
MIT Open Access Articles

Towards searching for entangled photons in the CMB sky

The MIT Faculty has made this article openly available. Please share
how this access benefits you. Your story matters.

Citation: Chen, Jiunn-Wei et al. "Towards searching for entangled photons in the CMB sky." 
Physical Review D 99, 2 (January 2019): 023507 © 2019 American Physical Society

As Published: http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.99.023507

Publisher: American Physical Society

Persistent URL: http://hdl.handle.net/1721.1/120137

Version: Final published version: final published article, as it appeared in a journal, conference 
proceedings, or other formally published context

Terms of Use: Article is made available in accordance with the publisher's policy and may be 
subject to US copyright law. Please refer to the publisher's site for terms of use.

https://libraries.mit.edu/forms/dspace-oa-articles.html
http://hdl.handle.net/1721.1/120137


 

Towards searching for entangled photons in the CMB sky
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We explore the possibility of detecting entangled photon pairs from cosmic microwave background or
other cosmological sources coming from two patches of the sky. The measurements use two detectors with
different photon polarizer directions. When two photon sources are separated by a large angle relative to the
earth, such that each detector has only one photon source in its field of view, a null test of unentangled
photons can be performed. The deviation from this unentangled background is, in principle, the signature of
photon entanglement. To confirm whether the deviation is consistent with entangled photons, we derive a
photon polarization correlation to compare with, similar to that in a Bell inequality measurement. However,
since photon coincidence measurement cannot be used to discriminate unentangled cosmic photons, it is
unlikely that the correlation expectation value alone can violate Bell inequality to provide the signature for
entanglement.

DOI: 10.1103/PhysRevD.99.023507

I. INTRODUCTION

The cosmological microwave background and the other
sources of the comic photon can reveal much information
of the early universe. Especially in an inflationary scenario,
quantum fluctuations, which are usually of atomic scales,
can be amplified to cosmological scales(see e.g., [1,2]), and
their traces can be seen from the cosmological microwave
background (CMB) [3,4]. Some alternatives to inflationary
cosmology can also produce similar fluctuations that are
classical in nature. In one class of studies [5–13], entan-
glement, which can be demonstrated by the violation of
Bell inequality, is used to show that whether the CMB
fluctuations come from classical theories.
In the standard “inflationary cosmology,” the density

fluctuations that we observe in the universe today are
thought to come from primordial quantum fluctuations.

However, it is still a question that how to detect any of those
early universe quantum information directly, due to the
facts that those part of the information may have already
been washed away today [14]. It is difficult to discuss how
quantum entanglement can survive during the inflation or
other types of cosmic expansion, such that two particles
from two patches of the sky can still be entangled. This
involves how the quantum entanglement is produced,
transferred and how part of the entanglement is destroyed
by decoherence during the evolution of the universe, where
the possibility indeed exists in principle [14–16]. On the
other hand, there are also some alternative models, such as
the “wormhole cosmology” in [17] which may provide
more entanglement in the universe with a new mechanism.
Besides from this type of entanglement of CMB photons,

it is known that a parent particle decays into two or more
particles which forms an entangled quantum state as a
consequence of conservation laws in the decay process. For
example, the decay product of unknown matter, e.g., dark
matter, or even the primordial black holes. The final
diphoton decay products is a likely source of entangled
cosmological photons [18,19].
In this paper, we ask ourselves a rather elementary and

model independent question: If there are entangled photon
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pairs coming from two different patches of the CMB sky,
how do we tell that they are entangled? And if we do not
know how large the signal and background are a priori,
how do we isolate the signal from the background?
Our starting point is the condition that if the two photons

are unentangled, then the two-photon density matrix π can
be written as a direct product of two one-photon density
matrix elements:

π ¼ π1 ⊗ π2; ð1Þ

where πiði ¼ 1; 2Þ is the one-photon density matrix
element from source i and is computable. Therefore, one
can perform a null test to see whether the two photons from
the two sources are consistent with unentangled photons.
The deviation from this unentangled background is, in
principle, the signature of photon entanglement. However,
to further check whether the deviation is consistent with
entangled photons, we need to study its characteristics.
We consider two scenarios. The first scenario is shown in

Fig. 1 with the two photons, which might be causally
connected in the far past, coming from two very close
patches of the sky, such that both sources are in the fields of
view of both detectors. The second scenario is shown in
Fig. 2 with two sources in a relatively large angle to the
earth such that each detector has one source in its field of
view. The main difference is that the interference between
different photon paths only happens in the first scenario but
not in the second one. It turns out that the second scenario
allows simpler isolation of the unentangled photon back-
ground from the possible entangled photon signal by
adjusting the orientation of the polarizers. We have not
attempted to estimate the size of the signal, which depends
on the particular model. We will leave it for future studies.

In the following Sec. II, we review the lesson we learn
from the Bell inequality for two photon systems and
explain why it cannot be directly applied in CMB photons.
In Sec. III, we explore the possibility of detecting entangled
photon pairs from small angle and large angle, respectively,
in two scenarios. We present the summary and conclusion
in Sec. IV.

II. LESSONS FROM BELL INEQUALITY
FOR TWO PHOTON SYSTEMS

In the helicity basis, a photon statewith�ℏ helicity can be
denoted as jε�i ∝ jε1i � ijε2i, with ε1 and ε2 the two
orthogonal linear polarizations perpendicular to the direction
of propagation. Then there are four independent two photons
spin eigenwave functions: jεþi ⊗ jεþi, jε−i ⊗ jε−i, jεþi ⊗
jε−i þ jε−i ⊗ jεþi and jεþi ⊗ jε−i − jε−i ⊗ jεþi. The lat-
ter two are entangled states which can be rewritten in linear
polarization basis as

jψ1i ¼
1
ffiffiffi

2
p ½jε1i ⊗ jε1i þ jε2i ⊗ jε2i�;

jψ2i ¼
1
ffiffiffi

2
p ½jε1i ⊗ jε2i − jε2i ⊗ jε1i�: ð2Þ

Suppose the measurement of photons takes place at two
spatially separated locations labelled by Alice (abbreviated
by A) and Bob (abbreviated by B). ΠA and ΠA0 are
projections applied at detector A, while ΠB and ΠB0 at
detector B. Consider the combination spin-spin operators
proposed by CHSH [20]

C ¼ ΠAΠB þ ΠA0ΠB þ ΠAΠB0 − ΠA0ΠB0 ;

ΠI ≡ jnIihnIj − jnI⊥ihnI⊥ j; ðI ¼ A;B; A0; B0Þ: ð3Þ

In which the projection operator ΠA gives a value þ1 when
a photon with polarization in the n⃗A direction is detected,
and −1 when a photon with polarization perpendicular to
n⃗A (denoted as n⃗A⊥) is measured. In other words, each

FIG. 1. Assuming a pair of entangled photons were sent to two
regions 1 & 2 in the sky after inflation, then the two photons are
detected by two detectors Alice and Bob. Since both 1 & 2 are in
the fields of view for the two detectors, the photons can be
detected by going through the black or red paths. Correlations of
photon polarizations are measured to detect entanglement.

FIG. 2. This is similar to the set up of Fig. 1, except 1 is in the
field of view of Alice only and 2 is only in the field of view of
Bob. The photons can only be detected after going via one path.
Hence there is no interference terms.
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photon registers a þ1 or −1 at the detector with polarizer
ΠI (I ¼ A;B; A0; B0). Therefore, if fΠA;ΠA0 g register
fþ1;þ1g or f−1;−1g, then the last two terms in
Eq. (3) cancel. If fΠA;ΠA0g register fþ1;−1g or
f−1;þ1g, then the first two terms in Eq. (3) cancel.
This leads to the Bell inequality jhCij ≤ 2 appropriate
for a local classical hidden variable theory.
On the other hand, in quantum mechanics, the Bell

inequality can be violated [21,22], and the expectation
value of C can be bigger, satisfying jhCij ≤ 2

ffiffiffi

2
p

[23], as
C2 ¼ 4I − ½ΠA;ΠA0 �½ΠB;ΠB0 � ¼ 4ð1þ sin 2θAA0 sin 2θBB0 ÞI,
with θAB the angle between n⃗A and n⃗B.
Since

hψ ijΠAΠBjψ ii ¼ ð−1Þiþ1 cos 2θAB; ð4Þ
for i ¼ 1, 2, then for both jψ1i and jψ2i, the quantum
mechanical bound can be saturated by choosing

θAB ¼ θAB0 ¼ θA0B ¼ π=8; θA0B0 ¼ 3π=8: ð5Þ
For unentangled pure states, hψ ijΠAΠBjψ ii ¼ 0.
Therefore, if an observation can be performed that pre-

excludes unentangled states and show that the expectation
value 2 < jhCij ≤ 2

ffiffiffi

2
p

is achieved, then entanglement
between two photons can be established. To exclude the
unentangled states, one can control the photon source to
make sure most of the photon pairs produced are entangled
photons, and then set up coincidence measurement to make
sure the detected photons are produced from the source at
the same time. Although this condition can be met for
controlled experiments in laboratories, it is not the case for
CMB photons because coincidence measurement can not
guarantee that two photons detected were produced at the
same time. Therefore, for CMB photons, there will be lots
of unentangled photon background that can be hardly
removed. These unentangled photons give the dominant
contribution to hCi and lead to jhCij ≤ 2. This renders it
unpractical to perform a Bell inequality type experiment for
CMB photons. However, after we perform the null test
using Eq. (1), we can still use the angular dependence for
entangled photon pairs in Eq. (4) to check whether the
deviation from the null result is consistent with entangled
photon pairs.

III. DETECTION OF CMB PHOTONS

In this section, we follow the procedure to first study the
null test of unentangled photons using Eq. (1), then we
study if any deviation from the unentangled result is found,
then what kind of signature is consistent with entangled
photon pairs.

A. Scenario I: Sources from small angles—interference

The first scenario is when the two photons, which might
be causally connected in the far past, are coming from two

patches of the sky (called sources 1 and 2) that are close
enough to each others, such that sources 1 and 2 are both in
the fields of view of the detectors Alice (A) and Bob (B).
This is a Hanbury-Brown-Twiss (HBT) intensity interfer-
ometer [24–26] as shown in Fig. 1.
In HBT, we consider the process with two photons

emitted from source 1 and 2 in the initial state and those
two photons are detected by detectors A and B in the final
state. The propagation of photons is described by
Feynman’s path integral. The amplitude can be written as

A ¼ D1AD2B þD2AD1B; ð6Þ

whereD1A denotes the propagator from source 1 to detector
A, and so on. The two different terms correspond to two
different paths shown in Fig. 1, and higher order loop
diagrams are neglected. Then the transition probability is
proportional to

jAj2 ¼ jD1Aj2jD2Bj2 þ jD2Aj2jD1Bj2
þ 2ReD1AD2BD�

2AD
�
1B: ð7Þ

Since the photon from each source appears both in a
propagator and a conjugate one, the random phases
associated with each of the sources 1 and 2 cancel in
the interference term. Therefore, the coherent source is not
required. For simplicity, we assume the two photons are
produced and emitted at the same time, thus the interfer-
ence term depends only on the relative phase factor arising
from the geometry of the setup. The longer the baseline
(i.e., the distance between the two detectors), the better the
resolution for the interferometry. One can generalize the
analysis to cases with the two sources coming from an
extended object such as a star or the CMB sky.

1. The null test for unentangled photons

The possible source of unentangled photon background
includes: Type (a), two uncorrelated photons coming from
two different sources; Type (b), two uncorrelated photons
coming from the same source. Type (b) background can be
considered as a special case of Type (a). Hence we will
consider Type (a) first.
Consider the two unentangled photons are coming from

sources 1 and 2 with one photon density matrix π1 and π2
satisfying Eq. (1). πi at source i with net polarization αi in
the n⃗i direction can be written by

πi ¼
1

2þ 2αi
½ð1þ 2αiÞjniihnij þ jni⊥ihni⊥ j�; ð8Þ

where n⃗i⊥ is perpendicular to n⃗i and i ¼ 1, 2.
For null test of unentangled background, the total

probability for detectors A and B each detects one photon
is [27]
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TrðΠAπ1ÞTrðΠBπ2ÞjD1Aj2jD2Bj2
þ TrðΠAπ2ÞTrðΠBπ1ÞjD2Aj2jD1Bj2
þ TrðΠAπ1ΠBπ2ÞD1AD2BD�

2AD
�
1B

þ TrðΠAπ2ΠBπ1ÞD�
1AD

�
2BD2AD1B: ð9Þ

Then, by using Eqs. (3) and (8), we have the formula of the
first line in the total background (9)

TrðΠAπ1ÞTrðΠBπ2Þ ¼
α1α2 cos 2θAn1 cos 2θBn2

ð1þ α1Þð1þ α2Þ
; ð10Þ

where θAni is the angle between the orientation of the
polarizer at detector A and n⃗i. The part of n⃗i⊥ has been
converted into n⃗i by using trigonometry formulas.
TrðΠAπ2ÞTrðΠBπ1Þ in the background (9) can be obtained
analogously by interchanging 1 and 2. The geometrical
phase dependent interference terms in the background (9)
yield

TrðΠAπ1ΠBπ2Þ ¼ TrðΠAπ2ΠBπ1Þ ∝ cos 2θAB; ð11Þ

up to OðαiÞ corrections. When we consider the Type
(b) background, we can just set (1, 2) to (1, 1) or (2, 2).
However, their relative weights are in general different.

2. Consistency check for entanglement

Suppose the two photons emitted from the sources 1 and
2 are entangled to form the jψ1i state of Eq. (2), then after
propagating to the detectors, the photon state becomes

jΨ1i ¼
1
ffiffiffi

2
p ðD1Ajε1i ⊗ D2Bjε1i þD1Ajε2i ⊗ D2Bjε2i

þD2Ajε1i ⊗ D1Bjε1i þD2Ajε2i ⊗ D1Bjε2iÞ
¼ jψ1iðD1AD2B þD2AD1BÞ; ð12Þ

where the spin wave function is not changed during
the propagation and the propagation is not changed by
the spin. The same factorization happens for jΨ2i as well.
As a result, the expectation value of the CHSH quantity
reads

hΨijΠAΠBjΨii
¼ hψ ijΠAΠBjψ iijD1AD2B þD2AD1Bj2; ð13Þ

with the spin-spin correlation hψ ijΠAΠBjψ ii and the
geometric phase contribution jD1AD2B þD2AD1Bj2 com-
pletely factorized in the measurement. Therefore, entan-
glement between two CMB photons emitted from two
sources 1 and 2 (from two patches of the sky) yields the
cos 2θAB dependence of the polarization correlation
between two detectors A and B [see Eq. (4)]:

hΨijΠAΠBjΨii ∝ cos 2θAB; ð14Þ

with i ¼ 1, 2. This can be achieved by changing θAB. Note
that this conclusion also applies to the special case where
the two photons are coming from the same source.
From the above discussion, we see the geometrical phase

dependent background of Eq. (11) has the same angular
dependence as the entanglement “signal” of Eq. (14). This
means unless one can compute the background to very high
accuracy, one cannot isolate the signal from the background
using this geometrical phase dependent term. The geomet-
rical phase independent terms, e.g., Eq. (10), seem to have
different angular dependence to “signal” of Eq. (14).
However, if we consider another background from two

photons coming from the same source, which can be
computed by replacing the (1, 2) indices of Eq. (9) by
(1, 1) and (2, 2), then all the background terms do not
depend on the geometrical phase, and the same angular
dependence as the signal can appear through Eq. (11).
Therefore, separating the signal from the background is
challenging. Fortunately, the situation is simpler when we
consider another scenario in the next section.
The set up discussed in this section is also discussed in

Ref. [27], where it was pointed out that deviation from the
unentangled photons with density matrix in Eq. (1) can be
used as a signal for entanglement.

B. Scenario II: Sources from large
angle—no interference

When sources 1 and 2 are far away such that 1 is only in
the field of view of A and 2 is only in the field of view of B,
then there is no interference between different paths, as
shown in Fig. 2. We can simply remove one of the paths in
Scenario I by setting D2A ¼ D1B ¼ 0 for the null test of
unentangled background from Eq. (9) and double check the
entangled signal from Eq. (13).

1. The null test for unentangled photons

For null test of unentangled background in Scenario II,
we only need to consider the first line in Eq. (9) with the
same prefactor TrðΠAπ1ÞTrðΠBπ2Þ, whose angular depend-
ence is computed in Eq. (10) already:

TrðΠAπ1ÞTrðΠBπ2Þ ∝ cos 2θAn1 cos 2θBn2 : ð15Þ

The background has different angular dependence to the
signal, cos 2θAB. For example, one could have chosen
the direction of polarizer A such that cos 2θAn1 ¼ 0 and
the background vanishes, then one can subsequently
change θAB to look for the cos 2θAB signal. This set up
does not have the complication of scenario I where the
background is a combination of several terms in (10) and
(11), which makes the isolation of signal from background
complicated.
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2. Consistency check for entanglement

To double check the entangled signal in Scenario II, we
have

hΨijΠAΠBjΨii
¼ hψ ijΠAΠBjψ iijD1AD2Bj2 ∝ cos 2θAB: ð16Þ

The entanglement signal still has the cos 2θAB dependence.
By adjusting the detector angles and observing the angular
dependence functions, we can distinguish signal in (16)
from the background in (15).
The setting of this large angle scenario is similar to a set

up in Refs. [28,29] where lights from two distant sources
separated by a large angle are used to determine the
polarization directions of the two detectors. This allows
pushing back the time for the possible “freedom of choice”
loophole to happen all the way to the time when the two
distant light sources were in contact.

IV. SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

We have explored the possibility of detecting entangled
photon pairs from CMB or other cosmological sources
coming from two patches of the sky. The measurement uses
two detectors with photon polarizers in different directions.
When two photon sources are separated by a large angle
relative to the earth, such that each detector has only one
photon source in its field of view, then the signal for
entanglement can be separated from the background by
changing the polarizer directions. In some special choice of
the polarizer directions, the leading uncorrelated photon
background can be completely blocked. When the angle
between two photon sources is small enough such that both
sources are in the fields of view of both detectors, then the
background becomes more complicated with several terms,
with different angular dependence and different weights. In
all, the large angle scenario is preferred.
One question we do not discuss here in this paper is

the different sources for this type of entanglement. Some
of the possibilities are: two entangled particles in the
casually disconnected regions are connected by a
wormhole [17,30–32], or they are the decay products of
dark matter candidates or some extensive cosmic objects.
The particle production towards the end of inflation or later
by the inflaton may also be a source for these entangled
pairs. Previous studies for particle productions only showed
the possible signatures in CMB scalar or tensor mode

correlations [33,34]. In fact, those particles produced are
diluted away by cosmic expansion and chances to detect
them are small. This entanglement between the CMB
photon polarizations is different yet related to the old
question that whether the origin of cosmic fluctuations is
quantum or classical [11–13], although exact connections
require further studies.
Our work is only a first step towards the detection of

entangled photons in the sky, and the result of our initial
study is encouraging. A critical question is how large the
estimated signal is compared with the current detector
sensitivity and what would be possible sources of entangled
photons. More recent studies of the intensity-intensity
correlations provide the similar method to investigate the
nonclassical nature of photons, see e.g., [35–37]. We also
hope this proposal can be implemented in the current
observations like BICEP/Keck Array in [4].
Notice that in [16], it was pointed out that even if the

quantum entanglement in early universe is hard to be
observed through the CMB photons, such signals in the
cosmic neutrino background (CNB) are also suggested.
Although the CNB is still too weak to be detected now, our
proposal in this work can also be generalized to the
entangled neutrinos and it is interesting to leave it for a
future study.
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