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The unique off-shell fermionic gauge invariance of a vector-spinor field theory is found, and the
invariant action is derived. The latter is Weyl invariant in any dimension in the massless limit, and it
coincides with the singular point of the one-parameter family of Rarita-Schwinger Lagrangians, in
agreement with previous findings in flat space. Pure gauge configurations are represented by gamma-trace
vector-spinors, which can be gauged away in a global fashion. Previous claims that this theory is
classically inconsistent are shown to be flawed, and the Velo-Zwanziger instability is proved to be absent.
The theory propagates a massive spin-3

2
particle together with a spin-1

2
state whose mass is twice that of

the j ¼ 3
2
mode. The causal construction of the quantum field is consistent with the field equations in

that the ratio of the masses is the same, while it shows that the lower-spin component is a negative-norm
state. The conformal anomaly is derived using known results for the heat kernel of nonminimal second-
order operators, and the resulting a charge is negative consistently with the Hofman-Maldacena bound,
which applies only to unitary theories.

DOI: 10.1103/vwhl-zhxc

I. INTRODUCTION

The most studied theory of spin-3
2
particles due to Rarita

and Schwinger [1] is known to lead to inconsistencies (the
properties of such particles in supergravity are well studied
yet out of the scope of this work). This field theory is
described by a vector-spinor Ψμ whose vacuum field
equations state the vanishing of the gamma-trace and
longitudinal components, thus getting rid of the two
spin-1

2
irreducible representations [2]. As Johnson and

Sudarshan [3] first showed, a way to notice that the
interacting theory is flawed is provided by computing
the equal-time commutators and noticing that causality is
jeopardized. Later, Velo and Zwanziger [4] proved that this
feature reflects the appearance of a tachyonic mode, which
is found by analyzing the normals to the characteristic
surfaces of the equations of motion after substitution of the
primary and secondary constraints. Heuristically, this
problem arises due to an accidental symmetry of the free
theory, which is broken when coupled to external back-
grounds such as the electromagnetic field. This implies that
the number of propagating degrees of freedom (d.o.f.) is
different in the free and interacting theories.

The action introduced in [1] actually belongs to a one-
parameter family of actions, which are physically indis-
tinguishable, and the parameter generates the so-called
contact symmetry, see, e.g., [5]. In particular, the construc-
tion of [5] shows that this theory can be derived by
demanding that there are 8 propagating degrees of freedom
carried by a massive spin-3

2
particle. Notice that there is a

singular value of this parameter in which the aforemen-
tioned analyses do not apply anymore. Furthermore, in a
recent paper [6] the authors performed a Hamiltonian
analysis of the constraints of the theory, showing that
Dirac’s conjecture [7] that the secondary constraints “gen-
erate” gauge transformations does not apply for the Rarita-
Schwinger model, and also pointing out that there is a
physical spin-1

2
excitation.

In this paper the field theory of vector-spinors is
reconsidered starting from a different perspective. The
inception is the following question: are there any consis-
tent (i.e., not accidental) gauge symmetries that can
be imposed at the level of the kinetic Lagrangian? The
answer is that there is a unique such symmetry, which can
also be imposed on the mass terms, thus yielding a gauge
invariant massive theory. The action matches the singular
value of the one-parameter family studied in [8–10], which
is interpreted in a novel manner. By analyzing the
conformal (Weyl) properties of vector-spinor theories it is
noticed that the massless theory is not only conformal (like
in the flat-space limit [9]), by it is the only theory belonging
to the intersection of conformal actions and the afo-
rementioned one-parameter family. Velo and Zwanziger’s
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computation [4] is carried over in this model too, yielding
no superluminal propagation for any configuration of the
external gauge potentials.
By using spin projectors one deduces that the gamma-

trace vector-spinors belong to the kernel of the action
functional and can be gauged away in a global fashion. This
is the reason why it was mistakenly stated that the Green’s
function does not exist in the “singular” limit of the one-
parameter family of operators. The resulting field equations
are different from those encountered in the literature.
Specifically, in a local patch and in absence of interactions
the equations of motion can be written as two Dirac
equations for the transverse and longitudinal components
of a gamma-traceless vector-spinor ψμ. The physical
prediction is that the spin-1

2
mode has twice the mass of

the spin-3
2
particle.

The quantization problem of the physical gamma-
traceless vector-spinor ψμ is tackled by following
Weinberg’s construction of causal quantum fields [11]
(see also Chapter 5 of [12]). The mode decomposition and
the relative normalization of the j ¼ 3

2
and j ¼ 1

2
coefficient

functions are derived by requiring that all anticommutators
vanish at spacelike separations. Most importantly, the
same field equations derived from first principles arise
as a by-product of the construction, and the Feynman
propagator is explicitly built. On the other hand, the lower-
spin component is found to be a ghost, in agreement with
previous analyses [9,10].
Finally, the 1-loop quantum fluctuations of the field ψμ

on top of a general Riemannian background are considered
by computing the logarithmically divergent part of the
effective action using the heat kernel technique. This is
achieved by employing the recently found model-indepen-
dent expression for the traced second heat kernel coefficient
for nonminimal second-order operators [13]. The result is
consistent with that of a Weyl conformal theory explicitly
broken by the presence of a mass term in the action. In this
case the physical prediction is that the contribution to the
a-anomaly [14,15] has an opposite sign with respect to
fields with spin s ≤ 1.
The Appendix fixes the conventions regarding the space-

time signature and the Clifford algebra, provides the explicit
forms of the coefficient functions that are not reported in the
main text, and contains the expressions of some tensor
coefficients that appear in the heat kernel integration of the
1-loop fluctuations.

II. THE RARITA-SCHWINGER FRAMEWORK

Here, we briefly introduce the Rarita-Schwinger frame-
work for describing spin-3

2
particles through a specific

action functional involving the vector-spinor Ψμ. To derive
this action one usually requires it to be at most linear in the
derivatives, Hermitian, and such that the equations of
motion of the free theory can be written as [2,5,16,17]

ð=∂þmÞΨμ ¼ 0;

γ ·Ψ ¼ 0: ð1Þ

By combining the two equations one notices that

∂ · Ψ ¼ 0: ð2Þ

It turns out that there exists a one-parameter family of
Lagrangians that yields these field equations. The operator
that enters such Lagrangians depends on a free real
parameter a, which tunes an internal rotation in the
spin-1

2
subspace, and it reads [5]

ΛμνðaÞ ¼ ð=∇þmÞgμν þ aðγμ∇ν þ∇μγνÞ

þ ðd − 1Þa2 þ 2aþ 1

d − 2
γμ=∇γν

−
dðd − 1Þa2 þ 4ðd − 1Þaþ d

ðd − 2Þ2 mγμγν: ð3Þ

This internal rotation signals an underlying contact sym-
metry of the Lagrangian. The operator that is applied to
a generic vector-spinor Ψμ and rotates the two spin-1

2

eigenspaces is

θμ
νðbÞ ¼ δμ

ν þ bγμγν; ð4Þ

which is singular for b ¼ − 1
d. Recalling the form of the

Rarita-Schwinger operator [1,2,4]

Λμρ
RS ¼ γμνρ∇ν −mγμρ; ð5Þ

we can write down the one-parameter operator Eq. (3) as

ΛμνðaÞ ¼ θμρ

�
−
aþ 1

d − 2

�
Λρλ
RSθλ

ν

�
−
aþ 1

d − 2

�
: ð6Þ

The properties of the system are insensitive to the value of
the free parameter a, which bears no physical meaning.
The rotations in Eq. (4) give rise to a group structure, and
the symmetry of the physical properties under such
rotations is known as contact symmetry [5]. On the other
hand, we notice that for a ¼ − 2

d the parameter of the
rotation assumes its singular value b ¼ − 1

d, and the
physics described by the theory is completely different.
Whenever a ≠ − 2

d the field equations Rμ ¼ 0 have both
a primary constraint γ · R ¼ 0 and a secondary constraint
∇ · R ¼ 0. In the free theory in flat spacetime this implies
that both spin-1

2
modes of Ψμ are unphysical. However, in

the presence of nontrivial background electromagnetic
fields one can see that one spin-1

2
mode is physical [4].

Thus, an inconsistency arises in that there is a difference in
the number of the dynamical degrees of freedom between
the free and interacting theories. Furthermore, in the latter
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case an unphysical superluminal propagation of the vector-
spinor is found along a specific direction, thus providing a
nontrivial example of how Lorentz invariance can be
broken in spite of the manifest covariance of the field
equations [4]. Technically speaking, this behavior arises
because both constraints can be substituted in the field
equations in a local fashion, so that superluminal propa-
gation is seen to occur in the presence of a static
homogeneous magnetic field by studying the normals to
the characteristic surfaces. This unphysical property can be
attributed to the fact that the longitudinal modes ∇μϵ
belong to the kernel of the Rarita-Schwinger operator
Eq. (5) in the free field limit only, while they contribute
to the dynamics whenever general background fields are
present.

III. FERMIONIC GAUGE INVARIANCE

The most general linear self-adjoint differential operator
acting on a vector-spinor Ψμ is given by

Λμρ ¼ γμνρ∇ν þ αðγμ∇ρ þ γρ∇μÞ þ βγμ=∇γρ: ð7Þ

We want to constrain the two dimensionless coefficients α
and β by imposing a fermionic gauge invariance like the
one considered in [1,2], but requiring that this symmetry
holds off the mass shell and in the presence of arbitrary
interactions. A gauge transformation is written as a linear
differential operator acting on a Dirac spinor ϵ. Thus, the
most general one comprises two independent tensor struc-
tures, i.e.,

δFθ1;2Ψμ ¼ θ1∇μϵþ θ2γμ
ν∇νϵ: ð8Þ

Here, θ1;2 are real constants, and the commonly studied
case is given by θ2 ¼ 0 [1,2]. By imposing gauge invari-
ance, i.e.,

δFθ1;2Λ
μρΨρ¼! 0; ð9Þ

we find that there is a single solution to the previous
equation, which sets θ1 ¼ θ2, i.e.,

δFϵΨμ ¼ ∇μϵþ γμ
ν∇νϵ ¼ γμ=∇ϵ; ð10Þ

whereas the invariant operator is

Λμρ
inv ¼ γμνρ∇ν þ

d − 2

d
ðγμ∇ρ þ γρ∇μÞ

−
ðdþ 1Þðd − 2Þ

d2
γμ=∇γρ:

In contrast with the local transformation δψμ ¼ ∇μϵ,
Eq. (10) does not require any ad hoc assumption about
the background fields to yield an invariant action.

Moreover, the local transformation (10) also permits to
write down a gauge invariant mass term

Λμρ
m ¼ mðd − 1Þ

d

�
gμρ −

1

d − 1
γμρ
�
: ð11Þ

Thus, using Eq. (A10) the massive gauge invariant operator
can be written as

Λμν ¼ =∇gμν −
2

d
ðγμ∇ν þ∇μγνÞ − dþ 2

d2
γμ=∇γν

þmðd − 1Þ
d

�
gμν −

1

d − 1
γμν
�
: ð12Þ

This operator corresponds to the “singular” case of the one-
parameter family of operators, see Eq. (3). However,
fermionic gauge invariance makes this operator (12) stand
on a new and independent footing. As a matter of fact, the
previously mentioned impossibility of deriving the Green’s
function [5] is manifestly due to gauge invariance. Thus, if
one is to find such a Green’s function, a gauge-fixing term
should be added to the action, whose operator may be
written as

Λμν
gf ¼

1

ξ
γμ=∇γν: ð13Þ

A. Conformal properties

Let us now analyze the conformal (Weyl) properties of
our operator Eq. (12). First of all, we fix our conventions by
choosing

δWσ gμν ¼ 2σgμν; δWσ Ψμ ¼ wσΨμ; ð14Þ

where w is the Weyl’s weight of the vector-spinor, which is
fixed by noticing that the infinitesimal transformation of
curved-space gamma matrices is

δWσ γμ ¼ σγμ: ð15Þ

Here, the weight is wΨμ
¼ − d−3

2
. Moreover, the torsion-free

spin connection ωab
μ and the affine connection Γρ

νμ

transform as [18]

δWσ ω
ab

μ ¼ ðeaμEνb − ebμEνaÞ∂νσ;
δWσ Γρ

νμ ¼ 2δρðν∂μÞσ − gμν∂ρσ: ð16Þ

Up to homogeneous terms the Weyl transformations of the
three different kinetic tensor structure operators that enter
Eq. (12) are
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δWσ γ
μνρ∇νΨρ ¼ ðd − 2Þðγ½ρ∂μ�σÞΨρ;

δWσ ðγμ∇ρ þ γρ∇μÞΨρ ¼ −dðγ½ρ∂μ�σÞΨρ;

δWσ γ
ρ=∇γμΨμ ¼ 0: ð17Þ

Therefore, the newly found fermionic gauge transformation
(10) is compatible with Weyl invariance when m ¼ 0,
whereas this is not the case for the commonly studied local
transformation δΨμ ¼ ∇μϵ. Furthermore, the kinetic part of
Eq. (12) represents the only element of the intersection
between conformal operators and the one-parameter family
of operators (3). Notice also that Weyl invariance is not
sufficient for fixing the relative coefficients of the three
differential operators entering Eq. (7), for the last term in
(7) is Weyl covariant. Thus, the conformal operator for a
vector-spinor Ψμ can be written in terms of a dimensionless
constant c as

Λconf ¼ =∇gμν − 2

d
ðγμ∇ν þ∇μγνÞ þ cγμ=∇γν: ð18Þ

Thus, the compatibility of fermionic and Weyl gauge
invariances manifestly holds in any spacetime dimension,
while an analogous feature arises in electrodynamics and
Yang-Mills theories only in d ¼ 4. In spite of this appealing
feature we shall not attempt to study the physics of
conformal vector-spinors in a generic dimension d.

IV. CONSISTENCY OF THE CLASSICAL THEORY

We now turn to analyzing the propagating degrees of
freedom of the fermionic gauge invariant action (12). To
this end, we first employ spin projectors to rewrite the
operator Eq. (12) in a more convenient form and derive
the field equations, then we analyze the constraints that
follow from the field equations, and finally we show that no
Velo-Zwanziger instability is present.

A. Spin projectors

We choose a different parametrization of the spin
projectors onto the spin-1

2
sector with respect to that which

has been employed in the literature [5,19]. The first such
projector is given by

�
P

1
2

AA

�
μν

¼ 1

d
γμγν; ð19Þ

which projects onto vector-spinors that can be written as γμ
times a Dirac spinor. The complementary spin-1

2
projector is

given by

�
P

1
2

BB

�
μν

¼ 1

p2ðd − 1Þ
�
dpμpν − ðγμ=ppν þ pμ=pγνÞ

þp2

d
γμγν

�
; ð20Þ

which produces gamma-traceless longitudinal vector-spin-
ors. The intertwining projectors are

�
P

1
2

AB

�
μν

¼ 1

p2
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
d − 1

p
�
p2

d
γμγν − γμ=ppν

�
;

�
P

1
2

BA

�
μν

¼ 1

p2
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
d − 1

p
�
p2

d
γμγν − pμ=pγν

�
: ð21Þ

Finally, the spin-3
2
projector reads

�
P

3
2

�
μν

¼ 1

p2ðd − 1Þ ½ðd − 1Þp2gμν − dpμpν

þðγμ=ppν þ γν=ppμÞ − γμγνp2�; ð22Þ
and the usual completeness and idempotence relations are
satisfied,

�
P

3
2 þ P

1
2

AA þ P
1
2

BB

�
μν

¼ gμν;X
i¼A;B

P
1
2

jiP
1
2

ik ¼ P
1
2

jk;

P
3
2P

3
2 ¼ P

3
2: ð23Þ

Furthermore, it turns out convenient to define the projector
onto gamma-traceless vector-spinors, which reads

ðPγTÞμν ≡ ðP3
2Þμν þ

	
P

1
2

BB



μν ¼ gμν −

1

d
γμγν: ð24Þ

Let us point out that both projectors (19) and (24) are
ultralocal, i.e., they do not depend on the momentum pμ.

B. Field equations and constraints

The first step in the analysis of the dynamical degrees of
freedom is provided by rewriting the gauge invariant
operator Eq. (12) using the spin projector Eq. (24). The
result is remarkably simple, i.e.,

Λμν ¼ ðPγTÞμρð=∇þmÞðPγTÞρν: ð25Þ

Thus, gauge invariance tells us that the gamma-trace vector-
spinor configurations belong to the kernel of the action.
Indeed, by performing the following global splitting:

Ψμ ¼ ψμ þ
1

d
γμχ; with χ ≡ γμΨμ; ð26Þ

we find that
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S½Ψ̄;Ψ� ¼ S½ψ̄ ;ψ � ¼
Z

ψ̄μð=∇þmÞψμ: ð27Þ

Thus, the number of degrees of freedom in d ¼ 4 is at
most 16 − 4 ¼ 12.
To find the field equations we have to remember that the

gamma-traceless condition is purely algebraic, i.e., it is
analogous to the traceless condition for symmetric 2-
tensors. Hence, functional variations must be consistent
with such an algebraic property,

δψ̄μ

δψ̄ν
¼ δνμ −

1

d
γνγμ: ð28Þ

Accordingly, by varying Eq. (27) we find the following
field equations for the gamma-traceless vector-spinor ψμ:

Rμ ≡ =∇ψμ −
2

d
γμ∇ · ψ þmψμ ¼ 0: ð29Þ

In the Rarita-Schwinger framework the gamma-traceless
condition is derived as a constraint following from the
vacuum field equations by computing γ · R ¼ 0, whereas
now γ · R vanishes identically. Thus, only the secondary
constraint is nontrivial, and it reads

∇ · R ¼ d − 2

d

�
=∇þ d

d − 2
m

�
∇ · ψ

þ γλ
�
1

2
Rμ

λ þ ieFμ
λ

�
ψμ ¼ 0; ð30Þ

where e is the charge of the vector-spinor. Another striking
difference with respect to the Rarita-Schwinger theory
arises by analyzing the secondary constraint. In flat space
and in the absence of background electromagnetic fields,
Eq. (30) tells us that the longitudinal mode ∇ · ψ obeys the
Dirac equation with mass d

d−2m, while in the Rarita-
Schwinger ∇ · ψ ¼ 0 in such a limit, yielding 8 degrees
of freedom.

C. Absence of Velo-Zwanziger instabilities

To proceed further, let us specialize to the physical
dimension d ¼ 4 and briefly perform a 3þ 1 decomposi-
tion of the Lagrangian. Gauge invariance then implies that
only 12 d.o.f. are physical, and we can exploit the gamma-
tracelessness to write

ψ0 ¼ γ0γiψ i: ð31Þ

Accordingly, the Lagrangian L takes the following form:

L ¼ −ψ̄ j½δijð=∇þmÞ þ γjð=∇þmÞγi�ψ i: ð32Þ

In contrast with the analysis performed by Velo and
Zwanziger [4], we cannot make use of the secondary

constraint Eq. (30) in a local fashion. Thus, the previous
Lagrangian already yields the first-order differential oper-
ator whose normals nμ to the characteristic surfaces wewant
to study. This is done by extracting the symbol Dji that
multiplies the time derivative in the previous equation, i.e.,

Dji ¼ δjiγ0 þ γjγ0γi: ð33Þ

Notice that the 8-dimensional space defined by γiψ i ¼ 0
provides eigenvectors of the previous matrix with eigen-
value γ0, whereas the 4-dimensional space spanned by ψ i ¼
γiλ also yields eigenvectors, whose eigenvalues are −2γ0.
The physical solutions of the field equations are also
solutions of

detDij ¼ 0; ð34Þ

which determines the normals to the characteristic surfaces.
Using a general normal vector nμ and employing the
previous argument we can rewrite the last equation in a
Lorentz covariant fashion as

detD ¼ ðnμγμÞ8ð2nμγμÞ4 ¼ 22ðn2Þ6 ¼ 0: ð35Þ

Clearly, there exists no configuration of the external gauge
fields such that this equation is solved for spacelike nμ.
Therefore, the loss of causality that was found in the Rarita-
Schwinger case [4] does not take place here. Therefore, in
d ¼ 4 the field equations in Eq. (29) describe the causal
propagation of 8 spin-3

2
degrees of freedom with massm and

4 spin-1
2
d.o.f. with mass 2m.

V. QUANTUM THEORY: THE MODE
DECOMPOSITION

A free massive quantum field theory is defined by the
eigenvalues of the Casimir of the Poincarè algebra, which
are described by the mass m and spin j. These identify
particles together with additional quantum numbers, such as
the electric charge. For massive theories the intrinsic
redundancy of the field theoretical description is removed
by noting that particles must provide irreducible represen-
tations of Wigner’s little group, i.e., spatial rotations [11].
Furthermore, fields with a nonzero number of spacetime
indices may carry more than a single physical such
irreducible representation, thus describing more than a
single physical particle (see, e.g., [20]).
Let us illustrate this feature of quantum field theory in

the case of a gamma-traceless vector-spinor,

ψμ ∈
�
1;
1

2

�
⊕
�
1

2
; 1

�
; γμψμ ¼ 0; ð36Þ

which belongs to a 12-dimensional irreducible representa-
tion of the Lorentz group. A complex spin j ¼ 3

2
particle
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carries 8 degrees of freedom, thus the remaining 4 d.o.f. are
described by a j ¼ 1

2
particle. In a generic Lorentz frame the

two spin states can be singled out by applying spin
projectors, with the j ¼ 3

2
particle defined by the trans-

versality condition pμψμ ¼ 0.
In what follows we explicitly construct the coefficient

functions for a generic vector-spinor ψμ subject to Eq. (36)
such that the following causality condition is satisfied:

fψμðxÞ;ψ†
νðyÞg ¼ 0 for ðx − yÞ2 > 0: ð37Þ

Let us commence by writing down the ansatz of the mode
decomposition of the gamma-traceless field ψμ, i.e.,

ψμðxÞ ¼ ψþ
μ ðxÞ þ ψ−

μ ðxÞ

¼
X
α¼1

2
;3
2

X
s

Z
d3p

ð2πÞ3=2 ½φ
α
μðp; sÞeip·xaαðp; sÞ

þ χαμðp; sÞe−ip·xac†α ðp; sÞ�; ð38Þ

where ψþ
μ and ψ−

μ are the annihilation and creation
operators. Moreover, α is summed over the two irreducible
representations of rotations, i.e., α ¼ 1

2
; 3
2
. Thus, the only

nonvanishing anticommutation relation is

faαðp; sÞ; a†α0 ðp0; s0Þg ¼ δ3ðp − p0Þδss0δαα0 : ð39Þ

Notice that the coefficient functions are dimensionless.
Consider a matrix JðjÞ providing an irreducible spin-j

representation of the rotation group, and let J I
I0 be the

generators of rotations. Then, in the rest frame the coef-
ficient functions ΦIð0; sÞ and ΞIð0; sÞ of the annihilation
and creation operators must satisfy, respectively [11,12],X

s0
ðJðjÞÞss0ΦIð0; s0Þ ¼ J I

I0ΦI0 ð0; sÞ; ð40aÞ

−
X
s0
ðJ�ðjÞÞss0 ΞI ð0; s0Þ ¼ J I

I0 ΞI0 ð0; sÞ; ð40bÞ

where s; s0 ¼ j;…;−j and � stands for complex conjuga-
tion. These equations represent the starting point for the
derivation of the coefficient functions of any massive causal
quantum field.
A vector-spinor ψμ is described in terms of its temporal

and spatial parts as

ψμ ¼ ðψ i;ψ0Þ; ð41Þ

and likewise for the coefficient functions φμ and χμ of the
annihilation and construction operators. While the temporal
component can only transform as a j ¼ 1

2
Dirac spinor

under rotations, the spatial ones are given by a sum of j ¼ 3
2

and j ¼ 1
2
states. To better grasp this feature, let us write

down the generators of rotation that act on these spaces. In
the vector and Dirac spinor representation a rotation around
the k direction takes the following simple forms:

ðJ kÞvij ¼ −iϵijk; ðJ kÞs ¼
1

2

�
σk 0

0 σk

�
; ð42Þ

where σi are the Pauli matrices. Thus, in the vector-spinor
representation we have

ðJ kÞvsij ¼ −iϵijk1þ 1

2

�
σk 0

0 σk

�
δij: ð43Þ

Let us look at Eq. (40a). By squaring it we have that the
left-hand side is diagonal, and it reads jðjþ 1Þδss0ΦIð0; sÞ.
Instead, on the spatial components ψ i on the right-hand side
we are acting with

ðJ kÞvsilðJ kÞvslj ¼
15

4
δij1 −

 
σiσj 0

0 σiσj

!
: ð44Þ

Thus, the spin j ¼ 3
2
part of ψ i is that whose coefficient

functions satisfy

�
σi 0

0 σi

�
φ3=2
i ð0;sÞ¼ 0;

�
σi 0

0 σi

�
χ3=2i ð0;sÞ¼ 0; ð45Þ

while we have a spin j ¼ 1
2
state provided that

 
σiσj 0

0 σiσj

!
φ1=2
j ð0; sÞ ¼ 3φ1=2

i ð0; sÞ;
 
σiσj 0

0 σiσj

!
χ1=2j ð0; sÞ ¼ 3χ1=2i ð0; sÞ: ð46Þ

From the last two equations we see that a possible para-
metrization of the j ¼ 1

2
part of φi and χi is given by

φ1=2
j ð0; sÞ ∝ 1

3
γiuð0; sÞ;

χ1=2j ð0; sÞ ∝ 1

3
γivð0; sÞ; ð47Þ

where u and v are the zero-momentum coefficient functions
of the annihilation and creation operators of a Dirac field.
Let us also observe that the relative phases of the left- and
right-handed spinor subspaces cannot be fixed at this level,
hence a γ5 factor may appear on the rhs of the previous
equations.
As we have said above, there is a second j ¼ 1

2
mode,

which is carried by ψ0. However, the gamma-traceless
condition Eq. (36) implies that only a linear combination of
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the two j ¼ 1
2
modes is physical. Indeed, a covariant way to

describe the j ¼ 1
2
particle carried by the vector-spinor is

provided by

ψ1=2
μ ¼

�
∂μ −

1

4
γμ=∂
�
λ; ð48Þ

where λ is a Dirac spinor and the tensor structure on the rhs
is dictated by the gamma-traceless condition. In the rest
frame this boils down to

φ1=2
0 ð0; sÞ ∝ −

3i
4
p0uð0; sÞ;

φ1=2
i ð0; sÞ ∝ −

i
4
p0

�
σi 0

0 −σi

�
uð0; sÞ; ð49Þ

where s ¼ � 1
2
, and similar equations hold for χ1=2μ ð0; sÞ

too. Notice that the overall normalization must be deter-
mined relative to that of the j ¼ 3

2
coefficient functions.

We now derive the specific form of the coefficient
functions, starting from the spin j ¼ 3

2
part. In this case

the generators of rotations are

J3=2þ ¼

2
66664
0

ffiffiffi
3

p
0 0

0 0 2 0

0 0 0
ffiffiffi
3

p

0 0 0 0

3
77775; ðJ3=23 Þss0 ¼ sδss0 ; ð50Þ

where the raising and lowering matrices are defined by

J� ≡ J1 � iJ2 ð51Þ

and J− ¼ ðJþÞt. Choosing the 3-direction in Eq. (40a) and
acting on φ3=2

3 ð0; s ¼ � 3
2
Þ we derive

φ3=2
3

�
0; s ¼ � 3

2

�
¼ 0: ð52Þ

Furthermore, Eq. (45) restricts the other two spatial
components’ relative coefficients, yielding

φ3=2
μ

�
0;
3

2

�
¼ 1

2

0
BBBB@

0
BBBB@

bþ
0

b−
0

1
CCCCA;

0
BBBB@

ibþ
0

ib−
0

1
CCCCA; 0; 0

1
CCCCA

t

: ð53Þ

One of the constants b� can always be chosen by
specifying the overall normalization of the field, obtaining

φ3=2
μ

�
0;
3

2

�
¼ 1

2

0
BBB@
0
BBB@

1

0

b

0

1
CCCA;

0
BBB@

i

0

ib

0

1
CCCA; 0; 0

1
CCCA

t

: ð54Þ

The remaining spin eigenstates of φ3=2 are determined by
repeatedly using Eqs. (40a) and (45), and the results are
collected in Eqs. (A11) and (A12). Using the same strategy
we work out the coefficient functions of the destruction
operators. This time a different constant c enters the result,
see Eq. (A13). By requiring that the field transforms in a
simple fashion under parity we deduce that these constants
must be sign factors [12].
Having derived the parametric form of the coefficient

functions in the rest frame, we can compute the spin sums.
After some algebra we find

X
s

φ3=2
i ð0; sÞφ3=2

j
†ð0; sÞ ¼ ð1þ bβÞ

2

�
1δij −

1

3
γiγj

�
;

X
s

χ3=2i ð0; sÞχ3=2j
†ð0; sÞ ¼ ð1þ cβÞ

2

�
1δij −

1

3
γiγj

�
; ð55Þ

where β≡ iγ0. Notice that both equations are consistently
γi-traceless on the left- and right-hand sides. Moreover, the
spin sums are clearly orthogonal to the time direction.
Thus, in a generic Lorentz frame the spin sums must be
orthogonal to both pμ and γμ. Hence, they are given by

X
s

φ3=2
μ ðp; sÞφ3=2

ν
†ðp; sÞ ¼ 1

2p0
ð−i=pþ bm3=2Þ

× ðP3=2Þμν β;X
s

χ3=2μ ðp; sÞχ3=2ν
†ðp; sÞ ¼ 1

2p0
ð−i=pþ cm3=2Þ

× ðP3=2Þμν β; ð56Þ

where the result for the Dirac case [12] simply multiplies
the j ¼ 3

2
projector.

Now we focus on the spin j ¼ 1
2
part of the vector-spinor.

Let uð0; sÞ and vð0; sÞ be the zero-momentum coefficient
functions of the annihilation and creation operators. They
can be written in terms of a scaling constant κ and two sign
factors f and g as

u

�
0;
1

2

�
¼ κ

0
BBB@

1

0

f

0

1
CCCA; u

�
0;−

1

2

�
¼ κ

0
BBB@

0

1

0

f

1
CCCA; ð57aÞ
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v

�
0;
1

2

�
¼ κ

0
BBB@

0

1

0

g

1
CCCA; v

�
0;−

1

2

�
¼ κ

0
BBB@

−1
0

−g
0

1
CCCA: ð57bÞ

Hence, the spin sums are

X
s

uðp; sÞu†ðp; sÞ ¼ κ2

2p0
ð−ipμγμ þ fm1=2Þβ;

X
s

vðp; sÞv†ðp; sÞ ¼ κ2

2p0
ð−ipμγμ þ gm1=2Þβ: ð58Þ

The mode functions φ1=2
μ and χ1=2μ are found by using the

explicit form of the longitudinal parametrization Eq. (48),
yielding

φ1=2
μ ðp; sÞ ¼ i

�
pμ −

1

4
γμ=p

�
uðp; sÞ; ð59aÞ

χ1=2μ ðp; sÞ ¼ −i
�
pμ −

1

4
γμ=p

�
vðp; sÞ: ð59bÞ

Accordingly, the spin sums of the j ¼ 1
2
annihilation

coefficient functions can be rearranged as

X
s

φ1=2
μ ðp; sÞφ1=2

ν
†ðp; sÞ

¼
�
pμ −

1

4
γμ=p

�
κ2

2p0
ð−i=pþ fm1=2Þβ

�
pν −

1

4
=pγν

�

¼ κ2

2p0
ð−2i=pδμρ þ iγμpρ þ fm1=2δμ

ρÞ

×

�
pρ −

1

4
γρ=p

��
pν −

1

4
=pγν

�
β

¼ 3κ2p2

p0

�
−i=pδμρ þ

i
2
γμpρ þ f

m1=2

2
δμ

ρ

��
P

1
2

BB

�
ρν
β:

ð60Þ

A completely analogous calculation shows that

X
s

χ1=2μ ðp;sÞχ1=2ν
†ðp;sÞ

¼ 3κ2p2

p0

�
−i=pδμρþ

i
2
γμpρþg

m1=2

2
δμ

ρ

�	
P

1
2

BB



ρν β: ð61Þ

Now use the fact that both the j ¼ 3
2
and j ¼ 1

2
particles are

described by the single field variable ψμ. By combining the
spin sums of the annihilation coefficients we obtain

X
α¼1

2
;3
2

X
s

φα
μðp; sÞφα

ν
†ðp; sÞ

¼ 1

2p0

�
ð−i=pδμρ þ bm3=2δμ

ρÞðP3
2Þρν

þ 6κ2p2

�
−i=pδμρ þ

i
2
γμpρ þ f

2
m1=2δμ

ρ

�
×ðP1

2

BBÞρν
�
β;

ð62Þ

with a similar equation holding for the construction
coefficients. Since the two spin modes are to be described
by the sole field variable ψμ, we must be able to factor out
the gamma-traceless projector, say on the right. Then, using
the definition of the gamma-traceless projector Eq. (24) we
obtain

κ2 ¼ 1

6p2
; bm1=2 ¼ 2fm3=2: ð63Þ

Given that b and f are sign factors, these equations are
solved by κ ¼ � 1ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

6jp2j
p , b ¼ f, and m1=2 ¼ 2m3=2, where

we notice a sign ambiguity in the value of κ. The last
equation correctly reproduces the mass ratio of the j ¼ 3

2

and j ¼ 1
2
modes obtained in the classical analysis of the

previous section. The counterpart of Eq. (62) for the
construction coefficients yields c ¼ g. Then, as a direct
consequence of these findings and using Eq. (39), the
anticommutator of the field and its adjoint can be written as

fψμðxÞ;ψ†
νðyÞg ¼

�
−=pδμρ þ

1

2
γμ∂

ρ þ bm3=2δμ
ρ

�
× ðPγTÞρνβΔþðx − yÞ

þ
�
−=pδμρ þ

1

2
γμ∂

ρ þ cm3=2δμ
ρ

�
× ðPγTÞρνβΔþðy − xÞ; ð64Þ

where

ΔþðxÞ≡
Z

d3p
2p0ð2πÞ3 e

ip·x: ð65Þ

Since this function is even when its argument is spacelike
[12], causality implies that

c ¼ −b: ð66Þ

Finally, up to a redefinition of ψμ involving γ5 we can take
b ¼ 1, and we are now free to drop the subscript in the
masses, choosing m ¼ m3=2. As a consequence of the
present construction and exploiting the transversality
pμφ3=2

μ ¼ pμχ3=2μ ¼ 0, we observe that the coefficient
functions satisfy the following equations:
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�
i=pδμν −

i
2
γμpν þmδμ

ν
�
φα
νðp; sÞ ¼ 0;�

−i=pδμν þ
i
2
γμpν þmδμ

ν
�
χανðp; sÞ ¼ 0; ð67Þ

with α ¼ 1
2
; 3
2
. Thus, the outcome of imposing Poincaré

invariance of the free field ψμðxÞ∈ ð1; 1
2
Þ ⊕ ð1

2
; 1Þ is that

this field propagates two spin states according to the field
equation

�
=pδμν −

1

2
γμ∂

ν þmδμ
ν

�
ψνðxÞ ¼ 0; ð68Þ

in perfect accordance with the ab initio analysis performed
in the previous section III [see Eq. (29)].
The behavior of a vector-spinor under discrete trans-

formations can be derived by combining the known results
for vectors and Dirac spinors [12]. In particular, under
parity we have

PψμðxÞP−1 ¼ −η�βψμðPxÞ; ð69Þ

where η is the intrinsic parity of the j ¼ 3
2
particles carried

by ψμ. Antiparticles transform in a similar way, with ηc

replacing η�. In particular, causality implies that ηcη� ¼ −1
like in the Dirac case.
Finally, the sign ambiguity in the numerical value of κ can

be understood as a discreteZ2 symmetry in the j ¼ 1
2
sector.

Thus, we may always let φ1=2
μ → −φ1=2

μ , χ1=2μ → −χ1=2μ .

A. The propagator

One of the possible definitions of the propagator
Δμνðx − yÞ (see [12], Chapter 6) is written in terms of
the annihilation and creation operators ψþ

μ and ψ−
μ as

−iΔμνðx − yÞ≡ θðx − yÞfψþ
μ ðxÞ;ψþ†

ν ðyÞg
− θðy − xÞfψ−

ν ðyÞ;ψ−†
μ ðxÞg: ð70Þ

Accordingly, the Feynman propagation is defined as

ΔFðxÞ≡ θðxÞΔþðxÞ þ θð−xÞΔþð−xÞ; ð71Þ

where θðxÞ is the Heaviside step function whose integral
representation is given by

θðtÞ ¼ i
2π

Z
∞

−∞
dω

e−iωt

ωþ iϵ
: ð72Þ

By using the explicit results for the sums of the coefficient
functions in Eq. (62) we then find the full expression of the
propagator,

−iΔμνðx − yÞ ¼ −i
Z

d4p
ð2πÞ4

eip·ðx−yÞ

p2 þm2 − iϵ
ðP3=2Þμρ

× ð−i=pþmÞðP3=2Þρνβ

þ −i
Z

d4p
ð2πÞ4

eip·ðx−yÞ

p2 þ 4m2 − iϵ
ðPγTÞμρ

×
pρpλ

p2
ð−i=pþ 2mÞðPγTÞλνβ; ð73Þ

where we notice the presence of two distinct contributions
from the two separate spin eigenstates. While the j ¼ 3=2
mode behaves as expected, the lower-spin component does
not. Indeed, we may define its propagator by considering
the divergences of the annihilation and creation operators in
Eq. (70), i.e.,

−iΔ1=2ðx−yÞ≡θðx−yÞf∂x;μψþ
μ ðxÞ;∂y;νψþ†

ν ðyÞg
þ−θðy−xÞf∂y;νψ−†

ν ðyÞ;∂x;μψ−
μ ðxÞg: ð74Þ

Then, the explicit computation of this expression shows
that

−iΔ1=2ðx − yÞ ¼ −
3i
32

Z
d4p
ð2πÞ4

p2ð−i=pþ 2mÞβ
p2 þ 4m2 − iϵ

; ð75Þ

where we notice that the lower-spin mode displays a
residue with the opposite sign with respect to ordinary
Dirac particles at the pole p2 ¼ −4m2, i.e., it is a ghost. Of
course, all β factors on the right-hand sides of the previous
equations disappear if we take into account ψ̄μ instead

of ψ†
μ.

According to the present analysis no difficulty arises in
defining the Feynman propagator for a gamma-traceless
vector-spinor ψμ. Moreover, Eq. (67) shows that this
propagator is consistent with the Lagrangian description
of this field based on the gauge invariant action Eq. (27).
However, the theory propagates a negative-norm state in the
lower-spin sector.

VI. QUANTUM THEORY:
THE CONFORMAL ANOMALY

A standard procedure of deriving the divergent part of
the effective action on curved spacetime is to rely on the
heat kernel technique [21–23]. To this end, one notices that
the spectrum of the γ5-adjoint of the linear differential
operator Λμ

ν and that of Λμ
ν itself are identical, i.e.,

Tr logðΛμ
νÞ ¼ Tr log ðγ5Λμ

νγ5Þ: ð76Þ

Therefore, one can express the spectrum of the first-order
differential operator Λμ

ν in terms of the following second-
order one:
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Tr logðΛμ
νÞ ¼ 1

2
Tr log ðΛρ

μγ5Λμ
νγ5Þ

≡ 1

2
Tr logðHρ

λÞ: ð77Þ

To compute the divergent part of the effective action we
employ the heat kernel technique, which rests on the
definition of the kernel [22,24], i.e.,

K̂ðx; y; sÞ≡ eisĤðxÞδðx; yÞ; ð78Þ

where s is the so-called proper time and has dimension of a
squared length. From the definition, one derives the
following Schrödinger-like equation for the kernel:

ði∂s þ ĤðxÞÞK̂ðx; y; sÞ ¼ 0: ð79Þ

Then, the trace of the logarithm of the operator Ĥ can be
written as

Tr log Ĥ ¼ −
Z

∞

0

ds
s
Tr eisĤ ≡ −

Z
∞

0

ds
s
Tr K̂

¼
X
n≥0

inþ1

ð4πiÞd=2
Z

∞

0

dssn−1−
d
2tr ân; ð80Þ

where in the last step we have inserted the asymptotic
expansion of the heat kernel valid for second-order
operators [22]. When the operator Ĥ is nonminimal,
i.e., its principal part is not just given by a box operator,
the asymptotic expansion can be written only in the
coincidence limit y → x, which is sufficient to compute
the divergent part of the effective action. The coefficients
of this expansion are known as Seeley-DeWitt coefficients
ân, and they are local covariant functions of the dimen-
sionful tensors that describe the operator [24]. Dimension-
four counterterms are then extracted by computing the â2
coefficient, which is also proportional to the conformal
anomaly [23]. Thus, the computation of this coefficient
will be our goal henceforth.
The second-order operator defined by Eq. (77) can be

written in a convenient way by retaining the gamma-
traceless projectors on the left and on the right, thus
defining

Hρ
λ ¼ ðPγTÞρμð=∇þmÞðPγTÞμσð=∇ −mÞðPγTÞσλ
≡ ðPγTÞρμH̃μ

νðPγTÞνλ: ð81Þ

The explicit form of H̃μ
ν in d ¼ 4 is given by

H̃μ
ν ¼ □δμ

ν −∇μ∇ν −
1

4
Rδμν −

1

2
Rν

μαβγ
αβ

−m2δμ
ν: ð82Þ

Let us make some remarks on some crucial properties
of this nonminimal second-order operator. Since the explicit
parametrization of longitudinal modes is proportional to
∇μλ − 1

4
γμ=∇λ, they do not belong to the kernel of Eq. (82).

Therefore, this second-order nonminimal operator has a
nondegenerate principal part, and it belongs to the family of
causal operators, which have been first studied in [24].
Recently, using a refined version of the algorithm used in
[25], a model-independent result for the local terms of the
divergent part of the effective action was found in [13]. This
paper was published alongside an open-sourceMathematica
code that has been employed to carry out most of the
subsequent computations.
To apply the heat kernel technique to nonminimal

second-order operators one needs to rely on a trick that
was first exploited in [24]. The idea is that the principal part
of the operator H̃μ

ν can be written as a special case of a one-
parameter family of nonsingular second-order operators as

D̃μ
νð∇Þ ¼ □δμ

ν −∇μ∇ν ¼ ð□δμ
ν − ζ∇μ∇νÞjζ¼1

≡ D̃μ
νð∇; ζÞjζ¼1: ð83Þ

Then, the full operator is simply given by the sum of the
principal part and the rest as

H̃μ
ν ¼ D̃μ

νð∇; ζÞjζ¼1 þ Ỹμ
ν: ð84Þ

The pseudoinverse of the principal part Eq. (83) is defined
in momentum space (i.e., by letting ∇μ → nμ),

D̃μ
ρðnÞK̃ρ

νðnÞ ¼ n4δμν: ð85Þ

To go back to coordinate space we must choose an ordering
of the covariant derivatives in the nonminimal term of
K̃μ

ρð∇Þ. Our choice is given by

K̃ρ
νð∇Þ ¼ □δρ

ν þ 4ζ

4 − 3ζ
∇ρ∇ν ≡ K̃αβ

μ
ν∇α∇β

¼
�
gαβδμν þ

4ζ

4 − 3ζ
δαμgβν

�
∇α∇β: ð86Þ

Furthermore, the nonminimal part of the differential oper-
ator Eq. (83) can be isolated,

Ñ μ
νð∇; ζÞ≡ −ζ∇μ∇ν ¼ ζ

d
dζ

Ñ μ
νð∇; ζÞ: ð87Þ

Consequently, by employing Eq. (83) we can write the trace
log of the operator Hμ

ν as
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Tr logHμ
ν ¼ Tr log ðPγT · D̃ · PγTÞμν

þ Tr log ðPγT · K̃ · PγT · ỸÞμν

¼ Tr log ðPγT · D̃ðζÞ · PγTÞμνjζ¼1

þ Tr log ðPγT · K̃ · PγT · ỸÞμν

¼
Z

1

0

dζ
ζ
TrðPγT · Ñ · PγT · K̃ · PγTÞμν

þ Tr log ðPγT · K̃ · PγT · ỸÞμνjζ¼1: ð88Þ

Then, to work out the dimension-four divergent part of the
effective action we are required to perform a perturbative
expansion in the dimensionful operators and to evaluate the
so-called universal functional traces ∇μ1…∇μp

1
□

n [13,24].
The first such dimensionful operator is found by commut-
ing covariant derivatives in the coordinate-space version of
Eq. (85), which yields

D̃μ
ρð∇ÞK̃ρ

νð∇Þ≡□2δμ
ν þ M̃μ

νð∇Þ
¼ □

2δμ
ν þ M̃ð2Þαβμν∇α∇β þ…; ð89Þ

where 2 stands for the background dimension of the tensor
coefficients M̃μ

ν that are reported in Eq. (A16). The full
expressions of theKαβ

ρ
λ andMð2Þαβρλ operators are found

by contraction with gamma-traceless projectors, i.e.,

Kαβ
ρ
λ ¼ ðPγTÞρμK̃αβ

μ
νðPγTÞνλ;

Mð2Þαβρλ ¼ ðPγTÞρμM̃ð2ÞαβμνðPγTÞνλ: ð90Þ

The other two dimensionful operators that concur to the
final form of the divergent part of the effective action are
the generalized curvature and the endomorphism Ỹμ

ν. The
former is defined by

Ωμνρ
λ ≡ ðPγTÞρσ

δ

δψα
½∇μ;∇ν�ψσðPγTÞαλ; ð91Þ

while the latter is read off from the operator and Eq. (84).
The explicit expressions of these tensors are written in the
Appendix, see Eqs. (A14) and (A15).
To combine these tensor coefficients into the general

equations derived in [13], it is particularly convenient to
make use of a given basis in the Clifford algebra. This is
done by splitting these tensors according to the Clifford
basis as

Mð2Þαβρλ ¼ Mð2Þsαβρλ1þMð2Þαβpsρλγ5 þMð2Þαβt ρ
λμνγμν;

ð92Þ

and likewise for the other tensors, where we have defined

Mð2Þsαβρλ ≡ 1

4
trðMð2ÞαβρλÞ; ð93aÞ

Mð2Þpsαβρλ ≡
1

4
trðMð2Þαβρλγ5Þ; ð93bÞ

Mð2Þtαβρλμν ≡ −
1

8
trðMð2ÞαβρλγμνÞ: ð93cÞ

The subscripts in the previous equations stand for scalar,
pseudoscalar, and tensor. This splitting enables us to write
the general equations of [13] in a reasonably tractable
manner, and most importantly it hugely simplifies the
computation of the Dirac traces while keeping track only
implicitly of the actual functional dependence in the tensor
coefficients.
By combining the contributions coming from the two

trace logs in Eq. (88) and computing the ζ integral we find
the following result for the traced second heat kernel
coefficient:

tr a2 ¼
7

20
W2 þ 31

120
E4 þ 4m2Rþ 36m4: ð94Þ

We have chosen to express the higher-derivative part of this
expression in terms of the so-called Weyl basis, which is
given by the square of the Weyl tensor Wμνρσ, the Euler
density E4, and the square of the Ricci scalar (see, e.g.,
[26]). In the massless limit the starting Lagrangian (12) is
Weyl invariant, therefore, the traced second Seeley-DeWitt
coefficient does not depend on the square of the Ricci
scalar, whose infinitesimal Weyl transformation law is
affine.
This calculation yields a new expression for the con-

formal anomaly of gamma-traceless vector-spinors ψμ in
the limit m → 0, which can be contrasted with the
previously known result by Endo [27], which is valid on
Einstein spaces. Indeed, classically Weyl invariant actions
generate the following local contributions to the conformal
anomaly [15]:

hTμ
μi ¼

1

16π2
ðcW2 − aE4Þ; ð95Þ

where the a and c coefficients are given by [15,28]

a ¼ 1

360
ðN0 þ 11N1=2 þ 62N1 − 93NvsÞ;

c ¼ 1

120
ðN0 þ 6N1=2 þ 12N1 þ 42NvsÞ: ð96Þ

Here, the numerical subscripts stand for the spin of the
particles propagated by fields. Since in the present case the
analysis of the propagating degrees of freedom has shown
that we have more than one physical spin mode, we have
opted for labeling the contribution of ψμ in a different
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manner. We observe that the contribution due to vector-
spinors to the a charge of the conformal anomaly is
negative. This is in accordance with the general results of
[14,15], since this feature must be displayed whenever
negative-norm states are propagating. Indeed, this is the case
for the present theory, as it was noted by computing the
propagator of the lower-spin component in Eq. (75). In
passing we note that the contribution to the a charge can be
counterbalanced to yield zero if we consider a model
involving nine scalars, two Dirac fermions, and one gauge
field together with a vector-spinor. Finally, the total deriva-
tive part of the conformal anomaly cannot be computed with
the present method, however, a newly found result [29] can
be applied to work it out.

VII. CONCLUSIONS

Poincaré invariance and the cluster decomposition prin-
ciple necessarily imply the necessity of a field description of
particles [12]. However, the Rarita-Schwinger action fails to
provide a consistent theory of spin-3

2
particles through a

vector-spinor field as soon as interactions are introduced
[3,4]. Back in 1964, Weinberg’s take on this issue was that it
represents a drawback of the Lagrangian description of the
field theory [11]. However, the Lagrangian formulation of
quantum field theory has proved to be crucial in the
derivation and mathematical description of the standard
model of particle physics. Thus, serious attempts should be
made to retain the Lagrangian description in any tentative
interacting theory of higher-spin particles. To this end, this
problemmay be stated in a different manner by saying that it
is not possible to describe spin-3

2
particles through a

consistent quantum field theory that propagates this particle
only. Accordingly, the aim of the present paper was to show
that a quantum theory of vector-spinors compatible with
causality is found once this assumption is amended,
nevertheless, the price to pay is the lack of unitarity
[9,10]. Therefore, future works should explore the possibil-
ity of coupling the theory to a Dirac field and introducing a
further gauge invariance such that the lower-spin compo-
nents are compatible with both causality and unitarity.
This work provides a first attempt to find a solution to the

long-standing conundrum of describing interacting higher-
spin particles by focusing on the simplest example of j ¼ 3

2
.

The Lagrangian description is fixed by requiring the
presence of an off-shell fermionic gauge symmetry valid
regardless of the configurations of the background electro-
magnetic and gravitational fields. The resulting Lagrangian
is unique, and it is given by a “singular” element of the one-
parameter family of operators describing spin-3

2
particles

found in the literature [8,9]. The arguments that were
proposed to discard such a theory are shown to be flawed
in that they do not account for the gauge invariance of the
action. Moreover, in the massless limit and in any spacetime
dimension, this action fixes the arbitrary parameter that

enters the most general Weyl invariant action for a vector-
spinor.
By employing spin projectors, it is shown that the

gamma-trace configurations γμχ of a generic vector-spinor
Ψμ belong to the kernel of the action, and that they can be
gauged away in a global fashion. Thus, the theory involves
only the irreducible representation of the Lorentz group
given by ψμ ∈ ð1; 1

2
Þ ⊕ ð1

2
; 1Þ, where γμψμ ¼ 0. The field

equations Rμ ¼ 0 of the theory are derived, and it is shown
that only the secondary constraint ∇ · R ¼ 0 is present,
which in the free field limit fixes the relative values of the
masses of the j ¼ 3

2
and j ¼ 1

2
particles. Finally, the Velo-

Zwanziger instability is proved to be absent.
A complementary analysis of the mode decomposition of

a free causal quantum vector-spinor ψμ ∈ ð1; 1
2
Þ ⊕ ð1

2
; 1Þ is

then carried out. The relative normalization of the two spin
sectors is derived, and the mass of the spin-1

2
is found to be

twice that of the spin-3
2
particle, in agreement with the

previous result. Thus, the same field equations that are
found by imposing the off-shell fermionic gauge invariance
are obtained as eigenvalue equations for the coefficient
functions, and the Feynman propagator is constructed.
However, the latter shows that the lower-spin component
gives rise to negative-norm states, thus hindering the
unitarity of the theory.
Finally, the 1-loop quantum fluctuations of the vector-

spinor ψμ are considered using the heat kernel technique.
The conformal anomaly is derived up to boundary terms,
and the negative sign of the a-anomaly is noticed to be
coherent with the general result of [14,15].
Future works are needed to understand if the present

picture can be extended also to fermionic tensor fields of
higher rank, generalizing the flat-space results of [9]. In
particular, it is compelling to know if the consistency
between the field theoretical description based on an off-
shell fermionic gauge invariance and the mode decompo-
sition of a causal quantum field belonging to an irreducible
representation of the Lorentz group is valid beyond the
j ¼ 3

2
case. Furthermore, it is natural to ask ourselves if any

such extended theory is also Weyl invariant. Finally, the
physically interesting aspects of this field theoretical work
will be to comprehend how many particles are propagated
by a rank-k totally symmetric fermionic field, which are the
ratios between the masses, and foremost if it is possible to
couple it to lower-spin fields introducing gauge invariances
that may restore unitarity, and whether these putative
theories provide a phenomenologically acceptable descrip-
tion of Δ resonances.
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APPENDIX

1. Algebraic relations of gamma matrices

In this appendix the conventions are fixed and some
useful properties of gamma matrices are collected.
The flat Minkowski metric is ημν ¼ diagðþ;þ;þ;−Þ.

The pseudoscalar generator of the Clifford algebra is
chosen to be given by

γ5 ≡ i
4!
εμνρσγμγνγργσ; ðA1Þ

yielding the following set of generators of the Clifford
algebra:

1; γ5; γμ; γ5γμ; γμν ≡ γ½μγν�: ðA2Þ

We dub these generators as scalar, pseudoscalar, vector,
pseudovector, and tensor due to their well-known trans-
formation properties under the Lorentz group.
The explicit representation of the Clifford algebra is

given by

γ0 ¼ −i
�
0 1

1 0

�
; γi ¼ −i

�
0 σi

−σi 0

�
; ðA3Þ

where σi are the Pauli matrices.
We also list some useful identities, which are heavily

employed in the main text. We start by considering the
product of three vector generators, which yields

γμγνγρ ¼ iεμνρλγ5γλ þ gμνγρ − gμργν þ gνργμ: ðA4Þ

From this equation we readily see how to express the
products of the vector and tensor generators, i.e.,

γλγαβ ¼ gλαγβ − gλβγα þ iελαβργ5γρ; ðA5aÞ

γαβγλ ¼ gλβγα − gλαγβ þ iεαβλργ5γρ: ðA5bÞ

Next, we take into account the product of the pseudoscalar
and tensor generators, which depends on the tensor

generator only, in formula

γ5γμν ¼ −
i
2
εμν

αβγαβ: ðA6Þ

Another useful relation is provided by reducing the product
of four vector generators, which yields

γμγνγργσ ¼ ðgμνgρσ − gμρgνσ þ gμσgνρÞ1
þ iεμνρσγ5 þ gμνγρσ − gμργνσ þ gμσγνρ

− gνσγμρ þ gνργμσ þ gρσγμν: ðA7Þ

From this equation we immediately find the reduction of
the product of two tensor generators,

γμνγρσ ¼ ðgμσgνρ − gμρgνσÞ1þ iεμνρσγ5

− gμργνσ þ gμσγνρ − gνσγμρ þ gνργμσ: ðA8Þ

When the dimension d is generic, the rank-3 element of
the Clifford basis is written as

γμνρ ≡ γ½μγνγρ� ¼ 1

2
ðγμγνγρ − γργνγμÞ: ðA9Þ

By using the properties of the Grassmann algebra we
find that

γμνρ ¼ γμγνγρ þ gμργν − gμνγρ − gνργμ: ðA10Þ

2. Complete form of the coefficient functions

Here, we collect the coefficient functions that were
omitted from the main text. These belong to the j ¼ 3

2

irreducible representation with s ≠ 3
2
.

We start from the coefficient functions of the annihilation
operators. For s ¼ � 1

2
they are given by

φ3=2
μ

�
0;
1

2

�
¼ 1

2
ffiffiffi
3

p

0
BBBB@

0
BBBB@

0

1

0

1

1
CCCCA;

0
BBBB@

0

i

0

i

1
CCCCA;

0
BBBB@

−2
0

−2
0

1
CCCCA; 0

1
CCCCA

t

;

φ3=2
μ

�
0;−

1

2

�
¼ 1

2
ffiffiffi
3

p

0
BBBB@

0
BBBB@

−1
0

−1
0

1
CCCCA;

0
BBBB@

i

0

i

0

1
CCCCA;

0
BBBB@

0

−2
0

−2

1
CCCCA; 0

1
CCCCA

t

:

ðA11Þ

On the other hand, the s ¼ − 3
2
component reads
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φ3=2
μ

�
0;−

3

2

�
¼ 1

2

0
BBBB@

0
BBBB@

0

−1
0

−1

1
CCCCA;

0
BBBB@

0

i

0

i

1
CCCCA; 0; 0

1
CCCCA

t

: ðA12Þ

The remaining functions are those multiplying the
creation operators. In this case, we have

χ3=2μ

�
0;
3

2

�
¼ 1

2

0
BBBB@

0
BBBB@

0

1

0

−1

1
CCCCA;

0
BBBB@

0

−i
0

i

1
CCCCA; 0; 0

1
CCCCA

t

;

χ3=2μ

�
0;
1

2

�
¼ 1

2
ffiffiffi
3

p

0
BBBB@

0
BBBB@

−1
0

1

0

1
CCCCA;

0
BBBB@

i

0

−i
0

1
CCCCA;

0
BBBB@

0

−2
0

2

1
CCCCA; 0

1
CCCCA

t

;

χ3=2μ

�
0;−

1

2

�
¼ 1

2
ffiffiffi
3

p

0
BBBB@

0
BBBB@

0

−1
0

1

1
CCCCA;

0
BBBB@

0

−i
0

i

1
CCCCA;

0
BBBB@

2

0

−2
0

1
CCCCA; 0

1
CCCCA

t

;

χ3=2μ

�
0;−

3

2

�
¼ 1

2

0
BBBB@

0
BBBB@

1

0

−1
0

1
CCCCA;

0
BBBB@

i

0

−i
0

1
CCCCA; 0; 0

1
CCCCA

t

: ðA13Þ

3. Tensors for the 1-loop integration

Here, we provide the explicit forms of the generalized
curvature, the endomorphism, and the perturbation tensor
M̃ð2Þ that were introduced in the main text. The first one is
the only one that is model independent, and it takes the
following form:

Ωμνρ
λ ¼ −

7

8
Rλ

ρμν þ
3

16
γαβRαβμνδρ

λ þ 1

8
Rα

ρμνγα
λ

þ 1

8
γρ

αRλ
αμν þ

i
16

γ5ϵ
λ
ραβRαβ

μν: ðA14Þ

On the other hand, the endomorphism is written as

Eμ
ν ¼ −

1

2
Rμ

ν −
1

8
Rδμν þ

1

4
γμ

αRν
α −

1

4
Rα

μγα
ν

þ 1

8
Rγμν −

1

2
Rν

μαβγ
αβ −

3

4
m2δμ

ν þ 1

4
m2γμ

ν: ðA15Þ

Finally, the tensor coefficient of the differential operator
M̃ð2Þ is given by

M̃ð2Þαβμν ¼ −ζδαμRβν þ 4ζ

4 − 3ζ
gβνRα

μ

−
ζ2

4ð4 − 3ζÞ δ
α
μgβνRþ 2ζ

4 − 3ζ
γρσgβνRα

μρσ

þ ζ

2
γρσδαμRβν

ρσ: ðA16Þ
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