises due to
the active-sterile oscillations averaging out, leading to a
cancellation between helicity contributions that effectively
nullify the impact of having a relativistic lightest neutrino.
Hence, the capture rate can converge to a value comparable
to that in the Dirac case, despite the relativistic nature of the
lightest neutrino.

IV. EVENT RATES IN A PTOLEMY-LIKE
DETECTOR

The proposed PTOLEMY experiment aims to detect
neutrinos from the CνB utilizing a layer of graphene with
atomic tritium on top of it [8,12]. Although various setups
for PTOLEMY have been considered, our focus lies in
examining how the presence of singlets would impact the
detection events in PTOLEMY or similar experiments. In
the capture process described earlier, when a neutrino
interacts with the tritium nucleus, it produces an electron
whose energy can be measured using specific techniques.
The kinematics of this capture process results in definite
energy for the electrons [29]

ECνB;i
e ≃me þ K0

end þ 2mi: ð37Þ

Here, K0
end represents the endpoint energy of the electrons

emitted from the β-decay of tritium. Given that the
electrons produced after neutrino capture are monochro-
matic, they will generate one or more peaks at energies
larger than K0

end. The distinguishability of the CνB emitted
electrons from those originating from tritium β-decay relies
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on the energy resolution. With a sufficiently high reso-
lution, it becomes possible to differentiate these events.
However, if the energy resolution is too large, the CνB
electron events may be buried under a significant back-
ground. To account for this, we convolve the capture in
Eq (29) with an assumed Gaussian-like experimental
resolution,

dΓCνB

dEe
¼ 1ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

2πσ2
p

X3
j¼1

Z
∞

−∞
dE0

eΓ
j
CνB exp

�
−
ðE0

e − EeÞ2
2σ2

�

× δðEe − ECνB;j
e Þ; ð38aÞ

dΓβ

dEe
¼ 1ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

2πσ2
p

Z
∞

−∞
dE0

e
dΓβ

dE0
e
exp

�
−
ðE0

e − EeÞ2
2σ2

�
; ð38bÞ

where σ is the energy resolution, also parametrized through
the full width at half maximum (FWHM) Δ ¼ 2.35σ, and
Γj
CνB indicates the capture rate associated with the ith mass

eigenstate. By utilizing the complete expression for the
β-decay spectrum of tritium [65], we present in Fig. 3 the
anticipated electron spectra as a function of the measured
energy for various values of the singlet massmr ¼ 10−35 eV
(green), mr ¼ mosc

r ¼ 5 × 10−32 eV (orange dashed),
mr ¼ 10−15 eV (blue dotted), and mr ¼ 105 eV (purple

dot-dashed), assuming the normal ordering. We consider
an FWHMofΔ ¼ 10 meV, and the lightest neutrinomass of
m−

1 ¼ 0.1 meV. Let us note, however, that the possible
achievability of such energy resolution is nowunder question,
after the experimental challenges pointed out in Refs. [9,12].
Since the detection of possible effects from the pseudo-Dirac
nature are indeed quite futuristic, we keep an optimistic
approach and analyse the effects of the active-sterile oscil-
lations assuming previously quoted values. The β-decay
background is denoted by the gray dot-dot-dashed line. In
all cases, the electron spectrum exhibits two primary peaks.
The first peak, with a maximum at Ke − K0

end ¼ m−
1 , corre-

sponds to the superposition of capture rates for the lightest
neutrinos. The second peak emerges around the mass of the
heaviest neutrino, approximately Ke − K0

end ≈ 50 meV.
Furthermore, the extremevalues ofmr ¼ 10−35 eV andmr ¼
105 eV depict the event spectra for Dirac, encompassing a
relativistic lightest neutrino, and Majorana, respectively. A
significant difference between these two cases appears due to
the contribution of the heaviest neutrinos, which change
the shape of the first peak, and enhance the capture of the
heaviest states. Meanwhile, for the intermediate value of
mr ¼ 10−15 eV, the capture rate has a value corresponding to
the Dirac case for a nonrelativistic spectrum. Regarding the
mr ¼ mosc

r scenario, we observe a reduction in the spectrum,
even when compared to the Dirac case. As previously
discussed, this reduction stems from the oscillation of active
neutrino states into sterile, and thus unobservable, neutrinos,
thereby reducing the number of states available for capture.
Additionally, the electron spectrum is no longer symmetric in
this instance due to the emergence of the peak associatedwith
the capture of the superposition ν�2 . These findings under-
score the vital role of underlying mass generation in neutrino
capture, particularly in a PTOLEMY-like experiment.

V. CONCLUSIONS

Possible future detection of the cosmic neutrino back-
ground will be a watershed moment in our understanding of
the early Universe, as well as the nature of the neutrinos. In
particular, it is expected to shed light on whether neutrinos
are Dirac or Majorana, thereby offering a probe of lepton
number violation in our Universe. Currently, the most
popular idea for the detection of the CνB involves neutrino
capture on tritium—an idea which is being actively pursued
by the PTOLEMY collaboration.
In this paper, we studied the dependence of the neutrino

capture on the extent of lepton number violation in the
Standard Model. We focused on pseudo-Dirac neutrinos,
where lepton number can be softly broken so that neutrinos
behave as Dirac while actually being Majorana. In such a
scenario, we showed that the neutrino capture rate
smoothly transitions between a purely Dirac case and a
purely Majorana case. As a result, even a slight deviation of
the capture rate from the purely Dirac case can signal a soft
violation of lepton number.

FIG. 3. Expected electron spectra as a function of the observed
energy for different values of the singlet mass mr ¼ 10−35 eV
(green), mr ¼ 5 × 10−32 eV (orange dashed), mr ¼ 10−15 eV
(blue dotted), and mr ¼ 105 eV (purple dot-dashed), assuming
the normal ordering. We consider an experimental resolution with
full width at half maximum Δ ¼ 10 meV, and the lightest
neutrino mass of m−

1 ¼ 0.1 meV. The β-decay background is
plotted as a gray dot-dot-dashed line.
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Active-sterile oscillations, mediated by a tiny mass-
squared difference, can also cause a distortion in the
capture rate. We found that in the scenario where the
lightest neutrino is relativistic, the distortion can be
sensitive to the value of the mass-squared difference as
small as δm2 ∼ 10−35 eV2. From this value, and depending
on the mass of the lightest neutrino, there exists a critical
Majorana mass scale, mosc

r , such that for mr ≪ mosc
r , the

capture rate approaches the Dirac rate, but with an enhance-
ment due to the presence of the relativistic lightest neutrino.
As mr approaches mosc

r , active-sterile oscillations take over
leading to an overall minima in the capture rate, which can
go below the Dirac rate as well. On the other hand, for
m ≫ mosc

r , active-sterile oscillations average out, and the
Dirac rate is recovered. This happens until the mr
approaches the value of the lightest neutrino, where the
active-sterile mixing gradually deviates from the maxi-
mum, and the capture rate approaches the Majorana value.
We compared the neutrino capture rates in a PTOLEMY-

like detector as a function of the sterile neutrino mass—
which is a measure of the strength of lepton number
violation. We confirmed that a detector like PTOLEMY
would indeed be sensitive to the underlying mechanism of
neutrino mass generation. The electron spectra events are
shown to lie between a purely Dirac hypothesis and a
purely Majorana hypothesis, with the exact rate depending
on the value of the sterile neutrino mass.

Through this analysis, we pointed out the sensitivity of
the capture rate of the CνB to the mechanism connecting
neutrino mass-generation. We performed a simple analysis
under the approximation where the underlying 6 × 6
neutrino mixing matrix, consisting of 3 active and 3 sterile
neutrinos, factorizes into 3 independent 2 × 2 matrix
involving active-sterile pairs. Future studies will be aimed
at relaxing this approximation to test the sensitivity of our
results on the underlying neutrino mixing mechanism.
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[47] P. Hernández, J. Jones-Pérez, and O. Suarez-Navarro, Eur.
Phys. J. C 79, 220 (2019).

[48] G. Anamiati, V. De Romeri, M. Hirsch, C. A. Ternes, and M.
Tórtola, Phys. Rev. D 100, 035032 (2019).

[49] J. F. Beacom, N. F. Bell, D. Hooper, J. G. Learned, S.
Pakvasa, and T. J. Weiler, Phys. Rev. Lett. 92, 011101
(2004).

[50] R. N. Mohapatra and G. Senjanovic, Phys. Rev. Lett. 44,
912 (1980).

[51] M. Gell-Mann, P. Ramond, and R. Slansky, Conf. Proc. C
790927, 315 (1979).

[52] T. Yanagida, Conf. Proc. C 7902131, 95 (1979).
[53] P. Minkowski, Phys. Lett. B 67B, 421 (1977).
[54] R. N. Mohapatra and G. Senjanovic, Phys. Rev. D 23, 165

(1981).
[55] M. Magg and C. Wetterich, Phys. Lett. 94B, 61 (1980).
[56] G. Lazarides, Q. Shafi, and C. Wetterich, Nucl. Phys. B181,

287 (1981).
[57] C. Wetterich, Nucl. Phys. B187, 343 (1981).
[58] R. Foot, H. Lew, X. G. He, and G. C. Joshi, Z. Phys. C 44,

441 (1989).
[59] E. Ma, Phys. Rev. Lett. 81, 1171 (1998).
[60] C. Giunti and C.W. Kim, Fundamentals of Neutrino

Physics and Astrophysics (Oxford University Press,
New York, 2007).

[61] J. F. Beacom, N. F. Bell, and S. Dodelson, Phys. Rev. Lett.
93, 121302 (2004).

[62] A. Esmaili and Y. Farzan, J. Cosmol. Astropart. Phys. 12
(2012) 014.

[63] N. Aghanim et al. (Planck Collaboration), Astron. As-
trophys. 641, A6 (2020); 652, C4(E) (2021).

[64] A. De Gouvêa, I. Martinez-Soler, Y. F. Perez-Gonzalez, and
M. Sen, Phys. Rev. D 102, 123012 (2020).

[65] P. O. Ludl and W. Rodejohann, J. High Energy Phys. 06
(2016) 040.

FROM DIRAC TO MAJORANA: THE COSMIC NEUTRINO … PHYS. REV. D 109, 023022 (2024)

023022-11

https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.106.095042
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.106.095042
https://arXiv.org/abs/2304.02505
https://doi.org/10.1088/1475-7516/2014/08/038
https://doi.org/10.1088/1475-7516/2014/08/038
https://doi.org/10.1088/1475-7516/2018/10/049
https://doi.org/10.1088/1475-7516/2018/10/049
https://doi.org/10.1016/0550-3213(81)90096-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/0370-2693(82)91246-1
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.64.013003
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.64.013003
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.97.095008
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.97.095008
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.80.073007
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.80.073007
https://doi.org/10.22323/1.244.0008
https://doi.org/10.22323/1.244.0008
https://arXiv.org/abs/2211.16520
https://arXiv.org/abs/2212.00737
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.102.123012
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.105.095019
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.105.095019
https://arXiv.org/abs/2205.13291
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.107.075029
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP09(2022)004
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP09(2022)004
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.108.035010
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.108.035010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.physletb.2014.06.058
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.physletb.2014.06.058
https://doi.org/10.1140/epjc/s10052-019-6728-1
https://doi.org/10.1140/epjc/s10052-019-6728-1
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.100.035032
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.92.011101
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.92.011101
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.44.912
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.44.912
https://doi.org/10.1016/0370-2693(77)90435-X
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.23.165
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.23.165
https://doi.org/10.1016/0370-2693(80)90825-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/0550-3213(81)90354-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/0550-3213(81)90354-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/0550-3213(81)90279-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01415558
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01415558
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.81.1171
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.93.121302
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.93.121302
https://doi.org/10.1088/1475-7516/2012/12/014
https://doi.org/10.1088/1475-7516/2012/12/014
https://doi.org/10.1051/0004-6361/201833910
https://doi.org/10.1051/0004-6361/201833910
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.102.123012
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP06(2016)040
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP06(2016)040

