
Third law of black hole mechanics for
supersymmetric black holes

Harvey Reall

DAMTP, Cambridge University

arxiv:2410.11956 (PRD)

A. McSharry & HSR (to appear)



Black hole mechanics

In 1973, Bardeen, Carter and Hawking formulated the laws of
black hole mechanics.

Zeroth law. The surface gravity κ of a stationary
(time-independent) black hole is constant across the event horizon.

First law. Linear perturbations of a stationary black hole obey
dM = κ

8πdA + ΩHdJ

Second law. The horizon area A is a non-decreasing function of
time.

The remarkable similarity to the corresponding laws of
thermodynamics is explained by Hawking’s discovery that black
holes emit thermal radiation at temperature TH = ~κ

2π and so have
entropy SBH = A/4~.



Third law

Nernst’s “unattainability” statement of the third law of
thermodynamics:

It is impossible for any procedure, no matter how idealized, to
reduce the temperature of a system to absolute zero in a finite
number of operations.

Bardeen-Carter-Hawking’s (unproved) statement of the third law
of black hole mechanics:

It is impossible by any procedure, no matter how idealized, to
reduce κ to zero by a finite sequence of operations.



Israel’s proof

It is impossible by any procedure, no matter how idealized, to
reduce κ to zero by a finite sequence of operations.

Israel (1986): “finite sequence of operators” should mean “in finite
advanced time”, i.e., finite time for an observer near the horizon.

1970’s: spherical gravitational collapse of a thin shell of charged
matter onto a non-extremal black hole can produce an exactly
extremal Reissner-Nordström black hole in finite time, in violation
of third law.

In such examples, the apparent horizon jumps outwards
discontinuously when crossed by the shell. However, Israel argued
that the third law holds if the matter is sufficiently smooth (and
obeys weak energy condition), and presented a proof.



Kehle-Unger third-law violating solutions (2022)

Einstein-Maxwell theory coupled to a massless charged scalar field.
Spherically symmetric gravitational collapse of the scalar field can
result in formation of an exactly extremal Reissner-Nordström
black hole in finite advanced time, with an intermediate phase in
which the spacetime is exactly Schwarzschild at the horizon:

1 Introduction
Following pioneering work of Christodoulou [Chr70] and Hawking [Haw71] on energy extraction from rotating
black holes, Bardeen, Carter, and Hawking [BCH73] proposed—via analogy to classical thermodynamics—
the celebrated four laws of black hole thermodynamics. In particular, letting the surface gravity  of the
black hole take the role of its temperature, an identification later vindicated by the discovery of Hawking
radiation [Haw75], they proposed a third law in analogy to “Nernst’s theorem” in classical thermodynamics.

Conjecture (The third law of black hole thermodynamics). A subextremal black hole cannot become extremal
in finite time by any continuous process, no matter how idealized, in which the spacetime and matter fields
remain regular and obey the weak energy condition.

This version is distilled from the literature, particularly from the work of Israel [Isr86; Isr92] who added
explicit mention of regularity and the weak energy condition to avoid previously known examples [DI67;
Kuc68; Bou73; FH79; SI80; Pró83] which would otherwise violate the third law. In this paper, we show
that the third law is fundamentally flawed in a manner that does not appear to be salvageable by further
reformulation. Indeed, we construct counterexamples in the Einstein–Maxwell-charged scalar field model in
spherical symmetry, a model which satisfies the dominant energy condition, arising from arbitrarily regular
initial data on a one-ended asymptotically flat hypersurface.

Theorem 1. Subextremal black holes can become extremal in finite time, evolving from regular initial data.
In fact, there exist regular one-ended Cauchy data for the Einstein–Maxwell-charged scalar field system which
undergo gravitational collapse and form an exactly Schwarzschild apparent horizon, only for the spacetime
to form an exactly extremal Reissner–Nordström event horizon at a later advanced time.

In particular, the “third law of black hole thermodynamics” is false.
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Figure 1: Penrose diagram of our counterexample to the third law arising from regular initial data on ⌃.
The northwest edge of the Schwarzschild region is exactly isometric to a section of the r = 2M hypersurface
in Schwarzschild. The outermost apparent horizon A0 is initially indistinguishable from Schwarzschild and
then jumps out in finite time to be exactly isometric to the event horizon of extremal Reissner–Nordström.
For speculations about the future boundary of the interior, see already Section 1.5.1.

Our result also clarifies some issues raised by Israel in [Isr86; Isr92] who seemingly associated a discon-
nected outermost apparent horizon with a severe lack of regularity of the spacetime metric and/or matter
fields. We stress that our examples are regular despite the disconnectedness of the apparent horizon. We
note moreover that Israel seemed to associate extremization with the black hole “losing its trapped surfaces.”
This confusion appears to be related to his implicit assumption that the apparent horizon is connected. Since
the Einstein–Maxwell-charged scalar field matter manifestly obeys the dominant energy condition, trapped
surfaces are not lost in any sense, nonetheless, the black hole becomes extremal in finite time. In the ex-
amples we construct, there exists an open set of trapped spheres inside the black hole region, which persist
for all advanced time until they encounter the Cauchy horizon or a curvature singularity inside the black
hole. However, there is a neighborhood of the event horizon which does not contain any (strictly) trapped
surfaces. For an extended discussion of these issues, see already Section 1.4.
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The apparent horizon is discontinuous. This is why Israel’s proof
fails. The third law does not hold for the Einstein-Maxwell
massless charged scalar theory.



Solutions non-extremal at spatial infinity
The solutions of Kehle and Unger are extremal RN all the way out
to spatial infinity. Very likely that there exist other solutions that
are extremal RN on the horizon but non-extremal everywhere
outside the horizon:
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Rotating black holes
Kehle and Unger conjecture that it should be possible to form a
black hole that is exactly extremal Kerr after a finite advanced
time, starting from regular vacuum initial data (gravitational
collapse of gravitational waves).

Kehle and Unger (2023) prove that regular vacuum initial data can
give a spacetime that is exactly a slowly-rotating (|a| � M)
non-extremal Kerr black hole after a finite advanced time:
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Figure 2: Penrose diagram for Corollary 1. The textured line segment is where the gluing data constructed
in Theorem 2 live.

Remark 1.5. It is a classical result that the Einstein equations are well posed in H
7/2�
loc ⇥H

5/2�
loc , see [HKM76]

and also [PR07; Chr13].

By performing characteristic gluing as in Theorem 1 of Minkowski space to spheres in a Schwarzschild
solution lying just inside the horizon and using Cauchy stability, we also obtain:

Corollary 2 (Gravitational collapse with a spacelike singularity). There exist one-ended asymptotically flat
Cauchy data (g0, k0) 2 H

7/2�
loc ⇥ H

5/2�
loc for the Einstein vacuum equations (1.2) on ⌃ ⇠= R3, satisfying the

constraint equations, such that the maximal future globally hyperbolic development (M4, g) contains a black
hole BH .

= M \ J�(I+) and has the following properties:

• The Cauchy surface ⌃ lies in the causal past of future null infinity, ⌃ ⇢ J�(I+). In particular, ⌃ does
not intersect the event horizon H+ .

= @(BH) or contain trapped surfaces.

• For sufficiently late advanced times v � v0, the domain of outer communication, together with a full
double null slab lying in the interior of the black hole, is isometric to a portion of a Schwarzschild
solution as depicted in Fig. 3. The double null slab terminates in the future at a spacelike singularity,
isometric to the “r = 0” singularity in Schwarzschild.

We will sketch the proof of this result in Section 4 below.
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Figure 3: Example of gravitational collapse with a piece of a spacelike singularity emanating from timelike
infinity i+. Characteristic gluing is performed along the textured line segment, where the top gluing sphere
has radius very close to the Schwarzschild radius of the black hole to be formed.
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Bounded charge to mass ratio

The third-law violating solutions of Kehle and Unger involve a
massless charged scalar field: matter with large charge to mass
ratio.

What happens if the charge to mass ratio of matter is bounded?



Local mass-charge inequality

We’ll consider Einstein-Maxwell theory coupled to matter satisfying
the local mass-charge inequality of Gibbons & Hull (1981):

T
(m)
00 ≥

√
T

(m)
0i T

(m)
0i + J20 + J̃20

where indices (0, i) refer to an arbitrary orthonormal frame, T
(m)
ab is

the energy-momentum tensor of matter (excluding the Maxwell
field) and Ja, J̃a are the electric and magnetic currents of matter.

This is a strengthened version of the dominant energy condition.

For a scalar field of mass m and charge q it is equivalent to
m ≥ |q|.



Global mass-charge inequality

If matter satisfies the local mass-charge inequality then a
strengthened version of the positive mass theorem applies.

If Σ is a complete asymptotically flat hypersurface then the ADM
mass M and electric and magnetic charges Q,P measured at
spatial infinity satisfy the “BPS bound” (Gibbons & Hull 1981)

M ≥
√

Q2 + P2

The proof involves spinors. If the inequality is saturated then the
spacetime is said to be supersymmetric and there exists a
“supercovariantly constant” spinor ε:

∇̂aε ≡ ∇aε+
1

4
Fbcγ

bγcγaε = 0

(The terminology comes from N = 2 supergravity but we don’t
need to assume that the theory is supersymmetric.)



This immediately excludes spacetimes of the form constructed by
Kehle and Unger:
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Spacetime has M = |Q| (and P = 0) so saturates BPS bound.
Hence there exists a supercovariantly constant spinor on Σ. But
from ε we can construct a causal vector X a ≡ ε̄γaε which is Killing.
So spacetime is time-independent on (arbitrary) Σ: contradiction!



This argument excludes third-law violating spacetimes that are
exactly extremal RN near spatial infinity. But what about third-law
violating spacetimes that have M >

√
Q2 + P2 at spatial infinity

but, after finite advanced time, are exactly extremal RN at the
horizon?
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Idea: can we generalize the BPS bound to a situation where
M,Q,P are defined at the horizon, and somehow argue as above
to exclude extremal RN at the horizon?

For an arbitrary closed 2-surface S we can define the charges
enclosed by S in the usual way:

Q =
1

4π

∫
S
?F P =

1

4π

∫
S
F

but defining M is the problem of defining a quasi-local mass for S .



Dougan-Mason mass

We’re looking for a definition of quasi-local mass for which we can
use spinors to prove a quasi-local BPS bound.

In 1991, Dougan & Mason presented a spinorial definition of
quasi-local mass M for a closed 2-surface S . Assuming (i) S = ∂Σ
where Σ is a compact spacelike surface and (ii) the dominant
energy condition is satisfied on Σ, they proved M ≥ 0. Later work
(Szabados 1993) showed that if M = 0 then the spacetime in
D(Σ) (the domain of dependence of Σ) must admit a covariantly
constant spinor, and therefore must be flat or a pp-wave.

Our approach is essentially to take the work of Dougan & Mason
and modify it in the same way that Gibbons & Hull modified the
earlier positive energy theorem of Witten (1981), i.e., “replace
covariant derivatives with supercovariant derivatives.”



Compact interior
We are considering the possibility of forming an extremal RN black
hole in gravitational collapse. In such a situation, the black hole
would have compact interior, i.e., a horizon cross-section S would
have S = ∂Σ for a compact spacelike surface Σ. (The maximal
analytic extension of extremal RN does not have compact interior
because of the singularity at r = 0.)
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The main results: third law

A supersymmetric surface is a 2-surface S such that on S we have
a non-trivial solution of ta∇̂aε = 0 where ta is any vector tangent
to S and ∇̂ is the supercovariant derivative.

Examples: (a) Any 2-surface in the extremal RN spacetime. (b) A
2-surface S in a non-supersymmetric spacetime for which there
exists a local diffeo mapping the metric, extrinsic curvature, and
Maxwell field on S to the corresponding quantities on a 2-surface
in extremal RN.

Theorem. Let S be a supersymmetric surface with S = ∂Σ where
Σ is a compact spacelike surface. Assume that matter satisfied the
local mass-charge inequality on Σ, and that S is marginally
trapped. Then the electric and magnetic charges on Σ must
vanish, i.e., S has Q = P = 0.

Proof: combine Gibbons-Hull with Dougan-Mason and Tod...



Corollary (third law). If matter satisfies the local mass-charge
inequality and S has the same metric, Maxwell field and extrinsic
curvature as a horizon cross-section of extremal RN then one
cannot write S = ∂Σ with Σ a compact spacelike surface, i.e., S
does not have compact interior.
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The main results: quasi-local BPS bound

For a symmetry 2-sphere in the RN spacetime (not necessarily
extremal), the Dougan-Mason quasi-local mass differs from the
ADM mass. I show how to define a modification $ of the
Dougan-Mason quasi-local mass such that (i) $ agrees with the
ADM mass in RN; (ii) a quasi-local BPS inequality holds:

Theorem. Let S = ∂Σ where Σ is a compact spacelike surface.
Assume that matter satisfied the local mass-charge inequality on Σ
and that the ingoing null geodesics normal to S are converging.
Then

$ ≥
√
Q2 + P2

with equality only if there exists a supercovariantly constant spinor
on Σ and the local mass-charge inequality is saturated on Σ.



Generalisation (with McSharry)

I’ve shown that if matter satisfies the local mass-charge inequality
then an extremal RN black hole cannot form in gravitational
collapse.

Hence a non-extremal black hole cannot become extremal if the
initial black hole was formed from collapse.

What if the initial black hole was not formed in collapse e.g. if we
start with a a two-sided non-extremal black hole? Could we make
it extremal by throwing in charged matter?

Can adapt work of Gibbons, Hawking, Horowitz & Perry (1982) to
cover this situation.



Israel: “non-extremal” means “there exists a trapped surface”

Theorem. Let Σ be a compact spacelike surface with ∂Σ = S ∪ T
where T is a trapped surface. Assume that matter satisfied the
local mass-charge inequality on Σ. Then S cannot be a marginally
trapped supersymmetric surface. In other words, this is impossible:
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Anti-de Sitter black holes (with McSharry)

d = 4 Einstein-Maxwell theory with negative cosmological constant
and charged matter satisfying local mass-charge inequality.

Supercovariant derivative is now the one used in gauged N = 2
supergravity.

Extremal RN is not supersymmetric but there exists a 1-parameter
family of supersymmetric (and extremal) Kerr-Newman-AdS black
holes M = M(Q), J = J(Q), P = 0 (Kostalecky-Perry 1995) and
also static supersymmetric black holes with magnetic charge and
horizons of genus > 1 (Caldarelli-Klemm 1998).

Our results can be adapted to prove that the third law holds for
these classes of black holes.



Discussion

The third law can be violated for Einstein-Maxwell theory coupled
to matter with a large charge to mass ratio.

I’ve proved that the third law holds for supersymmetric black holes
if matter satisfies the local mass-charge inequality. This covers
extremal Reissner-Norstrom (if Λ = 0) or supersymmetric
Kerr-Newman-AdS (if Λ < 0).

I think this should generalize to supersymmetric black holes for
various other theories in various dimensions.

It is possible that a black hole could approach a supersymmetric
black hole asymptotically, i.e., at infinite advanced time. (Such
solutions exist with an uncharged scalar field
(Murata-Tanahashi-HSR 2012).)

Is the result sharp? If the local mass-charge inequality is violated
(in a sensible matter model) then do there exist third law violating
solutions? (Kehle student: yes, for massive charged dust)



Kehle and Unger (2024) prove that (when third law violated)
extremal RN is a “critical solution”, i.e., in the moduli space of
solutions it lies on the boundary between solutions that collapse to
black holes and solutions that disperse. The boundary also
contains more familiar Christodoulou/Choptuik naked singularities.

What about supersymmetric black holes in theories satisfying the
local mass charge inequality? Maybe there are critical solutions
that are asymptotically supersymmetric.



Kehle and Unger conjecture that extremal Kerr can be formed in
finite advanced time in collapse of vacuum initial data. If correct
then this implies that extremal Kerr will violate third law even in
theories where extremal RN does not, i.e., third law violated by
non-susy black holes but not by susy holes.

A different version of the third law asserts that entropy should
vanish at zero temperature. Violated classically but recent work
(Iliesu, Turiaci, . . . ) suggests that quantum effects might enforce
this version of the third law for non-susy holes but not for susy
ones, i.e., the opposite of the above situation!


