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These notes are intended to introduce students to many of the basic ideas in particle physics needed
to begin research. They were written to be accessible to first-year physics students at Harvey Mudd
College, who have taken courses in calculus and calculus-based physics, including special relativity.
Even if you don’t have this background, however, you can skip over the more technical bits and still
get some useful insight into underlying ideas in particle physics.

1 What Is Particle Physics?

Particle physicists work to understand how the universe works on its most fundamental level. To do
this, we first need to identify the basic building blocks of our universe. We then want to understand
how they can be assembled in various ways to give the diverse array of objects that we see in our
world: atoms, molecules, cells, people, planets, stars and galaxies. What forces act on these building
blocks in order to explain the structures we see?

Consider for a moment a non-relativistic point-like object obeying Newton’s Second Law:

~F (~r) = M~a, (1)

which is the usual statement that an applied net force leads the acceleration of an object. If we specify
an applied force and a numerical value for mass, then this law tells us the object’s acceleration, which
in turn tells us how the object’s position and velocity change in the following moment. We can repeat
this over and over to determine the object’s complete motion over time. For an arbitrarily complicated
system of forces and masses, we can apply the Second Law separately to each object, and given an
initial configuration of positions and velocities, we can use it to find out where everything ends up
after some period of time has elapsed1. To summarize, the ingredients we need to fully determine
the motions of a system (whether it be a point mass, a set of atoms in a material, or everything in
the entirely Universe) are:

• The masses of the constituents of the system (i.e., the types of objects that we have);

• The forces that act on the constituents of the system (e.g., whether an object experiences the
electric force and what its electric charge is).

Once we have these two sets of properties, we can use Newton’s Second Law (or the quantum
equivalent) to determine how the objects move around under the various forces. Particle physics is
essentially the branch of physics that tries to figure out these two things: what, deep down, are the
elementary types of matter that exist in nature, and what forces give rise to interactions between
them? The collection of elementary particles and forces are known collectively as the Standard
Model of particle physics.

Let’s start with the forces. In your introductory physics class, you no doubt became acquainted
with a whole variety of forces: push and pull forces, gravitational forces, electric and magnetic forces,
drag and friction forces, etc. Each of these has a different (and usually complicated) dependence on
the objects in a system. For example, the friction force between two objects depends on whether the
objects are in relative motion, the magnitude of the normal force between them, the type of material,
and so on. Friction is by definition something that acts on macroscopic objects that are made up of
many atoms and molecules. If, however, we zoom in on the interface between two objects and look at
what’s going on at the microscopic level, what we see deep down is that friction actually results from

1This is a purely classical equation, but the basic argument is true in both classical and quantum mechanics. In
quantum mechanics, the force and the properties of the particle (mass, spin) are all encoded in the Hamiltonian, while
the motion of the particle is determined by the evolution of the wavefunction or state vector.
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Figure 1: Illustration of how the macroscopic force of friction originates from the microscopic electrical
attractions and repulsions between electrons and protons in each of the materials (image source: Rice
Open CNX).

the formation and breaking of chemical bonds between atoms in each material (see Fig. 1). This
“friction” force, then, is actually a phenomenon that emerges from a more fundamental interaction,
namely the electrostatic attractions and repulsions between components of atoms. In fact, most of
the forces I listed (the drag forces, the push and full forces) have the same property: they derive from
the action of inter-atomic electric forces that exist between atoms within large objects.

As particle physicists, we are interested only in the fundamental forces of nature. These are
the forces that are irreducible, meaning that they cannot be explained in terms of the action of more
basic forces. Friction is not a fundamental force because it emerges from the complicated motions of
large numbers of electrically charged particles. The electric force is a manifestation of a fundamental
force, though, because it is not in turn a manifestation of anything simpler.

If we focus on fundamental forces, we don’t have to worry about drag, pushing, or pulling forces
like we often consider in a mechanics course. Instead, we only have to think about a small set of
four fundamental forces:

1. The Electromagnetic Force: Responsible for electric and magnetic forces. In everyday life,
we usually observe electric and magnetic phenomena as separate. However, the motion of
electrically charged objects induces magnetic fields (see Fig. 2), and the dynamics of electric
and magnetic fields are inseparable2. Electricity and magnetism are therefore combined into a
single fundamental force known as the electromagnetic, or EM, force. The EM force explains
most of the forces we experience on a day-to-day basis: for example, we don’t fall through the
floor because of the repulsive forces existing between electrically charged electrons and protons
inside of adjacent atoms that prevents their arbitrary compression. Indeed, electromagnetism
is responsible for each everyday force we experience with the exception of. . .

2. The Gravitational Force: This is a universally attractive force that exists between every type
of matter and is proportional to an object’s mass-energy (see Fig. 3). It is an exceptionally
feeble force, and is only important to us because we happen to be sitting on top of an enormous
chunk of rock (and orbiting around an even larger ball of burning gas). While gravity acts on
all fundamental particles, it is usually so weak that its effects are unobservable when looking
at individual atoms (and smaller particles).

3. The Strong Force: This force is responsible for binding sub-nuclear particles known as quarks
into protons and neutrons. It is so strong that, except at extremely high energies, it is not

2Indeed, observers moving at different speeds relative to a system of electrically charged particles will disagree on
the magnitudes of the electric and magnetic fields they observe, although all observers agree on how these different
electric and magnetic fields cause objects to move.
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Figure 2: (Left) Electric field induced by a configuration of electrically charged particles (image
source: Wikipedia). (Right) Magnetic field induced by a moving current of electric charges.

Figure 3: The gravitational force always pulls massive objects towards one another. It is also
exceptionally feeble, only being important in the vicinity of very heavy objects like the Sun and
Earth (image source: School for Champions).

possible to pull quarks outside of protons and neutrons; they are, for all intents and purposes,
permanently bound inside of protons and neutrons. The strong force also “leaks” outside of
the protons and neutrons, providing an additional attractive force between these particles. For
example, this residual strong force keeps protons and neutrons stuck together to form nuclei.
We know this force is very strong, in part because otherwise the positively charged protons
inside of nuclei would repel and the electric force would blow the nucleus apart. These effects
are shown in Fig. 4.

4. The Weak Force: In spite of the name, this fourth force is not always the weakest force (and
is certainly much stronger than gravity). If we consider nuclei at rest inside of atoms, however,
it is weaker than the strong and electromagnetic forces and so we are stuck with the name. Its
only noticeable effect at the atomic level is that it is responsible for certain kinds of radioactive
decay (such as the emission of beta particles). The beta decay process resulting from the weak
force is shown in Fig. 5.

That’s it. As far as we know, every phenomenon we observe in nature follows from these four forces3.
We will explore the details of each of these forces further in Section 2.
Exercise: In the following examples, describe how the fundamental forces act to give rise to the
specified motion:

• A person standing on the floor proceeds to jump up in the air and fall back down;

• A kettle is placed on the stove and heated until the water inside boils.

Now that we have the forces, we need to know the particles or types of matter on which the forces
act. Hopefully, you are already familiar with the fact that everything we see in the world around us

3In case there is a professional high-energy theorist reading this (or you are a bit of a pedant), there is also a “Yukawa
force” resulting from the interactions of the Higgs boson with fermions. In this section, though, I’m using force in the
conventional particle-physics sense as a proxy for an interaction mediated by gauge bosons.
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Figure 4: (Left) The strong force keeps quarks stuck together inside of protons and neutrons. (Right)
The strong force can also “leak” outside of protons and neutrons, meaning that there is a residual
strong force that attracts protons and neutrons together. This allows the protons and neutrons to
remain stuck in an atomic nucleus, while the electrostatic force would otherwise push the protons
apart (image source: Matt Strassler).

Figure 5: The weak force mediates the process known as radioactive beta decay. In this process, the
weak force converts a neutron (marked as blue) into a proton (marked as red) along with an electron
and an invisible particle called a neutrino. The proton remains inside the nucleus, while the electron
and neutrino are energetically ejected from the nucleus (image source: Wikipedia).

(such as the desk you are sitting at or the computer you are using) is made up of atoms. These atoms,
in turn, are made up of subatomic particles such as protons, neutrons, and electrons: the properties
of different types of atoms are determined solely by how many electrons, protons, and neutrons are
in each atom. The protons and neutrons are themselves made up of quarks; see Fig. 6. If we continue
to zoom in as far as we can go, we find a collection of some twenty “fundamental” particles which,
to our knowledge, are not made up of anything smaller. The particles can be summarized in a table
(Fig. 7). They are:

1. The Quarks: These are the particles that bind together to form protons and neutrons. They
all interact via the strong force and, because the strong force binds them up so tightly, they
are never found on their own but only inside of composite particles like protons and neutrons.
There are six types of quarks, although only two of them (up and down) show up in protons
and neutrons. They are shown in purple on the table. The quarks also carry electric charge,
which is why the proton has a net positive charge.

2. The Electron and Its Siblings: As far as we know, the electron is a fundamental particle. It
does not interact via the strong force but it is electrically charged, which is why it is attracted
to protons and ends up bound up inside of atoms. It is also has a small mass compared to
protons and can in some cases float easily from atom to atom, giving rise to phenomena such as
electrical currents. There are two siblings of the electron known as the muon and the tau: they
are heavier than the electron but otherwise have identical properties. Together, these particles
are known as the charged leptons, and they form the top green row in the table.
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Figure 6: Illustration of how the atom is made of protons, neutrons, and electrons; the protons and
neutrons are in turn made up of various types of quarks.

3. The Neutrinos: These are bizarre particles that have extremely tiny masses (about a million
times smaller than the electron mass) and only interact via the weak force. Because of this,
they are incredibly hard to detect and their properties are consequently less well understood
than other Standard Model particles. The Nobel Prize in 2015 was awarded to the experimental
groups that discovered that the neutrinos are not massless but have a tiny, non-zero mass; this is
in contradiction with the originally posited version of the Standard Model, which predicts that
neutrinos are exactly massless. Neutrinos are also known as the neutral leptons, and they
form the bottom green row in the table. There are three types of neutrinos, one corresponding
to each of the types of charged leptons.

4. The Force Carriers: In a quantum mechanical theory, the energy transmitted between objects
is passed in little lumps. This may be familiar to you if you have studied the photoelectric
effect or the double-slit experiment for light. When two particles interact via a force, that
force is transmitted by a third particle known as the “force carrier” or, more typically among
physicists, the “mediator”. The technical name of such a particle is a gauge boson, so you
might see that name used too. The mediator of the EM force is the photon, the mediator
of the strong force is the gluon, the mediator of the gravitational force is the graviton, and
the mediators of the weak force are the W and Z bosons. These make up the red column
of the table; note that gravity is not actually included in the Standard Model because of its
irrelevance for elementary particle interactions, and so the graviton is absent in Fig. 7.

5. The Higgs Boson: This particle was first predicted in the early 1960s and was sought exper-
imentally all the way until its discovery in 2012 (and the subsequent award of the Nobel prize
in 2013). Given the way that SM particles interact with the known forces, without a Higgs
boson it would be impossible for any of the other Standard Model particles to have a mass.
Understanding the details of the Higgs boson and its action in the Standard Model is beyond
the scope of these notes, but it is safe to say that it is the linchpin without which our whole
understanding of elementary particles would fail. This is the yellow final column of the table.
Its label in the table as a “scalar” boson means that Higgs bosons have no spin, unlike the force
carriers or gauge bosons which do have spin.

Together with the forces, this small set of particles is sufficient to explain the formation of atoms
and, consequently, all of the phenomena we see in every other branch of physics.

While the idea of distilling everything we know in physics down to a handful of forces and particles
(and their corresponding force equations) is extremely appealing, the goal of particle physics is not
simply to construct a recipe book of known particles and interactions. Rather, we want to use our
knowledge of fundamental particles to answer deep questions about why the world works the way
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Figure 7: The particles of the Standard Model of particle physics and their properties. The name
and symbol of each particle is found in the centre. At the top left is the mass of the particle,
followed by the electric charge (in units of the electron charge magnitude), and the spin (in units
of Planck’s constant). Spin is the intrinsic angular momentum of a fundamental particle (image
source: Wikipedia).

it does. This could, for example, lead us to deeper insight into the nature of our world and our
understanding of the most basic principles of physics. Right now, we have a satisfactory description
of most physical phenomena based on the particles and forces in the SM. However, the SM seems
much more complicated than it needs to be: for example, we have no understanding of why there are
so many forces, whether they originate in some more fundamental unifying force, and why certain
particles are charged under one type of force but not another. We also don’t understand why there
are so many different particles: for example, the matter particles in the SM appear to be grouped
into three “families” or “generations” corresponding to each column, but we don’t understand why
that is. Nor do many of these heavier generations seem to play much role in physics as it unfolds in
the Universe today.

If we are optimistic, we can imagine that there is more to learn about particle physics by con-
sidering an analogy with the discovery of atoms and atomic structure. In the early 19th Century, it
was realized that atoms are the building blocks that make up all chemicals and compounds known in
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chemistry. However, there are a relatively large number of such building blocks (currently 118 and
counting). It is hard to make sense of such a large number of them, but once Mendeleev organized
them into the Periodic Table, it was possible to notice that atoms in a given column shared certain
properties: the inert Noble gases all fit together, while the highly reactive alkali metals share another
column. We now understand that this structure has to do with the number of valence electrons in the
atom: once we understand the sub-atomic particles that comprise the atom, we can understand and
make predictions about how atoms made of different numbers of electrons, protons, and neutrons
behave. It is clear that the organizational structure of the elements reflects some deeper truths about
how the atoms themselves are configured. Perhaps the assortment of particles and forces we see in
Fig. 7 is a hint of a deeper structure that we are as of yet unaware! Certainly, we can be heartened
by the fact that atoms were once thought of as fundamental, and so we may yet discover hidden
secrets inside of quarks, leptons, or force mediators.

There are other reasons to believe that there is more to the story than the Standard Model.
Astrophysical observations tell us that there seems to be a lot of dark matter in the universe,
which does not give off any light but whose gravitational interactions influence the dynamics of stars
and other visible objects. In fact, there is over five times more dark matter in the Universe than
“regular” matter made of atoms! As far as we can tell, none of the known SM particles fit the bill
for explaining dark matter: they either interact too strongly with other types of SM particles, decay
away too quickly after the Big Bang, or are too low in mass to properly explain the dark matter
structures we see in the Universe. It is very likely that dark matter is some new kind of particle that
we currently know nothing about4. Because the gravitational force is universal (meaning it cares only
about the total mass/energy in an object, not the types of particles that make up that mass/energy),
we don’t currently know much about dark matter beyond how much mass-energy there is in dark
matter in total. It may be that dark matter is a new particle that only interacts with us via the
weak force (which could explain why we haven’t seen it yet), or it may not interact with us by any
of the known forces. Indeed, it is hoped that our observation of dark matter will open a window to
a whole new world to be explored.

I also want to mention another mystery that is near and dear to me: the puzzle of why the
universe seems to be made only of matter and not antimatter. So far, I haven’t made any mention
of antimatter, but every particle has a corresponding antiparticle which has the same mass but all
of its charges have flipped sign: for example, the electron has a corresponding positron (or anti-
electron), which has electric charge +e instead of −e. When a particle and antiparticle meet, they
annihilate into energy or other forms of matter. If the Universe were made of equal parts of matter
and antimatter, all the matter and antimatter would have annihilated away, leaving nothing but a
bath of glowing light: no atoms, no stars, no galaxies, no us. Our equations for the four forces treat
matter and antimatter on nearly the same footing, and so the SM cannot explain why the universe
we see is populated by protons, neutrons, and electrons instead of antiprotons, antineutrons, and
positrons, or how we ended up with that excess of matter over antimatter in the first place. The
matter-antimatter asymmetry is another hint for the existence of new particles and forces that treat
matter and antimatter differently.

What we see from these last two examples is that, even though particle physics is the study of
very tiny objects (namely, elementary particles), we can use it to understand much larger objects

4Because we detect dark matter through its gravitational pull on regular, visible matter, it is also possible that the
observations we see are not actually signs of some invisible matter but actually a signal that our theory of gravity is
not correct. An alternative to dark matter theories involve modifying gravity. This is typically difficult to do in a way
that matches all of the various cosmological observables we see at different moments after the Big Bang, but it’s not
completely excluded as an alternative explanation for dark matter. Most physicists, however, accept the dark matter
theory.
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such as galaxies and beyond. The reason is that the early universe was a much more compressed,
hotter, and denser place, and all of the particles in the SM were being produced, destroyed, and
participating in rapid collisions. All of these collisions influenced the evolution of the universe as a
whole and everything in it, and leave definitive imprints in various features we observe today. There
is a very clear link between the tiniest objects in the known universe and its large-scale structure,
and so particle physics allows us to study very deep and profound questions about our world in a
unified framework.
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Figure 8: The photoelectric effect: the electromagnetic field is made up of lumps of mediator particles
called photons. When light is shone on a metal, individual electrons in the metal only interact with a
single photon at a time. Unless the photon’s energy is sufficiently large to eject the electron from its
host atom, no electrons are removed from the metal. The photon energy depends on the frequency,
or equivalently, the colour of light (image source: Georgia State University Hyperphysics).

2 The Three Forces of the Standard Model

In this section, we discuss each of the forces in more detail. We focus on the three most important
forces for particle physics, namely the electromagnetic, weak, and strong forces; in strict terms,
the Standard Model (SM) encompasses only these three forces. The gravitational force is typically
irrelevant for the study of particle physics except in its classical formulation as applied to large
objects; however, we briefly discuss it for the sake of completeness in Sec. 2.4.

Occasionally, we will use results from elementary quantum theory or special relativity. If these
concepts are new to you (or rusty), there is a brief discussion in Appendix A; you may also want to
talk to your research mentor or look around online for more resources.

2.1 Electromagnetism

Electromagnetism is the most familiar of the forces in the SM and so it is natural to start here. There
are a few things that we know already about electromagnetism. This force arises from the dynamics
of electric and magnetic fields, which are in turn sourced by the presence and motion of electrically
charged particles. Particles can posess positive or negative electric charges (or be neutral, equivalent
to zero charge), and the electromagnetic force can be either attractive between oppositely charged
particles, or repulsive between similarly charged particles.

The classical electric and magnetic fields are composed of large numbers of individual lumps of
energy known as photons. The particulate/quantum nature of the electromagnetic field was first
understood by reference to the photoelectric effect shown in Fig. 8. The photoelectric effect is the
observation that, when electromagnetic waves (i.e., light waves) hit a metal plate, the ability of the
light to eject electrons from the metal depends on the frequency of the light, not the intensity of the
light. The reason is that the beam of light is made up of many photons, each of which has an energy
that depends on the frequency of light. If the energy in a single photon is insufficient to eject an
electron from an atom, then no electric current is emitted from the plate.

The photon itself is massless; according to special relativity, only massless particles travel at the
universal speed of light c (in every reference frame), and since light itself is made of a collection of
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Figure 9: The coulomb force acting between like and opposite-charged particles (image
source: Wikipedia).

photons, it is understood that photons are massless too5. Our symbol for the photon is the lower-case
Greek letter gamma, γ, and for this reason high-energy photons are sometimes referred to as gamma
rays. The photon is electrically neutral and is its own antiparticle.

Apart from specifying the mass of the mediator, we also need to quantify the strength of its
interaction with elementary charged particles. This cannot be derived from the theory and needs to
be measured experimentally. Recall that the electron has charge −e ≈ −1.6× 10−19 C (in SI units).
Suppose we have two such electrons separated by a distance r; then, we know that a repulsive force
exists between them as shown in Fig. 9. For concreteness, we fix the left-hand charge at the origin
and compute the electrostatic force ~F (~r) on the right-hand charge in the diagram which has position
~r. Because the force is conservative (i.e., energy is conserved), we can write the force as the gradient
of a potential, ~F (~r) = −~∇U(~r) (or if you haven’t taken multivariable calculus, recall that the work
done in 1D on an object by a force is ∆W =

∫
dx′ Fx(x′). We can define the change in potential

energy as ∆U = −∆W , since positive work being done on an object reduces its potential energy
and increases its kinetic energy. Consequently, the force can be written as Fx = −dU/dx where U is
potential energy).

The Coulomb force between two electrically charged objects is

~F (~r) =
e2

4πε0

1

r2
r̂, (2)

where r is the magnitude of the position vector, r̂ is the unit vector pointing in the radial direction,
and ε0 ≈ 8.85× 10−12 C2/m/J is the permittivity of free space. Integrating the force along a radial
path, we obtain the result for the potential energy between two electrons:

U(~r) =
e2

4πε0

1

r
. (3)

This is the usual result that the electrostatic repulsion becomes stronger as the charges are brought
closer together, and hence more energy is needed to bring the electrons close together.

We can define a dimensionless physical quantity known as the fine structure constant, α:

α ≡ e2

4πε0~c
, (4)

5The universality of the speed of light has only been tested to finite precision, and so all we can say for sure is that
the photon has a mass < 10−27 times the proton mass, but that is very small!
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Figure 10: The solid purple curve shows the value of the electromagnetic fine structure constant α
measured at different particle collision energies. The blue dashed curve shows the zero-energy value
of α(E = 0) ≈ 1/137. It is apparent that α grows logarithmically with energy.

where ~ = h/2π ≈ 1.05 × 10−34 J · s is the reduced Planck’s constant and c ≈ 3 × 108 m/s is the
speed of light6. We see that the electrostatic potential is proportional to α,

U(r) =
~cα
r
. (5)

In this form, the potential is specified entirely in terms of the fundamental, universal constants c
and ~, plus a single dimensionless number that characterizes the strength of the force. Indeed, we
can speculate that any force X gives a potential between “charged” particles of the form

UX(r) =
~cαX
r

(6)

where αX is a dimensionless quantity characterizing the strength of force X If αX is small relative
to 1, then the force is a “weaker” force, whereas if αX > 1 then the force is “strong”. Indeed, the
Coloumb form of the potential is really only valid for αX . 1.

Returning to electromagnetism, we have

α ≈ 7.297× 10−3 ≈ 1

137
. (7)

The latter fractional approximation is a useful way of remembering the value of α and is used
frequently in approximations of its value. α is one of the most precisely measured physical constants
and is known to better precision than one part in one billion!

The mass of the photon and α are basically all we need to do calculations involving the elecro-
magnetic force. We will explore in more detail the elementary interactions of photons and electrically
charged particles in Secs. 3 and 4. For now, however, there is one additional subtlety that is neces-
sary for understanding the behaviour of the forces: in spite of the fact that we call α a “constant”,
it is not actually a constant but rather it depends on energy. If an interaction between a charged
particle and a photon occurs at an energy scale Eint, then we actually have to evaluate α at that
scale α(Eint). We call this phenomenon a running interaction strength, or running coupling.

6Generally, the appearance of Planck’s constant in a formula suggests that it is a quantity relevant to quantum
mechanics, while the appearances of the speed of light suggests that special relativity is important. Indeed, particle
physics is studied in the regime where both quantum mechanics and special relativity are needed to get the right answer
because we look at very small and very fast objects (like in particle physics).
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Figure 11: Charge screening that leads to an energy dependence of α. In the left pane, we have a
configuration of electric charges that leads to an electric field ~E pointing down. A photon (red dashed
line) can be emitted from one plate and absorbed by the other, mediating the charge. In the second
pane, the photon very briefly splits into an electron-antielectron (or positron) pair. In the third pane,
the electron and positron pair drift according to the electric field, setting up an opposing electric
field ~E′ that tends to cancel (or screen) the initial field ~E. In the fourth pane, the electron and
positron re-annihilate into the photon, which continues on its way. Because this electron-positron
pair appearance and disappearance occur rapidly all over the interior between the plates, this leads
to a continual partial cancellation/screening of ~E. Low-energy photons have large wavelengths, and
so are sensitive to this screening effect, whereas high-energy photons have short wavelengths and can
only see a tiny part of the volume between the plates at a given time, reducing the screening effect.
This is why the electromagnetic force is stronger over higher energies/shorter distances.

For example, when electromagnetic interactions were measured at the energy scale of the former
LEP collider at CERN, ELEP = 91 GeV7, it was found that α(ELEP) ≈ 1/129 instead of the value
α(E = 0) ≈ 1/137. Therefore, we find that the strength of the electromagnetic interactions grows
at higher energies! We show a plot of the running value of α in Fig. 10. Confusingly, we often still
refer to the energy-dependent value of α as the fine-structure “constant”, but because this wording
is deeply embedded in the particle physics vocabulary, it is something you may see frequently.

Exercise: (a) What is the energy of a photon of blue light (λ = 475 nm)? Express your answer in J
and eV. (b) What is the wavelength of light associated with a photon of 1 keV in energy? What is
the name for this part of the electromagnetic spectrum? (c) At the LHC, particles are collided with
an energy of 7 TeV. What is the wavelength of a 7 TeV photon?

(Optional, for those who have studied some electromagnetism) The fact that a dimensionless
quantity that characterizes the strength of the interaction has a secret dependence on energy may
be a bit strange: since α has no dimension of energy (or anything else, for that matter), we do not
expect the interaction to be energy dependent. The reason for the energy dependence is as follows: if
a photon is being exchanged in an interaction between two particles, there is small chance that the
photon will briefly split into an electron-positron pair before re-combining and continuing on its
journey. This electron-positron pair can act like an electric dipole, aligning its charges so as to cancel
out the electric field in the intermediate region. This gives rise to a screening of electric charges,
such that at large distances electric charges seem smaller than they otherwise would; see Fig. 11.
In quantum mechanics, longer distances and wavelengths are associated with smaller energies (see
Appendix A.1.1), and so the effective strength of EM interactions is suppressed at lower energies8.

7In particle physics, we often use units of energy in electron-volts, or eV. The conversion to SI units is 1 eV ≈
1.6 × 10−19 J; it is the energy that one electron acquires if it crosses one Volt of potential difference. Therefore,
91 GeV ≈ (91× 109 eV)× (1.6× 10−19 J/eV).

8This is precisely the same reason that an electric field inside of a dielectric, such as a capacitor, is smaller than it
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At higher energies, you are probing smaller volumes around each charge and so this screening is less
effective, resulting in a larger value of α.

2.2 The Weak Force

The weak force is, well, weak, and so it does not have many observable effects in our day-to-day life.
Its only manifestation at low energies is that it is responsible for certain radioactive decays such as
beta decay, where a neutron decays to a proton plus an electron and anti-neutrino (n → p+e−ν̄e).
Just like the electromagnetic force, the weak force is specified by two quantities: the mass of its force
carriers, and the dimensionless coupling “constant” that characterizes the strength of the interaction.
For the weak interaction, we define a weak structure constant, αw, which is analogous to α for
the EM force.

The force carriers of the weak force are called the W± and Z bosons (see Fig. 7). The W±

bosons are electrically charged and are antiparticles of one another (i.e., the antiparticle of the W+

boson is the W− and vice-versa), while the Z boson is electrically neutral and is its own antiparticle.
Unlike the EM force, however, the weak bosons are not massless. In fact, they are very heavy. In
particle physics, we often use units of mass of GeV/c2. The proton has a mass Mp = 0.938 GeV/c2,
and so masses in GeV/c2 are approximately the same as multiples of the proton mass. The weak
boson masses are

MW± = 80.4 GeV/c2, (8)

MZ = 91.2 GeV/c2. (9)

It requires an enormous amount of energy (E = MW c
2 = 80.4 GeV, equivalent to electrons acceler-

ated with 80 billion volts) to physically produce these particles, and they were not discovered until
a sufficiently energetic proton collider experiment was built at CERN in the 1980s.

Exercise: Show that units of GeV/c2 have the correct dimensions for mass.

Exericse: A wall outlet in North America has an electric potential difference of 120 V between the
prongs. How many times larger of a potential difference is needed to accelerate an electron so that
its energy is equal to the rest mass energy of a proton?

The dimensionless coupling constant as measured by the LEP experiment is

αw(ELEP) ≈ 0.03. (10)

Note that αw > α from electromagnetism! This is confusing: why do we call the weak interactions
“weak” when they are actually stronger than the EM interactions?

The resolution to this puzzle lies in the fact that the W± and Z are very heavy and consequently
have a large rest energy, EW = MW c

2 (and similar for the Z boson), whereas the photon is massless.
In quantum mechanics, objects of high energy are smaller in size too (see Appendix A.1.1). If particles
are colliding at energies well below MW c

2, then there is not enough energy to physically produce a
W± boson that moves a finite distance; instead, we rely on the W± and Z bosons temporarily flitting
into existence over a very tiny distance to mediate the force. Thus, the weak force mediated by the
W± and Z bosons will extend only over a very short distance. This is in contrast to a photon, which

would be in empty space. The fact that photons can split into particle-antiparticle pairs of charged particles in vacuum
means that empty space itself has some dielectric properties.
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has no mass and therefore no minimum energy; the photons can be produced at will and travel over
great distances, leading to a long-range force.

We can use Planck’s constant ~ and the speed of light c to convert the mass, M , into a quantity
with dimensions of distance,

R ≈ ~
Mc

. (11)

This is the typical spatial extent of the force carrier particle (the W± or Z), and so the weak force
can only act over at most a distance R. This is due to the connection in quantum mechanics between
objects with large energies and their small associated sizes.

Exercise: The mass of the W boson is 81 GeV/c2. Compute the corresponding distance RW in metres.

It is evident that the weak force is only relevant over very tiny distances! The Coulomb form of
the potential energy, ∼ 1/r, does not apply for the weak force over long distances, r � R, since the
W± and Z bosons only act on distances r . R. It turns out that the correct form of the potential
energy is instead

U(~r) =
~cαw

r
e−r/R =

~cαw

r
e−Mcr/~. (12)

This form of the potential energy is known as the Yukawa potential. For r � R, the weak force
is totally irrelevant in attracting or repelling two objects because of the exponential factor, and this
explains why we don’t see any macroscopic effects of the weak force. However, the overall strength
of the force is still determined by the coupling constant αw.

Does the weak force have any effect at all on low energy particles? The answer is yes, because the
weak force does lead to the radioactive beta decay of nuclei. To understand this, though, we have
to think a bit more about the connection between energies and distance scales. Let us suppose that
we have two particles, A and B, with equal energies E = EA = EB travelling in opposite directions
(see Fig. 12). Quantum mechanics tells us that there is a characteristic size associated with each
object, rA, rB ∼ ~c/E (again, see Appendix A.1.1). If each particle’s energy is much less than the
mass-energy in the W and Z bosons, E �MW c

2, then we have that rA, rB � RW . In other words,
the spatial extent of each of particle A and B is larger than the range of action of the weak force.

How do we interpret this large “cloud” or “blob” corresponding to each particle? If you have
studied chemistry, you may know about the orbital interpretation of the electron: the electron occupies
a large volume but the electron itself is pointlike, with the orbital specifying the probability that
you will see the electron at any particular point. Similarly, we can think of the spatial profile of
the particles A and B as related to the regions where we are likely to find particle A or B. If, as
they cross, the particles happen to lie within the same tiny volume of radius RW , then they can
interact via the weak force. Therefore, the probability of A and B interacting via the weak force
is proportional to the probability that they occupy the same tiny volume of space, relative to the
overall spatial extent of the particle.

The total spatial extent of the particle follows from rA, rB ∝ 1/E, whereas the spatial range of the
weak force mediated by the W boson is RW ∝ 1/(MW c

2). We can therefore see that the probability
of interacting via the weak force, as a function of the energies of the colliding particles, goes like

Pweak(E) ∝
(
RW
r

)n
∝
(

E

MW c2

)n
, (13)
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Figure 12: Illustration of a collision mediated by the weak force. Particles A and B, each with energy
E, are headed towards one another (left pane). Quantum mechanics says that particles with energy
E are actually distributed over a volume of radius r ∼ ~c/E, and there is some probability of finding
the particle at any point in the shaded region. However, for the weak force to act, both of particles
A and B have to be located within a much smaller distance R = ~/(MW c) indicated by the green
blob (right pane). Because the probability of finding both A and B within a distance R is small,
this leads to a suppressed probability of interaction, prob ∝ (R/r)n ∝ (E/MW c

2)n for some positive
power n.

where n > 0 is some positive power. We see that the lower the energies of the particles in the
collision, the more spatially extended the objects are and the smaller the probability that they will
happen to be in the same tiny volume of radius R and can interact via the weak force.

We can now explain why the weak force is known as weak even though the dimensionless number
characterizing its strength is larger than for electromagnetism. The reason is that, for energies much
smaller than the mass-energy of the force carriers, the colliding particles are so spread out as to make
the probability of both particles being within a distance RW of one another vanishingly small. As a
result, the force becomes very feeble as E → 0 with only a tiny probability of the force doing anything
to a physical system. This is why radioactive beta decay occurs relatively slowly: the energies released
in the decay are much smaller than the mass-energy of the W and Z bosons.

(Optional) Notice that something funny happens for E �Mweakc
2: the probabilities seem to grow

without limit! This is very bad: after all, the maximum total probability of something happening
should be 1, whereas Eq. (13) suggests that the probability goes to infinity for large energy9! This
is very bad and a sure sign that something is wrong with the calculation. However, if E & MW c

2,
then we can actually start producing the physical W± and Z bosons in our collision. In other words,
particles A and B in the collision become small enough that the weak force can act over the entirety
of the particles. Therefore, in this limit the weak force is no longer pointlike and can act over a
distance (just like the EM force), and the force simply reverts to a Coulomb-like 1/r potential.

Finally, we remark that αw has a dependence on the energy of interaction just like the EM force,
although the effect is the opposite: αw gets smaller at larger energies. Its evolution with energy is
pretty minor, however, just like for αEM. At high-energy colliders such as the Large Hadron Collider
(LHC) with collision energies E � MW c

2, the weak force is actually more important than the EM
force in spite of its name. In Sec. 5.3, we will explore more of the specific processes mediated by the
weak interactions.

2.3 The Strong Force

Finally, we turn to the strong force. It is responsible for holding quarks together inside of the protons
and neutrons (collectively referred to as nucleons), and also for nucleons to stick together inside of

9Because the conservation of probability in quantum mechanics is associated with the states in the theory evolving
via unitary transformations, such behaviour is often called a breakdown of unitarity.
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the nucleus (for a reminder, see Fig. 4). However, we don’t see any evidence for the strong force on
distances larger than the nucleus (& 1× 10−15 m). This is similar to how we don’t see any evidence
for the weak force at long distances. According to our earlier discussion, it is therefore tempting
to associate the strong force with a strong-force mediator of mass Ms = ~/(fm c) ≈ 0.2 GeV/c2 by
analogy with the W and Z bosons. However, in experiments we find no such simple force carrier;
instead, around this mass we see a HUGE number of new particles appear! This puzzled physicists
through much of the 1950s and 1960s.

We now know that the force carrier of the strong force, known as the gluon, is actually massless
like the photon. This seems very strange: we certainly don’t see a long-range force associated with
the gluon like we see for the photon (recall that massless force carriers can act over arbitrarily long
distances!). We will soon find the resolution to this paradox, but first let us finish describing what
we now understand about the strong force. Particles that interact via the strong force carry charges
much like the EM force, except that there are three types of charges. They are known as colour
charges, and so the theory of the strong force is known as quantum chromodynamics (QCD),
namely the dynamics of colour10. The three types of colour charges are commonly referred to as green,
red, and blue. The antiparticles carry anti-colour, namely anti-red, anti-blue, and anti-green.

In electromagnetism, we know that a charge +Q and a charge −Q combine to give a net neutral
state. Similarly, one colour is neutralized by its corresponding anti-colour. For example, red combines
with anti-red to give an colour-free state. There is another combination that gives a neutral charge
under the strong force: a combination of red + green + blue also gives a neutral overall charge, and
the same is true for anti-red + anti-green + anti-blue. In other words, the combination of every
colour is equivalent to no colour charge. This is not possible in electromagnetism because there is
only one “type” of charge that comes in two signs.

With electric charges, it is easy to figure out which combinations attract (opposite-sign charges)
and repel (same-sign charges). With the strong force, it is much more complicated because there are
several different colours. It is made even more complicated by the fact that the gluons themselves
carry a colour charge. So, when two particles carrying colour charge exchange a gluon, their colours
change after emitting/absorbing the gluon. Very confusing indeed!

However, we will leave these subtle points aside and define the force according to the mass of the
mediator and a dimensionless coupling strength just like before. I have already said that the gluon is
massless (although we have yet to explain why we don’t see a long-range strong force). We can write
down a potential energy mediated by the force (up to a sign that signals attraction vs. repulsion,
which we leave out):

Ustrong(~r) =
~cαs

r
, (14)

where αs is the strong structure constant. It is, once again, dimensionless:

αs(ELEP) ≈ 0.1, (15)

and, true to its name, it is larger than the corresponding interaction constants for the other forces,
αs > αw > α.

A crucial difference between the strong force and the EM force is in its running, or how it
changes as a function of collision energy. Like the weak coupling, αs gets smaller at higher energies,

10Of course, there are not colours in the conventional sense; they are simply “cute” names for keeping track of the
three types of charges. You’ll soon find that the world of particle physics is full of weird names that people made up,
and some choices are more helpful or problematic than others. If you are interested in learning more on the connections
between particle physics, astrophysics, and the social dynamics of our field and broader society, you should check out
The Disordered Cosmos by Chanda Prescod-Weinstein.
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Figure 13: The running of the strong interaction coupling constant, αs(E), as a function of energy.
The strong force structure constant gets smaller at larger energies, unlike in electromagnetism (see
Fig. 10). It also grows stronger at lower energies, blowing up at E ∼ 0.2 GeV (corresponding
to the force becoming extremely strong). The different curves correspond to different theoretical
calculations (image source: arXiv:1208.5636).

and consequently the strong interaction gets weaker at higher energies (see Fig. 13). This property
of the strong force is known as asymptotic freedom, because at very high energies the strong force
essentially turns off and stops acting on anything. The reason for this different behaviour relative
to the EM force is that the gluons themselves carry colour charges (unlike the photon), and this
together with the higher multiplicity of colour charges causes its interaction strength to diminish at
higher energies.

The flip side of the asymptotic freedom coin is that the strong interactions get stronger at lower
energies. In fact, there is a particular energy scale called ΛQCD at which αs becomes formally infinite!
You can see the curve going to infinity in Fig. 13. Of course, there is not actually a physical quantity
that becomes infinite; what this is telling us is that the force becomes so strong that our calculation
of the running of αs(E) breaks down and starts giving unreliable answers. The numerical value is
ΛQCD ≈ 0.2 GeV, a number that should be familiar to us from earlier in the section as the energy at
which we start seeing massive numbers of particles appearing.

What happens for E . ΛQCD (and, consequently, longer distances) is that the strong force
is so strong that all particles that carry colour charge are immediately attracted to one another
and bound up into states that are colour neutral. One way we can imagine this is to think that
the Coulomb-like potential in Eq. (14) gets replaced on long distances with a potential11 with the
property that U(~r)→∞ for |~r| → ∞. In other words, if you try to “infinitely” separate two objects
with colour charge, an inifinite energy is required! This is in contrast with the Coulomb potential for
electromagnetic or gravitational forces, where U → 0 for |~r| → ∞. This property of the strong force
is known as confinement. It has never been rigorously proven, but there is very strong experimental
evidence in its favour12.

Confinement is why we never see any free, individual particles carrying colour charge (such as
quarks and gluons): they are all strongly bound to other quarks and gluons to form colour-neutral
bound-state particles. This also explains why we don’t see a massless gluon, and hence no long-range

11You may wonder why this is the case. As a rough argument, it is fair to say that Eq. (14) is the first term in a
series expansion in the small parameter αs. Once we have αs � 1, the series expansion is no longer valid and so the
potential has a very, very different form.

12If you can rigorously prove it, though, then the Clay Mathematics Institute will award you a million dollars!
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Figure 14: The residual strong force originates from gluons within the proton or neutron forming
intermediate hadrons (left pane), known as pions. These pions mediate the force from one proton
or neutron to another (right pane). The gluon cannot directly pass from one proton or neutron to
another due to the confining force which keeps colour-charged states inside of individual protons or
neutrons (image source: Georgia State University HyperPhysics).

force: the gluons are also bound into colour-neutral particles. The colour-neutral bound states that
are formed after confinement are called hadrons, and the most familiar examples are the proton and
neutron. There are others, for example, such as pions and kaons. We will discuss these further in
Sec. 3.4.

Exercise: In introductory mechanics, we often discuss the potential energy due to a stiff spring,
U(x) = kx2/2. Does this potential exhibit confinement? In terms of a physical spring, what would
happen if we put a very large amount of energy (U →∞) into the system?

(Optional) It turns out that confinement is not exactly the end of the story. In some sense, the
strong force is sufficiently strong that it “leaks” out of the individual hadrons. This is known as
the residual strong force and it is responsible for having the keeping the protons and neutrons
stuck together inside of the nucleus. Suppose we have two protons close together. Näıvely, we would
expect them to repel because they are both positively charged. However, gluons in one proton (in
some sense) try to escape the proton to interact with the quarks in the other proton; because the
gluons carry colour charge, they cannot exist outside of a hadron but they can form into a different
hadron, which is emitted by one proton and absorbed by the other. The process is illustrated in
Fig. 14. In the residual strong force, some of the hadrons act as mediators of the strong force between
two nucleons. The most important of these are the pions, which have masses Mπ ≈ 0.14 GeV/c2,
and these explain the finite range of even the residual strong force in attracting two nuclei.

2.4 (Optional) What About the Fourth Force?

In the introduction, we talked about four fundamental forces: electromagnetism, the strong force, the
weak forces, and gravity. One reason for including gravity in such a list is that it is a force familiar
to everyone (whether a physics student or otherwise), and so its exclusion should naturally invite
questions. However, gravity is a very feeble force. One way to see this is to look at a bar magnet
that is picking up a set of paper clips: the force of the tiny bar magnet is sufficient to overcome the
gravitational pull of the entire Earth and lift the paper clips up off a table! When we look at particles
at the subatomic level, they are extremely tiny and light (by the standards of planets and stars),
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and so the force of gravity is utterly negligible. For these reasons, gravity is typically not explicitly
included in the list of forces of the Standard Model.

Still, there is a lot of interest in how gravity applies to elementary particle physics. Indeed, you
may have read in a popular science book that “gravity and quantum mechanics are incompatible”, and
that if we try to apply the rules of quantum mechanics to the physics of gravity, we end up with totally
nonsensical answers. This may be a good story to tell when selling books, but unfortunately it is
inaccurate. There is actually nothing inherently incompatible about gravity and quantum mechanics,
and so we may include it in the Standard Model if we wish. We can even compute quantum mechanical
corrections to the classical gravitational force, and they are perfectly well defined (if utterly negligible
as far as experiments are concerned).

If we do include gravity as a fundamental force, then we must consider its force carrier particle.
The mediator of the gravitational force is called the graviton, and it is massless. This is again
consistent with our understanding of gravity as a force with an arbitrarily long range, U(~r) ∝ 1/r.
Unlike photons, gluons, and W± and Z bosons, we have never actually seen a graviton, and this
is because gravity interacts so very weakly with elementary particles (due to their tiny masses)
compared with other forces. Nevertheless, there is no good reason to believe that gravitons do not
exist given the analogy with each of the other forces, and indeed it is challenging (if not possible)
to construct a consistent quantum mechanical theory of particle physics without introducing gravity
and the graviton at some point.

For every other force X, we found that there exists a dimensionless coupling constant or strength
αX parameterizing the force, and so we may wish to do the same for gravity. Unfortunately, there
isn’t one. To see why, let us examine the Newtonian form of the gravitational potential between two
masses,

U(~r) = −GM1M2

r
, (16)

where G is Newton’s constant. We know that mass is simply a form of rest energy, and so really
the Newtonian potential predicts an attraction between two objects with significant energy13. Im-
portantly, note that the potential grows in magnitude at larger mass-energy. Therefore, the force of
gravity cannot be characterized by a dimensionless number because its magnitude explicitly depends
on the energy. This is unlike electromagnetism, the strength of whose interaction is determined by
electric charges that are independent of the mass-energy of an object.

The constant giving the characteristic strength of gravitational interactions is in fact G. By
dimensional analysis, G has units of (dc4/energy) where d is distance (this follow from the fact that
M ∼ energy/c2). Indeed, we can go one step farther and recall that d ∼ ~c/E and get that G has
dimensions of ~c5/energy2. We know that the probability of an interaction via the gravitational
force scales like some power of G (i.e., it should go to zero if we set Newton’s constant to zero).
However, probability is dimensionless, we see that G must multiplied by E2/(~c5) to obtain something
dimensionless. So we find that the probability of an interaction occurring via the gravitational force
(via a graviton) should scale like

P (E) ∝
(
GE2

~c5

)n
(17)

for some positive power n. We see a probability that grows with energy. This equation tells us that
gravity is not intrinsically weak, but because the typical energy of particles in the lab is much smaller

13Indeed, Einstein’s theory of gravity, which is known as general relativity, shows that massless particles with energy
(such as photons) can still experience a classical gravitational force.
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than
√

~c5/G, then the force appears to be very feeble.

Exercise: Check all of the dimensional analysis arguments of this section for yourself.

Hopefully, you can now see an analogy with the weak interactions in Eq. (13) where we also
saw that the force got stronger at higher energies. There, we found that the probability grows with
energy until the energy of the interaction is sufficiently large to physically produce the force-carrying
W± and Z bosons, E ∼ MW c

2. At such energies, we find that the strength of the weak force is
instead characterized by a dimensionless number αW. We may expect, then, that at sufficiently high
energies E ∼

√
~c5/G, we have sufficient energy to produce some new ultra-heavy particles that will

fix what appears to be a pathological indefinite growth of the probability of interaction with energy.
Here is the problem: within the confines of particle physics, there appears to be no such particle

that is consistent with our theory of gravity. In other words, we know that something new should show
up in our theory at energies E ∼

√
~c5/G, but in particle physics there is nothing that can fit the bill

and give rise to a sensible theory of gravity at higher energies. There are, however, alternative theories
that do remedy these problems. For example, if you allow in addition to fundamental particles the
existence of tiny strings, then at energies E ∼

√
~c5/G you can start producing heavy string states,

and these fix the theory. In string theory, we therefore have a consistent quantum mechanical theory
of gravity up to arbitrarily high energies, whereas in particle physics the theory is known to break
down at some point. This is the famous “incompatibility” of quantum mechanics and gravity.

Fortunately (or unfortunately, depending on how you look at it), the energy at which the gravi-
tational force becomes strong is absolutely enormous. It is known as the Planck energy, and it is
EPl ∼ 1019 GeV. It is about a billion Joules, which may not seem huge but we are talking about that
much energy confined into a single particle! If we directly want to test what happens to gravity at
such high energies, we would need a collider that is about a billion billion times more energetic than
our current technology. There are suggestions for how we can indirectly test new particles with such
larger masses, but so far we have seen no positive signals. In any event, since gravity has so little
effect on the phenomena in particle physics at the “common” energies we are currently exploring, we
will essentially ignore it from now on. This, of course, should not be misinterpreted as my thinking
that gravity is uninteresting - in fact, gravity is very interesting, especially if we think about quantum
gravity! But, we have a limited amount of time and space to discuss particle physics, so we must
leave our discussion of gravity.

It is worth noting that there is one exception to the above argument that could make gravity
observable in current and upcoming particle physics experiments. The Newtonian form of the poten-
tial and its inverse square law is valid in any space with three spatial dimensions. However, if there
existed extra spatial dimensions, then some of the gravitational force could “leak” into the extra
dimension, making gravity look weaker in our world than it actually is. If these theories are true,
it could be that the true Planck energy is actually more like 104 GeV, which is much closer to the
energies of our current experiments. The extra dimension would have to be very tiny; otherwise, we
would be able to see that space has four instead of three spatial dimensions! One possible way of
thinking about it is that our 3-space-dimensional world is a sort of surface in a higher-dimensional
world, and gravity leaks into the extra dimension as shown in Fig. 15.

Many theories such as string theory predict the existence of these extra dimensions, although the
extra dimensions in string theory may be too tiny to be detectable in the near (or far) future. While
we would need to be very lucky indeed to observe a sign of extra dimensions at a particle physics
experiment, it would be an understatement to say that such an observation would fundamentally
revolutionize the understanding of our physical world.
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Figure 15: Geometric picture of a world with extra spatial dimensions. Our particles and forces (like
electromagnetism) are confined to a 3-spatial-dimensional surface, while the gravitational force can
extend into the extra dimensions. This has the effect of making gravity appear weaker than it is
(image source: Kapitulnik, Geballe, Beasley Group, Stanford University).

2.5 Summary

Exercise: Create a summary table outlining the properties of the four forces. For each, you should
specify the mass of the corresponding mediator particle, the approximate dimensionless coupling con-
stant for each as measured in current experiments, and whether this grows or gets smaller at higher
energies.
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3 Matter

In the last section, we studied in detail the different fundamental forces in nature. These forces act
to attract or repel different kinds of particles. We use “matter” in a broad sense to describe the stuff
upon which the forces act (such as electrons and quarks), as opposed to the carriers of the force (such
as photons or gluons)14.

We start with a description of the electron, which is likely to be the most familiar fundamental
particle to you. It falls into a broader category known as the leptons, which is a fancy word for
anything which does not interact via the strong force. We then move on to the matter particles that
do feel the strong force, which are known as quarks. Finally, we must address the thorny fact that
particle carrying colour charge are never seen on their own, but rather bound up into colour-neutral
objects known as hadrons. This category includes familiar particles such as the proton and neutron,
as well as more exotic ones such as the pion, and we will discuss the connections between the hadrons
and their constituent quark content.

3.1 Charged Leptons

The first subatomic particle to be discovered was the electron. It is negatively charged (Q = −e)
and is electrically attracted to positively charged protons (Q = +e), forming neutral atoms. Because
the electron is substantially lighter than the proton (with a mass of 511 keV/c2 compared to the
proton’s mass of 938 MeV/c2), it is also much more mobile: the electron can be stripped off of the
underlying atom, resulting in the phenomenon of electricity, and it can be moved between atoms
and shared within molecules, leading to everything we currently understand about chemistry. The
orbital motions of electrons also give rise to magnetic fields. As a result, most of what we know
about electromagnetism originates with the dynamics of electrons and their interactions with the
electromagnetic field (or, in the language of particle physics, photons).

The reason that the electron in hydrogen is found orbiting the proton at the Bohr radius (r ∼
10−10 m) instead of being trapped inside of the nucleus (r ∼ 10−15 m) is that the electron does
not feel the strong force. This property of the electron makes it lighter and more agile than nuclei.
Because we don’t have to worry about the complexities of the strong force, it also makes it easier
to calculate properties of the electron in terms of the simpler electromagnetic and weak forces. This
makes the electron a desirable testing ground for our various theories of particle physics.

The electron is not alone in its ignorance of the strong force. Indeed, it is one of six particles that
are known as leptons, the defining characteristic of which is that they do not carry colour charge.
Consequently, they do not interact with gluons, which are the mediators of the strong force. Three
of the leptons (including the electron) are electrically charged with charge Q = −e (same as the
electron). They are in fact identical to one another in all respects but one: the three charged leptons
differ in their masses. The charged leptons can be found in the third row of Fig. 7. They are

1. The electron (e), Me = 511 keV/c2,

2. The muon (µ), Mµ = 106 MeV/c2,

3. The tau lepton (τ), Mτ = 1.78 GeV/c2.

We refer to these as the three flavours of charged lepton. Their masses also span a large range: the
muon is about 200 times heavier than the electron, while the tau is about 20 times heavier than

14This distinction is somewhat artificial: for instance, we have already seen that gluons both mediate the strong force
and also feel the pull of the strong force. However, another distinction between matter particles and force carriers is
that matter particles must be produced in pairs, whereas force carriers can be emitted (or absorbed) as a single particle.
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the muon. Why there are three flavours and why they have the masses they do remains a mystery.
However, the heavier leptons are no longer present in any appreciable quantity in the Universe today.
The reason is that the weak force allows heavier flavours to decay into lighter ones (for example, the
muon can decay into an electron), and so all of the taus and muons present in the early universe have
since decayed into electrons. The same happens for muons and taus produced in high-energy particle
colliders. We will examine the interactions of charged leptons, and specifically the weak force that
mediates their decays, in Section 5.3.

Finally, we comment that like every other kind of matter particle, charged leptons have corre-
sponding antiparticles, which have identical mass and other properties, but an electric charge that
is +e instead of −e. When particles and antiparticles meet, they can annihilate into energy carried
off by photons. The antiparticles of electrons, called positrons, were the first antiparticles to be
discovered, and this discovery was a triumph of the quantum theory of electromagnetism. By now,
we have very precisely tested the properties of antiparticles (such as the mass and magnetic prop-
erties of positrons, as well as the properties of “positronium”, which is an “atom” made up of an
electron and a positron), and all of them have confirmed that positrons have the same properties
as electrons (except for the sign of charge) and have served as exquisite tests of the validity of our
theory of charged leptons and their interactions. One of the most common types of particle collider
experiment is one which collides electrons and positrons to form other types of heavier particles from
the collision energy.

3.2 Neutrinos

Neutrinos are funny little particles. They are the only particles that interact exclusively via the weak
force, and are therefore neutral leptons due to the fact that they are neither electrically charged nor
carry colour charge. This means that they hardly interact with anything at all. They are also massless
in the Standard Model15. Neutrinos are emitted all of the time in decays of various particles via the
weak force (for instance, electron antineutrinos are emitted in the beta decay process, n → pe−ν̄e),
and are produced in the nuclear fusion process that causes the Sun to burn. Indeed, something like
10 trillion neutrinos from the Sun pass through your body every second. You may in principle worry
about the fact that so many particles pass through your body each second: however, a neutrino
emitted at solar energies could pass through over a light-year of lead on average without interacting
even a single time so there is no reason to be concerned! This gives a sense of just how weak the
weak force.

The fact that neutrinos interact so weakly with even dense forms of matter means that its existence
is usually inferred from the fact that we don’t see it after we produce it in an experiment: it passes
straight through whatever detectors or apparatus we have without leaving a trace. Indeed, it is
the invisible nature of the neutrino that first led to its discovery. As mentioned earlier, beta decay
(see Fig. 5) produces neutrinos and occurs through the process n → pe−ν̄e. By carefully measuring
the energy and momentum of the proton and electron, it became evident that momentum and
energy were not conserved in the beta decay process! Wolfgang Pauli in 1930 did not want to
abandon fundamental principles of physics such as conservation of energy and momentum, and so
he postulated the existence of an invisible particle that “carried off” the remaining momentum and
energy. This particle soon came to be called the neutrino, and its existence was finally confirmed
in 1956 by directly observing a neutrino’s interactions with other forms of matter (more specifically,
the neutrino’s capture on protons in ν̄ep→ ne+, leading to neutron and positron emission). Today,
neutrinos appear as “invisible” particles at most accelerators and colliders, although special dedicated

15It is now known that neutrinos are not exactly massless, but instead have masses of order 0.1 eV/c2, which apart
from being extraordinarily tiny compared to the electron mass already tells us that something is missing from the SM.

25



Figure 16: Because neutrinos are so weakly interacting, they pass through the Earth without stopping.
The Deep Underground Neutrino Experiment, DUNE (left pane), will take a beam of neutrinos
produced at Fermilab (a national lab near Chicago), shoot it through the Earth, and have the
neutrinos pass through the Homestake Mine in South Dakota. Such a large number of neutrinos will
pass through the Mine that a small number of neutrino scatterings will be observed in a large liquid
argon detector (right pane). Image sources: DUNE collaboration.

neutrino experiments have been developed where truly massive amounts of material (thousands of
tonnes!) are exposed to intense neutrino beams to look for rare scattering events (see, for example,
the planned DUNE experiment in the US in Fig. 16).

As with the charged leptons, there are three flavours of neutrinos: the electron neutrino (νe), the
muon neutrino (νµ), and the tau neutrino (ντ ). The neutrinos are shown in the bottom row of Fig. 7.
Together, each pair of charged and neutral lepton forms a “family” or generation (for example, the
muon and muon neutrino form a family), and in the SM each family interacts exclusively with one
another (for example, a direct interaction between neutrinos and charged leptons always occurs within
the same family: a tau lepton only directly interacts with a tau neutrino and not an electron neutrino,
and so on). It is for this reason that beta decay always produces an electron and a corresponding
electron (anti)-neutrino. The precise nature of the weak interactions between neutrinos and charged
leptons will be elaborated upon in Section 5.3.

An exciting aspect of neutrino physics is that, because they are so hard to detect, they are among
the least well-measured particles in the Standard Model. As I have already mentioned, the fact that
neutrinos do have a tiny mass already indicates that the SM is incomplete due to its prediction of
exactly massless neutrinos, and indeed there may be all kinds of new particles and forces that talk
to neutrinos that we have yet to discover. There are reasons, for instance, that there is a connection
between neutrinos and the mysterious dark matter that pervades the Universe.

3.3 Quarks

The name “quark” is given to any matter particle that interacts via the strong force; in the language
of Section 2.3, we say that quarks carry colour charge. Because of the confining property of the
strong interaction, we never see a free quark on its own: instead, they are always bound up into
colour-neutral particles called hadrons.

The quarks are also electrically charged and therefore interact via the electromagnetic force; they
can also decay via the weak force. Quarks are therefore special in that they interact via every type
of fundamental force. The strong force typically plays the most important role in the dynamics
of quarks, but electromagnetic and weak interactions can also be important: for example, the beta
decay of a nucleus is due to a weak interaction process involving the constituent quarks, while the
electromagnetic interaction of an electron with the quarks inside of the proton gives rise to the
formation of atoms.

There are two classes of quarks, which we call up-type and down-type. The up-type quarks
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have electric charge +2e/3, while the down-type quarks have electric charge −e/3. The antiquarks
are the same as the quarks but with opposite charges (−2e/3 and +e/3, respectively). Notice that
Qd −Qu = −e, while Qe −Qν = −e; in other words, the charge splitting between up and down-type
quarks is the same as the charge splitting between charged leptons and neutrinos. Since we paired
each charged lepton with a neutrino to form a “family” (for instance, the tau lepton and the tau
neutrino formed a family pair), we can also make pairs out of the up- and down-type quarks. Just
as with the leptons, there are three families of quarks: since there is an up- and down-type quark in
each family, this gives six quark flavours in total. The families are:

1. First family: up quark (Mu = 2.3 MeV/c2, Qu = +2e/3) and down quark (Md = 4.8 MeV/c2,
Qd = −e/3).

2. Second family: charm quark (Mc = 1.29 GeV/c2, Qc = +2e/3) and strange quark (Ms =
95 MeV/c2, Qs = −e/3).

3. Third family: top quark (Mt = 173 GeV/c2, Qt = +2e/3) and bottom quark (Mb = 4.18 GeV/c2,
Qb = −e/3). These quarks are also sometimes referred to instead as truth and, especially in
Europe, beauty.

The quarks are found in the top two rows of Fig. 7. As you can see, the quarks have rather whimsical
names16. The quark masses span many orders of magnitude, from the up and down quarks with
masses close to the electron mass all the way to the top quark, which has is a single elementary
particle with a mass comparable to a gold atom.

The heavier quarks can undergo weak-force-mediated decays into the lighter-flavour quarks, and so
nowadays nearly everything in the Universe is made up exclusively of up and down quarks. However,
heavy-flavour quarks are created in high-energy particle collisions and were present in the early
universe. There’s also something special about the fact that there are three families of quark: a
theory with three families of quark is allowed to have a property whereby matter and antimatter
have slightly different properties. This could, therefore, have something to do with the fact that
everything we see in the universe is made of particles and not antiparticles. However, we have no
fundamental reason for why there are three families of quark, nor why the masses for the quarks are
so widely separated. As far as we can tell, these things are just true, but it would be interesting to
have some theoretical explanation for why the SM particles have this organization.

As I have stated repeatedly, we never see quarks (or gluons) on their own because of the confin-
ing property of the strong force. In Sec. 3.4, we will take a look at the composite bound states of
quarks that do appear in nature, including our old friends the proton and neutron. However, we do
see evidence of quarks and gluons: they can exist as free particles very briefly in very high energy
particle collisions (remember that the strength of the strong force decreases with higher energies, and
so quarks can exist temporarily as free particles during the collision), and the imprint of those mo-
mentarily free quarks and gluons are seen as sprays of colour-neutral pointing in the same direction
as the original quark or gluon. We examine this more in the notes on collider physics.

Exercise: We observe protons to have charge +e and neutrons to have charge 0, and each is made
exclusively of quarks (rather than antiquarks). What is the minimum number of quarks that could
possibly make up a proton and a neutron? Which combinations of up- and down-type quarks could
make up a proton and neutron? Of the six flavours of quarks, which do you think make up the proton
and neutron? Why?

16Many of the quark names have their origins in a time before we knew of the existence of quarks: for example, a
certain class of hadrons exhibited strange behaviour and so were (creatively) called “strange particles”. We now know
that the characteristic of a strange particle is that it is made up of at least one strange quark.
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Figure 17: Illustration of the two different types of colour-free hadrons: mesons (made up of a quark
of a particular colour and an antiquark with the corresponding anti-colour, in this case red and
anti-red) and baryons (made up of three quarks, one of each colour of green, red, and blue). Image
source: Quantum Diaries.

3.4 Hadrons

Hadrons are particles that carry no colour charge, but are made up of constituent particles (namely
quarks) that themselves carry colour charge. The force holding together the hadrons is the strong
force, and in a very näıve way we can think of hadrons as bound states in the same way that atoms
are bound states. The main difference is that it is relatively easy to kick an electron out of orbit
around an atom (or even to knock a proton or neutron out of the nucleus), while it is impossible to
completely separate out the constituent quarks: the energy needed to pull a quark out of a hadron
is larger than the mass-energy needed to produce an additional quark-antiquark pair, so additional
quarks and antiquarks are created as needed to ensure that we are only left with colour-neutral
hadrons at the end of the day.

Every quark except for the top quark can be found inside of hadrons. The reason why top quarks
are not found in hadrons is that they decay so quickly into lighter flavour quarks that the decay
occurs faster than the characteristic time scale for hadron formation, τ ≈ 10−23 s.

Exercise: We saw in Sec. 2.3 that the strong interactions become strong at energies E ∼ 0.2 GeV.
Using Planck’s constant, we can define a corresponding time scale t = ~/E of hadron formation.
Numerically compute this value, compare this to the top quark decay lifetime and explain why top
quarks do not form into hadrons.

As described in the section on the strong force, there are two ways we can get colour-neutral
particles out of combining various quarks carrying colour charge. Each of these corresponds to a
separate class of hadrons (see Fig. 17):

1. Mesons: These are particles made up of a quark and an anti-quark. For example, the colour
of a red quark can be cancelled by an anti-red anti-quark, and so this forms a colour-free bound
state.

2. Baryons: These are particles made up of three quarks, each of which carries a different colour.
For example, a red quark + a blue quark + a green quark will form a colour-neutral combination.
This is due to the weirdness of the strong interactions and the behaviour of colour charge.
Similarly, an antibaryon is made of three antiquarks, each of which carries a different anti-
colour that combines to once again form a colour-neutral bound state.
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Because mesons are made of a quark-antiquark pair, the quark-antiquark pair can annihilate into
lighter particles. From the point of view of the meson, it appears as though it is disintegrating
(because the constituents literally blow themselves apart) As a result, all of the mesons are unstable.
By contrast, the lightest baryon (the proton) is absolutely stable in the SM17, and its partner the
neutron is also very long-lived inside of nuclei. Therefore we are most familiar with baryons and we
will turn to these first.

3.4.1 Baryons

The most commonly known baryons are the proton and the neutron. You may have already worked
out the quark composition of a proton and neutron above. The proton and neutron are made of three
quarks each and have electric charges Qp = +e and Qn = 0. We can therefore see that a proton is
made of two up-type quarks and one down-type quark, whereas a neutron is made of two down-type
quarks and one up-type quark. Indeed, as the lightest of all baryons, the proton and neutron are
made entirely of the lightest flavours of quark, and hence we say that protons are made of uud while
neutrons are made of udd. The antibaryons are made of the corresponding antiquarks: the antiproton
p̄ is made of ūūd̄, etc.

We can also make baryons with different flavours of quarks. For example, the strange baryons
have at least one strange quark in them: an example is the Λ0 which is made of uds. Similarly, there
exist baryons with charm and bottom quarks.

Let us examine the properties of the familiar baryons. The masses of the proton and neutron and
nearly identical, with Mp = 938 MeV/c2, and Mn−Mp ≈ 1 MeV/c2 ∼ 10−3Mp. We can immediately
see two things. First, the proton and neutron masses are not simply the sum of the masses of the
constituent quarks. Indeed, the sum of quark masses is ∼ 10 MeV/c2, meaning that roughly 99% of
the mass of the proton and neutron have nothing to do with the underlying quark masses! So where
does the mass come from?

We can think of hadron is a bunch of quarks held together by a colour field mediated by gluon
exchange, and there exists kinetic energy as the quarks inside of the hadron orbit one another. It so
happens that there is a lot of energy stored in the colour field inside of a hadron (and a comparable
amount in the quark kinetic energy), and this energy manifests itself as a mass for the baryon
according to E = Mc2 in the baryon’s rest frame. We find that the strong force itself is responsible
for the vast majority of the mass of the proton and the neutron.

The second interesting thing we see is that the proton and neutron are very close in mass. The
reason is related to what we found in the immediate paragraph: the u and d quark masses play almost
a negligible role in determining the p and n masses. Indeed, if the u and d quarks were massless, the
protons and neutrons would have exactly the same mass18.

17We are fortunate that the proton is stable: otherwise, atoms (and, by extension, each of us) would not exist!
Extensions of the Standard Model feature new forces that can allow protons to decay, and so the fact that we have
not yet observed protons to decay allows us to constrain the existence of these new forces. For example, the decay
lifetime of the proton should not be much shorter than the age of the Universe (∼ 14 billion years), or else there would
not be many protons left today. In fact, the absence of observed proton decay in large quantities of matter studied in
experiments puts a much more stringent lower limit of 4× 1029 years on the proton lifetime.

18This is a manifestation of a symmetry known as isospin symmetry, which is roughly speaking a symmetry under
interchange of protons and neutrons (or, equivalently, up and down quarks). This turns out to be an extremely
important symmetry for understanding the organizations of hadrons and their behaviour under the weak interactions,
and helped physicists first elucidate the quark structure of hadrons. Now that we already know there exist quarks,
though, the isospin symmetry and other patterns of masses and properties among hadrons are understood as simple
consequences of how quarks are distributed among the various hadrons.
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Figure 18: Lowest-energy baryon states in the Standard Model (with the proton and neutron in the
top row). The baryons are made up exclusively of up, down, and strange quarks. The horizontal
lines are distinguished by the number of strange quarks (S) inside of the baryon, while the diagonal
lines indicate the electric charge, Q, of the baryon. This is known as the “baryon octet”. There
exist many, many other baryons with different combinations of constituent quarks and their angular
momenta. The masses are shown in units of MeV/c2 (image source: Wikipedia).

Strange and charm baryons are still heavier than the proton and neutron, in part due to the fact
that the strange and charm quarks are substantially heavier than the up and down. For example,
the Λ0(uds) has a mass of 1.115 GeV/c2, which is about 75 MeV/c2 heavier than the proton and
neutron. This is largely accounted for by the heavier s quark mass. Similarly, the charm baryon
Λ+
c (ucd) has a mass 2.286 GeV/c2, which is heavier than the proton and neutron by approximately

the charm quark mass. The heavier strange and charm baryons can decay to the lighter proton and
neutron via the weak interaction, with the charm or strange quark changing into an up or down
quark. The proton is absolutely stable, while the neutron can decay through the beta decay process
n → p+e−ν̄e, although its lifetime inside of a nucleus is very long such that we often see neutrons
inside of stable nuclei.

There are a plethora of baryons. One way to obtain different baryons is to combine different
flavours of quarks (see Fig. 18 for an example). It is also possible for the bound states of the same
quarks to be in different energy states (think of the hydrogen atom and its different electron orbitals)
depending on the alignment of the quarks and their relative momentum. Originally, this “particle
zoo” of hadrons was a mystery to particle physics researchers, who could not understand why there
existed so many seemingly fundamental particles. We now know that this zoo is purely due to the
myriad ways quarks can be combined into hadrons.

Exercise: What is the quark content of the Ξ0 baryon in Fig. 18? Why is it heavier than the Λ0

baryon?

3.4.2 Mesons

The other type of meson is a quark-antiquark bound state. This is colour neutral because the colours
of the quark and antiquark state can cancel out (for example, a blue quark can be paired with an
anti-blue anti-quark in the meson). There are three possible electric charges for mesons:

• Q = +e, bound state of an up-type and anti-down-type quark such as ud̄ (or other flavours,
such as cs̄);
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• Q = 0, bound state of either up-type and anti-up-type quarks or down-type and anti-down-type
quark (such as ds̄);

• Q = −e, bound state of down-type and anti-up-type quark such as dū (or other flavours, such
as sc̄);

As mentioned earlier, because mesons are bound states of a quark and an antiquark, the quark and an-
tiquark can annihilate leading to meson decay. Mesons can decay to either lower-mass hadrons, or else
to leptons. For example, the φ0 meson (which is a bound state of ss̄) can decay to K+(us̄) +K−(ūs)
mesons.

Exercise: Explain in your own words why the annihilation of a quark-antiquark pair can appear as a
decay to a distant observer if the quark-antiquark pair are in a bound-state meson. How far away from
the meson do you have to be for it to look like a decay instead of a quark-antiquark pair annihilation?
If it helps, you can think of the meson bound state like a proton-electron bound state inside of an atom.

The most important set of mesons are the lightest mesons, which are known as pions. The pions
come in charged varieties, π+(ud̄), π−(ūd), as well as a neutral variety (π0, which is a combination
of uū and dd̄). The π− is the antiparticle of the π+, while the π0 is its own antiparticle (note that
there is no good distinction of “matter” vs. “antimatter” for mesons because each meson is made of
both a quark and an antiquark). Due to the fact that up and down quarks are nearly massless, the
pions have almost the same mass (Mπ+ = 140 MeV/c2, Mπ0 = 135 MeV/c2)19. Most important is
the fact that they are much lighter than the lightest baryons, which have masses ∼ GeV. It turns
out that, if the up and down quarks were exactly massless, the pions would also be exactly massless.
As the lightest mesons, pions are often the end products in the decays of heavier hadrons.

Since the pions are the lightest hadrons, they cannot decay into other hadrons. Therefore, they
must decay into other, non-strongly-interacting particles. For example, the π+ decays predominantly
into an anti-muon and a muon neutrino (via the weak force), while the π0 decays predominantly into
two photons (via the electromagnetic force).

It turns out that pions also play an additional role as the force carriers of the residual strong
force (illustrated in Fig. 14). Hadrons do not carry colour charge themselves and the colour force is
confined within the hadrons, which means that two hadrons cannot interact directly by exchanging
gluons. However, it is possible for the quarks inside of one hadron to emit a quark-antiquark pair
that forms into a pion, which as a colour-free object can exist independently outside of the hadron.
Thus, hadrons can interact via the exchange of pions, and the pions act as a force carrier much in
the same way that photons and gluons do (this is true even though the pions are not fundamental
particles but in turn made of quarks). This residual force, also known as the Yukawa force, is
responsible for the attractive force holding protons and neutrons together inside of the nucleus: were
it not for pions and the residual strong force, the strong positive charge concentrated inside of nuclei
would result in the nucleus blowing itself apart20.

19The mass difference between the charged and neutral pions is largely due to the fact that the charged pion interacts
via the electromagnetic force while the neutral pion does not.

20As an interesting historical aside, Yukawa predicted in 1935 the existence of a force-carrying “meson” particle to
explain the binding of protons inside of nuclei. In 1936, a new particle was discovered called the “mu meson”, and
it was assumed to be the particle that Yukawa predicted. Unfortunately, it seemed to exhibit none of the properties
expected of Yukawa’s particle (such as interacting strongly with nuclei); the “true” Yukawa particles, the “pi mesons”,
were not discovered until 1947. It was then realized that the mu meson was indeed a lepton (now known as the muon)
and had nothing to do with the residual strong force, while the pi meson we now call a pion. The fact that no one
expected a heavier copy of the electron to exist led to the famous exclamation of Raby regarding the muon: “Who
ordered that?!”
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Just like the baryons, mesons come in a whole host of different types depending on the flavours of
the constituent quarks and the arrangements of the quarks inside of the meson (such as the angular
momentum, etc.). For example, the strange mesons contain one strange quark and are known as
kaons, while the charm mesons contain one charm quark and are known as D-mesons. Even more
so than for the baryons, the properties and structures of the mesons can be derived from the under-
lying quark theory. As this lies beyond the scope of our study, however, we will content ourselves
to this cursory look at the mesons: you will return to this subject in more detail if your research
requires a more detailed knowledge of mesons and hadronic physics.

Exericise: Which do you expect to be heavier: kaons or charm mesons? Why?

3.5 Summary

Having now met all of the different types of elementary particles, we see that they tend to come
in three families. Indeed, we can associate the electron, electron neutrino, up, and down quarks
as a “first family” (or first generation); the muon, muon neutrino, strange, and charm quarks as a
“second family” (or second generation); and, finally, the tau, tau neutrino, top and bottom quarks as
a “third family” (or third generation). Indeed, it was discovered in the 1970s that the mathematical
self consistency of the physical description of the Standard Model demands that particles come in
complete families made up of a charged lepton, a neutrino, an up-type quark, and a down-type quark;
however, we do not understand why there are three such families.
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4 Particle Interactions & Feynman Diagrams

So far, we have learned about all of the different kinds of particles and forces in the SM, and I have
given a largely qualitative overview of the various kinds of particle interactions. In this section, we will
look at particle interactions in more detail by studying precisely how different forces cause particles
to influence each others’ dynamics. To understand the full story, you will need to study the subject
of quantum field theory (QFT), which is the foundation on which our modern theory of particle
physics rests. The basic idea of QFT can be understood from our picture of electromagnetism: the
electromagnetic force is manifest in electric and magnetic fields, and yet these fields themselves are
made up of tiny lumps of energy called “photons”. Photons are the most basic component of the
field, and the classical behaviour of the electromagnetic field (for example, the light we see from a
light bulb) is simply the result of the collective behaviour of an enormous number of photons. Every
other kind of particle has an associated field too: there is an “electron field” that fills space, and the
excitations of this field are lumps of matter called electrons. This approach allows us to put matter
and forces on the same footing and calculate the properties of interactions between different kinds of
particles.

Quantum field theory is a beautiful and incredibly powerful tool for studying various phenomena
in physics, but it is advanced enough that we will not be able to derive the main results of particle
physics using it; you will need to wait until you have studied quantum mechanics, classical mechanics,
and relativity in great quantitative detail before you can embark on learning it in any meaningful way.
Fortunately, many of the main results of QFT can be understood in terms of elementary particles
undergoing pointlike interactions (meaning that particles interact by colliding at a particular point).
We can therefore apply some of our classical reasoning to simple problems in QFT. This approach
is due to Richard Feynman, who invented a new way of thinking about quantum mechanics and,
with it, a pictorial method for describing particle interactions. These pictures, known as Feynman
diagrams, allow us to visualize the way that particle interactions occur, to specify what kinds of
interactions are allowed/forbidden, and thereby to understand the basics of particle physics. The
pictures also encode the ingredients used to perform calculations of particle interaction probabilities
and rates, although we will not delve into the quantitative aspects here. Feynman diagrams are used
in every aspect of particle physics, and learning the diagrammatic forms of each of the forces will be
crucial to your understanding of the dynamics and scattering of elementary particles.

We start this section with a detour into regular quantum mechanics, specifically a discussion of
the double-slit experiment. The reason is that the results of the double-slit experiment motivate
a particular way of thinking about physical processes in quantum mechanics that leads directly to
the use of Feynman diagrams to model the effects of particle interactions. We will then use a simple
example, namely a theory with an electron, a positron, and a photon, to illustrate how Feynman
diagrams can be used to represent scattering processes. In Section 5, we will turn to the particle
interactions due to the other forces in the Standard Model.

4.1 Quantum Mechanics and the Double-Slit Experiment

It is often stated that, in quantum mechanics, objects have both “particle-like” and “wave-like”
behaviour (sometimes referred to as wave-particle duality). Perhaps you have heard this in an
early course or unit on modern physics, or in popular science articles. What does this statement
mean?
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4.1.1 Wave-Particle Duality

Prior to the development of quantum mechanics, people thought that all of matter was divided into
two types of objects: particles and waves. Particles were like billiard balls or pellets that could be
shot out of a tube: the particle has a definite position and momentum at any given time, and it
follows a trajectory that you can calculate using the principles of Newtonian mechanics (~F = M~a).
Atoms, their constituents, and everything they were made of were thought to be “particles”. In
contrast, “waves” were understood as the collective motion of a system over an extended area: think
about the ripples travelling across a pond, or the electromagnetic fields that give rise to light rays.
Because waves are extended over a region of space, they can undergo more complex motions such
as diffraction and interference. It was traditionally believed that something was either a particle or
wave.

One of the principal observations driving the development of quantum mechanics was the finding
that light (which physicists originally thought were waves) actually displayed particle-like behaviour.
The most convincing indication of the particle-like behaviour of light is in the photoelectric effect.
We illustrated this effect in Fig. 8, but briefly review it here. The photoelectric effect is the finding
that, when light is impinged on a metal, the ejection of electrons at the surface of the metal and the
kinetic energy of the ejected electrons is determined by the colour21 (wavelength, or equivalently,
frequency) of the light, rather than the total amount of energy in light hitting the surface. The reason
is that light is made up of irreducible lumps (now called photons) whose energy is determined by
the frequency of the light (E = hν, where h is Planck’s constant and ν is the frequency of the light;
see Appendix A.1). Since each electron interacts with at most one photon at a time, the electron
can only be ejected if the photon carries enough energy to kick it out of the atom. By contrast, the
intensity of light (i.e., how bright the light is) is simply a matter of how many photons there are in
the light ray. The light could be very bright, but if each photon is insufficient to eject an electron
from an atom, there will be no current associated with the ejected electrons no matter how intense
the light. The photoelectric effect shows that wave-like phenomena such as light can also exhibit
particle-like behaviour, such as energy being localized to a small region of space in lumps and the
lumps able to undergo point-like interaction with other forms of particles, such as electrons.

If waves could exhibit particle-like behaviour, then can particles exhibit wave-like behaviour?
In particular, if particles such as electrons posess a corresponding wavelength (or, equivalently, are
spatially extended over some area), then perhaps they can also undergo wave phenomena such as
diffraction, which is the bending of light around the edges of objects? This was first hypothesized by
de Broglie and confirmed in the Davisson-Germer experiment which demonstrated that electrons do,
in fact, undergo diffraction. The reason why we don’t normally see wave-like behaviour in electrons
is because their wavelengths are incredibly tiny compared to light and so our eyes are not sensitive to
this “fuzziness”; however, experiments that are specially designed to look for such short-wavelength
behaviour can indeed see that electrons (and other types of particles) behave as waves. As quantum
mechanics developed, we see other wave-like behaviour for electrons: for example, the fact that
electrons are distributed over orbitals inside of atoms tells us that they are not, quite, pointlike
particles.

4.1.2 The Double-Slit Experiment

If we accept that matter can behave both like waves and particles, an important question is how do
we reconcile these two pictures? Is matter localized in one place, or extended over a non-zero area?
One of the clearest ways of untangling this knot is through the famous double-slit experiment

21Here, we are back to talking about actual colour of visible light, not the charge associated with the strong force.
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Figure 19: The double-slit experiment. Light is shone from a source A on an opaque screen with
slits S1 and S2, and then reaches a screen Z. The light arrives as a right-going wave at the slits, and
the interference of the parts of the wave passing through slits S1 and S2 gives rise to a diffraction
pattern at Z (left pane, image source: Rice Open CNX). The diffraction can be thought of as due to
the fact that S1 and S2 act as their own point sources for new circular waves, with the peaks and
troughs of the diffracted waves adding constructively or destructively to give the resulting diffraction
pattern (right pane, image source: CK12).

(see Fig. 19). In this setup, light is produced at a source A and shone through an opaque material
that has two slits (S1 and S2) cut in it. A screen (Z) is used to observe the light on the other side of
the slits. When light is shone through the double slits, an interference pattern appears on the screen
due to the diffraction of light. This appears to confirm the wave picture of light!

Now, consider that the source A is reduced in intensity such that the minimum possible amount
of light is produced. In other words, only one photon at a time is emitted from the source A. In this
case, we detect at each moment an individual “hit” of light located at a single point on the screen.
This appears to confirm the particle picture of light! However, if we wait long enough, and record
the sum total of all of the (many, many) photon hits, we recover the original interference pattern
(illustrated in Fig. 20). This tells us two things:

1. Light is produced in irreducible clumps called photons. This is why we only see one hit at a
time on the screen when the intensity of the light is reduced.

2. The interference pattern is still present when we look at only a single photon traversing the
slits at a time. Even though the photons are going one at a time, they “know” about the wave
pattern of the light propagation. Therefore, the wave property is present even at the level of
individual particles, and a single particle “knows” about the diffraction through both slits.

How can we reconcile the particle and wave properties? In quantum mechanics, we say that each
individual photon possesses a wave-like property called a wavefunction, typically denoted ψ(x)
(where x is the coordinate along the screen and ψ is a different complex number at each point x).
Since ψ(x) is non-zero at multiple values of x, it is extended in space and can undergo wave-like
behaviour, leading to diffraction through the double slits. However, we know that the individual
photon only hits the screen at one place! To map from this extended wave-like object ψ(s) to the
fact that we only observe a photon at one particular point, we interpret ψ(x) as being related to the
probability of finding the photon at point x. In fact, the probability of the photon being observed
at the point x is given by P(x) = |ψ(x)|2. The “wave” in wave-particle duality is essentially a
probability wave telling us where we are likely to find the particle if we measure it. This reconciles
the fact that each photon is only observed at one place, while the distribution of photons obeys the
interference relation predicted by the diffraction of a wave (in this case, the wave is ψ(x)).
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Figure 20: The double-slit experiment, continued. If we dim the light source A so that it only emits
one photon at a time (and only one photon hits Z at a time at a particular location), the pattern
resulting from the passage of many photons at different times still forms the double-slit diffraction
pattern at Z. This tells us that each photon “knows” about the wave property of light, and in
particular is sensitive to passing through both slits even though it only hits the screen at one point
(image source: Perimeter Institute).

Let us see how this works in practice by returning to the double-slit problem. We can see that, if
a photon is to hit the screen at point x, it can pass through either slit S1 or S2. The path through S1

gives a contribution to the wavefunction at point x which we call ψ1(x); remember, this is simply a
number22. Similarly, the path through S2 gives a contribution to the wavefunction at point x which
we call ψ2(x). If we see a flash at point x, then we know that the photon could have come from
either S1 or S2, so we add the wavefunctions: ψ(x) = ψ1(x) + ψ2(x). The probability is then found
by P(x) = |ψ1(x) +ψ2(x)|2. If the path from S1 gives rise to a positive number evaluated at x while
the path of the particle-wave from S2 gives rise to a negative number at x, the two can cancel to give
a suppressed probability of detecting the photon at x (this is known as destructive interference).
At some point, the two exactly cancel which is why we see points of zero light intensity along the
screen. Conversely, if the particle-wave passing through each of S1 and S2 are both positive (or both
negative), they add and give rise to an even bigger probability of finding the photon at x (this is
known as constructive interference). This behaviour based on interference of the contributions
of the two paths is shown in Fig. 21, with a blue colour representing a negative value of ψ(x) and red
representing a positive value of ψ(x) associated with a given path. The above description explains the
characteristic peak and trough structure of the interference pattern in Fig. 19: the reason is that the
photon in some sense goes through both slits (or, rather, has contributions from going through both
slits), and these two contributions can interfere to give either an enhanced probability of detecting
the photon or a suppressed probability for detecting the photon at a given point x.

To recap, we have seen that the wave-like nature of particles means that, even though each parti-
cle only hits the screen one at a time, it can proceed through multiple paths. Each path I is assigned
a wavefunction ψI(x), and these are summed together and then squared when computing the total
probability. Because the wavefunction can be positive or negative, this gives rise to an interference
pattern even though we are only looking at one particle at a time!. The key point is that the wave-like
behaviour stems from the several possible paths that the photon takes: since we don’t know which
one it took, it in some sense gets contributions from all of them.

Exercise: What do you think happens if we close S1 and leave only S2 open? Does the interference
pattern stay, or go away?

22In fact, it is a complex number but that is not particularly relevant for our discussion.
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Figure 21: The particle-wave interpretation of the double-slit experiment. Each photon is described
by a wavefunction, ψ(x), which is associated with the probability of detecting the photon at point
x, P(x) = |ψ(x)|2. Since the photon can travel through either slit S1 or S2, there is a contribution
to the wavefunction from each path, ψ(x) = ψ1(x) + ψ2(x). In the left pane, we consider a photon
detected hitting the screen at point xi. The wavefunction for the path going through S1 to point
xi has opposite sign from that going through S2 to xi, resulting in destructive interference and a
cancellation in the probability |ψ1(xi)+ψ2(xi)|2 � |ψ1(xi)|2, |ψ2(xi)|2. In the right pane, we consider
a photon detected hitting the screen at point xj . Here, both the wavefunction from paths S1 and
S2 have the same sign, and so there is an enhanced probability of seeing the photon there due to
constructive interference in |ψ1(xj) + ψ2(xj)|2.

4.1.3 Tagging Paths in the Double-Slit Experiment

The odd behaviour of wave-particle duality stems from the fact that there are many paths the photon
can take. What happens if instead we know which path the photon takes? Would the interference
pattern change? One way we can test this is to add an extra component to our experiment: two
small detectors, one of which is located by each slit. Let us call them D1 and D2 associated with
slits S1 and S2, respectively. Each detector gives off a flash when a photon passes through, but the
photon’s trajectory is otherwise unchanged. Therefore, we can tell whether the photon goes through
slit S1 by seeing whether a flash goes off in D1 at the same time. Similarly, we can tell if the photon
goes through S2 if we see a flash in D2. The set-up is illustrated in Fig. 22.

If we re-run the experiment in this new configuration, we see a dramatic change in the pattern
of photons hitting the screen. In particular, the interference pattern changes and the distribution of
photon hits on the screen Z resembles two separate single slits. The reason is this: the interference
pattern was a result of the fact that the photon took “both paths”, in some sense (or rather, both
paths contribute to the final probability of where it lands on the screen). Since we added the detectors
D1 and D2, though, we know on a photon-by-photon basis exactly which path a particular photon
took. For example, in Fig. 23 I illustrate the case where a photon went through slit S1 (firing D1 in
the process) and lands at point x. Therefore, only the path through S1 contributes to determining
where that photon lands, and the wavefunction is ψ(x) = ψ1(x). ψ2(x) does not contribute because
we observed that the photon did not pass through the slit S2.

This seems a bit like magic. How did the photon “know” that we had put detectors there, and
which detector fired? Classically, this is a mystery because we can construct our detector in such
a way as to minimally disturb the photon and so there is no way that the photon know that we
have observed it. In quantum mechanics, however, we find that the only to observe the photon is by
disturbing its state. By measuring it with detector D1, we have now changed its state so that it only
goes through slit S1 with no contribution from the S2 path, and consequently the interference pattern
disappears. How this happens precisely on a microscopic level (and the interpretation thereof) is
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Figure 22: The double-slit experiment with an additional photon detector in front of each slit. The
detector Di fires if the photon passes through slit Si.
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Figure 23: The double-slit experiment with an additional photon detector in front of each slit. The
detector Di fires if the photon passes through slit Si. We then see a change in the interference
pattern: for example, if D1 fires then we know that the photon passed through slit S1. In this case,
there is no contribution from the path through S2 because we know the photon did not go that
way. As a result, we have ψ(x) = ψ1(x) and consequently there is no interference in the pattern of
hits on the screen. Instead, it looks like a simple sum over two single slit distributions (one arising
from photons passing through S1 and firing D1, and the other coming from photons passing through
S2 and firing D2.

subject to much debate, with ideas like “wavefunction collapse”, “decoherence”, and “entanglement”
relevant to the discussion. However, everyone agrees with how we use quantum mechanics, namely
that if we observe the photon to pass through detector D1, then only the part of the wavefunction
passing through slit S1 (namely ψ1(x)) contributes to the probability of measuring the photon at
point x. If, however, we can’t distinguish from our measurement whether the photon passed through
S1 or S2 like in our original set-up, we must add the contributions from both S1 and S2, giving rise
to interference effects23. In summary, the trajectory a particle takes (and, accordingly, its position)
is not known with certainty until we measure it: unless we have detectors that tells which slit the
photon went through, it in some sense went through both.

23This is in, some sense, an operational definition of quantum mechanics. We are not specifying the “how” or “why”
the quantum state changes through measurement; however, we can specify what the state looks like after observing a
certain experimental outcome. This is sufficient for solving particle physics and most other types of physics problems,
but the question of what is going on at a “deeper level” in quantum mechanical measurements and systems is the
subject of research in the area of quantum foundations.
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4.1.4 Quantum Mechanics, Observations, and Interference

We can now summarize a general rule in quantum mechanics: if we start with a system in state
A and wish to compute the probability that it ends up in state B, we must sum over
all possible ways for the system to proceed from state A → B in an indistinguishable
manner24. In other words, if we can’t tell which “path” the system took from A to B, we have to add
together/interfere all such paths in computing the total probability of going from A→ B. This is the
major point where quantum mechanics is different from classical mechanics: classical mechanics says
that a system always evolves along a particular path from A to B, whereas in quantum mechanics you
must simultaneously consider the effects of many such paths. If, instead, we observe that the system
follows a particular path (or subset of paths), then only those paths contribute to the probability of
going from state A→ B.

Before we move on to the next section, you may be wondering what all of this has to do with
particle physics, which appears at face value quite different from photons traversing slits in a screen.
However, precisely the same principles of quantum mechanics apply to particle interactions, even if
they do so in a somewhat more abstract way. Suppose we are considering a collision at the Large
Hadron Collider: we start off with two colliding protons, and let’s say we want to compute the prob-
ability that the outcome of this collision is the production of an electron-positron pair. There are
many different particle interactions that could lead to this outcome (for example, this could proceed
through either the electromagnetic or weak interactions). In this case state A is the proton-proton
initial state, state B is the final e+e− pair, and the “paths” are the different forces that could possi-
ble mediate the interactions turning a pair of protons into an e+e− pair. What quantum mechanics
tells us is that we have to add together and interfere the quantitative contributions of each of these
interactions when computing the probability for it to occur. In order to do this, we need a simple
way of systematically figuring out which forces can be responsible for taking our initial state and
turning it into our final state. This is the formalism of Feynman diagrams, to which we now turn.

Exercise: Suppose we have a three-slit experiment. A photon produced at source A can go through
one of three slits: S1, S2, or S3. We also have two detectors, DA and DB. DA gives off a flash of
light if the photon passes through S1, while DB gives off a flash of light if the photon passes through
EITHER S2 or S3. Is there an interference pattern formed from the events where DA gives off a
flash of light? What about where DB gives off a flash of light?

4.2 Quantum Mechanics of Particle Interactions & Feynman Diagrams

4.2.1 Definition of Particle-Physics Observables

We now wish to extend the findings of the last section to our study of particle-physics interactions.
Because elementary particles are tiny (like photons), they are subject to the rules of quantum me-
chanics. We must therefore abide by our earlier principle: we can only define physical processes by
what we can measure in an experiment, and this means we need to be explicit about exactly what
we can observe about particle interactions. According to the the arguments of the last section, the
computation of the probability of any observed process A → B occurring must involve a sum over
all the different ways that process can happen.

24This approach to quantum mechanics is known as the sum-over-paths formalism, because it involves summing
over all possible paths a particle or system can take. It is due to Richard Feynman who pioneered this approach.
Although this view of quantum mechanics is mathematically equivalent to other formulations (such as those originated
by Schrödinger, Heisenberg, or Dirac), it leads to a great conceptual simplification in particle physics and other areas.
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Figure 24: Left pane: An ideal particle detector consisting of a measurement apparatus (blue), intake
valve (yellow) and output valve (purple). A particle passing through the detector has its identity
determined (i.e., if it’s a photon, electron, proton, etc.) and its momentum magnitude measured.
This is then output to a screen. Right pane: an illustration of the measurement process, in this case
a photon with momentum magnitude |~p| = 100 MeV/c. The direction can be determined by the
orientation of the detector.

Let us simplify our lives by considering an ideal particle detector. It is a simple box that tells us
the nature of a particle that passes through it (for example, whether it is a proton or electron), as
well as the particle’s momentum (see Fig. 24). This is illustrated in Fig. 24. We’ve already seen a
simple version of such a detector in the last section where we introduced a box that flashed when a
photon passed through it. Now, let’s imagine that there is a little LED screen that tells us the name
of the particle (photon, electron, proton, etc.) as well as its momentum ~p. Of course, in real life
we don’t have such a magical apparatus, but there do exist detectors that can distinguish different
types of particles and measure their momentum, so it is an OK assumption for illustrative purposes25.

Exercise: Check that MeV/c is a valid unit of momentum. Recall that electron-Volts is a unit of
energy.

4.2.2 Vertices: The Building Blocks of Particle Interactions

Keeping in the same vein of simplicity, let us consider the most minimal example of a particle physics
theory. It is called quantum electrodynamics (QED), and it is the theory of the electron (e−),
its antiparticle the positron (e+), and the photon. The only force is electromagnetism and it is me-
diated by the photon. We know that electrons can interact via emitting or absorbing photons, and
so the fundamental building block of the theory is the electron-photon interaction. We represent this
diagramatically in Fig. 25 and it is known as the vertex of the QED theory. The arrows indicate the
charge of the particle: in this case, a forward-pointing arrow represents a negatively charged electron,
while a backward-pointing arrow represents a positively charged positron. Because the photon is
neutral, the conservation of electric charge tells us that there must always be one arrow pointing into
the vertex and one arrow pointing out of the vertex so that the net charge sums to zero. This can be
in the form of a photon splitting into an electron-positron pair, an electron emitting a photon, or a
positron emitting a photon; in each case, it is the same vertex but rotated (all of the rotated versions
are shown in Fig. 25). When we change an initial particle to a final particle, we must also change it
to its antiparticle: the reason is that it changes a forward arrow to a backward arrow. By conven-
tion, we always treat time as pointing to the right in representations of particle interactions (this is
the modern standard, although you sometimes see in old books that time points from bottom to top).

25Of course, in real-life detectors we have to account for the finite resolution of the detector as well as sources of error
(for example, the momentum can only be measured to a certain number of decimal places) and we have to contend
with particle identification fakes. For example, our detector may indicate that a particle is a photon but it actually
was an electron. This complicates matters slightly, but doesn’t affect the theoretical formalism too much. For more
information on how a particle detector works, see my notes on collider physics.
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Figure 25: Feynman diagram representation of the interaction between an electron (e−), positron
(e+), and a photon (γ). Time flows from left to right. Rotating the diagram can represent: (left)
a photon splitting into an electron-positron pair; (centre) an electron emitting a photon; (right) a
positron emitting a photon.
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Figure 26: Feynman diagrams showing: (left) the scattering of electrons via the (repulsive) electro-
magnetic force generated by the exchange of a photon; (right) the annihilation of an electron-positron
pair into a photon, which disintegrates back into an electron-positron pair. Remember that time al-
ways flows to the right!

Exercise: Can an e+e− pair combine to give you a photon? Can two electrons e−e− combine to
give you a photon? If so, draw the relevant Feynman diagram. If not, explain why not.

4.2.3 Feynman Diagrams: “Paths” For Particle Interactions

Note that we can now assemble different combinations of electrons, positrons, and photons by con-
necting them with vertices. The result is called a Feynman diagram. For example, in the left pane
of Fig. 26, we show the scattering of two electrons by exchanging a photon. In the right pane of
Fig. 26, we show an electron-positron pair annihilating into two photons. Remember that time flows
to the right, and that electric charge conservation requires each vertex to have one arrow flowing in
to the vertex and one arrow flowing out.

Ultimately, we want to use these diagrams to characterize physical processes involving elementary
particles and their interactions. A common physical process studied in particle physics is scattering,
where you take two particles, smash them together, and then look at the debris coming out. We
measure the incoming particles (their type and momentum) and then the outgoing particles (again,
their type and momentum). This is illustrated schematically in Fig. 27.

The crucial part is that we do not directly see what happens in the collision. The whole yellow
explosion bit in Fig. 27 cannot be directly measured; all we can see is what goes into the collision
and what comes out, and then try to reconstruct it from that information26. There is therefore a

26You may wonder about what happens if we build a more precise detector that is able to peer more deeply into the
collision. It’s true: we get more information about the collision! However, all that does is re-shuffle part of the yellow
collision to the outer components that we are measuring, but there will always be a part we cannot see. The reason is
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Figure 27: (Left pane) Schematic particle collision: two incoming particles (specified by the type of
particle and the momentum of each) collide and transform into N − 2 final-state particles, again
each specified by the type and momentum. (Right pane) We measure what happens in the collision
by measuring the types and momenta of each of the initial and final particles (schematic detectors
shown), but cannot see directly what happens inside the middle part of the collision.

clear delineation between what is measured in an experiment by our detectors, and what we cannot
see.

According to the arguments of Section 4.1, we know that we have to add the contributions that
are indistinguishable from the point of measurement. Therefore, in calculating the probability of the
interaction in Fig. 27, we have to consider every possible force and interaction that allows a proton
and an electron to turn into the final-state particles (with the measured momenta). We can make an
analogy with the double-slit experiment:

• Light source: the analog of the light source is the measured collection of initial-state particles.
It is the “known” configuration of the system before the scattering occurs.

• Screen: the analog of the screen is the measured collection of final-state particles. We use
this information to try to understand what is going on during the collision between the initial
pre-collision particles and the final state.

• Slits: the analog of the slits (i.e., the different paths of going from the light source to the
screen) are the different ways that the Standard Model forces can mediate the collision to go
from initial state to final state.

In particle physics, we uncover the properties of particles from their fundamental interactions, and we
do so by colliding them, measuring the pre- and post-collision configurations, and then inferring the
“paths” or interactions that took them from the initial to final state. We see that particle collisions
are simply a more abstract version of the sum-over-paths picture of the double-slit experiment.

Let us consider a concrete example of this last point. Consider again the scattering of an electron
with momentum |~p1| colliding with an electron with momentum |~p2|. They turn into an electron of
momentum |~p3| and an electron of momentum |~p4|. This is an example of elastic scattering, where
the mass-energy in the initial and final states is the same, and so the kinetic energy is also the same

that, in quantum mechanics, to see what happens over arbitrarily small distances/short times requires arbitrarily large
energies, and so there is always part of the interaction out of reach to us.
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Figure 28: Two incoming electrons collide and transform into two final-state electrons. The two
diagrams show the two different ways (or “paths”) that map the initial electrons into the final
electrons by emitting and absorbing a photon.

between initial and final states: the kinetic energy is simply re-arranged between the electrons in the
collision27. We drew a Feynman diagram of this process in Fig. 26. But is this the only one?

Let us label the momenta in the Feynman diagram of Fig. 26. The initial electrons have, from
top to bottom, momenta ~p1 and ~p2, while the final electrons have, from top to bottom, momenta ~p3

and ~p4. In this diagram, the electron with momentum ~p1 emits a photon and becomes the electron
with ~p3, while the photon is absorbed by the electron with momentum ~p2 which becomes the electron
with momentum ~p4. This process is illustrated in the left pane of Fig. 28.

However, there is another possibility, illustrated in the right pane of Fig. 28. Suppose that the
electron with momentum ~p1 emits a photon and then becomes the electron with momentum ~p4.
Similarly, the photon is absorbed by electron with momentum ~p2 and becomes the electron with
momentum ~p3. At the level of fundamental interactions between electrons and photons, this is a
different process from the first one considered in the left pane of Fig. 28. However, from the point
of view of the detectors, they are physically indistinguishable: the detector D1 still sees an electron
with momentum ~p1 pass through, etc. Therefore, according to the arguments of Section 4.1, we
need to add the effects of both processes: they are two different “paths” mediating electron-electron
scattering.

Putting this all together, what we need to construct the Feynman diagram for a fundamental
particle interaction is:

1. Specify the initial state(s) of the particle interaction.

2. Specify the detection of the final-state particles after the interaction.

3. Using the vertex building block identified in Section 4.2.1, construct all possible diagrams that
change the initial state into the final state.

Just like in the double-slit experiment, each diagram (or possible “path”) from the initial state to
the final state corresponds to a (complex) number, analogous to the wavefunction, related to the
probability of the interaction occurring. When there are multiple paths, we have to add together
these numbers and take the squared magnitude to get the probability.

27This process is known as Møller scattering.
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Figure 29: A vertical photon line denotes the combination of: a photon emitted by an electron on
the top and absorbed by an electron on the bottom; a photon emitted by an electron on the bottom
and absorbed by an electron on the top. (Time always flows to the right in Feynman diagrams.)
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Figure 30: Feynman diagrams for Bhabha scattering e−e+ → e−e+. The first channel (or path) is
an electron-positron annihilating into a photon, which splits back into an e+e− pair. In the second
channel, one of the electron/positron emits a photon which is absorbed by the other particle.

Before we get to some more examples, there is one more subtlety worth mentioning: in the left pane
of Fig. 26, we drew a diagram with a vertical line for the photon. However, you may have expected
to have two separate diagrams: one in which the top electron emits a photon and the bottom electron
absorbs the photon, and a diagram in which the reverse happens, namely the bottom electron emits
a photon and the top electron absorbs the photon. From the point of view of our detector, we cannot
tell these two processes apart. Also, it turns out that they always come in pairs, and so it is simplest
to combine them together. Therefore, we do not need to consider separate time orderings of the
photon interactions (for instance, whether the top electron absorbs vs. emits the photon as separate
processes) because they always are combined into the same process. This is illustrated in Fig. 29.

4.3 More Examples of Feynman Diagrams

We now use what we’ve learned in the last few sections to draw Feynman diagrams for a couple of
processes involving electrons, positrons, and photons. They are:

• Electron-positron scattering: This is also known as Bhabha scattering. In this process,
we have e−e+ → e−e+. This can proceed in two ways: either the electron and positron can
annihilate to give a photon, which splits back into an e−e+ pair, or they can scatter by the
exchange of a photon as in e−e− → e−e− scattering. These processes are shown in Fig. 30.
Note that we do not have a “crossed” Feynman diagram like in the right pane of Fig. 28. The
reason is that the electron-photon vertex conserves electric charge and so an electron can not
turn into a positron through the emission or absorption of a photon. We also do not include
a separate diagram like Fig. 30: any process where the diagrams are the same by simply re-
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Figure 31: Feynman diagrams showing the reaction e−e+ → e−e+γ. Note that these should also be
supplemented with a photon attached to each charged particle in the equivalent of the right pane of
Fig. 30.

labelling the lines (as opposed to physically changing which lines correspond to which particles)
is the same process and should not be double counted.

• Photon radiation: Photons can be radiated from electrons or positrons in collisions via the
reaction e−e+ → e−e+γ. To do this, we can take any of the diagrams for electron-positron
scattering (for example, the left pane of Fig. 30) and emit a photon from any charged particle.
Because we can’t tell which charged particle the photon came from, we have to consider each
of the diagrams (a subset of the diagrams is shown in Fig. 31).

It takes a lot of practice to be able to identify and draw all of the unique Feynman diagrams con-
tributing to a particular scattering process. At this point, you don’t need to have a strong proficiency
with this skill, but at least you have the tools to understand what Feynman diagrams mean and how
to assemble the vertices or building blocks into diagrams corresponding to different processes.

Exercise: Draw the Feynman diagrams for electron-positron annihilation, e−e+ → γγ. Your diagrams
should include two electromagnetic vertices each. How many different diagrams are there?

Exercise: Draw the Feynman diagrams for light-by-light scattering, γγ → γγ. Your diagrams should
include four electromagnetic vertices. If you have studied classical electromagnetism, how does this
result differ from the classical expectation from Maxwell’s equations?

4.4 Organizing Diagrams: The Perturbation Series

In the last section, we argued that we must include all Feynman diagrams for processes that are
physically indistinguishable from one another. Once we specify a list of initial particles (and their
momenta) and a list of final particles (and their momenta), we need to draw all diagrams that connect
the initial to final particles. For example, in Fig. 28 we saw that we needed two diagrams to describe
the process e−e− → e−e− corresponding to the two cases where a given initial electron directly
connects to each of the final electrons.

However, we’ve cheated a bit. The reason is that, using our electron-photon vertex, we can
actually construct more complicated diagrams that also contribute to e−e− → e−e− scattering. See,
for example, the diagrams in Fig. 32. If you look at the initial-state and final-state particles, you
see that both of these indeed contribute to e−e− → e−e−. However, they have more electromagnetic
vertices (or building blocks) in them. For example, in the left pane the photon that is emitted from
the top electron splits into an electron-positron pair, which then re-annihilate into a photon that
continues on its way to be absorbed by the bottom electron. In the right pane, a photon is emitted
from the top electron, which then emits a second photon to transmit the force to the bottom electron.
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Figure 32: Additional Feynman diagrams contributing to e−e− → e−e−. These are called loop
diagrams due to the close loops of particles appearing in the diagram, as opposed to those in Fig. 28
which are called tree diagrams.

Figure 33: Additional Feynman diagram contributing to e−e− → e−e− with many electromagnetic
vertices and loops.

The top electron then re-absorbs the first photon it emitted. From the point of view of an external
detector, each of these is physically indistinguishable from the diagrams in Fig. 28. They are referred
to as loop diagrams because of the closed loops of particles in the diagram, as opposed to those in
Fig. 28 which are called tree diagrams.

At first glance, this seems not to be a problem - it just means we have to include more diagrams
than we had originally realized in our characterization of a physical process. However, a little more
thought suggests that this is actually a catastrophe! The reason is that there are an infinite number
of diagrams that correspond to each physical process. For example, in Fig. 33 we show a contribution
to e−e− → e−e− scattering with 12 loops and 26 electromagnetic vertices. In principle, we have to
include this contribution in any calculation of the probability of e−e− → e−e− scattering, along with
an infinite number of other diagrams! How is that we can make any predictions at all?

A resolution can be found by imagining that the total rate of e−e− → e−e− involves summing
over an infinite number of paths or diagrams. This rate can only be finite if, as the number of
diagrams grows, their contribution to the sum shrinks such that the total sum can still be finite. For
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example, we can recall that infinite sums like

N∑
k=1

ck x
k (18)

can be finite in the limit N → ∞ for x < 1 because, even though there are an infinite number of
terms, the terms can become increasingly small as N gets large.

This line of argument turns out to be our saving grace. It turns out that, for every electron-
photon vertex in a diagram, the contribution to the rate is proportional to a factor of α, where α is
a dimensionless number that characterizes the strength of the force28. For the electromagnetic force,
we found in Section 2.1 that αEM ≈ 1/137.

We can now compare the relative importance of the different types of diagram. Each of the tree
diagrams in Fig. 28 has two electromagnetic vertices and so the rate goes like α2. In contrast, the
loop diagrams in Fig. 32 have four vertices and their contribution to the rate goes like α4, which
contains an additional factor of α2 ≈ 5× 10−5 smaller than the tree diagram. Similarly, the diagram
in Fig. 33 contains 26 vertices and so the rate goes like α26, or a factor of α24 ∼ 5×10−52 smaller than
the tree contribution. This is good news: it means that, when making predictions, we can usually
content ourselves with tree-level diagrams. If we are doing precision measurements and comparing
the results to theory, we may have to compute higher-loop diagrams. However, we expect that the
most complicated diagrams can be ignored in our calculations29.

The different diagrams of increasing complexity are interpreted as part of a perturbation series
valid in the α→ 0 limit. The idea is that the physical process is dominated by the process with the
lowest number of electromagnetic interaction points, and each of the more complicated diagrams gives
a small “perturbation” that changes the result by a (hopefully) small result. We can, for example,
write the total contribution to e−e− → e−e− scattering as

P(e−e− → e−e−) =
∑
k≥1

ck α
k. (19)

where the first term represents the contribution from the tree diagrams in Fig. 28, the α4 term
represents the contribution from loop diagrams as in Fig. 32, and so forth30. The ck are numerical
coefficients that result from calculating the contributions of the various diagrams. Note that in the
limit α → 0, there is no interaction whatsoever: the electrons are said to be “free” and do not talk
to one another at all.

Exercise: Above, you drew the diagram for light-by-light scattering, γγ → γγ. In classical elec-
tromagnetism, light does not interact with itself because it is not electrically charged, whereas the
particle-physics result seems to contradict this fact. Explain why the classical approximation of zero
photon-photon interactions works reasonably well even though γγ → γγ is a valid diagram.

28More accurately, you get a contribution of
√
α from each vertex to the wavefunction, and then you square the sum

of diagrams. But if we consider only a single diagram, then it is equivalent to a power of α for each vertex.
29The discussion in this section is overly simplistic for at least one reason: while each diagram does indeed have an

additional power of α in the rate for each electromagnetic vertex, the number of diagrams tends to grow with the number
of vertices. As a result, it is believed that the series is not, in fact, convergent. Instead they are asymptotic, which
means that they do not converge although truncating the series at a fixed number of terms gives a good approximation
to the series for sufficiently small values of α.

30Note that terms with odd powers of α can also appear. The reason is that we can also have interference between
the diagrams, and the rate actually goes like |d1α + d2α

2 + . . . |2, where the first term comes from the tree-diagram
processes, the second from the one-loop processes, and so on (di are numbers associated with the numerical factors
coming from each diagram).
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Figure 34: Feynman diagram representation of the interaction between a quark (q) and a gluon (the
carrier of the strong force, g).

We can consider Feynman diagrams for the other forces as well. For example, the fundamental
vertex of the strong interaction is between a quark and a gluon as shown in Fig. 38, where the gluon
is indicated with a curly line. Then, we can construct Feynman diagrams for quark interactions
mediated by the strong force by combining this vertex in various ways just as we did with electro-
magnetism. If we refer to Section 2.3, we see that at the energy of the LEP collider at CERN, we
have αs ≈ 0.1. Therefore, we can still write down a perturbation series where the simpler diagrams
are more important and the complicated loop diagrams are suppressed by αns for some power n. How-
ever, the higher-order αn pieces are more important than for electromagnetism because αs > αEM.
Indeed, this is what we mean when we say the force is stronger : it is more common for interactions
to occur via the strong force, and so we have to be more careful and possibly include some of the
more complicated loop-diagram processes in our calculations.

There is a complication due to the fact that αs changes with energy31 as shown in Fig. 13.
Indeed, αs becomes larger than 1 for energies . 250 MeV. Once αs ∼ 1, then the higher-order terms
in the series αns are no longer suppressed relative to the leading term! In other words, complicated
diagrams like Fig. 33 (with the photon lines changed into curly gluon lines) become just as important
as the simple tree diagrams. This is a catastrophe: we can no longer rely on simple calculations to
predict particle properties and interaction rates. This is known as a breakdown of perturbation
theory because the more complicated processes become as important (if not important) as the simple
processes.

What happens for energies E . 250 MeV? Well, we can no longer even define individual quarks
and gluons, because each one immediately emits sprays of more quarks and gluons (there is no penalty
to do so if αs > 1 and these particles cannot be separated). Instead, the strong force becomes like a
very powerful glue that binds the quarks and gluons together into hadrons, which we have already
seen in Section 3.4. We can no longer write down Feynman diagrams with quarks and gluons at
such energies, but we can potentially work directly with the resulting protons, neutrons and other
hadrons in calculating their interaction rates.

4.5 Interpreting Particles in Feynman Diagrams: Real or Virtual?

Before concluding our section on Feynman diagrams, I want to have a short discussion on what the
physical significance is of the particles running inside of the diagram. In the left pane of Fig. 35, I
repeat one of the diagrams for e−e− → e−e− scattering. We narrate this diagram by saying that the
electron with |~p1| emits a photon and turns into the electron with momentum |~p3|, while the photon
is absorbed by the electron with momentum |~p2| and turns into the electron with momentum |~p4|.
However, all we can really resolve is shown in the right pane of Fig. 35; what happens in the middle

31αEM also changes with energy, but not in a dramatic way so we can usually ignore it.
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Figure 35: (Left pane) One of the diagrams contributing to e−e− → e−e− scattering. (Right pane)
The physical scattering process, equivalent to the sum of all intermediate diagrams connecting the
initial and final states.

of the “blast” cannot be directly seen. Since we can never directly detect it, is there any sense in
which the intermediate photon is “real”?

The answer, in quantum mechanics, is no. Only that which we can measure is “real” in any
sense that can be unambiguously defined. Indeed, when you get into the details of how you actually
calculate the contribution of this diagram to e−e− → e−e−, you find that the “photon” inside of the
diagram has some very un-photon-like properties. For example, a real photon in massless, which in
the context of special relativity means that it obeys the relation

Eγ =
√
|~pγ |2c2 +m2

γc
4 = |~pγ |c. (20)

A particle satisfying this property is said to be on the mass shell (or, more succinctly, on-shell),
which essentially means that the energy and momentum are related to satisfy the relativistic mass-
energy relation m2c4 = E2 − |~p|2c2. However, it turns out that particles in the middle of Feynman
diagrams do not need to satisfy this relation (and most often, do not). We say that such particles
are off the mass shell, or are off-shell. For the photon in Fig. 35, you would find that Eγ 6= |~pγ |c
for any values of ~p1 and ~p3 (except for the trivial case ~p1 = ~p3, which corresponds to no interaction
in any case).

This seems like a bit of a crisis. Is there a secret group of photons with mass mγ 6= 0 that exist in
nature that exist only fleetingly in the insides of Feynman diagrams, but are never actually observed?
The answer again is no. Because we can never actually “see” these particles in a measurement process,
there is no sense in which they physically exist. Instead, these intermediate particles are relatively
convenient fictions that allow us to describe the workings of forces in particle physics by referring
to pointlike particle interactions as shown in Feynman diagrams. They are totally harmless so long
as we understand that the inner guts of Feynman diagrams, which can never be directly probed by
experiments, should not be taken too seriously as real particles. Instead, we refer to them as virtual
particles32.

32There is a formulation of quantum field theory in which all particles (whether on the inside of the diagram or
not) obey the relativistic energy-momentum relationship (or, equivalently, are on-shell). However, this formulation
necessitates introducing a violation of conservation of energy in the interactions involving internal particles, even
though energy is conserved overall in the collision. To me, this is worse than accepting that internal or virtual particles
don’t obey the relativistic energy-momentum relationship.
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If you look in the literature of particle physics (and, especially, the popular science literature of
particle physics), you will see all kinds of statements about how these virtual particles have all kinds
of physical effects and can wreak havoc on the laws of physics: for instance, I have seen claims that
virtual particles can go backwards in time. Ultimately, these kind of statements are confusing and
have no physical meaning: “real” particles that we can see in experiments (i.e., the external legs on
Feynman diagrams) have no such wacky properties such as time travel. That is not to say that virtual
particles do not obey some physical laws: their interactions conserve energy, momentum, and electric
charge. However, because virtual particles are mere useful mathematical tools rather than literal
physical objects, we can sidestep any unnerving questions about their physical properties. Indeed, it
is possible to formulate physically observable quantities in quantum mechanics without ever referring
to virtual particles. We will stick with using virtual particles (as do most particle physicists) because
they allow us to describe particle interactions in a convenient way.

Because we are not in a position to delve into the full quantum field theory of particle physics here,
we will content ourselves to thinking of Feynman diagrams as point particles mediating interactions
by colliding at various spacetime points, keeping in mind not to take the virtual particles inside of
Feynman diagrams too seriously. If you would like to learn more about this, you should talk to
your research mentor about delving further into quantum mechanics and, eventually, quantum field
theory.

5 Feynman Diagrams for the Standard Model Forces

In Section 4, we began our study of how we think about forces and interactions in particle physics.
In that case, we focused on a very particular scenario (quantum electrodynamics, consisting of an
electron, positron, and photon), and learned how to construct and interpret Feynman diagram rep-
resentations of particle interactions. As we are well aware by now, there are many more forces than
just elecromagnetism, and many more particles than just the electron and positron. In this section,
we will go over the interactions for each of the fundamental forces and see how they can be used to
construct possible interactions between Standard Model particles.

5.1 The Electromagnetic Force

We start with the electromagnetic force, which is the simplest and most familiar to us. The mediator
of the force is the photon, and it is massless and neutral (such that the photon does not directly
interact with itself). The photon interacts with any particle that is electrically charged (common
jargon is to say that the photon couples to charged particles). We can therefore consider any charged
Standard Model matter particle X, be it a muon, electron, or up quark. The basic building block
for the electromagnetic force is the vertex connecting the photon to the charged particle X and its
antiparticle X̄. This vertex is shown in Fig. 36.

Exercise: Draw all of the leading-order Feynman diagrams for the following processes: (a) uu→ uu;
(b) e+e− → µ+µ−. How does your answer to part (b) compare with the Feynman diagrams for
e+e− → e+e−?

The strength of the electromagnetic force is given by the dimensionless constant, α ≈ 1/137,
with a factor of

√
α contributing to the wavefunction from each vertex (which leads to a factor of

α after squaring). However, our derivation of the electromagnetic force in Eq. (5) assumed particles
with charge of magnitude e. Other particles have different magnitude charges: for example, u and
ū quarks have charges Qu = 2/3 e. We therefore expect that the electromagnetic force between up
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Figure 36: Feynman diagram representation of the interaction between a charged matter particle
(X), its antiparticle (X̄), and a photon (γ).
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Figure 37: Feynman diagrams showing the basic interaction vertices between W± bosons, which have
electric charge ±e, and photons. There exist vertices involving a W+, a W−, and a photon (left),
or a W+, a W−, and two photons (right). The magnitude of the wavefunctions representing the
probability of each one occurring are still fixed by the single dimensionless coupling, α.

quarks should be weaker than between an electron and a positron by a factor of Q2
u = (2/3)2 = 4/9,

which is less than half of the corresponding rate for electrons. While in Section 4.4 we argued that
each vertex between a photon, electron and positron came with a factor of α characterizing the
strength of the force in computing the probability of an interaction occurring, we can see that for an
arbitrary charged particle X with charge QX , the amount that each vertex contributes to the rate
of interactions is Q2

Xα.
There is one charged particle in the Standard Model that is a force carrier, and not a matter

particle. This is the W+ boson. It has charge +e and therefore feels the electromagnetic force; not
surprisingly it interacts with the photon! Because the W+ boson is a force carrier, we also denote
it by a squiggly line. There are two vertices that allow the W+ and its antiparticle, the W−, to
interact with photon(s). These are illustrated in Fig. 37. Generally, both diagrams will contribute
to any process involving photons and W± bosons. Note that because the right diagram in Fig. 37
involves a coupling to two photons, its rate goes as α2; you get a power of α in the rate for each time
a photon interacts with charged particles.

Exercise: Draw all Feynman diagrams contributing to the process W+W− → γγ (there should be
three). What is the dependence of the rate on α?

Note that each of the Feynman diagrams for electromagnetic interactions (i.e., interactions of
the photon with other particles) have a particular property: they all conserve electric charge! This
is because photons always produce particles and antiparticles of the same type (for example, an
electron and a positron), and since particles and antiparticles have opposite electric charges, the
result is always electrically neutral. Similarly, if a particle (such as an electron or a muon or an up
quark) emits a photon, it always remains the same type of particle. We summarize this by saying
that the electromagnetic interactions conserve electric charge (if we add up the electric charge
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Figure 38: Feynman diagram representation of the interaction between a matter particle charged
under the strong interaction (X), its antiparticle (X̄), and a gluon (g). The gluon is indicated by a
curly line, to distinguish it from the wavy lines of the photon and W/Z bosons.

flowing into a vertex on a Feynman diagram, it always equals the electric charge flowing out of the
vertex), and that the electromagnetic interactions conserve particle type (they never change an
up quark into a charm quark, for example, even though that would conserve electric charge).

5.2 The Strong Force

The strong force is mediated by gluons. Much like the electromagnetic force, the basic building
block for Feynman diagrams illustrated strong-force interactions involves a gluon interacting with a
particle X and antiparticle X̄. The gluon only talks to particles that are charged under the strong
force: thus, gluons interact with quarks, antiquarks, and other gluons, but never directly with leptons.
In Feynman diagrams, the gluon is indicated by a curly line and interacts with particles that carry
colour charge (see Fig. 38).

The fundamental vertex of the strong interactions can be combined to describe more involved
scattering processes involving the strong force. For example, in the left pane of Fig. 39 we show
a process where an up quark scatters off a charm quark via exchanging a gluon. This process is
mediated by the strong force. Because the charm and up quarks are electrically charged, they also
experience the same scattering mediated by the electromagnetic force (right pane of Fig. 39); however,
because the strong force is much stronger than the electromagnetic force, the largest contribution
from scattering occurs due to the diagram with the gluon.

Exercise: The gluon is massless. Can the decay g → uū occur consistent with momentum and energy
conservation? Explain.

As discussed in Section 2.3, one of the reasons that the strong force is different from the electro-
magnetic force is that the gluon is itself charged under the strong force. Unlike the photon, which
is electrically neutral, the gluon carriers colour charge. This means that the gluon can interact with
itself; by contrast, the photon has no direct self-interaction. There are two different vertices by which
the gluon can interact with itself. The 3-point and 4-point gluon vertices are shown in Fig. 40. The
3-point vertex gives a contribution to the rate of αs, while the 4-point vertex gives a contribution to
the rate of α2

s .
Let’s consider the process ss̄→ gg, illustrated in Fig. 41. The first two diagrams look the same as

those for the process e+e− → γγ. However, the third diagram is found in the strong interactions but
not the electromagnetic force: the gluon self-interaction leads to a contribution to quark-antiquark
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Figure 39: Scattering of an up quark and a charm quark mediated by a (left) gluon; (right) photon.
The rate associated with the left diagram goes like α2

s while the rate associated with the right
diagrams goes like (2/3)4α2 (the factor of (2/3)4 comes from the fact that the electric charge of
the up-type quarks is 2/3e); since the strong force is much stronger than the electromagnetic force,
this means that scattering of quarks is most likely to occur due to gluon exchange, although both
processes give some contribution to the overall scattering.

g g

g

g g
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Figure 40: Vertices that show gluon interactions with other gluons. There are two vertices: (left) a
3-point interaction among gluons; (right) a 4-point interaction among gluons.

annihilation.

Exercise: Draw all the Feynman diagrams for uū→ dd̄.

Exercise: Draw all the Feynman diagrams for uū→ dd̄g.

Exercise: Draw all the Feynman diagrams for gg → gg (there should be four). What is the dependence
of the rate of this process on the strong interactions constant, αs? Compare to the photon-photon
scattering rate dependence, γγ → γγ, that you found earlier.

Now you have everything you need to describe the strong interactions! As with the electromag-
netic interactions, it is worth pausing and seeing what processes are allowed by the strong interactions
and what processes are not allowed. Just like the electromagnetic force, the strong interactions con-
serve particle type. This means, for example, that a vertex between u, ū, and g is allowed, whereas
a vertex between u, c̄, and g is not allowed. The strong interaction vertices therefore also conserve
electric charge (because if the gluon interactions always preserve particle type, electric charge is au-
tomatically conserved). Another less obvious property of the strong force is that, by analogy with
the electromagnetic force, there exists a strong charge that is conserved. It is harder to visualize
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Figure 41: Feynman diagrams for the process ss̄ → gg. Each diagram contributes to the rate at
order α2

s , although the diagram on the far right includes a gluon self-interaction contribution to the
scattering whereas the first two only include the direct interaction of the strange quark with the
gluon.

the strong charge because it is a more complicated mathematical object than electric charge (electric
charge is a real number, whereas strong charge is actually represented by a matrix). Leptons don’t
feel the strong force, and therefore have zero strong charge; quarks and gluons do carry strong charge.

5.3 The Weak Force

The weak force is special in that there are three mediator particles: the Z, W−, and W+ bosons.
Because the W+ and W− are antiparticles of one another, specifying the interactions of one is
sufficient to give us the interactions of the other. We now examine each in turn.

Z Boson Interactions

The Z boson is electrically neutral and is its own antiparticle. It is therefore like a heavy version
of a photon; however, unlike a photon the Z boson interacts with particle-antiparticle pairs of every
matter particle, whereas the photon only interacts with those possessing electric charge. As a result,
the Z boson interacts with every charged particle and with the neutrinos. We show this vertex in
Fig. 42; the particle-antiparticle pair labelled by X can be any matter particle in the SM: a quark,
charged lepton, or neutrino. As before, this vertex can be rotated to give different processes like
XX̄ → Z, X → ZX, and X̄ → ZX̄.

The Z boson has another property in common with the photon and gluon: it only interacts with
particle-antiparticle pairs of the same type or flavour. So, for instance, we can have Z → νeν̄e but
not Z → νeν̄µ.

W Boson Interactions

The interactions of the W± are unique among the SM for one reason: they are electrically charged.
Therefore, if we were to have a W± split into a particle-antiparticle pair of the same type, this
interaction would violate electric charge: something like W+ → e+e− or W− → νeν̄e is not allowed.
Therefore, the W± interactions link a particle and antiparticle of different types.

If we consider an interaction W− → XȲ , then conservation of electric charge means that the
charges of X and Ȳ should sum to −e, QX +QȲ = −e. Because antiparticles have a flipped sign on
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<latexit sha1_base64="SnYQS61M9QihKlqmdyE6xQ3C+Lw=">AAAB6HicbVDLTgJBEOzFF+IL9ehlIjHxRHYNUY9ELx4hkUeEDZkdemFkdnYzM2tCCF/gxYPGePWTvPk3DrAHBSvppFLVne6uIBFcG9f9dnJr6xubW/ntws7u3v5B8fCoqeNUMWywWMSqHVCNgktsGG4EthOFNAoEtoLR7cxvPaHSPJb3ZpygH9GB5CFn1Fip/tArltyyOwdZJV5GSpCh1it+dfsxSyOUhgmqdcdzE+NPqDKcCZwWuqnGhLIRHWDHUkkj1P5kfuiUnFmlT8JY2ZKGzNXfExMaaT2OAtsZUTPUy95M/M/rpCa89idcJqlByRaLwlQQE5PZ16TPFTIjxpZQpri9lbAhVZQZm03BhuAtv7xKmhdl77JcqVdK1ZssjjycwCmcgwdXUIU7qEEDGCA8wyu8OY/Oi/PufCxac042cwx/4Hz+ALuvjOc=</latexit>

Z
<latexit sha1_base64="Qw3WLWT1X+rn5cueQvfsIc3nRC0=">AAAB6nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgxbArQT0GvXiMaB6QrGF20kmGzM4uM7NCWPIJXjwo4tUv8ubfOEn2oIkFDUVVN91dQSy4Nq777eRWVtfWN/Kbha3tnd294v5BQ0eJYlhnkYhUK6AaBZdYN9wIbMUKaRgIbAajm6nffEKleSQfzDhGP6QDyfucUWOl++bjWbdYcsvuDGSZeBkpQYZat/jV6UUsCVEaJqjWbc+NjZ9SZTgTOCl0Eo0xZSM6wLalkoao/XR26oScWKVH+pGyJQ2Zqb8nUhpqPQ4D2xlSM9SL3lT8z2snpn/lp1zGiUHJ5ov6iSAmItO/SY8rZEaMLaFMcXsrYUOqKDM2nYINwVt8eZk0zsveRblyVylVr7M48nAEx3AKHlxCFW6hBnVgMIBneIU3RzgvzrvzMW/NOdnMIfyB8/kD1LSNgw==</latexit>

W�

<latexit sha1_base64="EcQn5WfyRYTBIzO9tP883hwFCtg=">AAAB6nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgxbArQT0GvXiMaB6QrGF20kmGzM4uM7NCWPIJXjwo4tUv8ubfOEn2oIkFDUVVN91dQSy4Nq777eRWVtfWN/Kbha3tnd294v5BQ0eJYlhnkYhUK6AaBZdYN9wIbMUKaRgIbAajm6nffEKleSQfzDhGP6QDyfucUWOle3w86xZLbtmdgSwTLyMlyFDrFr86vYglIUrDBNW67bmx8VOqDGcCJ4VOojGmbEQH2LZU0hC1n85OnZATq/RIP1K2pCEz9fdESkOtx2FgO0NqhnrRm4r/ee3E9K/8lMs4MSjZfFE/EcREZPo36XGFzIixJZQpbm8lbEgVZcamU7AheIsvL5PGedm7KFfuKqXqdRZHHo7gGE7Bg0uowi3UoA4MBvAMr/DmCOfFeXc+5q05J5s5hD9wPn8A6giNkQ==</latexit>

e�
<latexit sha1_base64="L7N7UZSS/wKQC2DQoJDTDfgLm4A=">AAAB6HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0mkqMeiF48t2FpoQ9lsJ+3azSbsboQS+gu8eFDEqz/Jm//GbZuDtj4YeLw3w8y8IBFcG9f9dgpr6xubW8Xt0s7u3v5B+fCoreNUMWyxWMSqE1CNgktsGW4EdhKFNAoEPgTj25n/8IRK81jem0mCfkSHkoecUWOlZqdfrrhVdw6ySrycVCBHo1/+6g1ilkYoDRNU667nJsbPqDKcCZyWeqnGhLIxHWLXUkkj1H42P3RKzqwyIGGsbElD5urviYxGWk+iwHZG1Iz0sjcT//O6qQmv/YzLJDUo2WJRmApiYjL7mgy4QmbExBLKFLe3EjaiijJjsynZELzll1dJ+6LqXVZrzVqlfpPHUYQTOIVz8OAK6nAHDWgBA4RneIU359F5cd6dj0VrwclnjuEPnM8fuKeM5Q==</latexit>

X

<latexit sha1_base64="90X2xqYtgzjbqBhhRgSMIU7nkkM=">AAAB7XicbVBNSwMxEJ3Ur1q/qh69BIvgqexKUY9FLx4r2A9ol5JNs21sNlmSrFCW/gcvHhTx6v/x5r8xbfegrQ8GHu/NMDMvTAQ31vO+UWFtfWNzq7hd2tnd2z8oHx61jEo1ZU2qhNKdkBgmuGRNy61gnUQzEoeCtcPx7cxvPzFtuJIPdpKwICZDySNOiXVSqxcSjTv9csWrenPgVeLnpAI5Gv3yV2+gaBozaakgxnR9L7FBRrTlVLBpqZcalhA6JkPWdVSSmJkgm187xWdOGeBIaVfS4rn6eyIjsTGTOHSdMbEjs+zNxP+8bmqj6yDjMkktk3SxKEoFtgrPXscDrhm1YuIIoZq7WzEdEU2odQGVXAj+8surpHVR9S+rtftapX6Tx1GEEziFc/DhCupwBw1oAoVHeIZXeEMKvaB39LFoLaB85hj+AH3+AAcqjsg=</latexit>

X̄
<latexit sha1_base64="MHQXJsaNse2zanRjhXly3wqPvsE=">AAAB8HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0mkqMeiF48V7Ic0oWy2k3bpZhN2N0Ip/RVePCji1Z/jzX/jts1BWx8MPN6bYWZemAqujet+O4W19Y3NreJ2aWd3b/+gfHjU0kmmGDZZIhLVCalGwSU2DTcCO6lCGocC2+Hodua3n1BpnsgHM04xiOlA8ogzaqz06IdU+TLrYa9ccavuHGSVeDmpQI5Gr/zl9xOWxSgNE1TrruemJphQZTgTOC35mcaUshEdYNdSSWPUwWR+8JScWaVPokTZkobM1d8TExprPY5D2xlTM9TL3kz8z+tmJroOJlymmUHJFouiTBCTkNn3pM8VMiPGllCmuL2VsCFVlBmbUcmG4C2/vEpaF1Xvslq7r1XqN3kcRTiBUzgHD66gDnfQgCYwiOEZXuHNUc6L8+58LFoLTj5zDH/gfP4A1VqQcQ==</latexit>

⌫̄e

e�

e
+

�

t

<latexit sha1_base64="kHoaiv+iPZwjenERC5jVTRs9v04=">AAAB6nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoMgCGFXgnoMevEY0TwgWcPspJMMmZ1dZmaFsOQTvHhQxKtf5M2/cZLsQRMLGoqqbrq7glhwbVz328mtrK6tb+Q3C1vbO7t7xf2Dho4SxbDOIhGpVkA1Ci6xbrgR2IoV0jAQ2AxGN1O/+YRK80g+mHGMfkgHkvc5o8ZK9/h41i2W3LI7A1kmXkZKkKHWLX51ehFLQpSGCap123Nj46dUGc4ETgqdRGNM2YgOsG2ppCFqP52dOiEnVumRfqRsSUNm6u+JlIZaj8PAdobUDPWiNxX/89qJ6V/5KZdxYlCy+aJ+IoiJyPRv0uMKmRFjSyhT3N5K2JAqyoxNp2BD8BZfXiaN87J3Ua7cVUrV6yyOPBzBMZyCB5dQhVuoQR0YDOAZXuHNEc6L8+58zFtzTjZzCH/gfP4A5wCNjw==</latexit>

e+

<latexit sha1_base64="tP2YFMf+gMNDfo/0wVRp6GqFjVw=">AAAB7HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0lE1GPRi8cKpi20oWy2k3bpZhN2N0IJ/Q1ePCji1R/kzX/jts1BWx8MPN6bYWZemAqujet+O6W19Y3NrfJ2ZWd3b/+genjU0kmmGPosEYnqhFSj4BJ9w43ATqqQxqHAdji+m/ntJ1SaJ/LRTFIMYjqUPOKMGiv5PZn1sV+tuXV3DrJKvILUoECzX/3qDRKWxSgNE1TrruemJsipMpwJnFZ6mcaUsjEdYtdSSWPUQT4/dkrOrDIgUaJsSUPm6u+JnMZaT+LQdsbUjPSyNxP/87qZiW6CnMs0MyjZYlGUCWISMvucDLhCZsTEEsoUt7cSNqKKMmPzqdgQvOWXV0nrou5d1S8fLmuN2yKOMpzAKZyDB9fQgHtogg8MODzDK7w50nlx3p2PRWvJKWaO4Q+czx/Xn464</latexit>⌫e

e�

e+

�

t

<latexit sha1_base64="Qw3WLWT1X+rn5cueQvfsIc3nRC0=">AAAB6nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgxbArQT0GvXiMaB6QrGF20kmGzM4uM7NCWPIJXjwo4tUv8ubfOEn2oIkFDUVVN91dQSy4Nq777eRWVtfWN/Kbha3tnd294v5BQ0eJYlhnkYhUK6AaBZdYN9wIbMUKaRgIbAajm6nffEKleSQfzDhGP6QDyfucUWOl++bjWbdYcsvuDGSZeBkpQYZat/jV6UUsCVEaJqjWbc+NjZ9SZTgTOCl0Eo0xZSM6wLalkoao/XR26oScWKVH+pGyJQ2Zqb8nUhpqPQ4D2xlSM9SL3lT8z2snpn/lp1zGiUHJ5ov6iSAmItO/SY8rZEaMLaFMcXsrYUOqKDM2nYINwVt8eZk0zsveRblyVylVr7M48nAEx3AKHlxCFW6hBnVgMIBneIU3RzgvzrvzMW/NOdnMIfyB8/kD1LSNgw==</latexit>

W�

<latexit sha1_base64="DaCXytz8FP1dFtxM10Dzdlw7TqM=">AAAB7HicbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSJ4ahMp6rHoxWMF0xbaUDabTbt0sxt2N0IJ/Q1ePCji1R/kzX/jts1BWx8MPN6bYWZemHKmjet+O2vrG5tb26Wd8u7e/sFh5ei4rWWmCPWJ5FJ1Q6wpZ4L6hhlOu6miOAk57YTju5nfeaJKMykezSSlQYKHgsWMYGMlP6zrejSoVN2aOwdaJV5BqlCgNah89SNJsoQKQzjWuue5qQlyrAwjnE7L/UzTFJMxHtKepQInVAf5/NgpOrdKhGKpbAmD5urviRwnWk+S0HYm2Iz0sjcT//N6mYlvgpyJNDNUkMWiOOPISDT7HEVMUWL4xBJMFLO3IjLCChNj8ynbELzll1dJ+7LmXdUaD41q87aIowSncAYX4ME1NOEeWuADAQbP8ApvjnBenHfnY9G65hQzJ/AHzucPMxaOTA==</latexit>

b/s/d

<latexit sha1_base64="6gr8kvZ8gfxEjZUdjFpqDKkibiA=">AAAB/XicbVDJSgNBEK1xjXEbl5uXxiB4ijMS1GPQi8cIZoFkCD2dnqRJz0J3jRCH4K948aCIV//Dm39jJ5mDJj5o6vFeFVX9/EQKjY7zbS0tr6yurRc2iptb2zu79t5+Q8epYrzOYhmrlk81lyLidRQoeStRnIa+5E1/eDPxmw9caRFH9zhKuBfSfiQCwSgaqWsfdnyqCJ5NC5uVtGuXnLIzBVkkbk5KkKPWtb86vZilIY+QSap123US9DKqUDDJx8VOqnlC2ZD2edvQiIZce9n0+jE5MUqPBLEyL0IyVX9PZDTUehT6pjOkONDz3kT8z2unGFx5mYiSFHnEZouCVBKMySQK0hOKM5QjQyhTwtxK2IAqytAEVjQhuPNfXiSN87J7Ua7cVUrV6zyOAhzBMZyCC5dQhVuoQR0YPMIzvMKb9WS9WO/Wx6x1ycpnDuAPrM8f4ZCUOQ==</latexit>

t̄/c̄/ū

<latexit sha1_base64="oTuq2KItvEWO3MROO2AEUEGvCZc=">AAAB6nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoMgCGFXgnoMevEY0TwgWcPspJMMmZ1dZmaFsOQTvHhQxKtf5M2/cZLsQRMLGoqqbrq7glhwbVz328mtrK6tb+Q3C1vbO7t7xf2Dho4SxbDOIhGpVkA1Ci6xbrgR2IoV0jAQ2AxGN1O/+YRK80g+mHGMfkgHkvc5o8ZK983Hs26x5JbdGcgy8TJSggy1bvGr04tYEqI0TFCt254bGz+lynAmcFLoJBpjykZ0gG1LJQ1R++ns1Ak5sUqP9CNlSxoyU39PpDTUehwGtjOkZqgXvan4n9dOTP/KT7mME4OSzRf1E0FMRKZ/kx5XyIwYW0KZ4vZWwoZUUWZsOgUbgrf48jJpnJe9i3LlrlKqXmdx5OEIjuEUPLiEKtxCDerAYADP8ApvjnBenHfnY96ac7KZQ/gD5/MH0ayNgQ==</latexit>

W+

e�

e
+

�

t

<latexit sha1_base64="oTuq2KItvEWO3MROO2AEUEGvCZc=">AAAB6nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoMgCGFXgnoMevEY0TwgWcPspJMMmZ1dZmaFsOQTvHhQxKtf5M2/cZLsQRMLGoqqbrq7glhwbVz328mtrK6tb+Q3C1vbO7t7xf2Dho4SxbDOIhGpVkA1Ci6xbrgR2IoV0jAQ2AxGN1O/+YRK80g+mHGMfkgHkvc5o8ZK983Hs26x5JbdGcgy8TJSggy1bvGr04tYEqI0TFCt254bGz+lynAmcFLoJBpjykZ0gG1LJQ1R++ns1Ak5sUqP9CNlSxoyU39PpDTUehwGtjOkZqgXvan4n9dOTP/KT7mME4OSzRf1E0FMRKZ/kx5XyIwYW0KZ4vZWwoZUUWZsOgUbgrf48jJpnJe9i3LlrlKqXmdx5OEIjuEUPLiEKtxCDerAYADP8ApvjnBenHfnY96ac7KZQ/gD5/MH0ayNgQ==</latexit>

W+

<latexit sha1_base64="ontn4fOrNhV6YaNEZmsvGgtGyo0=">AAAB/XicbVDLSsNAFL3xWesrPnZuBovgqiZS1GXRjcsK9gFtKJPJpB06mYSZiVBD8VfcuFDErf/hzr9xmmahrQeGezjnXu6d4yecKe0439bS8srq2nppo7y5tb2za+/tt1ScSkKbJOax7PhYUc4EbWqmOe0kkuLI57Ttj26mfvuBSsVica/HCfUiPBAsZARrI/Xtw56PJfLP8qJmJejbFafq5ECLxC1IBQo0+vZXL4hJGlGhCcdKdV0n0V6GpWaE00m5lyqaYDLCA9o1VOCIKi/Lr5+gE6MEKIyleUKjXP09keFIqXHkm84I66Ga96bif1431eGVlzGRpJoKMlsUphzpGE2jQAGTlGg+NgQTycytiAyxxESbwMomBHf+y4ukdV51L6q1u1qlfl3EUYIjOIZTcOES6nALDWgCgUd4hld4s56sF+vd+pi1LlnFzAH8gfX5A8Q4lCY=</latexit>

b̄/s̄/d̄

<latexit sha1_base64="VIQlqB5LXZLK5iuG0QzdlHW9750=">AAAB7HicbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSJ4ahMp6rHoxWMF0xbaUDbbTbt0swm7E6GU/gYvHhTx6g/y5r9x2+agrQ8GHu/NMDMvTKUw6Lrfztr6xubWdmGnuLu3f3BYOjpumiTTjPsskYluh9RwKRT3UaDk7VRzGoeSt8LR3cxvPXFtRKIecZzyIKYDJSLBKFrJxyqrZr1S2a24c5BV4uWkDDkavdJXt5+wLOYKmaTGdDw3xWBCNQom+bTYzQxPKRvRAe9YqmjMTTCZHzsl51bpkyjRthSSufp7YkJjY8ZxaDtjikOz7M3E/7xOhtFNMBEqzZArtlgUZZJgQmafk77QnKEcW0KZFvZWwoZUU4Y2n6INwVt+eZU0LyveVaX2UCvXb/M4CnAKZ3ABHlxDHe6hAT4wEPAMr/DmKOfFeXc+Fq1rTj5zAn/gfP4AUAqOXw==</latexit>

t/c/u

Figure 42: Vertex showing Z boson interaction with a SM particle-antiparticle pair of type X. X
can be any matter particle in the SM: the quarks, charged leptons, or neutrinos. However, the Z
boson always interacts with particle-antiparticle pairs of the same type, or flavour.
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t

<latexit sha1_base64="SnYQS61M9QihKlqmdyE6xQ3C+Lw=">AAAB6HicbVDLTgJBEOzFF+IL9ehlIjHxRHYNUY9ELx4hkUeEDZkdemFkdnYzM2tCCF/gxYPGePWTvPk3DrAHBSvppFLVne6uIBFcG9f9dnJr6xubW/ntws7u3v5B8fCoqeNUMWywWMSqHVCNgktsGG4EthOFNAoEtoLR7cxvPaHSPJb3ZpygH9GB5CFn1Fip/tArltyyOwdZJV5GSpCh1it+dfsxSyOUhgmqdcdzE+NPqDKcCZwWuqnGhLIRHWDHUkkj1P5kfuiUnFmlT8JY2ZKGzNXfExMaaT2OAtsZUTPUy95M/M/rpCa89idcJqlByRaLwlQQE5PZ16TPFTIjxpZQpri9lbAhVZQZm03BhuAtv7xKmhdl77JcqVdK1ZssjjycwCmcgwdXUIU7qEEDGCA8wyu8OY/Oi/PufCxac042cwx/4Hz+ALuvjOc=</latexit>

Z
<latexit sha1_base64="Qw3WLWT1X+rn5cueQvfsIc3nRC0=">AAAB6nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgxbArQT0GvXiMaB6QrGF20kmGzM4uM7NCWPIJXjwo4tUv8ubfOEn2oIkFDUVVN91dQSy4Nq777eRWVtfWN/Kbha3tnd294v5BQ0eJYlhnkYhUK6AaBZdYN9wIbMUKaRgIbAajm6nffEKleSQfzDhGP6QDyfucUWOl++bjWbdYcsvuDGSZeBkpQYZat/jV6UUsCVEaJqjWbc+NjZ9SZTgTOCl0Eo0xZSM6wLalkoao/XR26oScWKVH+pGyJQ2Zqb8nUhpqPQ4D2xlSM9SL3lT8z2snpn/lp1zGiUHJ5ov6iSAmItO/SY8rZEaMLaFMcXsrYUOqKDM2nYINwVt8eZk0zsveRblyVylVr7M48nAEx3AKHlxCFW6hBnVgMIBneIU3RzgvzrvzMW/NOdnMIfyB8/kD1LSNgw==</latexit>

W�

<latexit sha1_base64="EcQn5WfyRYTBIzO9tP883hwFCtg=">AAAB6nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgxbArQT0GvXiMaB6QrGF20kmGzM4uM7NCWPIJXjwo4tUv8ubfOEn2oIkFDUVVN91dQSy4Nq777eRWVtfWN/Kbha3tnd294v5BQ0eJYlhnkYhUK6AaBZdYN9wIbMUKaRgIbAajm6nffEKleSQfzDhGP6QDyfucUWOle3w86xZLbtmdgSwTLyMlyFDrFr86vYglIUrDBNW67bmx8VOqDGcCJ4VOojGmbEQH2LZU0hC1n85OnZATq/RIP1K2pCEz9fdESkOtx2FgO0NqhnrRm4r/ee3E9K/8lMs4MSjZfFE/EcREZPo36XGFzIixJZQpbm8lbEgVZcamU7AheIsvL5PGedm7KFfuKqXqdRZHHo7gGE7Bg0uowi3UoA4MBvAMr/DmCOfFeXc+5q05J5s5hD9wPn8A6giNkQ==</latexit>

e�
<latexit sha1_base64="L7N7UZSS/wKQC2DQoJDTDfgLm4A=">AAAB6HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0mkqMeiF48t2FpoQ9lsJ+3azSbsboQS+gu8eFDEqz/Jm//GbZuDtj4YeLw3w8y8IBFcG9f9dgpr6xubW8Xt0s7u3v5B+fCoreNUMWyxWMSqE1CNgktsGW4EdhKFNAoEPgTj25n/8IRK81jem0mCfkSHkoecUWOlZqdfrrhVdw6ySrycVCBHo1/+6g1ilkYoDRNU667nJsbPqDKcCZyWeqnGhLIxHWLXUkkj1H42P3RKzqwyIGGsbElD5urviYxGWk+iwHZG1Iz0sjcT//O6qQmv/YzLJDUo2WJRmApiYjL7mgy4QmbExBLKFLe3EjaiijJjsynZELzll1dJ+6LqXVZrzVqlfpPHUYQTOIVz8OAK6nAHDWgBA4RneIU359F5cd6dj0VrwclnjuEPnM8fuKeM5Q==</latexit>

X

<latexit sha1_base64="90X2xqYtgzjbqBhhRgSMIU7nkkM=">AAAB7XicbVBNSwMxEJ3Ur1q/qh69BIvgqexKUY9FLx4r2A9ol5JNs21sNlmSrFCW/gcvHhTx6v/x5r8xbfegrQ8GHu/NMDMvTAQ31vO+UWFtfWNzq7hd2tnd2z8oHx61jEo1ZU2qhNKdkBgmuGRNy61gnUQzEoeCtcPx7cxvPzFtuJIPdpKwICZDySNOiXVSqxcSjTv9csWrenPgVeLnpAI5Gv3yV2+gaBozaakgxnR9L7FBRrTlVLBpqZcalhA6JkPWdVSSmJkgm187xWdOGeBIaVfS4rn6eyIjsTGTOHSdMbEjs+zNxP+8bmqj6yDjMkktk3SxKEoFtgrPXscDrhm1YuIIoZq7WzEdEU2odQGVXAj+8surpHVR9S+rtftapX6Tx1GEEziFc/DhCupwBw1oAoVHeIZXeEMKvaB39LFoLaB85hj+AH3+AAcqjsg=</latexit>

X̄
<latexit sha1_base64="MHQXJsaNse2zanRjhXly3wqPvsE=">AAAB8HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0mkqMeiF48V7Ic0oWy2k3bpZhN2N0Ip/RVePCji1Z/jzX/jts1BWx8MPN6bYWZemAqujet+O4W19Y3NreJ2aWd3b/+gfHjU0kmmGDZZIhLVCalGwSU2DTcCO6lCGocC2+Hodua3n1BpnsgHM04xiOlA8ogzaqz06IdU+TLrYa9ccavuHGSVeDmpQI5Gr/zl9xOWxSgNE1TrruemJphQZTgTOC35mcaUshEdYNdSSWPUwWR+8JScWaVPokTZkobM1d8TExprPY5D2xlTM9TL3kz8z+tmJroOJlymmUHJFouiTBCTkNn3pM8VMiPGllCmuL2VsCFVlBmbUcmG4C2/vEpaF1Xvslq7r1XqN3kcRTiBUzgHD66gDnfQgCYwiOEZXuHNUc6L8+58LFoLTj5zDH/gfP4A1VqQcQ==</latexit>

⌫̄e

e�

e
+

�

t

<latexit sha1_base64="kHoaiv+iPZwjenERC5jVTRs9v04=">AAAB6nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoMgCGFXgnoMevEY0TwgWcPspJMMmZ1dZmaFsOQTvHhQxKtf5M2/cZLsQRMLGoqqbrq7glhwbVz328mtrK6tb+Q3C1vbO7t7xf2Dho4SxbDOIhGpVkA1Ci6xbrgR2IoV0jAQ2AxGN1O/+YRK80g+mHGMfkgHkvc5o8ZK9/h41i2W3LI7A1kmXkZKkKHWLX51ehFLQpSGCap123Nj46dUGc4ETgqdRGNM2YgOsG2ppCFqP52dOiEnVumRfqRsSUNm6u+JlIZaj8PAdobUDPWiNxX/89qJ6V/5KZdxYlCy+aJ+IoiJyPRv0uMKmRFjSyhT3N5K2JAqyoxNp2BD8BZfXiaN87J3Ua7cVUrV6yyOPBzBMZyCB5dQhVuoQR0YDOAZXuHNEc6L8+58zFtzTjZzCH/gfP4A5wCNjw==</latexit>

e+

<latexit sha1_base64="tP2YFMf+gMNDfo/0wVRp6GqFjVw=">AAAB7HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0lE1GPRi8cKpi20oWy2k3bpZhN2N0IJ/Q1ePCji1R/kzX/jts1BWx8MPN6bYWZemAqujet+O6W19Y3NrfJ2ZWd3b/+genjU0kmmGPosEYnqhFSj4BJ9w43ATqqQxqHAdji+m/ntJ1SaJ/LRTFIMYjqUPOKMGiv5PZn1sV+tuXV3DrJKvILUoECzX/3qDRKWxSgNE1TrruemJsipMpwJnFZ6mcaUsjEdYtdSSWPUQT4/dkrOrDIgUaJsSUPm6u+JnMZaT+LQdsbUjPSyNxP/87qZiW6CnMs0MyjZYlGUCWISMvucDLhCZsTEEsoUt7cSNqKKMmPzqdgQvOWXV0nrou5d1S8fLmuN2yKOMpzAKZyDB9fQgHtogg8MODzDK7w50nlx3p2PRWvJKWaO4Q+czx/Xn464</latexit>⌫e

e�

e+

�

t

<latexit sha1_base64="Qw3WLWT1X+rn5cueQvfsIc3nRC0=">AAAB6nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgxbArQT0GvXiMaB6QrGF20kmGzM4uM7NCWPIJXjwo4tUv8ubfOEn2oIkFDUVVN91dQSy4Nq777eRWVtfWN/Kbha3tnd294v5BQ0eJYlhnkYhUK6AaBZdYN9wIbMUKaRgIbAajm6nffEKleSQfzDhGP6QDyfucUWOl++bjWbdYcsvuDGSZeBkpQYZat/jV6UUsCVEaJqjWbc+NjZ9SZTgTOCl0Eo0xZSM6wLalkoao/XR26oScWKVH+pGyJQ2Zqb8nUhpqPQ4D2xlSM9SL3lT8z2snpn/lp1zGiUHJ5ov6iSAmItO/SY8rZEaMLaFMcXsrYUOqKDM2nYINwVt8eZk0zsveRblyVylVr7M48nAEx3AKHlxCFW6hBnVgMIBneIU3RzgvzrvzMW/NOdnMIfyB8/kD1LSNgw==</latexit>

W�

<latexit sha1_base64="DaCXytz8FP1dFtxM10Dzdlw7TqM=">AAAB7HicbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSJ4ahMp6rHoxWMF0xbaUDabTbt0sxt2N0IJ/Q1ePCji1R/kzX/jts1BWx8MPN6bYWZemHKmjet+O2vrG5tb26Wd8u7e/sFh5ei4rWWmCPWJ5FJ1Q6wpZ4L6hhlOu6miOAk57YTju5nfeaJKMykezSSlQYKHgsWMYGMlP6zrejSoVN2aOwdaJV5BqlCgNah89SNJsoQKQzjWuue5qQlyrAwjnE7L/UzTFJMxHtKepQInVAf5/NgpOrdKhGKpbAmD5urviRwnWk+S0HYm2Iz0sjcT//N6mYlvgpyJNDNUkMWiOOPISDT7HEVMUWL4xBJMFLO3IjLCChNj8ynbELzll1dJ+7LmXdUaD41q87aIowSncAYX4ME1NOEeWuADAQbP8ApvjnBenHfnY9G65hQzJ/AHzucPMxaOTA==</latexit>

b/s/d

<latexit sha1_base64="6gr8kvZ8gfxEjZUdjFpqDKkibiA=">AAAB/XicbVDJSgNBEK1xjXEbl5uXxiB4ijMS1GPQi8cIZoFkCD2dnqRJz0J3jRCH4K948aCIV//Dm39jJ5mDJj5o6vFeFVX9/EQKjY7zbS0tr6yurRc2iptb2zu79t5+Q8epYrzOYhmrlk81lyLidRQoeStRnIa+5E1/eDPxmw9caRFH9zhKuBfSfiQCwSgaqWsfdnyqCJ5NC5uVtGuXnLIzBVkkbk5KkKPWtb86vZilIY+QSap123US9DKqUDDJx8VOqnlC2ZD2edvQiIZce9n0+jE5MUqPBLEyL0IyVX9PZDTUehT6pjOkONDz3kT8z2unGFx5mYiSFHnEZouCVBKMySQK0hOKM5QjQyhTwtxK2IAqytAEVjQhuPNfXiSN87J7Ua7cVUrV6zyOAhzBMZyCC5dQhVuoQR0YPMIzvMKb9WS9WO/Wx6x1ycpnDuAPrM8f4ZCUOQ==</latexit>

t̄/c̄/ū

<latexit sha1_base64="oTuq2KItvEWO3MROO2AEUEGvCZc=">AAAB6nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoMgCGFXgnoMevEY0TwgWcPspJMMmZ1dZmaFsOQTvHhQxKtf5M2/cZLsQRMLGoqqbrq7glhwbVz328mtrK6tb+Q3C1vbO7t7xf2Dho4SxbDOIhGpVkA1Ci6xbrgR2IoV0jAQ2AxGN1O/+YRK80g+mHGMfkgHkvc5o8ZK983Hs26x5JbdGcgy8TJSggy1bvGr04tYEqI0TFCt254bGz+lynAmcFLoJBpjykZ0gG1LJQ1R++ns1Ak5sUqP9CNlSxoyU39PpDTUehwGtjOkZqgXvan4n9dOTP/KT7mME4OSzRf1E0FMRKZ/kx5XyIwYW0KZ4vZWwoZUUWZsOgUbgrf48jJpnJe9i3LlrlKqXmdx5OEIjuEUPLiEKtxCDerAYADP8ApvjnBenHfnY96ac7KZQ/gD5/MH0ayNgQ==</latexit>

W+

e�

e
+

�

t

<latexit sha1_base64="oTuq2KItvEWO3MROO2AEUEGvCZc=">AAAB6nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoMgCGFXgnoMevEY0TwgWcPspJMMmZ1dZmaFsOQTvHhQxKtf5M2/cZLsQRMLGoqqbrq7glhwbVz328mtrK6tb+Q3C1vbO7t7xf2Dho4SxbDOIhGpVkA1Ci6xbrgR2IoV0jAQ2AxGN1O/+YRK80g+mHGMfkgHkvc5o8ZK983Hs26x5JbdGcgy8TJSggy1bvGr04tYEqI0TFCt254bGz+lynAmcFLoJBpjykZ0gG1LJQ1R++ns1Ak5sUqP9CNlSxoyU39PpDTUehwGtjOkZqgXvan4n9dOTP/KT7mME4OSzRf1E0FMRKZ/kx5XyIwYW0KZ4vZWwoZUUWZsOgUbgrf48jJpnJe9i3LlrlKqXmdx5OEIjuEUPLiEKtxCDerAYADP8ApvjnBenHfnY96ac7KZQ/gD5/MH0ayNgQ==</latexit>

W+

<latexit sha1_base64="ontn4fOrNhV6YaNEZmsvGgtGyo0=">AAAB/XicbVDLSsNAFL3xWesrPnZuBovgqiZS1GXRjcsK9gFtKJPJpB06mYSZiVBD8VfcuFDErf/hzr9xmmahrQeGezjnXu6d4yecKe0439bS8srq2nppo7y5tb2za+/tt1ScSkKbJOax7PhYUc4EbWqmOe0kkuLI57Ttj26mfvuBSsVica/HCfUiPBAsZARrI/Xtw56PJfLP8qJmJejbFafq5ECLxC1IBQo0+vZXL4hJGlGhCcdKdV0n0V6GpWaE00m5lyqaYDLCA9o1VOCIKi/Lr5+gE6MEKIyleUKjXP09keFIqXHkm84I66Ga96bif1431eGVlzGRpJoKMlsUphzpGE2jQAGTlGg+NgQTycytiAyxxESbwMomBHf+y4ukdV51L6q1u1qlfl3EUYIjOIZTcOES6nALDWgCgUd4hld4s56sF+vd+pi1LlnFzAH8gfX5A8Q4lCY=</latexit>

b̄/s̄/d̄

<latexit sha1_base64="VIQlqB5LXZLK5iuG0QzdlHW9750=">AAAB7HicbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSJ4ahMp6rHoxWMF0xbaUDbbTbt0swm7E6GU/gYvHhTx6g/y5r9x2+agrQ8GHu/NMDMvTKUw6Lrfztr6xubWdmGnuLu3f3BYOjpumiTTjPsskYluh9RwKRT3UaDk7VRzGoeSt8LR3cxvPXFtRKIecZzyIKYDJSLBKFrJxyqrZr1S2a24c5BV4uWkDDkavdJXt5+wLOYKmaTGdDw3xWBCNQom+bTYzQxPKRvRAe9YqmjMTTCZHzsl51bpkyjRthSSufp7YkJjY8ZxaDtjikOz7M3E/7xOhtFNMBEqzZArtlgUZZJgQmafk77QnKEcW0KZFvZWwoZUU4Y2n6INwVt+eZU0LyveVaX2UCvXb/M4CnAKZ3ABHlxDHe6hAT4wEPAMr/DmKOfFeXc+Fq1rTj5zAn/gfP4AUAqOXw==</latexit>

t/c/u

Figure 43: Vertices for the W± interactions with leptons. The W− couples a charged lepton with
an antineutrino of the same generation. The cross-generation couplings are not allowed. The W+

interactions are found by replacing all particles with antiparticles.

the electric charge compared to particles, QȲ = −QY and hence QX −QY = −e. We are therefore
looking for the W− to couple to a particle-antiparticle pair where the charges differ by −e.

If you go back to Sec. 3.3, you’ll see this is precisely the difference in charge between the down-
type and up-type quarks. This is also the difference in charge between the charged leptons and
neutrinos. This is not a coincidence: the electric charges of SM particles work out to allow these
types of particles to interact with the W bosons.

Let’s start with the W− coupling to leptons. There are three possible vertices: W− → e−ν̄e,
W− → µ−ν̄µ, and W− → τ−ν̄τ . Note that while each of these couplings involves two different types
of matter (anti)particles, the W− always interacts with a charged lepton-antineutrino pair in the
same generation. Thus, we can have W− → e−ν̄e but not W− → e−ν̄µ. The W+ interactions are
found by switching all particles to antiparticles: for example, W+ → e+νe. The vertices coupling the
W± to the leptons are shown in Fig. 43. As before, we can get rotate the vertices to get processes
like e−ν̄e →W−, e− →W−νe, etc.

We now move on to the W− coupling to quarks. From electric charge conservation, we can
similarly infer that vertices exist like W− → dū and W− → sc̄. However, unlike leptons, there also
exist cross-generation couplings like W− → sū and W− → bc̄. As a result, there are 9 vertices
with W− coupling to one of d/s/b and one of ū/c̄/t̄. The W+ couplings to quarks are the same
as for the W−, except we replace all particles with antiparticles and vice-versa. The vertices are
shown in Fig. 44. The couplings of the W− among all quark-antiquark pairs are not equal: the
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<latexit sha1_base64="SnYQS61M9QihKlqmdyE6xQ3C+Lw=">AAAB6HicbVDLTgJBEOzFF+IL9ehlIjHxRHYNUY9ELx4hkUeEDZkdemFkdnYzM2tCCF/gxYPGePWTvPk3DrAHBSvppFLVne6uIBFcG9f9dnJr6xubW/ntws7u3v5B8fCoqeNUMWywWMSqHVCNgktsGG4EthOFNAoEtoLR7cxvPaHSPJb3ZpygH9GB5CFn1Fip/tArltyyOwdZJV5GSpCh1it+dfsxSyOUhgmqdcdzE+NPqDKcCZwWuqnGhLIRHWDHUkkj1P5kfuiUnFmlT8JY2ZKGzNXfExMaaT2OAtsZUTPUy95M/M/rpCa89idcJqlByRaLwlQQE5PZ16TPFTIjxpZQpri9lbAhVZQZm03BhuAtv7xKmhdl77JcqVdK1ZssjjycwCmcgwdXUIU7qEEDGCA8wyu8OY/Oi/PufCxac042cwx/4Hz+ALuvjOc=</latexit>

Z
<latexit sha1_base64="Qw3WLWT1X+rn5cueQvfsIc3nRC0=">AAAB6nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgxbArQT0GvXiMaB6QrGF20kmGzM4uM7NCWPIJXjwo4tUv8ubfOEn2oIkFDUVVN91dQSy4Nq777eRWVtfWN/Kbha3tnd294v5BQ0eJYlhnkYhUK6AaBZdYN9wIbMUKaRgIbAajm6nffEKleSQfzDhGP6QDyfucUWOl++bjWbdYcsvuDGSZeBkpQYZat/jV6UUsCVEaJqjWbc+NjZ9SZTgTOCl0Eo0xZSM6wLalkoao/XR26oScWKVH+pGyJQ2Zqb8nUhpqPQ4D2xlSM9SL3lT8z2snpn/lp1zGiUHJ5ov6iSAmItO/SY8rZEaMLaFMcXsrYUOqKDM2nYINwVt8eZk0zsveRblyVylVr7M48nAEx3AKHlxCFW6hBnVgMIBneIU3RzgvzrvzMW/NOdnMIfyB8/kD1LSNgw==</latexit>

W�

<latexit sha1_base64="EcQn5WfyRYTBIzO9tP883hwFCtg=">AAAB6nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgxbArQT0GvXiMaB6QrGF20kmGzM4uM7NCWPIJXjwo4tUv8ubfOEn2oIkFDUVVN91dQSy4Nq777eRWVtfWN/Kbha3tnd294v5BQ0eJYlhnkYhUK6AaBZdYN9wIbMUKaRgIbAajm6nffEKleSQfzDhGP6QDyfucUWOle3w86xZLbtmdgSwTLyMlyFDrFr86vYglIUrDBNW67bmx8VOqDGcCJ4VOojGmbEQH2LZU0hC1n85OnZATq/RIP1K2pCEz9fdESkOtx2FgO0NqhnrRm4r/ee3E9K/8lMs4MSjZfFE/EcREZPo36XGFzIixJZQpbm8lbEgVZcamU7AheIsvL5PGedm7KFfuKqXqdRZHHo7gGE7Bg0uowi3UoA4MBvAMr/DmCOfFeXc+5q05J5s5hD9wPn8A6giNkQ==</latexit>

e�
<latexit sha1_base64="L7N7UZSS/wKQC2DQoJDTDfgLm4A=">AAAB6HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0mkqMeiF48t2FpoQ9lsJ+3azSbsboQS+gu8eFDEqz/Jm//GbZuDtj4YeLw3w8y8IBFcG9f9dgpr6xubW8Xt0s7u3v5B+fCoreNUMWyxWMSqE1CNgktsGW4EdhKFNAoEPgTj25n/8IRK81jem0mCfkSHkoecUWOlZqdfrrhVdw6ySrycVCBHo1/+6g1ilkYoDRNU667nJsbPqDKcCZyWeqnGhLIxHWLXUkkj1H42P3RKzqwyIGGsbElD5urviYxGWk+iwHZG1Iz0sjcT//O6qQmv/YzLJDUo2WJRmApiYjL7mgy4QmbExBLKFLe3EjaiijJjsynZELzll1dJ+6LqXVZrzVqlfpPHUYQTOIVz8OAK6nAHDWgBA4RneIU359F5cd6dj0VrwclnjuEPnM8fuKeM5Q==</latexit>

X

<latexit sha1_base64="90X2xqYtgzjbqBhhRgSMIU7nkkM=">AAAB7XicbVBNSwMxEJ3Ur1q/qh69BIvgqexKUY9FLx4r2A9ol5JNs21sNlmSrFCW/gcvHhTx6v/x5r8xbfegrQ8GHu/NMDMvTAQ31vO+UWFtfWNzq7hd2tnd2z8oHx61jEo1ZU2qhNKdkBgmuGRNy61gnUQzEoeCtcPx7cxvPzFtuJIPdpKwICZDySNOiXVSqxcSjTv9csWrenPgVeLnpAI5Gv3yV2+gaBozaakgxnR9L7FBRrTlVLBpqZcalhA6JkPWdVSSmJkgm187xWdOGeBIaVfS4rn6eyIjsTGTOHSdMbEjs+zNxP+8bmqj6yDjMkktk3SxKEoFtgrPXscDrhm1YuIIoZq7WzEdEU2odQGVXAj+8surpHVR9S+rtftapX6Tx1GEEziFc/DhCupwBw1oAoVHeIZXeEMKvaB39LFoLaB85hj+AH3+AAcqjsg=</latexit>

X̄
<latexit sha1_base64="MHQXJsaNse2zanRjhXly3wqPvsE=">AAAB8HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0mkqMeiF48V7Ic0oWy2k3bpZhN2N0Ip/RVePCji1Z/jzX/jts1BWx8MPN6bYWZemAqujet+O4W19Y3NreJ2aWd3b/+gfHjU0kmmGDZZIhLVCalGwSU2DTcCO6lCGocC2+Hodua3n1BpnsgHM04xiOlA8ogzaqz06IdU+TLrYa9ccavuHGSVeDmpQI5Gr/zl9xOWxSgNE1TrruemJphQZTgTOC35mcaUshEdYNdSSWPUwWR+8JScWaVPokTZkobM1d8TExprPY5D2xlTM9TL3kz8z+tmJroOJlymmUHJFouiTBCTkNn3pM8VMiPGllCmuL2VsCFVlBmbUcmG4C2/vEpaF1Xvslq7r1XqN3kcRTiBUzgHD66gDnfQgCYwiOEZXuHNUc6L8+58LFoLTj5zDH/gfP4A1VqQcQ==</latexit>

⌫̄e

e�

e
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t

<latexit sha1_base64="kHoaiv+iPZwjenERC5jVTRs9v04=">AAAB6nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoMgCGFXgnoMevEY0TwgWcPspJMMmZ1dZmaFsOQTvHhQxKtf5M2/cZLsQRMLGoqqbrq7glhwbVz328mtrK6tb+Q3C1vbO7t7xf2Dho4SxbDOIhGpVkA1Ci6xbrgR2IoV0jAQ2AxGN1O/+YRK80g+mHGMfkgHkvc5o8ZK9/h41i2W3LI7A1kmXkZKkKHWLX51ehFLQpSGCap123Nj46dUGc4ETgqdRGNM2YgOsG2ppCFqP52dOiEnVumRfqRsSUNm6u+JlIZaj8PAdobUDPWiNxX/89qJ6V/5KZdxYlCy+aJ+IoiJyPRv0uMKmRFjSyhT3N5K2JAqyoxNp2BD8BZfXiaN87J3Ua7cVUrV6yyOPBzBMZyCB5dQhVuoQR0YDOAZXuHNEc6L8+58zFtzTjZzCH/gfP4A5wCNjw==</latexit>

e+

<latexit sha1_base64="tP2YFMf+gMNDfo/0wVRp6GqFjVw=">AAAB7HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0lE1GPRi8cKpi20oWy2k3bpZhN2N0IJ/Q1ePCji1R/kzX/jts1BWx8MPN6bYWZemAqujet+O6W19Y3NrfJ2ZWd3b/+genjU0kmmGPosEYnqhFSj4BJ9w43ATqqQxqHAdji+m/ntJ1SaJ/LRTFIMYjqUPOKMGiv5PZn1sV+tuXV3DrJKvILUoECzX/3qDRKWxSgNE1TrruemJsipMpwJnFZ6mcaUsjEdYtdSSWPUQT4/dkrOrDIgUaJsSUPm6u+JnMZaT+LQdsbUjPSyNxP/87qZiW6CnMs0MyjZYlGUCWISMvucDLhCZsTEEsoUt7cSNqKKMmPzqdgQvOWXV0nrou5d1S8fLmuN2yKOMpzAKZyDB9fQgHtogg8MODzDK7w50nlx3p2PRWvJKWaO4Q+czx/Xn464</latexit>⌫e

e�

e+

�

t

<latexit sha1_base64="Qw3WLWT1X+rn5cueQvfsIc3nRC0=">AAAB6nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgxbArQT0GvXiMaB6QrGF20kmGzM4uM7NCWPIJXjwo4tUv8ubfOEn2oIkFDUVVN91dQSy4Nq777eRWVtfWN/Kbha3tnd294v5BQ0eJYlhnkYhUK6AaBZdYN9wIbMUKaRgIbAajm6nffEKleSQfzDhGP6QDyfucUWOl++bjWbdYcsvuDGSZeBkpQYZat/jV6UUsCVEaJqjWbc+NjZ9SZTgTOCl0Eo0xZSM6wLalkoao/XR26oScWKVH+pGyJQ2Zqb8nUhpqPQ4D2xlSM9SL3lT8z2snpn/lp1zGiUHJ5ov6iSAmItO/SY8rZEaMLaFMcXsrYUOqKDM2nYINwVt8eZk0zsveRblyVylVr7M48nAEx3AKHlxCFW6hBnVgMIBneIU3RzgvzrvzMW/NOdnMIfyB8/kD1LSNgw==</latexit>

W�

<latexit sha1_base64="DaCXytz8FP1dFtxM10Dzdlw7TqM=">AAAB7HicbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSJ4ahMp6rHoxWMF0xbaUDabTbt0sxt2N0IJ/Q1ePCji1R/kzX/jts1BWx8MPN6bYWZemHKmjet+O2vrG5tb26Wd8u7e/sFh5ei4rWWmCPWJ5FJ1Q6wpZ4L6hhlOu6miOAk57YTju5nfeaJKMykezSSlQYKHgsWMYGMlP6zrejSoVN2aOwdaJV5BqlCgNah89SNJsoQKQzjWuue5qQlyrAwjnE7L/UzTFJMxHtKepQInVAf5/NgpOrdKhGKpbAmD5urviRwnWk+S0HYm2Iz0sjcT//N6mYlvgpyJNDNUkMWiOOPISDT7HEVMUWL4xBJMFLO3IjLCChNj8ynbELzll1dJ+7LmXdUaD41q87aIowSncAYX4ME1NOEeWuADAQbP8ApvjnBenHfnY9G65hQzJ/AHzucPMxaOTA==</latexit>

b/s/d
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Figure 44: Vertices for the W± interactions with quarks. The W− couples a charged lepton with an
antineutrino of the same generation. Cross-generation couplings are allowed, although the couplings
are largest within the same generation. The W+ interactions are found by replacing all particles
with antiparticles.

W− couples preferentially to a quark-antiquark pair within the same generation, while the couplings
across generations are suppressed. The larger interaction rate within a generation, and the suppressed
coupling across different generations, is illustrated in Fig. 45.

Why is it that the W± interactions are confined to the same generation for leptons, but act
across generations for quarks? The answer comes down to the fact that (in the SM) the neutrinos
are massless, whereas all of the quarks have non-zero mass. Since all the neutrinos have the same
mass (zero), the only thing that distinguishes the different types of neutrinos is what type of charged
lepton it interacts with via the W± bosons. For quarks, however, we can distinguish the types of
quarks by their mass, and this generically leads to cross-generation couplings of the W± bosons.
We don’t understand why the couplings within the same quark generation are largest and the cross-
generation couplings are suppressed; this is an open question that many particle physicists investigate.

Exercise: Draw the Feynman diagrams for the decay processes b → ce−ν̄e and b → ue−ν̄e. Which
decay do you expect to happen more quickly?.

Finally, there exists a set of vertices between the W± bosons, the Z boson, and the photon. In
Sec. 5.1, we saw vertices for γ ↔ W+W− and γγ ↔ W+W−. These are supplemented with purely
weak vertices Z ↔ W+W− and ZZ ↔ W+W−, as well as a cross-weak-EM vertex Zγ ↔ W+W−
(see Fig. 46). As always, these vertices can be rotated, replacing particles with antiparticles when
changing an initial particle to a final particle (or vice-versa). Note that there are no vertices that
involve only the photon and Z boson since the Z boson is electrically neutral and does not interact
directly with the photon.

5.4 Conservation Laws

If you’ve studied mechanics, you will have learned several conservation laws, such as conservation
of energy, momentum, and angular momentum. In chemistry, you may also have learned about
the law of conservation of mass, although this is not true in theories that include relativity. These
are examples of what we might call kinematic conservation laws: assuming some initial state
before a collision, they impose restrictions on the momenta and energies after the collision. These
conservation laws are certainly important, but they are not the focus of this section.

Instead, we are interested in dynamical conservation laws, namely what quantities are con-
served by the nature of the force law, rather than restrictions from relativity. For example, looking
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Figure 45: Illustration of the strength of W± couplings to particles and antiparticles of different
generations of up-type and down-type quarks (image source: Wikipedia, based on C. Amsler et al.,
Phys. Lett. B667 (2008).)
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Figure 46: Vertices for interactions involving the W± bosons, Z boson, and photon.

strictly at conservation of energy and momentum, we might conclude that the process e−e− → e+e+

can occur. But this violates conservation of electric charge, which is forbidden in electromagnetism
(both classical and quantum versions of it). So even though something is consistent with kinematic
conservation laws, they might be inconsistent with conservation laws imposed by the forces in nature.
One way to distinguish between the types of conservation laws is as follows: if a process is forbidden
from occurring because I can’t draw a Feynman diagram that allows it to happen, then it’s a dynam-
ical conservation laws. If, however, I can draw a Feynman diagram but can’t allow the reaction to
occur because it’s inconsistent with either momentum or energy conservation (an example would be
a lighter particle, such as an electron, “decaying” into a heavier particle, such as a muon) then it’s
a kinematic conservation law at work.

The Standard Model forces encode absolute, exact conservation laws. There are also some prop-
erties of particles that are conserved by some forces, but not others. The ones we will examine are
the following:

1. Electric charge conservation (exact)

2. Strong charge conservation (exact)
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3. Baryon number conservation (exact for our purposes)

4. Lepton number conservation (exact for our purposes)

5. Flavour/generation conservation (approximate)

Electric charge conservation

If you go through all of the interactions so far, you’ll find that every single one of them conserves
electric charge. This is true not only between initial and final states, but at every vertex in a Feynman
diagram. As far as we know, electric charge is always conserved, and a violation of this conservation
law has never been conserved. This means that any time a process would change electric charge (for
example, a proton decaying to a neutrino and a photon), we automatically know that it can never
happen according to the Standard Model.

Strong charge conservation

We mentioned above, in our section on the strong force, that interactions with gluons conserve strong
(or colour) charge. Just like electric charge conservation, it turns out that this is true for all forces.
For example, consider the annihilation of an up quark and an anti-up quark into an electron and
a positron, uū → e+e−. This can proceed through either a photon or a Z boson, neither of which
carries strong charge. This means that the colour of the u quark must match the anti-colour of the
ū antiquark. For example, if the up quark carries “red” colour, then the ū carries “anti-red” colour.

The conservation of strong charge is somewhat complicated by the fact that there are three
charges, and there is an interplay between them. When we first encountered baryons (such as
protons), we found that they are made of 3 quarks, each of which has a different colour charge.
However, the sum of the three different colour charges is equivalent to no strong charge at all! One
way of writing this particular feature is

red + blue + green = neutral. (21)

However, we also know that

red + antired = neutral. (22)

We are forced to conclude that a blue charge plus a green charge is equivalent to an antired charge!
This means that conservation of strong charge allows in principle some processes to occur like

u(blue) + d(green)→ d̄(antired) + γ. (23)

You can check for yourself that this process conserves electric charge, and as we have just argued, it
also conserves strong charge. We will soon see that this process violates a different conservation law,
however, and so it doesn’t actually happen in the Standard Model.

Baryon number conservation

We have just seen that conservation of strong charge is somewhat subtle. In fact, conservation of
strong charge and electromagnetic charge alone suggest that certain processes like

p+ → π+π0 (24)
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can take place, where p+ is a proton made of uud quarks, π+ is a charged pion made of ud̄ quarks,
and π0 is a neutral pion made of uū and/or dd̄ quarks. Both the initial state and final state carry
no net strong charge and +e electric charge, and so it is not forbidden by either of our last two
conservation laws.

If this process could occur, though, it would lead to disaster: the protons that make up the core
of nuclei could decay, and atoms would simply disintegrate. Life as we know it would be completely
impossible! It is also in blatant contradiction to observations that protons seem to have persisted
for the age of the Universe. Indeed, the current strongest limits on proton decay are that the decay
lifetime of a proton has to be longer than about 1034 seconds!

It turns that the reason the proton is so long lived is that there exists in the Standard Model
an additional conservation law called baryon number conservation. Recall that a “baryon” is a
fancy name for a proton or neutron, a particle consisting of 3 quarks. The law of baryon number
conservation says that a baryon can’t simply disappear: once I have a baryon, it always has to decay
into another baryon. A baryon can be eliminated by annihilating with an antibaryon: we typically
assign baryons a “charge” of +1 and antibaryons a “charge” of −1, so that a baryon and antibaryon
can annihilate into a non-baryonic state, but otherwise we’re stuck with the baryons we have. Since
the proton is the lowest-mass baryon, the Standard Model automatically predicts that it is stable.

Since we know deep down that baryons are actually made of quarks, it is conventional to assign
quarks a baryon number of +1/3 and antiquarks a baryon number of −1/3. Therefore, a proton has
baryon number 3(+1/3) = +1, while a meson (like a pion) which is made of a quark + antiquark has
baryon number +1/3 + (−1/3) = 0. You should check via explicit calculation that the law of baryon
number conservation forbids processes like p+ → π+π0 and ud→ d̄γ. If you want, you can also take
the vertices of the Standard Model forces that we’ve seen so far and try to draw a Feynman diagram
that would permit these processes: try as hard as you might, you will find that simply can’t assemble
the pieces in such a way as to permit these interactions to happen!

There are a couple of additional comments I want to make. One thing that distinguishes the
conservation of baryon number from the conservation of electric or strong charge is that, as far as
we know, there is no force that couples to baryon number. In other words, electric charge tells us
something about the strength of the coupling between electrically charged particles and photons,
but baryon number tells us no such thing. This puts baryon number on a different sort of footing.
Indeed, it is generally much easier to find theories that violate conservation laws like baryon number
which don’t couple to forces, whereas if the charge of a force law is itself violated this can lead to
serious problems in the consistency of the theory.

Another comment that is worth making is that, while baryon number is conserved in the Standard
Model, it is often not conserved in extensions of the Standard Model. There exist a class of theories
known as grand unified theories which try to unify the strong, weak, and electromagnetic forces
into a single super-force. These theories all violate baryon number and predict proton decay (albeit
at a very slow rate). In other words, once we add new particles and forces to the Standard Model,
we also add to the list of possible Feynman diagrams we can draw, and some of these might lead to
baryon number violation. The violation of baryon number plays a central role in theories that try to
explain the discrepancy in the observed amounts of matter and antimatter in the Universe, so this
is of great importance in our understanding of the laws of nature!

Lepton number conservation

Lepton number conservation is very similar to baryon number conservation, but involving the
leptons instead of quarks. More concretely, all leptons are assigned lepton number +1 and antileptons
are assigned lepton number −1. Because the electromagnetic and weak forces always produce a lepton

59



along with an antilepton, the net lepton number never changes. An example of a lepton-number-
violating interaction would be Z → νeνe, but this doesn’t actually occur in nature: the only allowed
vertex is for Z → νeν̄e. When leptons decay, they still conserve lepton number: for example, a muon
decays according to µ− → e−ν̄eνµ, which we can see has lepton number of +1 both before and after
the decay.

Flavour/generation conservation

When enumerating the particles of the SM, we saw that each type of particle came in three varieties
(or generations, or flavours). For example, there exists an electron, as well as its heavier siblings
the muon and tau. The up quark is the lightest flavour of up-type quark, but then there are charm
and top quarks too. The strong and electromagnetic forces conserve flavour (or generation): they
will never change one type of charged lepton to another. Thus, a muon can emit a photon and stay
a muon (µ− → γµ−), but could not turn into an electron in the process (µ− → γe−). This leads
to an important principle: an elementary particle cannot decay through either the strong
or electromagnetic force. The reason is that these forces conserve particle type, and so if you
start with a top quark, you can emit as many gluons and photons as you like and you will always
end up with a top quark. Heavier particles cannot decay to lighter ones through the strong and
electromagnetic interactions.

The weak force is somewhat more complicated. It turns out that the interactions of the Z boson
share the same property as the photon and gluon: they never change particle type. As a result, Z
bosons also cannot allow particles to decay in the SM.

The W± boson, however, is the only charged force carrier and that makes it special. The W±

boson links up pairs of particles (the up- and down-type quarks, and the charged and neutral leptons)
allowing one to turn into the other. For example, the SM allows the top quark to decay via t→W+b.
Thus, W± boson interactions change particle type.

For leptons, the W± always links the charged and neutral leptons of the same generation. For
example, a decay W− → e−ν̄e is allowed, while W− → µ−ν̄e is not. We say that there exists a
lepton flavour conservation law. If we look again at muon decay, µ− → e−ν̄eνµ, we see that we
start with a muon lepton number of +1 and an electron lepton number of 0, and in the final state
we have the same thing (the e− and ν̄e have opposite electron lepton numbers, whereas νµ has muon
lepton number +1. For leptons, the weak force therefore conserves flavour or generation number: a
τ+ can decay into a ν̄τ plus other things, but there always has to be a tau-type antilepton in the
final state33.

This is not true for the quarks. While it is usually true that a top quark decays via t → W+b
since the top and bottom quarks are in the same generation, it still rarely occurs that a top quark
can decay via t → W+s os t → W+d. In the case of quarks, flavour or generation is not conserved
by the weak force. This allows top quarks to decay into bottom quarks, bottom quarks into charm
quarks, charm quarks into strange quarks, and finally strange quarks into up quarks. The result is
that we have nothing hanging around of any of the heavier generations of quarks, whereas in leptons
we have neutrinos of all varieties in the present Universe.

The reason why we say that flavour or generation is approximately conserved is that the electro-
magnetic and strong interactions are so much more powerful at the low energies at which most SM
particles are decaying, whereas the weak force processes are much slower. This means that particle
decays that conserve flavour happen very fast, whereas particle decays that change flavour happen
slower. This hierarchy in decay rates led to the notion of approximate conservation.

33Once we take into account neutrino masses, it is possible for neutrinos of one type to turn into another. However,
these effects are very small except in dedicated neutrino experiments that are meant to look for them.
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A Appendix: Recap of Modern Physics Concepts

A.1 Quantum Physics

The basic idea of quantum physics is that certain systems can only take on particular discrete,
“quantized” energy levels. For example, in the classical theory of electromagnetism, an electric or
magnetic field can have any intensity, but in quantum mechanics we find that the electromagnetic
field is made up of irreducibly tiny lumps of energy “quanta” known as photons. The energy in each
photon is determined by the frequency (or colour) of the electromagnetic wave, with a ratio given by
Planck’s constant, h ≈ 6.62× 10−34 J · s,

Ephoton = hν, (25)

where ν is the frequency in Hz. What this quantization of electromagnetic energy means is that, if I
have a beam of light with some frequency ν, there is a minimum amount of energy corresponding to
a single photon of that frequency of light. This is much different from a classical view of light, where
we can make a light sources as dim as we want regardless of the frequency of light.

The concept of wavelength may be more familiar to you than frequency. If you picture a wave
consisting of peaks and troughs, the wavelength, λ, is the physical distance between two adjacent
peaks. For light travelling at speed c, the relationship between speed, wavelength, and frequency, is
c = λν. Thus, if I have light of a particular wavelength, the corresponding energy of a photon is

E =
hc

λ
. (26)

The energy in a single photon is quite tiny. If we consider a wavelength corresponding to green
light, λ = 550 nm, the photon has energy 4× 10−19 J: a truly tiny energy (although it is not so tiny
when you consider that it is being carried by a single particle)! Importantly, a particle’s energy is
inversely proportional to its wavelength; this will have important implications when we think about
the energies needed to look at small length scales.

If you’re confused about how a photon can be both a lump (particle-like) and have a wavelength
(wave-like), you are in good company. This is something that is hard for most people to wrap their
brains around, and the basic answer is that quantum mechanical objects don’t behave in ways that
we are used to from classical mechanics. In particular, objects can have two different, contradictory-
seeming, properties at the same time! This is something that you will learn to accept over time; for
some of you who are used to thinking beyond simple binaries, this may already come easily to you.

In physics, we often like to use angular units, so instead of using Hz (which is cycles per second)
we like to use angular frequency (in radians per second). Because one turn of a circle is 2π radians,
we have that

ω = 2πν. (27)

To avoid carrying all these extra factors of 2π around, we typically also define a reduced Planck’s
constant, ~ = h/2π, and so we have E = ~ω. The quantity ~ is used far more frequently in physics
than h itself.

A.1.1 Energy and Spatial Size in Quantum Mechanics

Eq. (26) gives a reciprocal relationship between energy and a length scale, in this case λ. In general,
if we want to study objects that are smaller and smaller in size, we must use higher energy particles
as probes to bounce off the object. In this subsection, we’ll make a few arguments as to why this
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Figure 47: Illustration of different wave behaviours (reflection vs. transmission) depending on relative
size of object vs. wavelength (image source: R. E. Michin et al., FDOT Research Project No. BDK75
977-56).

is the case. However, all you really need to know to follow the notes is this reciprocal relationship
between energy and size; the rest of this section is optional.

Let’s consider looking at an object using visible light. The way we “see” such an object is by
looking at the light that is reflected off its surface (or, alternately, by looking at the shadow behind
the object). However, whether a wave reflect or diffracts off an object depends on the size of the
object compared to the wavelength of light (see Fig. 47). If the wavelength is small compared to
the object, then the beam is significantly scattered by it. If, however, the wavelength is much larger
than the object, the wave diffracts around it and the object becomes almost undetectable. Since
the dimmest beam of light that we can possibly make consists of a single photon and we know that
E ∝ 1/λ, this means we need to go to higher energies in order to resolve smaller objects.

In the above example, we considered a classical object with a particular size that we studied by
bouncing a quantum wave off of it. Of course, the object we are studying itself is quantum in nature,
and we now argue that there is a similar reciprocal relationship between an object’s energy and its
smallest possible spatial extent. In quantum mechanics, a particle no longer has a definite position
but it has some uncertainty in its position. The reason is that quantum mechanics is probabilistic
in nature, and the state of a particle is given by something called the wavefunction, ψ(x). If the
magnitude of ψ(x0) is larger in one position x0, then there is a higher probability of detecting the
particle there if we go and look for it. If the magnitude of ψ(x1) is smaller in another location, then
there is a low probability of detecting the particle at x1. The spread in possible positions of the
particle is given by the spatial spread in ψ(x). We call such a configuration of a particle a wave
packet; it’s like a little bundle of waves that represents a single particle along with its wave nature.

We provide an example of a wave packet in Fig. 48. In this figure, the wavefunction is illustrated
as a function of position. In general, the wavefunction is a complex number; as a result, the real
and imaginary parts of ψ(x) are plotted along with the magnitude. It is evident that, in spite of the
wiggly nature of the wavefunction, the particle exists in a lump near x = 1.

All wave packets have a spatial spread in them: the width of the lump. There are technical ways
of defining it, but for our purposes here it is pretty clear that the width of the lump is a little less
than 2 units of position. It’s fine that there is some non-zero values of ψ(x) far from the lump, but
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Figure 48: A wave packet showing where the particle is most likely to be found if its position is
measured. This is given by the wavefunction, ψ(x): this figure shows the real and imaginary parts of
ψ(x), as well as the magnitude |ψ(x)| (image source: D. Roundy, https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=ngGpSyWgDcY).

“most” of the wavefunction should be contained within the width. We define a quantity ∆x, which
is half the width of the lump. So, in the case of Fig. 48, we have ∆x ≈ 1.

In quantum mechanics, it is possible to prove a very deep property known as the Heisenberg
Uncertainty Principle. Maybe you’ve heard of it, even if you don’t know what it is. Mathemat-
ically, the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle says that if an object has a spatial spread ∆x, then it
also has a spread in its possible values of momentum, ∆p, and that these two quantities are related
by

∆x∆p ≥ ~
2
. (28)

In other words, the narrower I make the spatial spread of my lump, the more uncertain the lump’s
momentum is. This means if I know perfectly well where an object is at one moment in time, then
it has a huge spread in momentum and so I don’t know where it is at later times.

What does this have to do with energy? For a free particle, the larger the momentum, the larger
the kinetic energy. As a result, an uncertainty in momentum leads to an uncertainty in energy. In
particular, a particle with a large ∆p will have a large spread of energies too! The precise relationship
depends on whether this is a relativistic or non-relativistic particle: we are usually interested in
relativistic particles, for which the relationship between momentum and energy is E = cp. It directly
follows that ∆E = c∆p, and we have

∆E ≥ ~c
2∆x

. (29)
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So, the smaller the size of an object in space, the larger its spread in energies, and consequently the
larger the average energy of the system.

Let’s look at some examples. First, let’s take an elementary point particle, the electron. Its
minimum energy is its mass energy, E = Mec

2. If we want to take an electron that is sitting close
to rest and want to know how “large” it is quantum mechanically, then we can plug E = Mec

2 into
Eq. (29) and get an estimate of the size,

∆x ≈ ~
2Mec

≈ 1.9× 10−13 m. (30)

The electron is really tiny! This is why we can usually approximate electrons as point particles34.
For our second example, consider the strong force, which becomes very strong for particles with

energies E ≈ 200 MeV ≈ 3× 10−11 J. Mediators of the strong force, the gluons, therefore typically
have this energy to hold quarks together inside of protons and neutrons. Using Eq. (29), The
corresponding spread in positions is approximately 10−15 m, which is the size of the proton.

Our discussion of energy and spatial size is necessarily somewhat sketchy. All of the relationships
between energy and spatial size can be derived more rigorously in quantum mechanics. However,
you can get the correct physical picture with some of the ideas explored here.

A.2 Special Relativity

In particle physics, we typically study particles that are moving at speeds comparable to the speed
of light. We therefore must operate in the framework of special relativity. In these notes, we largely
explore the qualitative features of modern theories of particle physics, and therefore we are most
interested in the underlying principles of special relativity rather than calculational techniques. For
more details on these, please see my notes on collider physics.

The foundational concept of special relativity is that there exists a maximum velocity that is
universal to all observers, namely the speed of light (denoted c). More importantly, the speed of light
is the same to every observer; this means that someone on a rocket ship passing rapidly by Earth
will observe light from the Sun to move at the same velocity as we would on Earth. This leads to all
sorts of important conclusions, such as the lack of a universal definition of time, the fact that events
that are simultaneous for one observer are not simultaneous for another obsever, and so on.

Of most relevance to particle physics is that, because all observers will agree on the speed of
an object travelling at speed c, there is no observer or frame of reference in which that object is at
rest. In other words, that object simply cannot exist at rest; we can never see “stopped” light35.
By contrast, any object that is moving slower than the speed of light will have different velocities
for different observers. In particular, there will be one observer that sees the object at rest. This is
consequently known as the rest frame of reference. You are familiar with this effect, for instance,

34For those who have studied some chemistry and/or quantum mechanics, you will know that the typical size of an
orbital in a hydrogen atom is the Bohr radius, a0 ∼ 10−10 m. If you take this as the spread in positions of an electron,
it is much larger than what we just calculated! The reason is that for the electromagnetic interactions inside of an
atom, an electron can never turn into anything else: it’s mass-energy is conserved. Consequently, no process actually
changes by an energy that is anywhere close to the electron mass-energy, and consequently its spread in positions can
be much larger. If, however, we fire a positron at an atom and intend to annihilate the electron, then we have to
be as close as 10−13 m in order for them to meet and annihilate. Thus, the position uncertainty resulting from the
mass-energy relation is the irreducible uncertainty associated with the energy in a particle’s mass, even if there are
additional uncertainties arising, for example, from its atomic orbital. In any case, the relation we have derived is only
valid for a free electron, not an electron inside of an atom.

35Light can appear to travel slower than c when passing through a medium, such as water or glass; however, it is not
that light is actually moving slower than c, but that it is bouncing around interacting with atoms in the material and
so its effective forward speed is reduced.
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if you are sitting on a moving train: your rest frame coincides with the train (you aren’t moving
relative to your seat, for instance) and you see the world moving backwards out the window, while
an observer on the ground will see you moving forward.

We can define the rest energy of an object as the energy it possesses when it is not moving
(i.e., when examined in its rest frame). This is an intrinsic property of the object (determined by,
say, its composition, geometry, whatever), and is the minimum amount of energy associated with
the existence of the object: an observer can see it having larger energy than its rest energy if the
object is moving, but it can never have smaller energy than its rest energy. In fact, we can use this
to define the mass, M , of the object,

M ≡ Erest

c2
. (31)

This is simply a relation from dimensional analysis: we know that both Erest is an intrinsic property
of the object, and we can multiply (or divide) it by a constant in order to obtain an equivalent
quantity that has dimensions of mass.

By examining the object in a different frame in which it is moving with momentum ~p, the energy
is obviously larger: it has a kinetic energy in this frame in addition to its rest (or mass) energy. It is
possible to use the Lorentz transformations of special relativity to show that the energy in a general
frame is

E =
√
|~p|2c2 +M2c4. (32)

We can see that, in the |~p| → 0 limit, we recover Erest = Mc2, while in the M → 0 limit we obtain
E = |~p|c. In this case, we have energy proportional to momentum: for a massless particle, there is no
energy in the rest frame. This is consistent with our picture of a particle travelling at the speed of
light, which does not have a rest frame. Thus, we see that a particle travelling at the speed of light
is a massless particle.

Exercise: So far, we have defined a quantity M which we have called the “mass” and related it to the
energy of an object in its rest frame. However, we have not yet connected it to the concept of “mass”
traditionally taught in introductory courses. By performing a Taylor series expansion on E in the
|~p| → 0 limit, show that the energy reduces to a sum of a “rest energy” piece and the conventional
non-relativistic kinetic energy where we interpret M as a mass.

There are a few other important properties of special relativity that will be relevant to us. One
is the time dilation effect. The statement of time dilation is that, if we take a time ∆t measured in
the rest frame of an observer, then the time measured in a frame moving at constant speed v relative
to the rest frame is

∆t′ =
∆t√

1− v2/c2
. (33)

Note that this blows up as v → c, another sign that we cannot define a rest frame for an object
moving with v = c! Most importantly, we see that ∆t′ is always larger than ∆t. This has physical
implications: for example, the typical lifetime of a particle called a pion in its rest frame is 2.6×10−8 s,
after which time it decays into lighter particles. For a pion moving at approximately the speed of
light c ∼ 3 × 108 m/s, we expect it should travel a distance ∼ 10 m, which is the typical size of a
detector in a particle physics detector. However, the vast majority of pions produced at the Large
Hadron Collider do not decay inside of the detector! The reason is that they are moving at a very
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high speed v ∼ c relative to the detector in the laboratory, and so its decay time in the laboratory
frame is larger by a factor of 1/

√
1− v2/c2 � 1.

This can quickly get very confusing. The solution is, where possible, to compute physical quanti-
ties such as decay times in the rest frame of the object. Then, by applying the appropriate formulae
from special relativity, it is straightforward to figure out the relevant times for all other observers.

There is a final topic that I should address: what we are calling “mass” is sometimes called “rest
mass”. This is to be contrasted with “relativistic mass”, which is defined as M/

√
1− v2/c2. The

problem with relativistic mass is that it is different for each observer, whereas we understand mass in
particle physics as a property of elementary particles that is the same for each observer : it is related
to the fundamental, irreducible amount of energy stored in the particle when it is at rest. Indeed,
each particle in every high-energy particle interaction will have a slightly different speed; this would
be a real mess if we had to define a separate mass for each! Therefore, we once and for all dispose of
the notion of “relativistic mass”, and the mass of the particle is something that is the same for all
observables.
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