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Since the pioneering work of A. Ashkin [1] it has been common to express the radiation
forces on small particles as the sum of two [1, 2] and sometimes as the sum of three terms [3, 4],
i.e. the gradient, scattering and absorption force [3] (The last two terms combined are often
referred to simply as the ”scattering term”):

F =
αn

2c
∇I (r) +

n

c
IσRscak̂ +

n

c
IσRabsk̂ = Fgradient + Fsca + Fabs (1)

with the Rayleigh scattering and absorption cross-sections σRsca = k4|α|2/6π and σRabs = kI (α),
respectively. The extinction cross-section is the sum of both, σext = σabs +σsca. For the gradient
term, originally used for real-valued polarizabilities α only, some articles use R (α) while others
use |α|. Incorrect expressions can be found on wikipedia http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

Optical_tweezers and in the classic reference book of A. Ashkin [5, p. 100, 458], see Fig. 1.

Figure 1: Ashkin’s book:[5] Often cited formulas for radiation pressure on spherical particles in a liquid. The
gradient force reads (1/2)nα|∇E|2 instead of (1/4)ε0n

2R (α) |∇E|2. Note the correct expression is also found
as an attached reprint of Ashkins paper [1] on page 543.

This short note will give a brief review of the current state of affairs, showing that the above
commonly used expression is incomplete. Instead, the time-averaged force is [6, 7, 8, 10, 11,
12, 13] given by Eq. (2), in principle already given by A. Ashkin in 1983 [1].
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with the radiation-back-reaction corrected polarisability α = αCM/ [1− ik3αCM/6π], wave vec-
tor k = nk0 = n2π/λ, c the vacuum speed of light and the zero-frequency Clausius-Mossotti
relation [14, p. 206] for the polarisability αCM = 4πR3

[
n2
p − n2

]
/
[
n2
p + 2n2

]
. The prefactor

nkI (α) may be approximated by nσRext (αCM) (see comment after Eq. (7)). The intensity is
related to the electric field amplitude (peak) via I = cε0n|E|2/2. The Poynting vector is

E×H, and its time-average 〈S〉 = R (E×H∗) /2 = |E|2cε0nk̂/2 = I k̂ for a plane wave.
The first term is the gradient force. The second term in the above expression includes

both the scattering and the absorption contribution, while the third unnamed term relates to
a polarisation gradient or the time-averaged spin density of a transverse electromagnetic field
〈Ls〉 = (ε0n

2/4ωi) (E× E∗). The last term is zero for linearly polarised light [6].

At least three analytical approaches are able provide the radiation pressure on small particles:

1 Body force density

The instantaneous Lorenzian force density in an isotropic medium reads [14, Sec. 2.6 and 2.29]:

f = fstat. + fAbraham = ρE + J×B +
n2 − 1

c2

∂S

∂t
(3)

Arthur Ashkin and James P. Gordon found [1] a light force of 〈F〉 = (1/2)R (êiα
∗E∗ · ∂iE).

20 years later, the same expression was rediscovered by Patrick C. Chaumet, starting from the
body force expression Eq. (3) and correctly carrying out the time-averaging [15] (details on
the derivation also in Ref. [13]). He finally arrives (with E denoting the incident field, and
p = εαE, ε = ε0n

2, [14, p. 206]) at Eq. (4):
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2c
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The following identities were used [6]: R (zw) = R (z)R (w) − I (z) I (w), I (iz) = R (z),∑
j Ej∇ (Ej)

∗ = (E · ∇)E∗+E×(∇× E∗), 2R ((E · ∇)E∗) = ∇ (E · E∗)−2R (E× (∇× E∗)),

2iI ((E · ∇)E∗) = ∇× (E∗ × E) (the last one only valid for ∇ · E = 0, i.e. the external field.
Typo in [6]) and ∇ × E = −∂tB = iωµH, µ = µ0 = 1/ε0c

2 and ω = ck0. This is the correct
expression Eq. (2). As noted in the beginning, it includes both the pressure and gradient forces.

A further interpretation, especially of the last term as a polarisation gradient force, has been
given in Ref. [6]. See also the Review article Ref. [16] and Ref. [9, 11, 12, 8].

The polarisability α should be corrected by the dipoles self-field. The reason is that the
dipole p must be finite of extent. Therefore the retarded potentials can be evaluated and
expanded at small distances up to order (r/c)2, i.e. for distances r � λ [17]. In SI units, this
radiation reaction self-field is

Es =
ik3p

6πε0
, α =

αCM

1− ik3αCM/6π
, αCM = 4πR3

n2
p − n2

n2
p + 2n2

(7)

Where the last expression is the radiation corrected polarizability, first introduced by Draine
in 1988, see also the comment by P.C. Chaumet [18] (the sign in the denominator depends on
the time-dependence chosen!).
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Expanding the radiation back-reaction corrected polarizability α ≈ αCM + ik3|αCM|2/6π one
finds kI (α)→ kI (αCM) + k4|αCM|2/6π = σRabs (αCM) + σRsca (αCM) = σRext (αCM).

Alexander Rohrbach and Ernst H.K. Stelzer attempted to derive in Ref. [19] three constitut-
ing terms of the radiation pressure (extinction / absorption, scattering and gradient) through
the body force which included the Abraham force term [25, 23] [14, Sec. 2.29]. The tried to
establish the result (which may be expressed in terms of intensity via I = cε0n|Ei|2/2, with Ei

being the complex amplitude of the incidence electric field)

〈F〉 =
αn

2cV

∫∫∫
V

∇I (r) dV +
nI0

c
[σext〈ki〉 − σsca〈ki〉] (8)

However, the expression is invalid. In their first derivation attempt the scattering forces are
derived from the Abraham force term, which however is zero for optical frequencies as it averages
out. A series of comments in the Journal ”Applied Physics” followed:

• P. C. Chaumet: Comment on ”Trapping force, force constant, and potential depths for
dielectric spheres in the presence of spherical aberrations” [18]

• A. Rohrbach et al.: Reply to comment on ”Trapping force, force constant, and potential
depths for dielectric spheres in the presence of spherical aberrations” [21]

The last published reply by A. Rohrbach and colleagues concludes that his expressions remain
correct (providing an alternative derivation), and A. Rohrbach continues to use this result with
the new derivation in Ref. [22]. However, the final derivation is again based on flawed reasoning.
Starting from an expression for the body force derived from Eq. (3) he writes (using a variant
of the Gauss theorem)

〈F〉 =
1

4V
R

(∫∫∫
V

αε∇|E|2dV

)
=

1

4V
R

(∫∫
∂V

αε∇|E|2 êr dA

)
(9)

He then continues to set the field to be the sum of the incident and the scatting field, E =
Ei + Es. If anything, it should be the internal field Esp within the spherical volume. The
scattered field exists only outside the scatterer. Those two fields are connected at the boundary
via the electromagnetic continuity relations, i.e. the continuity of the tangential components
only êθ ·Esp = êθ ·

[
Ei + Es

]
and êφ ·Esp = êφ ·

[
Ei + Es

]
(similar expressions for the magnetic

field H). However, it is instead the external field in the dipole (Rayleigh) approximation
which should be considered here, see the work of P.C. Chaumet et al. [15]. Using the wrong
field, he nonetheless arrives at an expression which resembles the momentum-balance. However,
instead of two he finds three constituents, including 〈cos (θ)〉σsca and 〈cos (θ)〉σext. As shown
by G. Gouesbet and coworkers (see section 2), the averages must be done accordingly and lead
to the notion of asymmetry parameters. For these, however, the integration area must be at
infinite distance instead of at the surface of the particle, as the above derivation suggests. The
additional gradient term is also incorrect here as it is already included in the extinction and
scattering terms.

2 (Pseudo-) Momentum Balance

Since light carries a momentum, any interaction of a beam with an arbitrary sized particle will
lead to a propagation direction reconfiguration and thereby in accord with the conservation of
the total linear momentum to a force exerted on the particle. This matter is far from trivial
as testified by a century-old Abraham-Minkowski controversy. However, it may now be
regarded as solved [25, 26] and the problem was due to a common neglect or ill-accounting for
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the dielectric materials stress-tensor (see also §16 in the Book of Landau and Lifschitz [23],
Section 2.6 in the book of Stratton [14]). The distribution of stresses and momenta among
the electromagnetic field and the medium is largely arbitrary and both methods are equivalent
once the correct material counterparts are included in any specific computation. However, the
Minkowski tensor may usually be used without this complication, as the materials part is
then typically negligible.

Thus, the Minkowski momentum density for light pM = c
n
D × B = n

c
S, and not the

Abraham momentum density pA = c
n
ε0µ0E×H = 1

cn
S should be used for force computations

on particles. It is the canonical part of the momentum of light which is responsible for the
caused motion of dielectric particles in a medium and thereby the origin of the force exerted
on the particle [26, 25, 24]. The force then reads [30]:

〈F〉 = −n
c

1

2
R

(
lim
r→∞

∫∫
4π

(
St − Si

)
dA

)
, (10)

with c being the speed of light in vacuum and n the refractive index of the embedding medium.
The momentum flux of the incidence beam is zero.

In 1985, Gérard Gouesbet developed the generalised Lorenz-Mie theory (GLMT) [28]. In a
later article, they gave the correct expressions for the radiation pressure in an arbitrary beam.
He expresses ([27, p. 1435, (133)]) the force via radiation pressure cross-sections:

σpr = cF/I0 = (cos)σext − (cos)σsca, (11)

With I0 = |E|2
√
ε/µ/2 = cε0n|E|2/2 usually set to 1 in the GLMT theory. These two terms

include all aspects of the radiation force, i.e. embody scattering, absorption and gradient force
components all at the same time. Explicitly, the force is evaluated via:

〈F〉 =
1

c

∫∫
4π

1

2
Re
(
Et ×Ht∗)

r

sin θ cosφ
sin θ sinφ

cos θ

 dA, (12)

with the axial pressure cross-sections for instance being:

(cos)σext =

∫ π

0

∫ 2π

0

1

2
R
(
Ei
φH

s∗
θ + Es

φH
i∗
θ − Ei

θH
s∗
φ − Es

θH
i∗
φ

)
cos (θ) sin (θ) r2dθdφ (13)

(cos)σsca =

∫ π

0

∫ 2π

0

1

2
R
(
Es
θH

s∗
φ − Es

φH
s∗
θ

)
cos (θ) sin (θ) r2dθdφ. (14)

Apart from the factor cos (θ) in the integrand, they are identical to the expressions for the
cross-sections σext and σsca. It appears that a multiplication by a factor of n is necessary to
make these formulas correct.

There is no reason a-priori which admits the averaging of the cosine to be done independently.
Indeed, G. Gouesbet and coworkers correctly evaluate these averages together with the fields.
This is an important point that occasionally leads to incorrect derivations (see the note on the
work of A. Rohrbach in section 1). Only in special circumstance can this be avoided [27]:

Brian Stout also provides an analysis of the individual contributions to the forces using
this approach, see Sec. 3B and C of Ref. [29]. Starting from the time-averaged stress-tensor
Tij = (1/2)R (εE∗iEj +B∗iBj/µ− (ε|E|2 + |B|2/µ)δij/2) he arrives at 2 contributions for the
force F ∝ k2σpr/π, with σpr = σa + σr. The first contribution is due to asymmetric scattering
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of the particle, and the second due to the momentum-flux removed from the incident beam

σa = lim
r→∞

1

2I (0)
r2

(
ε

µ

)1/2 ∫∫
Ω

êr (Es
∗ · Es) dΩ, (15)

σr = − lim
r→∞

1

2I (0)
r2

(
ε

µ

)1/2 ∫∫
Ω

êr R (Es
∗ · Ei + Ei

∗ · Es) dΩ (16)

Continuing to assume an axially symmetric beam relative to a particle (on-axis situation), the
article continues to show that the above expression σpr · êz results in two forces corresponding
to the Debye-Mie result σz = σext − gσsca only for plane waves. Herein g = êz · σa/σsca is
the usual Debye-Mie asymmetry parameter. Otherwise the terms can not be simplified any

further in this formalism any further! Noting that (ε/µ)1/2 = cε0n, the above description is
equivalent to the GLMT results.

3 Maxwell stress tensor (J. P. Barton’s ABT)

In 1988 John P. Barton introduced the arbitrary beam theory. He uses the Minkowski form
of the Maxwell-stress-tensor, Tij = εEiEj+HiHj/µ−(ε|E|2 + |H|2/µ)δij/2. The force on the
particle then may be calculated by integrating the stress over a sphere containing the particle
via

〈F〉 = 〈
∮

4π

êr ·
←→
T 〉 (17)

Gouesbet et al. claim in their book on the GLMT that their formalism yields equivalent results
up to a normalising factor (probably n?):

Patrick C. Chaumet used the Maxwell-stress-tensor in combination with the the fields of
a dipole, i.e. employing the dipole-approximation, to show that again the correct expression
Eq. (4) may be obtained [32]. He also includes the contributions due to magnetic moments in
this calculation.

Based on the GLMT, Alessandro Salandrino finally approached the task of cutting down the
exact analytic formulas to a manageable and interpretable result for small scatterers (retaining
only the scattered field’s electric dipole contribution, given for a particle in free space) [30].
After an exhausting amount of algebra he finally arrived at a time-averaged force of

〈F〉 =
ε0
4
R (α) ∇|Ei|2

∣∣
r=0

+ k0I (α)

[
R (Ei ×Hi

∗)

2c
+

ε0
4k0i
∇× (Ei × Ei

∗)

]
(18)
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A. Salandrino used a field expansion similar to the GLMT theory formalism used by G. Goues-
bet but correctly considered the Minkowski momentum tensor, i.e. nS/c instead of S/c for the
momentum (although he finally considers a Rayleigh particle in vacuum only).
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