
Deformations of extremal black holes and the UV

Calvin Y.-R. Chen ,1,* Claudia de Rham ,1,2,3,† and Andrew J. Tolley 1,2,3,‡

1Department of Physics, Blackett Laboratory, Imperial College, London, SW7 2AZ, United Kingdom
2Perimeter Institute for Theoretical Physics,

31 Caroline Street North, Waterloo, Ontario, N2L 2Y5, Canada
3CERCA, Department of Physics, Case Western Reserve University,

10900 Euclid Avenue, Cleveland, Ohio 44106, USA

(Received 28 October 2024; accepted 26 December 2024; published 23 January 2025)

It has recently been noted that deformations of extremal anti–de Sitter (AdS) black holes in four and
higher dimensions are generically nonsmooth or singular on the horizon. Further, it was found that certain
deformations of asymptotically flat extremal black holes are marginal, causing the nature of the horizon to
be strongly sensitive to UV corrections—in particular, Wilson coefficients associated with consistent UV
completions generically lead to worse behavior on the horizon. In this work, we extend the discussion of
deformed horizons in the presence of UV corrections to extremal charged black holes in AdS, where we
find a tower of marginal perturbations for different black hole masses. We argue that the apparent UV
sensitivity of marginal modes is, in fact, a feature of the UV theory, which is correctly reproduced by the
effective field theory (EFT), and illustrate this with explicit UV completions confirming the validity of the
EFT. We demonstrate that the same holds for a scalar-Maxwell EFT with known UV completion. In
the gravitational case, the sign of EFT corrections to marginal perturbations is generally connected with the
signs implied by positivity bounds, with UV completions generically leading to worse behavior on the
horizon. We conjecture that this result is more generic and use this to derive more general positivity bounds
motivated by the weak gravity conjecture, which we illustrate with further evidence.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Black holes (BHs) are one of the best studied objects in
general relativity (GR) that have provided the impetus
leading to a number of breakthroughs in our understanding
of gravity. Particularly striking is the prediction of its own
breakdown through the generic formation of curvature
singularities [1]. In practical terms, this means that in order
to understand dynamics at very high curvature (sometimes
qualified as high energies or small length scales), a UV
completion to GR, i.e., a theory of quantum gravity, is
necessary. An example of one such UV completion is string
theory—it is a UV finite theory that contains GR in its low-
energy effective field theory (EFT) and predicts specific
higher-order corrections to it [2]. More generically, we can
parametrize UV corrections to the low-energy description

with generic higher-order corrections to the Einstein-
Hilbert action [3–8].
Inmore recent years, it was realized that EFTs also need to

satisfy constraints beyond symmetry and generic low-
energy consistency in order to have any chance to be
embeddable in a consistent UV completion, see [9] for a
review. For nongravitational theories, it is now well under-
stood that properties such as unitarity, locality, Lorentz
invariance, and causality are nontrivially retained under
renormalization group (RG) flow and put constraints on
possible low-energy physics [10,11]. For example, causality
leads to positivity constraints on derivatives of the scattering
amplitude through analyticity of the S-matrix [12–43] and
directly manifests itself within the low-energy theory
through the absence of superluminal propagation in the
form of a resolvable and negative time delay [44–59]. This is
not straightforward for gravitational theories, with one
of the key realizations being that known flat-space bounds
are at the very least weakened in the presence of dynamical
gravity [60–74]. Related to this, the so-called “swampland
program” aims to delineate the boundary between the string
landscape and eponymous swampland—in other words, to
find qualitative restrictions directly on quantum gravity—
informed by explicit constructions in string theory [75–78].
Two of the strongest and most well known of these
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conjectures are the “no global symmetries” and “weak
gravity” conjectures (WGC)—these were first discussed
in [79,80], respectively, but have regained significant
interest in recent years [62–64,81–91]. Qualitative argu-
ments for both of these conjectures crucially involve the
existence of extremal BHs and their ability to decay without
becoming (super)extremal. Extremal BHs and black branes
have also played a prominent role as nonperturbative states
in superstring theory for the microstate counting of BH
entropy, solitonic solutions preserving partial supersym-
metry in supergravity, or AdS/CFT [92–94].
The surprising feature of extremal BHs that we are

concerned with lies in (or rather on) their horizons.
Horizons of Schwarzschild BHs in D ≥ 4 and, in fact,
due to uniqueness all asymptotically flat and stationary BHs
in D ¼ 4, have smooth horizons. However, the expectation
that this persists when any of these conditions is relaxed, i.e.,
for solutions in higher dimensions or less symmetry, turns
out to be wrong [95,96]. The simplest and most famous
counterexample to this is the Majumdar-Papapetrou solu-
tion, describing multiple extremal BHs, which have hori-
zons that have finite regularity class [97–99].
Recently, by studying particular deformations of

extremal anti–de Sitter (AdS) Reissner-Nordström (RN)
BHs, [100–102] established that this feature is generic to
“almost all” AdS BHs. These deformations are stationary
metric perturbations h that exhibit critical scaling of the
form

h ∼ ργ; ð1:1Þ

in an orthonormal frame with the horizon located at ρ ¼ 0.
Physically these are tidal deformations induced by matter
sources external to the BH, and an explicit nonlinear
example is provided by the Majumdar-Papapetrou multi-
black hole as outlined in Appendix D 1. For 0 < γ ≠ 1 < 2,
all scalar curvature invariants are finite but tidal forces
diverge. If γ < 0, then curvature invariants diverge,
although, in practice, we can only conclude the breakdown
of linear perturbation theory. It is possible that a stable, less
symmetric, near-horizon geometry emerges nonlinearly,
although this was explored in [101] and no such stable
solutions have been found. There is, however, no reason one
should necessarily expect the evolution to asymptote to a
static endpoint.
Further, [103] identified a marginal deformation of

asymptotically flat RN BHs in D ¼ 5, which opens up
the possibility for UV sensitivity: The GR contribution to γ
vanishes and, as diagnosed in [103,104], since the EFT
corrections (which are governed by UV physics) determine
the sign of γ and therefore the presence of singularities on
the horizon, these systems may appear to indicate a level of
UV sensitivity. Superficially this seems to undermine the
spirit of EFTs, namely that the low-energy physics should
be largely insensitive to the precise details of the UV

physics. Perhaps most interestingly, the higher-derivative
operators arising from Wilson coefficients satisfying the
expectations from the WGC lead to negative corrections
to γ.
In this work, we consider aforementioned deformations

to the near-horizon region of extremal charged BHs and
extend the analysis of deformed horizons in the presence of
UV corrections to AdS RN BHs and systematically study
the effect of UV physics on marginal deformations thereof.
Before proceeding, let us first describe the setup in more

detail and illustrate the argument with a concrete example.
In a theory of gravity, which includes GR and higher-
derivative EFT corrections, the effect of said corrections on
perturbations in the vicinity of extremal horizons resums
into the exponent of (1.1). These take the form of

γ ¼ γGR þ γEFT; ð1:2Þ

such that γ reduces to γGR, by which we mean the γ implied
by the Einstein-Maxwell theory, in the absence of EFT or
higher-derivative corrections. Taken at face value, curvature
invariants blow up on the horizon when γ < 0, but more
precisely perturbation theory breaks down. By contrast if
γ > 0, then perturbation theory remains under control, and
the singularity is mild. So γcrit ≔ 0 constitutes a marginal
case or critical value for singular behavior.1 When the GR
contribution is marginal, i.e., for γGR ¼ 0, the EFT con-
tribution seems to dominate if nonzero, and the system
appears to be UV sensitive, in effect amplifying the UV
physics [103]. It turns out that for extremal AdS RN BHs,
there exists an infinite number of deformations to the near-
horizon geometry for which this is exactly the case.

A. Sign dependence

As a specific example to start with, we may consider
Einstein-Maxwell theory with zero cosmological constant
inD ¼ 5, described by the following EFT-corrected action:

SIR ¼
Z

d5x
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
−g

p �
1

2κ
R−

1

4
FμνFμνþc

κ

Λ2
ðFμνFμνÞ2

�
;

ð1:3Þ

with κ ¼ M−3
Pl and cutoff Λ. From the EFT perspective, this

theory is, of course, highly tuned since we anticipate
additional nonzero operators, but the specific EFT correc-
tion itself is generic and arises, for example, at loop level
from integrating out massive charged states and at tree
level from nonminimally coupled chargeless scalars.
Perturbatively in the Wilson coefficient c, the theory admits
asymptotically flat, static, and spherically symmetric back-
ground solutions with AdS2 × S3 near-horizon geometry in

1For a discussion on the distinction between γ < 0 and γ < 2,
see Sec. II C 4.
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the extremal limit. On top of these, perturbations (para-
metrized by their respective multipole l) take the form of
scaling solutions in (1.1) with exponent (1.2), where

γGR¼
1

2
ð−1þjl−1jÞ; γEFT¼−

c
Λ2r2H

6lðlþ2Þ
l−1

; ð1:4Þ

and rH is the extremal BH horizon radius. As noted
in [103], the quadrupole (l ¼ 2) is a marginal deformation
for which

γ̂ ≔ γjγGR¼0 ¼ −48
c

Λ2r2H
: ð1:5Þ

This is negative when c > 0, which is the sign expected
from nongravitational positivity bounds and the WGC, and
vice versa. More precisely, in the decoupling limit
MPl → ∞, κ → 0, we would still expect finite ðFμνFμνÞ2
corrections coming from loops with charged massive states.
If the lowest such state has mass Λ and charge q, then we
expect cκ ≈ q2Λ−2. Furthermore, Minkowski spacetime
positivity bounds coming from photon scattering ampli-
tudes would imply

c > 0 ð1:6Þ

in that decoupling limit. In other words, within our truncated
theory, we find that “consistent” low-energy physics is
associated with a definite sign for the correction γ̂.
When applied to gravitationally coupled theories, pos-

itivity bounds are weakened to allow a small (Planck scale
suppressed) amount of negativity [62–74], so we expect in
D dimensions Eq. (1.6) to be replaced by

c > −jOðκΛD−2Þj: ð1:7Þ

Thus a more refined estimate of the bound is

γ̂ < þ jOðκΛD−2Þj
Λ2r2H

: ð1:8Þ

B. Apparent UV sensitivity

As discussed previously, some curvature invariants blow
up on the horizon when γ < 0, so when the GR contribution
is marginal, i.e., for γGR ¼ 0, the sign of the coefficient γ̂ is
set by the EFT corrections. It is tempting to view this
apparent sensitivity to UV physics as signaling a break-
down of the EFT.

1. Validity of the EFT

The validity of the EFT requires multiple checks.
(i) A first check on the validity of the EFT is to show

that higher-order corrections to γ in the EFT ex-
pansion, namely those of order ðrHΛÞ−4, are small as

compared to the leading ones. This is intrinsically a
check on the validity of the EFT at the background
level. With the naive expectation that the dimension-
less Wilson coefficients c are of order unity, this will
be true provided rH ≫ Λ−1, which is required to
trust the background solution. We shall construct
specific (partial) UV completions later that demon-
strate this in explicit examples. However, by itself
this statement is insufficient.

(ii) In addition, validity of the EFT should also be
accounted for at the perturbed level, and we also
need to check that the perturbations do not exit the
regime of validity. This occurs when curvature
invariants constructed within the deformed geom-
etry, including the perturbations, become large. For
γ < 0, this inevitably occurs before we reach the
extremal horizon. For an EFT with a Lorentz-
invariant energy cut-off Λ on an extremal BH
background with horizon radius rH, we show that
this breakdown occurs when the metric perturba-
tions reach

h ∼ h0ργ ∼ ðΛrHÞ2; ð1:9Þ

in some orthonormal frame. As already noted, for
the EFT to be valid even at the level of the back-
ground, we also require that ΛrH ≫ 1.

2. Validity of perturbation theory

On the other hand, metric perturbation theory itself
breaks down when the quadratic action in perturbations
no longer dominates over higher-order terms in the action.
We confirm that this happens when

h ∼ h0ργ ∼ 1; ð1:10Þ

as expected.
Evidently, for γ < 0 metric perturbation theory breaks

down first2 wheneverΛrH ≫ 1. In other words, we first lose
control over metric perturbation theory long before the EFT
is out of control, and we reach the horizon. In the related
D ¼ 5 example considered in [101], where γ < 0 not via
EFT corrections but due to the asymptotic AdS boundary
conditions, the breakdown of perturbation theory is shown
to signal an instability of the IR fixed point and suggests that
RG flow leads to a different IR theory likely with less
symmetry.

C. (Partial) UV completion

To make the previous point more concrete, we may
consider the following action as an illustrative example,

2Whenever ΛrH ≲Oð1Þ, the BHs are so small that they lie
outside the regime of validity of the EFT in the first place
irrespectively of how charged and how close to extreme they are.
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SUV ¼
Z

d5x
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
−g

p �
1

2κ
R −

1

4
eαϕFμνFμν

−
1

2κ
ð∇ϕÞ2 − 1

2κ
m2ϕ2

�
; ð1:11Þ

describing Einstein-Maxwell theory coupled to a (non-
canonically normalized) massive dilaton ϕ with mass
m in D ¼ 5. It is a partial UV completion of the effective
action (1.3)—more precisely, when the dilaton is heavy
relative to the background curvature, i.e.,m2r2H ≫ 1, this is
the tree-level effective action we obtain from integrating
out said massive dilaton in (1.11), with c ¼ α2=32
and Λ ¼ m.
However, there is no reason we have to think of this as an

EFT correction as the theory is perfectly well behaved in
the UV—it is described by a two-derivative action which, at
least in form, universally arises as the bosonic sector in
string theory and its supergravity [105–107]. Perturbatively
in α this also admits AdS2 × S3 Robinson-Bertotti back-
ground solutions [108,109], on top of which perturbations
take precisely the form of the scaling solutions in (1.1) with
scaling exponent

γ¼ 1

2
ð−1þjl−1jÞ− α2

32m2r2H

6lðlþ2Þ
l−1

1− 4lð3l−5Þ
ðlþ1Þm2r2H

1þ 4l
m2r2H

:

ð1:12Þ

The leading term is what we would obtain as the uncor-
rected γGR in pure Einstein-Maxwell theory, so the Oðα2Þ-
term is a correction to this. Let us make the trivial
observation that, depending on the parameters of the theory
ðα; mÞ and the solution ðl; rHÞ, the exponent γ can take
either sign. As discussed, γ < 0 leads to metric perturba-
tions blowing up at the horizon, rendering metric pertur-
bation theory out of control and possible signaling that the
near horizon will be replaced by a solution with less
symmetry.
The leading-order contribution itself vanishes when

l ¼ 2, in which case the marginal scaling takes the form

γ̂ ¼ −
3α2

2m2r2H

1 − 8
3m2r2H

1þ 8
m2r2H

: ð1:13Þ

As expected, this agrees with (1.5) in the limit where
mrH → ∞ and with appropriate identification of c and Λ.
Having γ̂ positive, requires m2r2H < 8=3 which means we
cannot regard the massive dilaton as heavy, which means
we have changed the low-energy theory to Einstein-
Maxwell-Dilaton. By contrast, when γ̂ is negative, which
occurs when m2r2H ≫ 1 for which the Einstein-Maxwell
low-energy theory is meaningful, we see that metric
perturbation theory already breaks down in the UV, and

the EFT in fact captures this effect perfectly. If it was the
EFT itself that had broken down, we would have expected
that details of the UV completion would be sufficient to
cure this. Since the singularity persists even in the UV,
validity of the EFT cannot be at blame.
For deformations of asymptotically flat RN BHs, the

combination of Wilson coefficients for four-derivative
EFT corrections entering the asymptotically flat extremal
charge-to-mass ratio also enters the scaling exponent γ̂ in
the marginal case. Therefore, Wilson coefficients satisfying
the asymptotically flat WGC lead to worse behavior on the
horizons of marginal deformations to asymptotically flat
extremal RN BHs. There is an infinite tower of marginal
deformations of extremal RN BHs in AdS, with different
combinations of Wilson coefficients entering the marginal
scaling exponent γ̂. On a speculative basis, we conjecture in
Sec. VI that EFTs with consistent UV completions also
lead to worse behavior on the horizons of these marginally
deformed AdS RN geometries. We explore the implications
of this so-called near-horizon negativity, along the lines of
other criteria and bounds within the EFT consistency
program [55,56,71,110].

D. Organization

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. We start in
Sec. II by reviewing the near-horizon deformations of
extremal BHs. A scalar toy model for the deformations of
interest is presented in Sec. III. In Sec. IV we take a closer
look at deformations of AdS RNBHs in the presence of UV
corrections, expanding on the examples from the
Introduction. We then study the breakdown of EFT and
metric perturbations near the deformed horizons of
extremal BHs in Sec. V. Finally, based on a previously
noted connection to the WGC, we investigate the conse-
quences of a speculative conjecture on four-derivative
corrections in Einstein-Maxwell theory in Sec. VI. We
end with a summary and potential implications in Sec. VII.
Details for the decompositions with respect to the sphere

and AdS2 are given in Appendixes A and B, respectively.
Appendix C includes the details related to the EFT of a
massive scalar field nonminimally coupled to Maxwell.
Boundary conditions necessary to source the deformations
to BHs are discussed in Appendix D and the Majumdar-
Papapetrou multi-BH exact solution is used as an explicit
example illustrating nonlinearly how physical sources lead
to tidal deformations. The scaling exponents for the defor-
mations in GR and its extensions are given in Appendix E.
Explicit expressions for the Einstein-Maxwell action
expanded up to quartic order in perturbations are given in
Appendix F.

E. Conventions

We work in units where ℏ ¼ c ¼ 1 and on D ¼ dþ 2-
dimensional spacetime manifolds in mostly-plus signature
ð−;þ; � � � ;þÞ. Tensors of the full D-dimensional manifold
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are indexed with letters from the Greek alphabet fα; β;…g.
The Laplace-Beltrami operator is written as□ ¼ gαβ∇α∇β.
Tensors on the d-dimensional transverse space are indexed
with letters from the middle of the roman alphabet
fi; j;…g, while tensors on the two-dimensional orbit space
are indexed with letters from the beginning of the roman
alphabet fa; b;…g.
We will use tildes to denote the extremal limit of a

quantity and hats on coefficients to denote marginal cases,
i.e., for which the GR contribution vanishes.
For later convenience, we shall distinguish between

different classes of singularities:
(i) sp indicate scalar polynomial singularities,
(ii) pp indicate parallel-propagated singularities.

The difference between these two classes of singularities is
discussed in more detail in Sec. II C 4. Essentially, in this
work we take the point of view that pp singularities lead at
most to a breakdown of the worldline approach and are not
necessarily signaling an apparent breakdown of the EFT.
On the other hand, sp singularities are potentially more
problematic, but also come hand in hand with a divergence
in metric perturbations (in any frame). This means that it is
essential to understand the nonlinear dynamics of the
system before drawing any conclusion on the relevance
of these classes of singularities.

II. DEFORMATIONS OF
EXTREMAL BLACK HOLES

In this section, we revisit deformations of extremal
charged BHs from [100]. We introduce the setup by
reviewing background solutions and the decoupling of
perturbations thereof in pure Einstein-Maxwell theory. The
solutions of interest are stationary deformations to the near-
horizon regions of extremal BHs, so we take particular care
to discuss the various subtleties and tensions of the
respective limits. We then solve for these deformations
explicitly and discuss some of their properties.

A. Reissner-Nordström black holes:
Background and perturbations

Consider Einstein-Maxwell theory in D ¼ dþ 2 dimen-
sions with cosmological constant Λc:c:, described by the
following action:

SEM ¼
Z

dDx
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
−g

p �
1

2κ
ðR−2Λc:c:Þ−

1

4
FμνFμν

�
: ð2:1Þ

In terms of the Planck mass MPl, 1=κ ¼ Md
Pl. For conven-

ience, we will concentrate on asymptotically AdS space-
times and write

Λc:c: ¼ −
ðD − 1ÞðD − 2Þ

2L2
; ð2:2Þ

where L denotes the AdS radius. The asymptotically flat
and dS cases can be reached via the limit L → ∞ or
analytic continuation L2 ↦ −L2, respectively. In organiz-
ing the EFT expansion it can be useful to work with a
noncanonically normalized gauge field, Âμ ¼ κ−1=2Aμ, so
that

κSEM¼
Z

dDx
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
−g

p �
1

2
ðR−2Λc:c:Þ−

1

4
F̂μνF̂

μν

�
; ð2:3Þ

such that the Planck scale factors out of the tree-level
action. With this normalization, assuming Λ is the cutoff of
the EFT, loop corrections will be suppressed by powers of

κΛD−2 ¼
�

Λ
MPl

�
D−2

: ð2:4Þ

The general structure of the EFT is then schematically

κSEFT ¼
Z

dDx
X
lmnp

clmnpðκΛD−2Þl

×
�
Riemann

Λ2

�
n
�∇
Λ

�
2m
�
F̂
Λ

�
2p

: ð2:5Þ

More explicitly, we mean to include every scalar operator
(up to field redefinitions) constructed out of appropriate
powers of the Riemann tensor, the field strength F̂ab, and
covariant derivatives, and l indicates the loop order at
which a particular term is expected to arise.
Returning to the leading two-derivative action (2.3), the

background equations of motion associated to this are

GμνþΛc:c:gμν¼ κTμν; Tμν¼FμαFν
α−

1

4
FαβFαβgμν;

ð2:6Þ

and

∇μFμν ¼ 0: ð2:7Þ

For convenience, we restrict ourselves to static and
spherically symmetric, and electrically charged background
solutions, which correspond to the following ansatz:

ḡμνdxμdxν ¼ −AðrÞdt2 þ dr2

BðrÞ þ r2dΩ2
d; ð2:8aÞ

F̄ ¼ Ψ0ðrÞdt ∧ dr; ð2:8bÞ

where dΩ2
d is the round metric on Sd. The solution

to the Einstein-Maxwell equations (2.6) and (2.7) of this
form is the AdS RN solution, and it is given by
AðrÞ ¼ BðrÞ ¼ fðrÞ, for
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fðrÞ ≔ 1þ r2

L2
−

2M
rD−3 þ

Q2

r2ðD−3Þ ; ð2:9aÞ

ΨðrÞ¼ q
rD−3 ; Q2 ¼ðD−3Þq2κ

D−2
: ð2:9bÞ

To study perturbations on top of the D-dimensional
AdS RN backgrounds, we consider small perturbations
h ≔ g − ḡ and δF ≔ F − F̄ around the background solu-
tions and linearize the equations of motion (2.6) and (2.7)
in these. Following [111], it is natural to decompose
perturbations with respect to the background spherical
symmetry in terms of tensor, vector, and scalar harmonics.
Particular linear combinations of the gauge-invariant var-
iables known as “master variables,” which mix the gravi-
tational and electromagnetic (EM) perturbations, obey
Schrödinger-like “master equations,”

□2ΦM−UMΦM ¼ 0; □2·≔−
1

f
∂
2
t ·þ∂rðf∂r·Þ; ð2:10Þ

where M∈ fT; Vþ; V−; Sþ; S−g labels the tensor, vector,
and scalar modes respectively—V� and S� are mixtures of
the gravitational and gauge vector and scalar modes,
respectively. Further, UMðrÞ is a mode-dependent effective
potential containing the angular dependence, although the
details of the effective potential are irrelevant in the
upcoming discussions and we will drop the subscript M
for now. See Appendix A for more details.
We shall be interested in the near-horizon region, where

Schwarzschild-like coordinates are inconvenient. Instead
we employ ingoing coordinates ðv; r; xiÞ with

v ≔ tþ r�; dr� ≔
dr
f
: ð2:11Þ

The perturbations now obey the master equation (2.10)
with

□2· ¼ 2∂v∂r ·þ∂rðf∂r·Þ: ð2:12Þ

Due to staticity of the background, we can use the Killing
vector k ¼ ∂=∂v to decompose the perturbations in terms of
its eigenfunctions ΦMðt; rÞ ¼ e−iωvϕMðrÞ, so that (2.10)
reduces to the following master equation:

fϕ00
M þ ðf0 − iωÞϕ0

M − UMϕM ¼ 0; ð2:13Þ

on which we focus for the rest of this work.

B. The extremal limit

AdS RN has two real horizons r�, which are implicitly
defined by fðr�Þ ¼ 0, while the degenerate extremal
horizon rH is implicitly defined by fðrHÞ ¼ 0 and
f0ðrHÞ ¼ 0 simultaneously. For asymptotically flat RN

BHs in D dimensions, this is explicitly given by

rD−3
� ¼ M �

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
M2 −Q2

p
; ð2:14Þ

so the extremal limit is reached when

jQj ¼ M: ð2:15Þ

It will often be convenient to repackage dependence on the
AdS length scale L into the quantity σ,

σ ¼ 1þ ðD − 2ÞðD − 1Þ
ðD − 3Þ2 ς; with ς ¼ r2H

L2
: ð2:16Þ

Then, for the extremal solution, the near-horizon fðrÞ takes
the form

fðrÞ ¼ ðD − 3Þ2σ
r2H

ðr − rHÞ2 þ…: ð2:17Þ

C. Stationary black hole at its extremes

We are interested in the deformations considered in
[100,101,103,104]—these are stationary perturbations of
extremal BHs within the near-horizon limit. The extremal
limit is in tension with both the stationary limit and the
near-horizon expansion, and the order in which these
expansions are performed is subtle.

1. Near-horizon

In what follows we shall solely be interested in the near-
horizon limit and operate under the premise that additional
matter sources/boundary conditions can, in principle, easily
be considered to generate the tidal deformations of interest
while maintaining acceptable r → ∞ behavior. Our main
concern is hence ensuring consistency at the horizon in the
stationary and extremal limits.
By stationary perturbations, we mean solutions to (2.13)

withω ¼ 0. As an ordinary differential equation, the master
equation (2.13) has singular points at the horizon(s) r ¼ r�
(or r ¼ rH in the extremal limit), and the classification into
regular and irregular singular points depends on whether
the stationary and/or extremal limits are taken. Note that
stationary perturbations are a very tuned subclass (of zero
measure) within the class of general perturbations. In fact,
the zero-frequency limit of dynamical perturbations behave
very differently from the actual static modes. However, as
we will see in Sec. VA, it turns out that nonstatic modes are
not within the regime of validity of the EFT for any finite
cutoff, i.e., even just in pure GR, at the horizon for extremal
solutions.
Physically, extremal BHs should be seen as the limit

of subextremal BH physics. More precisely, the near-
horizon dynamics of extremal BH perturbations are to
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be understood as the extremal limit of the near-horizon
dynamics of nonextremal BH perturbations. For singular
geometries, one motivation for this is the criterion estab-
lished in [112]. At its core, this states that zero-temperature
singular solutions are admissible if they can be reached as
the zero-temperature limit of nonsingular finite-temperature
solutions. The physical motivation for this is that for such
geometries, the would-be naked singularities at zero-tem-
perature would be shielded by the horizon of a regular
geometry in the finite-temperature case.

2. The near-horizon limit

In the subextremal case, it is convenient to parametrize
the departure from extremality with the positive dimension-
less coefficient ε,

ε ¼ rþ − r−
rþ þ r−

; ð2:18Þ

and the distance to the horizon with the variable ρ defined
as ρ ¼ r − rþ. The near-horizon and near-extremal limits
then correspond to expansions in ε and ρ=rþ, respectively,
and we shall make use of the expansion

fðrÞ ¼ f0ðrþÞρþ
1

2
f00ðrþÞρ2 þ… ð2:19Þ

within the near-horizon limit. Notably f0ðrþÞ ¼ OðεÞ and
vanishes in the extremal limit, so let us define β ¼ 2f0ðrþÞ

εf00ðrþÞ,
which is finite in the extremal limit. In the near-horizon
region, the master equation (2.13) can be approximated by3

ðρ2 þ εβρÞϕ00 þ ð2ρþ εβÞϕ0 −U�ϕ ¼ 0; ð2:20Þ

where U� ≔ 2ðU=f00Þjrþ . The solutions are Legendre’s
functions,

ϕ ¼ APαðzÞ þ BQαðzÞ; ð2:21Þ

with integration constants A and B, and

α ¼ 1

2
ð−1þ

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1þ 4U�

p
Þ; z ¼ 1þ 2ρ

εβ
: ð2:22Þ

The combination ρ=ε in the expression for z is symptomatic
of the tension between the extremal and near-horizon
expansions. In the strictly subextremal case, the near-
horizon limit corresponds to z → 1, and the nonextremal
solution (2.21) takes the form

ϕ ∼ A

�
1þ 1

2
αðα − 1Þðz − 1Þ þ…

�

þ B

�
c −

1

2
logðz − 1Þ þ…

�
; ð2:23Þ

for some constant c involving digamma functions. Finite
boundary conditions at the horizon require B ¼ 0, and the
remaining solution is regular on the horizon. We will
discard the former branch of solutions even in the extremal
case, regardless of the behavior at the boundaries, as they
would not arise from regular nonextremal solutions.

3. Extremal limit

The horizon ceases to be analytic in the extremal limit as
z becomes large. Setting B ¼ 0 from the outset for finite
boundary conditions at the horizon in the subextremal case,
the asymptotic expansion of the solution (2.21) in ε is

ϕ ∼ A

�
Γð−1 − 2α̃Þ
Γð−α̃Þ2

�
βε

ρ

�
1þα̃

þ � � �

þ Γð1þ 2α̃Þ
Γðα̃Þ2

�
βε

ρ

�
−α̃

þ…

�
; ð2:24Þ

where α̃ is the extremal limit of α. The subleading terms
come in the form of a power series in ε=ρ, so even for α̃∈C
we can simply rescale the integration constants by the most
negative real power of ε, respectively, in order to obtain
finite solutions in the extremal limit. What remains is

ϕ ¼ ϕ0ρ
α̃; ð2:25Þ

where ϕ0 is some constant. Had we not set B ¼ 0 from the
outset, the other solution with exponent −ð1þ α̃Þ could
have also survived. Note that these are precisely the
deformations from [100,103] of the form (1.1), obtained
by directly solving the extremal limit of the master
equation (2.13),

ρ2ϕ00 þ 2ρϕ0 − Ũ�ϕ ¼ 0; ð2:26Þ

with Ũ� the extremal limit of U�. In terms of their notation,
the scaling exponents are

γ� ¼−
1

2
�
�
α̃þ1

2

�
¼ 1

2

�
−1�

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1þ4Ũ�

q �
: ð2:27Þ

We can understand the critical scaling of the near-
horizon solutions from a holographic perspective [113].
The near-horizon limit of the extremal AdS RN metric,

ds2¼ 2

f00ðrHÞ
�
−ρ2

�
f00ðrHÞ

2
dt

�
2

þdρ2

ρ2

�
þr2HdΩ2

d; ð2:28Þ

is the Robinson-Bertotti solution, i.e., AdS2 × Sd with
AdS2 length scale L2 ¼

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
2=f00ðrHÞ

p
. We expect this

3The expansion is performed in a way to carefully account for
any potential divergence and orders of limits.
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AdS2 factor to be generic (under suitable assumptions)
to the near-horizon geometry of extremal BHs even in
theories with other matter fields and higher-derivative
corrections [114,115]—see [116] for a review on this.
This means that we expect to find such critical scaling
behavior of stationary perturbations in the near-horizon
limit even in such more general theories.
If we are only interested in finding the scaling dimensions

themselves (which is the case), it is more straightforward
to follow the procedure outlined in [100]. By using the
isometries of the near-horizon geometry, the problem is
reduced to finding AdS2 × Sd backgrounds and decompos-
ing the perturbationswith respect to the enhanced isometries
thereof—details for this are given in Appendix B. The
resulting perturbation equations are easier to decouple and
will just be algebraic (quadratic) in γ.
In Sec. III we discuss a simple toy model of massive

scalar field on AdS RN that mimics the near-horizon
deformations of extremal BHs.

4. Singularities

In real terms, this translates to the following scaling for
the perturbed metric and Weyl tensors in Schwarzschild-
like coordinates:

h·· ∼ ργ; δC···· ∼ γðγ − 1Þργ−2: ð2:29Þ

Either by changing coordinates ðt;ρÞ↦ ðt;zÞ with z ¼ 1=ρ
or by going into an orthonormal frame, one sees that all
scalar invariants take the form

S¼ ρnγ; n∈Nþ; ð2:30Þ

no matter the number of covariant derivatives acting on
tensors, so long as S is a scalar. Given a causal geodesic with
tangent vector u, normalized as u2 ∈ f−1; 0g, one can
construct a parallel-propagated orthonormal frame by taking
ê0μ ¼ uμ, so that the component of the Riemann tensor
entering the geodesic deviation equation takes the form

R̂1
010 ¼ ðu2Þ2R0101 ⊃ ðu2Þ2ργ−2: ð2:31Þ

We therefore see that a timelike scalar polynomial (sp) or
parallel-propagated (pp) singularity, in the sense of [117],
occurs when γ < 0 or 0 < γ < 2, respectively.
At first sight, the presence of either type of singularity on

the extremal horizon might be concerning and prompt a
dismissal of the solution. However, (2.23) shows that all of
these singular solutions arise as nonextremal solutions that
are regular at the horizon, so they are “good” and hence
admissible singular solutions in the sense of [112]. For AdS
RN BHs, [101] takes the perspective that modes with γ < 0
signal an RG instability in the IR of the dual field theory
and that the gravitational theory will nonlinearly deform to
a less symmetric near-horizon geometry.

In physical terms, pp singularities cause divergent tidal
forces for point-particle observers—in other words, they
lead to breakdown of the worldline EFT, as argued in [104].
In and of itself this is not necessarily problematic since it
may only point to a failure of the geodesic/geometric optics
approximation, and what is more relevant is whether wave
packets or, more precisely, quantum field evolution can be
made sense of past the singularity. It is also worth noting
that for certain singularities where the worldline EFT
breaks down, the propagation of strings may nevertheless
be well defined [118,119] for γ > 1.
By contrast, sp singularities (if they exist) are clearly

dangerous even for quantum fields, as they would seem to
undermine the validity of the EFT. One crucial difference
between the two types of singularities is that for pp
singularities the metric perturbation remains small as we
approach the horizon, meaning we expect their properties
to be robust predictions valid even in the nonlinear theory.
For the would-be sp singularities, metric perturbations
blow up, and it would be necessary to understand the
nonlinear dynamics to understand the fate of the (potential)
singularity. From the holographic perspective, this corre-
sponds to thinking about how quantities behave as the
temperature of the dual theory T → 0. Although the tidal
forces become large as T → 0, this behavior is mild in
comparison to a potential sp–singularity.
In what follows we shall focus principally on γcrit ¼ 0 as

the critical value that divides regular or mildly pp–singular
situations, for which metric perturbation theory is under
control, from the potentially truly singular behavior, for
which metric perturbation theory breaks down. We cer-
tainly do not preclude the possibility that breakdowns of
descriptions also occur in other cases and, in particular, for
0 < γ < 2, viewing for instance γcrit ¼ 2 or γcrit ¼ 1=2 as
the marginal cases. However, the behavior one can identify
for γ < 0 does signal a problematic class of singularities on
which we will focus.

III. MASSIVE SCALAR EFT ON ADS RN

The deformations of interest in the following section on
UV sensitivity are gravitational scalar modes. It is thus
natural to expect that we can obtain similar results with a
scalar field EFT which is decoupled from the scalar
gravitational perturbations.4 In this section we illustrate

4While we do expect the behavior of the scalar gravitational
mode to be captured by a particular class of scalar field EFTs, not
all scalar field EFTs are representative of the gravitational scalar
mode. This scalar example only serves as simple illustration on
how an EFT can correctly capture the behavior of the UVeven at
the onset of an apparent singularity and how perturbations
breakdown before the EFT does, indicating a lack of evidence
for high UV sensitivity. However, we do not expect all parameters
of this scalar EFT to be representative of a fully-fledged
gravitational model.
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this with a concrete EFT example of a scalar EFT endowed
with a (partial) UV completion.

A. Spectator scalar nonminimally coupled
to Einstein-Maxwell

Consider a massive scalar field ϕ nonminimally coupled
to Einstein-Maxwell theory (2.3). We shall consider the
scalar field as a spectator so that its background solution is
ϕ ¼ 0 meaning we can neglect its self-interactions in the
analysis of perturbations and that it decouples from the
gravitational perturbations. Nevertheless, the scalar can still
interact with the background curvature and Maxwell field
with the leading operators being given by

κLϕ ¼ −
1

2

�
gμν −

β1
Λ2

Rμν −
β2
Λ2

Rgμν

−
β3
Λ2

F̂μαF̂μ
α −

β4
Λ2

F̂2gμν
�
ð∇μϕÞð∇νϕÞ

−
1

2
m2ϕ2

�
1 −

β5
Λ2

F̂2

�
þ…; ð3:1Þ

in a generic EFT. We have not included Rϕ2 interactions as
including them would mean we are no longer considering
the IR theory to beEinstein-Maxwell and a decoupled scalar,
and in addition, they can easily be removed by a field
redefinition. Due to the shift symmetry recovered in the
massless limit, we regard terms such as R2ϕ2 as arising at
orderm2=Λ4, meaning they can be neglected in our analysis.
The particular interaction β1 arises at loop level [120] from
self-interactions of the scalar, and the β3- and β4-interactions
can arise from loops of charged particles which couple to ϕ.
When this theory is coupled to dynamical gravity, or

more precisely Einstein-Maxwell theory (2.3), we may
remove the β1, β2 couplings by a field redefinition, where
they generate an additional contribution to the prototypical
Goldstone EFT operator L ⊃ ð∇ϕÞ4 as well as additional
F2∇ϕ∇ϕ interactions.5 Ignoring the self-interactions of the
scalar, the relevant terms are therefore

κLϕ ¼ −
1

2

�
gμν −

β̃3
Λ2

F̂μαF̂ν
α −

β̃4
Λ2

F̂2gμν
�
ð∇μϕÞð∇νϕÞ

−
1

2
m2ϕ2

�
1 −

β5
Λ2

F̂2

�
ϕ2; ð3:2Þ

where the field redefinition invariant coefficients β̃3 and β̃4
are given in Appendix C. We also discuss causality/
unitarity implications on the respective signs of these
coefficients. In particular, we show how β̃4 − β5 < 0
may be favored in some marginal cases.

B. Critical scaling γ0 = 0

The action for the scalar field in the basis (3.2) on the
background of the AdS RN solution is

S ¼
Z

dv
Z

dD−2Ω
Z

drrD−2
�
1

2

�
−2 ∂ϕ

∂v
∂ϕ

∂r
− f

�
∂ϕ

∂r

�
2
�

×

�
1þ ðβ̃3 þ 2β̃4Þ

ðψ 0Þ2
Λ2

�

− 1

2r2
ð∇SdϕÞ2

�
1þ 2β̃4

ðψ 0Þ2
Λ2

�

− 1

2
m2

�
1þ 2β5

ðψ 0Þ2
Λ2

�
ϕ2

�
; ð3:3Þ

with ψ ¼ Ψ
ffiffiffi
κ

p
and Aμdxμ ¼ −ΨðrÞdt. For staticity and

spherical symmetry, we decompose the scalar field as

ϕðv; r; xiÞ ¼ ϕðrÞSðxiÞ: ð3:4Þ

For a given multipole l, in the near-horizon limit r → rH,
the static modes then satisfy

ðD − 3Þ2σ
r2H

ðρ2ϕ00 þ 2ρϕ0Þ − k2S
r2H

1þ 2β̃4λ

1þ ðβ̃3 þ 2β̃4Þλ
ϕ

−
m2ð1þ 2β5λÞ
1þ ðβ̃3 þ 2β̃4Þλ

ϕ ¼ 0; ð3:5Þ

with k2S ¼ lðlþD − 3Þ and

λ ≔
ðψ 0Þ2
Λ2

¼ ðD − 2Þ
r2HΛ2

½ðD − 3Þ þ ðD − 1Þς�: ð3:6Þ

We see that, as expected, the equation for the scalar
field (3.5) takes the form of (2.26) and so the solutions
take the form of scaling solutions (1.1) with critical
exponent

γ¼1

2

0
@−1þ

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1þ 4

ðD−3Þ2σ
m2ð1þ2β5λÞr2Hþk2Sð1þ2β̃4λÞ

1þðβ̃3þ2β̃4Þλ

s 1
A:

ð3:7Þ

Since we are working with a truncated EFT action, this
formula is only meaningful to first order in λ, so we write

γ ¼ γ0 þ γEFT; γ0 ≔ γjλ¼0; ð3:8Þ

then

γ0¼
1

2

0
@−1þ

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1þ 4

ðD−3Þ2σ ðm
2r2Hþk2SÞ

s 1
A ð3:9Þ5Additionally, we need to perform wave function and mass

renormalizations due to the cosmological constant.
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is the analogue of what we referred to as γGR in the
Introduction. Since we are considering D-dimensional
geometries, which are asymptotically AdSD, we may
consider negative m2 provided we satisfy the D-dimen-

sional Breitenlohner-Freedman (BF) bound m2 > − ðD−1Þ2
4L2 .

We may therefore make the mode marginal by choosing the
BH mass to be

m2r2H ¼ −k2S: ð3:10Þ

This requires considering BHs of size comparable or larger
than the asymptotic AdSD length scale. In this case

γ̂≔ γjγ0¼0¼ 2ðβ̃4−β5Þ
1

Λ2r2H

ðD−2Þ½D−3þðD−1Þς�k2S
ðD−3Þ2σ :

ð3:11Þ

So for this choice we see that the sign of γ for a marginal
mode is uniquely determined by the combination of Wilson
coefficient β̃4 − β5. This simple example illustrates the
essential feature noted in [103,104], that the nature of the
singularity is strongly sensitive to the signs of EFT Wilson
coefficients. For β̃4 − β5 > 0, γ̂ is positive but generically
γ̂ < 2—this corresponds to the pp–singularity in the
gravitational case. For β̃4 − β5 < 0, γ is negative which
corresponds to a potential sp–singularity. Indeed, the scalar
perturbations diverge at the horizon and generic higher
derivative scalar EFT operators also diverge. At first sight,
this feature may seem to indicate a breakdown of the low-
energy EFT. However, as we shall see below, this feature is,
in fact, already present in the (partial) UV completion we
shall consider below. Hence, rather than signaling an EFT
breakdown, the EFT is, in fact, successful at capturing the
relevant behavior of the partial UV precisely.

C. Backreaction and validity of EFT

Although our scalar example does not couple to gravity
at the linear level, it will nonlinearly. Since ϕ ∼ ϕ0ρ

γ, the
stress-energy tensor for the scalar scales as

κT∼r−2H ϕ2
0ρ

2γ κ2TμνTμν∼r−4H ϕ4
0ρ

4γ: ð3:12Þ

This will source a gravitational perturbation h ∼ ϕ2
0ρ

2γ .
Thus, if γ < 0 in the scalar sector, then this will inevitably
lead to metric perturbations going out of control, assuming
the EFT remains under control. Whether or not this is the
case depends on the structure of the scalar EFT. If we
assume that (i) ϕ is a Goldstone-like mode, so that its
interactions are dominated by derivative interactions, and
(ii) the EFT is that of a weakly-coupled UV completion
characteristic of string theory as in (2.5), then we expect

κSEFT ¼
Z

dDx
X

l;m;n;p;q

cl;m;n;p;qðκΛD−2Þl

×

�
Riemann

Λ2

�
n
�∇
Λ

�
2m
�
F̂
Λ

�
2p�∇ϕ

Λ

�
2q
: ð3:13Þ

In this case, we expect the scalar EFT to breakdown when
ð∇ϕÞ2 ∼ Λ2, which is when ϕ2

0ρ
2γ ∼ Λ2r2H. In order to

describe the BH within the EFT we require ΛrH ≫ 1, and
so we see that if γ < 0, then perturbation theory will
necessarily breakdown before the EFT does.
If the scalar EFT is essentially nongravitational, then the

operator expansion can simply be generalized from the flat
space κ → 0 scalar EFT promoted to a curved background,

SEFT¼
Z

dDx
X

m;n;p;q

cm;n;p;q

×

�
Riemann

Λ2

�
n
�∇
Λ

�
2m
�
F
Λ

�
2p
�∇ϕc

ΛD=2

�
2q
; ð3:14Þ

in terms of the canonically normalized field ϕc. From this
expansion, we see that the EFT breaks down when
ð∇ϕcÞ2 ∼ ΛD or ð∇ϕÞ2 ∼ Λ2κΛD−2, which occurs when

ϕ2
0ρ

2γ ∼ Λ2r2H

�
Λ
MPl

�
D−2

: ð3:15Þ

If the cutoff Λ is well below the Planck scale, then for small
BHs the EFT may go out of control before perturbation
theory, but for large mass BHs perturbation theory always
breakdown before we can reach this conclusion. We cannot
regard γ < 0 as indicating UV sensitivity, we can only infer
that in this case the fate of the near horizon solution must be
dealt with nonlinearly in the full EFT, and only once that
nonlinear solution is known can we ascertain if the EFT
also breaks down before reaching the horizon.

D. Critical scaling γ0 = 1 and γ0 = 2

In the gravitational case both γ ¼ 1 and γ ¼ 2 are regular
since h is analytic in ρ. In our scalar toy model we can
achieve this in the absence of EFT corrections by consid-
ering a scalar with mass m and tuning the BH mass to be

σ ¼ 2fγcrit × ðD − 3Þ2ðm2r2H þ k2SÞ; ð3:16Þ

with f1 ¼ 1 or f2 ¼ 3. When EFT corrections are included,
we depart from regularity, in general, with marginal scaling
exponent given by

γ̂jγ0¼γcrit
¼ γcrit − 2fγcritλðβ̃3 þ 2β̃4 − 2β5Þ

þ 2ðβ̃4 − β5Þλ
k2S

ðD − 3Þ2σ : ð3:17Þ
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E. Scalar-Maxwell UV completion

We now explore the extremal BH from a UV perspective.
We first provide an explicit example of partial UV
completion before pushing the BH to its extreme.

1. Example of UV completion

A partial UV completion of (3.1) is any theory whose
cutoff is parametrically higher thanΛwhich may be used to
capture physics at scales where the EFT (3.1) is certain to
break down. The simplest possibility is to imagine a tree-
level UV completion for which new states of mass Λ may
be integrated in, and the simplest realization of that is when
the new state is a scalar field.6 With this in mind, consider a
heavy state H of mass Λ ≫ L−1 coupled to the photon and
the scalar ϕ, described by the Lagrangian

κL ¼ 1

2
R −

1

2
ð∇HÞ2 − 1

2
Λ2H2 −

1

4
eα1HF̂2

−
1

2
eα2Hð∇ϕÞ2 − 1

2
eα3Hm2ϕ2: ð3:18Þ

Integrating out the heavy field H will generate interactions
of the form

κΔL¼ 1

2Λ2

�
1

4
α1F̂

2þ1

2
α2ð∇ϕÞ2þ1

2
α3m2ϕ2

�
2

þ…;

ð3:19Þ

which corresponds to a contribution

β̃4 ¼
α1α2
4

; β5 ¼
α1α3
4

: ð3:20Þ

The marginal perturbation has γ̂ < 0 when

α1ðα2 − α3Þ < 0: ð3:21Þ

At the level of this partial UV completion, we see no
obstruction to γ̂ being negative or positive assuming the
couplings α1 and α2 − α3 can be chosen to have opposite or
the same sign.

2. Extremality in the UV

We are now in a position to ask what exactly happens
in the (partial) UV theory. At the level of near-horizon
perturbations, the analysis is straightforward. Since F̂2 is
constant in the near-horizon limit by symmetry, there
continues to be an AdS2 × Sd background solution with

ϕ ¼ 0 and constant H ¼ H0, as long as

H0e−α1H0 ¼ −
α1
4Λ2

F̂2: ð3:22Þ

The decoupled scalar satisfies the equation

□ϕ −m2eðα3−α2ÞH0ϕ ¼ 0; ð3:23Þ

which leads to the exact (in perturbation theory) scaling
exponent,

γϕ¼
1

2

0
@−1þ

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1þ 4

ðD−3Þ2σ ½e
ðα3−α2ÞH0m2r2Hþk2S�

s 1
A:

ð3:24Þ

Tuning to the marginal mass m2 ¼ −k2S=r2H, which
to reiterate is allowed by the D-dimensional BF bound
provided

k2S <
ðD − 1Þ2

4

r2H
L2

; ð3:25Þ

then

γ̂ϕ¼
1

2

0
@−1þ

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1þ 4k2S

ðD−3Þ2σ ½1−eðα3−α2ÞH0 �
s 1

A. ð3:26Þ

Givenα1H0 > 0 (as F̂2 < 0 for electrically chargedBHs), γϕ
is manifestly negative (positive) when α1ðα3 − α2Þ > 0
(< 0), as expected.We thus see that the sign of the couplings
in the UV theory determine the fate of the marginal singular
modes, as anticipated by the EFTanalysis. Far from breaking
down, the EFT is correctly capturing an essential feature of
the UV theory.
The new scalar H has perturbations which mix with the

scalar photon and graviton modes, but for ðΛrHÞ2 ≫ 1 the
mixing is negligible, and we have a largely decoupled
massive state with its own scaling exponent for static
perturbations,

γH≈
1

2

0
@−1þ

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1þ 4

ðD−3Þ2σ ðΛ
2r2Hþk2SÞ

s 1
A≫2: ð3:27Þ

So the perturbation analysis of the UV theory is
almost perfectly captured by the EFT, at least for
BHs with ΛrH ≫ 1, as expected. In the UV theory
we can, in principle, consider small BHs with ΛrH ≲ 1.
However, in this particular UV realization, by writing
(3.22) as

6Such a simple example of UV realization is naturally not
expected to be representative to the fully fledged gravitational
case, however, our concern here is in the way in which the UVand
IR provide an equivalent description of the near-horizon physics,
and for this purpose this example illustrates well what happens in
gravitational situations.
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α1H0e−α1H0 ¼ −
α21
4Λ2

F̂2; ð3:28Þ

we infer

−F̂2 ≤
4eΛ2

α21
; ð3:29Þ

given F̂2 < 0 for electrically charged BHs and xe−x ≤ e−1.
This amounts to saying we only have the AdS2 × Sd back-
ground solution as long asΛrH ≳ jα1j. For BHswith smaller
mass, the heavy field can no longer sit at itsminimum, and its
perturbations will then become significant.
For ΛrH ≫ 1, the perturbative analysis remains a good

approximation as long as we can neglect the backreaction
of the scalar field. Assuming αi are similar in magnitude,
when ð∇ϕÞ2 becomes comparable to F̂2 ∼ r−2H thenH starts
to receive order unity departures fromH0. Given ϕ ¼ ϕ0ρ

γ ,
this occurs precisely when ϕ0ρ

γ ∼ 1, which is our naive
estimate of when perturbation theory breaks down in
Sec. III C. This regime is, however, still captured by the
EFT since it is simply when we need to account for the
higher order interactions in (3.19). The EFT only begins to
go out of control when the perturbative corrections toH are
such that the αiH reach order unity. Assuming all the αi are
comparable in magnitude, this is when

α2ð∇ϕÞ2 ∼ Λ2; ð3:30Þ

which (apart from the factors of α) is consistent with our
naive estimate of when the EFT breaks down, namely when

ϕ ∼
ΛrH
jαj ≫ 1: ð3:31Þ

Again, this is necessarily after perturbation theory has
broken down.

IV. EXTREMAL ADS RN AND THE UV

Let us now turn to near-horizon deformations of
extremal AdS RN BHs in the EFT of gravity. In particular,
we will closely examine the critical exponents in GR and
identify a tower of marginal deformations subject to UV
sensitivity, before discussing corrections from extended
versions of the examples in the Introduction.

A. Critical exponents

The critical exponents for the tensor, vector, and scalar
deformations to extremal AdS RN in pure Einstein-
Maxwell theory (2.3) are given in (E1). They follow from
(2.27) with the effective potentials derived from the
spherical decomposition described in Appendix A and
explicitly given in [111]. These are functions of the horizon
size rH and the multipole moments l∈ f2; 3;…g.

The tensor, vectors, and EM scalar modes all have
positive-definite critical exponents, so they are not asso-
ciated to sp singularities on the horizon and do not allow
for marginal cases—we shall therefore not focus on them.
However, the critical exponent for gravitational scalar
modes can become arbitrarily small in magnitude and even
negative, which is associated to sp singularities on the
horizon—this is exacerbated for larger BHs and in higher
dimensions. The explicit formula is

γS−¼−
1

2
þ1

2

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
5þ 4k2S

ðD−3Þ2σ−4

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1þ 4k2S½1þðD−3Þσ�

ðD−3Þ2ðD−2Þσ2

svuut :

ð4:1Þ

In D ¼ 4, the l ¼ 2 and l ¼ 3 modes are always
pp–singular, and the larger the BH is, the more modes
with l > 3 are also pp–singular. Deformations of extremal
AdS RN in D ≥ 5 are always sp–singular for 2 ≤ l ≤
D − 3 and for sufficiently large BHs with l > D − 3. In
particular, the scaling is marginal with γcrit ¼ 0, i.e.,
γS− ¼ 0 (and hence vulnerable to UV corrections) when

σ ¼ −
2

D − 4
þ D − 2

2ðD − 4ÞðD − 3Þ2 k
2
S: ð4:2Þ

This can be achieved for l ≥ D − 3 in D ≥ 5.7 As an
example, Fig. 1 shows γS− as a function of the BH mass
here captured by σ given in (2.16) for several l-modes
in D ¼ 11. In the full nonlinear theory, generically all
modes will be excited, so deformations to extremal AdS
RN BHs in D ¼ 4 and D > 4 will generically be pp–and
sp–singular, respectively. This means that deformations to
extremal AdS RN BHs are generically singular [100,101].

FIG. 1. The scaling dimension γS− for gravitational scalar
modes in D ¼ 11 for various l as a function of σ ¼ 1þ
45r2H=32L

2. Physically, σ > 1 correspond to BHs in AdS,
σ < 1 captures BHs in dS, while the line σ ¼ 1 indicates the
asymptotically flat limit.

7Note that l ¼ 2 is only possible when D ¼ 5.
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Analytic continuation to Λ > 0 is achieved by extending
the domain of σ from ½1;∞Þ to [0, 1). Modes with
l > D − 3 on backgrounds with sufficiently large BHs
are still singular, but for l ≤ D − 3 only some BHs are.
The asymptotically flat limit is given by taking σ → 1

and is degenerate with the small BH limit. As before, the
critical exponents are positive-definite for the tensors,
vectors, and EM scalars for all physical modes, while
for the gravitational scalar modes

γS− ¼ −
1

2
þ jl − D−3

2
j

D − 3
: ð4:3Þ

Similar to AdS RN, this can be arbitrarily close to zero and
even negative. In D ¼ 4, we find that γS− ∈Nþ, so the
perturbations are smooth on the horizon. However, in
higher dimensions γS− is generally fractional, indicating
lack of smoothness on the horizon. For l < 3ðD − 3Þ the
modes are pp–singular, and for l < ðD − 3Þ they are sp–
singular, with the marginal γS− ¼ 0 achieved for
l ¼ D − 3, which requires D ≥ 5 to be physical. Note
that for D > 5 there is always at least one mode which
is sp–singular at the horizon. For D ¼ 5 there are no
sp–singular modes, but there is always the marginal mode.

B. Corrections from the UV

A notable feature of the gravitational scalar modes is that
for every l ≥ D − 3 in D ≥ 5, there exists a rH=L (via σ)
for which the near-horizon scaling is marginal, i.e.,
γS− ¼ γcrit. As previously mentioned, we are particularly
interested in the case where γcrit ¼ 0, and we see from (4.3)
that the ðl; σÞ ¼ ðD − 3; 1Þ deformation of asymptotically
flat RN BHs is always marginal, while for higher l it is just
a matter of finding a sufficiently large σ.
This opens up an intriguing possibility for UV sensi-

tivity, generalizing the observation first noticed in [103] for
asymptotically flat RN backgrounds—a similar example
was discussed in [121].
Of course, generic external sources will not excite modes

with specific l—rather they excite a combination of all
of them. Modes with different l will also be generated
nonlinearly, even though these will be suppressed in
perturbation theory. However, for the purpose of finding
configurations which are UV sensitive, switching on
specific modes is meaningful since it allows us to focus
on the special cases where UV sensitivity can be identified.
This is comparable to thinking about scattering in terms of
partial wave amplitudes. Each partial wave amplitude is
associated physically with a highly-tuned initial configu-
ration of a spherical partial wave at infinity incoming on the
center. Although a highly-tuned initial state, it is the correct
one to think about the partial wave amplitudes, which are
the eigenstates of the S-matrix in a spherically symmetric
scattering problem. In the same sense we would like
to think of the scaling exponent as a field-redefinition

invariant observable like the partial wave amplitudes,
which can be probed by a specific (if highly-tuned)
configuration. Furthermore, in talking about the static
deformations, we are already accepting some level of
tuning—truly generic matter perturbations will not lead
to static deformations of extremal black holes in the first
place, as dynamic modes will dominate the behavior.
With this in mind, we can now move to the question:

What do we actually mean by UV sensitivity? We generally
expect UV completions of GR to correct the action (2.3) by
higher-dimension operators including higher-derivative
terms as outlined in (2.5). The effect of these is to change
the effective potential (and possibly the effective propaga-
tion speed) of decoupled modes in (2.13), which show up as
a correction to the near-horizon scaling (1.1) that can be
resummed into the critical scaling exponents into the form
of (1.2). Schematically, given a collection of higher-
derivative operators O with mass dimension ½O� supplied
with Wilson coefficients cO, we expect

S¼SEMþ
Z

dDx
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
−g

p X
O

cO
Λ½O�−DO → γEFT¼

X
O

cOγO:

ð4:4Þ

Let us take γ̂ to denote the scaling exponent in the marginal
case, i.e., when γGR ¼ 0. The existence of singularities on
the horizon of the deformed geometry is very sensitive to
the sign of this quantity γ̂ regardless of how small its
magnitude is. This in turn depends on the signs of the
coefficients cO, which could, in principle, depend on the
nature or field content of the UV completion—this is a form
of UV sensitivity and is superficially in tension with what
we would expect from EFT principles such as decoupling
and separation of scales.

1. IR modification: EFT correction

As a concrete example of corrections to the critical
scaling exponents coming from modifications within the IR
and the UV, let us revisit the example from the Introduction
in more detail. For these, it is convenient to make full use of
the near-horizon geometry symmetries following the pro-
cedure in Appendix B. We take the action to be

κS ¼ κSEM þ c
Λ2

Z
d5x

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
−g

p ðF̂μνF̂
μνÞ2; ð4:5Þ

where SEM is given in (2.3). It is a specific yet generic
correction that one would expect in a low-energy EFT,
which is parametrized by the Wilson coefficient c.
The theory admits spherically symmetric, static, and

electrically charged background solutions of the form (2.8)
with metric functions and electrostatic potential,
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AðrÞ¼BðrÞ¼ fðrÞ− c
Λ2

12Q4

r10
; ΨðrÞ¼ q

r2
−16c

κ

Λ2

q3

r8
;

ð4:6Þ

and fðrÞ given in (2.9). The extremal limit is reached when

Q2

r4H
¼ 1þ 2ςþ c

48

Λ2r2H
ð1þ 2ςÞ2;

M
r2H

¼ 1þ 3

2
ςþ c

18

Λ2r2H
ð1þ 2ςÞ2; ð4:7Þ

hence

jQj
M

¼ 1þ 6

Λ2r2H
c ð4:8Þ

in the asymptotically flat limit. This is a special case of the
more general result from [122], that asymptotically flat RN
BHs subject to four-derivative corrections reach extremality
when

jQj
M

¼ 1þ 1

3Λ2r2H
c0 ð4:9Þ

in D ¼ 5, where as we shall see in Sec. VI c0 is ultimately
the field redefinition invariant combination that enters this
physical quantity and is given explicitly in terms of the EFT
coefficients in (6.2).
The fact that the charge-to-mass ratio at which extrem-

ality is reached receives corrections and has been sug-
gested as providing a resolution or explanation of the
WGC [82,84,122]. The idea is that BHs themselves are
the objects that allow Q=M > 1 with violations more
pronounced for smaller mass BHs, providing a decay
channel by which large charged BHs may radiate charge.
In other words, smaller mass BHs appear as superex-
tremal relative to large mass BHs (even though they are
protected by two horizons). Such an argument would
imply that c0 > 0—in our simple example, this amounts
to c > 0. More precisely, we may expect this to be true
only as long as the BHs are treated purely classically.
Since quantum corrections kick in at OðκΛ3Þ, we can
arguably only require

c > −jOðκΛ3Þj: ð4:10Þ

This is precisely what we expect from positivity bounds
for gravitationally coupled theories [62–74]. Separate
arguments suggesting (approximate) positivity of correc-
tions to Q=M have been given in [82,84,122].
As discussed, stationary perturbations of these extremal

BHs exhibit critical scaling in the near-horizon region with
explicit exponents given in Appendix E. For the gravita-
tional scalar modes, these take the form of (1.2), with

γGR ¼ γS− given in (E3). In D ¼ 5 the GR contribution
vanishes when σ ¼ −2þ 3k2S=8, where k2S ¼ lðlþ 2Þ,
and hence

γ̂ ¼ −
c

Λ2r2H

72k2Sðk2S − 4Þ2
15k4S − 128k2S þ 256

: ð4:11Þ

If c > 0, then this is negative-definite for all l ≥ 2. In the
asymptotically flat limit, the marginal mode corresponds to
l ¼ 2, in which case the expressions above reduce to the
ones given in the Introduction. This result can be easily
generalized to account for the complete set of four-
derivative EFT operators, which will be given in Sec. VI
as in (6.1), leading to

γ̂ ¼ −
8c0

3Λ2r2H
; ð4:12Þ

where, as previously mentioned, c0 is expressed in terms of
the other Wilsonian coefficients as in (6.2).

2. Partial UV completion: Tower of massive spin-0

Next, consider Einstein-Maxwell-Dilaton theory in D
dimensions, withN scalars withmassesmi for i∈ f1;…Ng,
described by the following action:

κSEMD ¼
Z

dDx
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
−g

p �
1

2
ðR−2Λc:c:Þ−

1

4
e
P

N
i¼1

αiϕi F̂μνF̂
μν

þ
XN
i¼1

�
−
1

2
∇μϕi∇μϕi−

1

2
m2

iϕ
2
i

��
: ð4:13Þ

The number of fields can, in principle, be infinite N → ∞,
and the mass spectrum can be taken to be continuous. We
want to treat the αi perturbatively and have chosen our
normalization such as to reproduce the Einstein-Maxwell
action (2.3) as mi → ∞ and the example (1.11) from the
Introduction for N ¼ 1. This is a partial UV completion to
Einstein-Maxwell theory with higher-derivative corrections
when the dilaton masses mi are very large relative to the
background curvature. In this case, we can ignore the kinetic
term for the dilaton so the individual equations of motion for
the dilatons become

m2
iϕi ¼ −

1

4
αiF̂μνF̂

μν

�
1þO

�
α2i
m2

i

��
: ð4:14Þ

At energies E ≪ mi, we can find the tree-level effective
action by evaluating the full action on the stationary point for
the dilaton to give

κSEMD⊃
Z

dDx
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
−g

p �
−
1

4
F̂μνF̂

μνþ 1

32m2
eff

ðF̂μνF̂
μνÞ2þ…

�
;

ð4:15Þ
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where we have defined the effective mass meff via

1

m2
eff

¼
X
i

α2i
m2

i
: ð4:16Þ

We identify this truncated effective theory with the
EFT-corrected theory (4.5) with Wilson coefficient

c ¼ Λ2

32m2
eff

; ð4:17Þ

and the Lorentz-invariant cutoff Λ ¼ minfmig. More gen-
erally, the low-energy dynamics of the massive dilatons are
captured by a F̂2ðnþ1Þ term at order OðΛ−2nÞ together with
higher derivative corrections.
Let us consider D ¼ 5 again from now on. The full

theory admits AdS2 × S3 background solutions given in
(E14), and we can use the decomposition (B3) to find the
critical scaling exponents. These take the form of

γ ¼ γGR þ δγ; ð4:18Þ
with γGR as before and δγ given in (E15), respectively. The
notation δγ is simply meant to imply that we are working
perturbatively in the coupling constants αi; this is, however,
not perturbative in the EFT sense as we are still fully
nonperturbatively in rHmi and other relevant quantities. For
the marginal case, when the GR contribution vanishes, we
now find

γ̂ ¼ −
3k2Sðk2S − 4Þ2

4ð15k4S − 128k2S þ 256Þ
�
2χ̂ −

1

r2Hm
2
eff

�
;

χ̂ ¼
XN
i¼1

2α2i
r2Hm

2
i þ k2S

; ð4:19Þ

which is non-negative when

m2
effr

2
Hχ̂ ≤

1

2
: ð4:20Þ

From the perspective of the UV theory, γ̂ does not have a
preferred sign. However, if we think of (4.15) as a partial UV
completion for the F4-correction and to be able to trust the
BH solutions within the EFT, then we require the dilaton
masses to be large relative to the background curvature.
Whenwe are allowed to integrate out themassive dilaton the
leading-order term is

γ̂ ¼ −
1

r2Hm
2
eff

9k2Sðk2S − 4Þ2
4ð15k4S − 128k2S þ 256Þ þOððmeffrHÞ−4Þ:

ð4:21Þ

This matches the expectation from the F4-contribution
in (4.12) and is manifestly negative. In this sense, the

EFT does have a preferred sign to be embeddable in this
class of UV completions. The marginal case in the asymp-
totically flat limit corresponds to l ¼ 2 and reproduces the
example from the Introduction. What is remarkable in
the AdS case is that this is negative for all l modes,
whenever the BH mass is tuned to make γGR vanish. This
observation prompts a conjecture that the EFT corrections to
marginal perturbations are, in fact, always negative, or at
least bounded from above by a small number. That this
should be the case in gravitational theories is argued for
physically in Sec.VI based on theWGCaswell as on unitary
arguments using holographic considerations, and further
evidence is given in another situation.

V. BREAKDOWN OF BREAKDOWNS

In the previous sections, we saw that in the asymptoti-
cally AdS case, for every harmonic l there exists a BH with
tuned size rH=L, deformations of the near-horizon geom-
etry which are marginal. The sign of the marginal scaling
exponent γ̂ depends on the signs of the Wilson coefficients,
so it seems that the nature of the singularities on the horizon
of deformed extremal BHs is strongly sensitive to the
details of the UV theory. This could be seen as suggesting a
breakdown of EFT near the horizon, but—as our previous
(partial) UV completion shows—this is not the case. This
section aims to address this more generally, by determining
when metric perturbation theory and EFT break down,
respectively. It will indeed turn out that for γ < 0, metric
perturbation theory will have gone out of control by the
time EFT breaks down.

A. Effective field theory

Effective field theory breaks down when curvature
invariants of the geometry become large—this is when
the asymptotic expansion in higher-derivative interactions
goes out of control. For this, we have to consider both
curvature invariants of the unperturbed and the deformed
geometry.
At the level of the unperturbed background geometry,

this means that the EFT regime of validity is schematically
defined by

�∇
Λ

�
a
�
Rie
Λ2

�
b
≪ 1; ð5:1Þ

where again we mean all scalar operators built out of the
prescribed number of derivatives and powers of the
Riemann tensor. It can happen that lower-order operators
are accidentally small, and so to ensure that the asymptotic
EFT expansion is meaningful we should impose this
criterion in the limit a; b → ∞. For the sake of concrete-
ness, we can consider a curvature invariant evaluated on the
horizon such as
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ðRnÞ ¼ Rμ1
μ2R

μ2
μ3…Rμn

μ1 ∼
1

r2nH
; ð5:2Þ

which leads to the intuitive bound ΛrH ≫ 1 on the back-
ground curvature. There are no other scales in the system,
so this is the strongest bound we expect to find on the
background.
However, it is also necessary to check that the perturba-

tions to the curvature invariants do not go out of control. To
obtain the strongest bound on h, we may consider operators
that vanish on the undeformed background, such as

R̃ ≔ R − R̄; ð5:3Þ

where R̄ is the constant background value for the Ricci
scalar. At each order in perturbations we may construct the
following curvature invariant that is uniquely determined
by the linearized perturbations R̃n. Demanding that the
perturbations are under control implies

R̃n∼
�
γðγþ1Þh0ρ

γ

L2
2

�
n
∼
�
γðγþ1Þh0ρ

γ

r2H

�
n
≪Λ2n: ð5:4Þ

Treating γ ∼Oð1Þ and denoting rL ¼ minfL2; rHg, we see
that we require from the limit n → ∞,

h ∼ h0ργ ≪ ðΛrLÞ2; ð5:5Þ

in order for EFT expansion to remain under control. For the
specific marginal mode γGR ¼ 0, the regime of validity is
enhanced to

h ∼ h0ργ̂ ≪
1

γ̂
ðΛrLÞ2: ð5:6Þ

Assuming, as is expected from positivity bounds
[25,28,68,71], that the Wilson coefficients are of order
unity, then the EFT corrections to the marginal case ensure
that γ̂ ∼ ðΛrHÞ−2. Putting this together, the bound on the
amplitude of the marginal perturbations to remain within
the validity of the EFT is

h ∼ h0ργ̂ ≪ ðΛrHÞ4: ð5:7Þ

Since the EFT validity of the background requires
ΛrH ≫ 1, then the perturbations of all modes are in the
regime of EFT validity whenever h≲Oð1Þ.
On a perturbatively constructed background geometry,

the dynamics of fields propagating on the background
geometry will also be restricted. The curvature invariants
which reflect this will be built out of covariant deriva-
tives acting on fields in addition to the ones present in
(5.1)—the effect of these are captured by the wave
vectors, kμ ¼ðkv;kρ;k♭Þ, normalized such that k2 ¼−m2.
Therefore, the EFT regime of validity for perturbations

propagating on top of the background will be given by�∇
Λ

�
a
�
Rie
Λ2

�
b
�
k
Λ

�
c
≪ 1: ð5:8Þ

The most stringent bounds on the perturbation k are
obtained by contractions for which ðaþ 2bÞ=c is mini-
mized. Defining Bμν ¼ Rμανβkαkβ and splitting Rie ¼
Rieþ δRie, we have to linear order

TrBb ⊃ δRμ1
α1μ2β1k

α1kβ1R̄μ2
α2μ3β2k

α2kβ2…R̄μb
αbμ1βbk

αbkβb

∼h0jkj2k2vγðγ−1Þργ−2r6−4bH SþOðργ−1Þ; b≥ 2:

ð5:9Þ

When b ¼ 1,

δRμνkμkν ∼ h0kvjkjγr−1H ργ−1 þ…; ð5:10Þ

as the leading order Oðργ−2Þ contribution is proportional
to hL—we recognize this as pure gauge. However, in the
b → ∞ limit, this recovers the bound we previously
found for the background. One may consider similar
contractions with lower ðaþ 2bÞ=c. For instance, con-
sider Cμν ¼ ðR2Þαμβνkαkβ, with which

TrCBn ⊃ δðR2Þμ1α1μ2β1kα1kβ1 R̄μ2
α2μ3β2k

α2kβ2…R̄μn
αnμ1βb−2k

αnkβn

∼ γðγ−1Þh0k2vjkj2nr−2n−2H ργ−2S;

n¼ b−2≥ 1: ð5:11Þ

In the limit b → ∞, this leads to the bound

jkj ≪ Λ2rH: ð5:12Þ

Next, we may consider contractions of the form

ðkα∇αÞaδR ∼ kav∂ρδRþ…

∼
Γðγ þ 1Þ

Γðγ − aþ 1Þ k
a
vρ

γ−a

×
h0½12 − 3k2S þ 2γðγ þ 1Þð5þ σÞ�

18r2H
S

þOðργ−aþ1Þ; a ≥ 2: ð5:13Þ

As a → ∞, this leads to the bound

kv ≪ Λ2ρ; ð5:14Þ

for generic γ. This is remarkable in and of itself—it tells
us that nonstatic modes exit the regime of validity of the
EFT as we approach the horizon. At finite temperature, or
equivalently for nonextremal black holes, the scaling in ρ
is replaced by the temperature, and the upper bound is
finite even as we approach the horizon. However, in the
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extremal limit, the description breaks down for any
perturbation with finite frequency. Since this occurs for
any finite Λ, this is not a statement about higher-derivative
corrections to the Einstein-Hilbert action per se. Take, for
instance, the tidal deformation caused by other extremal
black holes in the extremal multi-black hole configura-
tions. Even in the absence of intermediate scale Λ correc-
tions, loop corrections from gravitons, which are always
present, will induce UV corrections whose counterterms
will be of the above form. In D > 4, γ is generically
noninteger, and the above bounds show us that we are
unable to describe nonstatic perturbations at the horizons as
soon as we consider quantum corrections.

B. Metric perturbation theory

Schematically, the expansion of the Einstein-Maxwell
action (2.3) in metric perturbations takes the form

κS½h� ∼
Z

dDx
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
−g

p
h∂2½hþ h2 þ…�: ð5:15Þ

The quadratic action in perturbations is the part responsible
for linearized perturbation theory. It is clear that perturba-
tion theory breaks down when the action, as an asymptotic
expansion in perturbations, is no longer well defined. This
occurs when higher-order terms in the action dominate, so a
naive guess for when control over perturbations is lost is

h ∼ h0ργ ∼Oð1Þ; ð5:16Þ

in an orthonormal frame.
We should be concerned that the actual coefficients of

individual terms in the actual action for perturbations (F1)
might vanish—in the worst case, all higher-order terms
vanish, and the quadratic term is trivially under control;
however, we can check that this is trivially not the case, for
instance, it suffices to explicitly evaluate the Einstein-
Maxwell action on shell up to quartic order. By treating the
spherical harmonics as Oð1Þ again, the integrands are
approximately

κLð3Þ
on-shell∼

h30ρ
3γ

r2H
; and κLð4Þ

on-shell∼
h40ρ

4γ

r2H
ð5:17Þ

even when γGR ¼ 0. We see that as long as h0ργ ≪ 1, we

also have Sð4Þon-shell ≪ Sð3Þon-shell, confirming our earlier naive
estimate.
The threshold for a breakdown of metric perturbation

theory will have already been reached when the EFT is out
of control. Finding singular behavior on the horizon hence
only indicates a breakdown of metric perturbation theory.
This suggests that the configuration described above is
unstable, so we expect the near-horizon geometry to be
replaced by a different solution. This need not be static or
particularly symmetric in any sense, and it is generically

not clear that there should even be a static endpoint to this
evolution. This is consistent with the holographic perspec-
tive provided in [101], where new IR geometries stable
within a restricted class of perturbations were found, but
doubt is cast onmore generally stable solutions being found.
This is supported by the examples in Sec. IV B, where

the deformations appear to suffer from singularities on their
horizons in both the IR theory (4.5) and its UV completion
(4.13). The fact that this effect persists even in the UV
therefore suggests that the EFT managed to accurately
capture the UV physics. In this sense, the apparent UV
sensitivity of γ̂ and the possibility of γ̂ < 0 are features
rather than bugs of the EFT. From this perspective—at least
based on what occurs around the marginal γGR ¼ 0 case—
there appears, in fact, to be no evidence of UV sensitivity
that we can see. In reaching the marginal case, where the
contribution from GR vanishes and the leading EFT ones
would otherwise be left exposed (or amplified), in all the
situations we have witnessed, rather than to allow for this
possibility, the UV seems to “protect” itself pushing γ̂ to
slightly negative values where the symmetric black hole
solution can no longer be trusted and is likely replaced
nonlinearly by a less symmetric one, where the fate of the
EFT corrections are yet to be explored.

VI. UV SENSITIVITY: A CONJECTURE

We have seen in explicit examples for perturbations of
extremal BHs in asymptotically flat or AdS spacetimes,
both for gravitational perturbations and pure scalars, it is
possible to find BHs for which specific modes are marginal,
meaning that their fate is strongly sensitive to UV correc-
tions. In addition to corrections coming from the F4-term,
we can also consider corrections to the critical exponents
for deformations of AdS RN due to the full set of four-
derivative EFT corrections to the Einstein-Maxwell action,

κSEFT ¼
Z

d5x
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
−g

p �
c1
Λ2

R2 þ c2
Λ2

RμνRμν þ c3
Λ2

RμνρσRμνρσ

þ c4
Λ2

RF̂2 þ c5
Λ2

RμνF̂
μ
λF̂

νλ þ c6
Λ2

RμνρσF̂
μνF̂ρσ

þ c7
Λ2

ðF̂2Þ2 þ c8
Λ2

F̂μ
νF̂ν

ρF̂ρ
σF̂σ

μ

�
: ð6:1Þ

It was previously noted in [103] that these lead to
deformations of asymptotically flat RN with negative
marginal scaling exponent γ̂ < 0 when the Wilson coef-
ficients respect the signs expected for WGC and vice versa.
More specifically, the field redefinition invariant combi-
nation of Wilson coefficients,

c0 ¼
1

2
c1þ

11

2
c2þ

31

2
c3þ3c4þ6ðc5þc6Þþ9ð2c7þc8Þ;

ð6:2Þ
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enters both the extremal charge-to-mass ratio (4.9) and γ̂
in (4.12) (for l ¼ 2) within the asymptotically flat limit,
with the sign satisfying the WGC and related entropy
bounds leading to a negative contribution to γ̂ [82,122]. Our
perspective in the rest of this section is that this is not a
coincidence. As discussed at the end of Sec. V, this could,
in fact, be seen as a way for the UV to protect itself in
situations where it could otherwise lead to a well-defined
EFT with exposed UV operators (i.e., where the leading
EFT operators would otherwise be amplified).

A. Near-horizon negativity

There are proposals for the WGC in AdS, but the status
of a definite statement is unclear [123–125]. It is, however,
notable that in our specific UV completions, there is a link
at the level of individual contributions. UV corrections are
seen to enter γ̂ in (4.11) of deformed extremal AdS RN with
a negative coefficient causing worse behavior on the
horizons of the deformed extremal AdS RN BHs. If we
consider the ratio of charge to mass designed to be unity in
the absence of EFT corrections,

ηðMÞ¼Q2ð1þ3ς=2Þ2
M2ð1þ2ςÞ ¼ 1þc

12

Λ2r2H

ð1þ2ςÞ
ð1þ3ς=2Þþ…;

ð6:3Þ

then we see that individual contributions push towards
satisfying the WGC in the sense of ηðM1Þ > ηðM2Þ
for M1 < M2.
Our perturbation analysis was exclusively focused on the

near extremal horizon geometry, which is sufficient to
determine the scaling exponents γ. Locality would suggest
that the near-horizon physics cannot know if the full higher-
dimensional spacetime is asymptotically AdS or flat. Let us
suppose that the general tenor of the WGC is true in the
above sense, namely that at tree-level c0 ≳ 0 and that this
similarly implies that γ̂ ≲ 0 for the marginal mode at tree-
level. It is reasonable to expect that there is a purely
holographic interpretation of this result in terms of a
putative dual theory to the near-horizon AdS2 × S3 back-
ground. Indeed, from the perspective of AdS2 holography,
corrections pushing us towards more negative γ (such as the
ones from known partial UV completions or with Wilson
coefficients obeying known bounds) are precisely the ones
trying to move further away from the unitarity bound on the
AdS2 scaling dimension Δ.8 Taken together, these obser-
vations suggest the following argument, which we dub
near-horizon negativity.

Near-horizon negativity–Whenever the bulk gravita-
tional mode is marginal, we expect tree-level corrections
to the scaling coefficient to be negative, regardless of the
asymptotics of the bulk geometry. If true, then this result
will apply to every l-mode, for which the BHmass is tuned
so that the GR mode is marginal. Accounting for the
familiar violations of strict positivity due to gravitational
interactions [62,64–66,68], i.e., possible loop corrections to
the previous argument, then our conjecture is that for
marginal modes in the gravitational sector

γ̂ ≤ þOðκΛD−2Þ
Λ2r2H

: ð6:4Þ

We stress that whilst we do not have a rigorous proof
of this conjecture, we do have “experimental evidence,”
namely the particular partial UV completion (4.13) sat-
isfies this for every l mode as seen in (4.21). We provide
further evidence in the slightly more nontrivial example in
Sec. VI C below.

B. Constraints on four-derivative corrections

Let us now study the consequences near-horizon neg-
ativity has on the four-derivative corrections to the Einstein-
Maxwell action (6.1). For this, we must determine the EFT
corrections to the scaling exponent. There is, however, one
subtlety which is not encountered in the asymptotically flat
case. The generic EFT corrections from (6.1) modify the
background solution in such a way that the asymptotic AdS
length scale is corrected. It is only meaningful to compare
scaling exponents for theorieswith the same asymptotics. To
account for this, we must either account for the redefinition
of L when the EFT corrections are included, or work in a
form of the EFTaction for which there are no corrections to
the asymptotic cosmological constant. The latter is most
easily done by performing the field redefinitions that put the
EFT corrections into the minimalWeyl tensor form from the
outset,

κSEFT ¼
Z

d5x
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
−g

p �
c3
Λ2

CμνρσCμνρσ þ c6
Λ2

CμνρσF̂
μνF̂ρσ

þ c̃7
Λ2

ðF̂2Þ2 þ c̃8
Λ2

F̂μ
νF̂ν

ρF̂ρ
σF̂σ

μ

�
; ð6:5Þ

where we have defined the field redefinition invariant
combinations c3, c6, together with

c̃7 ¼ c7þ
1

36
c1−

7

36
c2−

19

72
c3þ

1

6
c4−

1

6
c5−

1

4
c6; ð6:6Þ

c̃8 ¼ c8 þ c2 þ
4

3
c3 þ c5 þ

4

3
c6: ð6:7Þ

The corrections to the critical scaling exponents in this
theory can then be determined from the general expressions

8The fact that the scaling dimensions γ contain nontrivial
information about physical UV completions should not come as a
surprise. The effective potential for perturbations around back-
grounds, in different limits, is also bounded by infrared and
quasinormal mode causality through the scattering time delay and
quasinormal mode frequencies, respectively [59,110,126].
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given in Appendix E 2. From around (E11) it can be shown
that the marginal critical exponent takes the form of

γ̂ ¼ −
1

Λ2r2H

64k2S
256 − 128k2S þ 15k4S

c̃0; ð6:8Þ

and

c̃0 ¼
1

16
ðk2S − 4Þ2c0 þ

1

64
ðk2S − 8Þ½ð72 − 21k2SÞc3

þ 8ðk2S − 4Þc6�: ð6:9Þ

Since c̃0 enters γ̂ with a negative coefficient, near-horizon
negativity would require c̃0 ≳ 0. The asymptotically flat
limit corresponds to k2S ¼ 8 and reproduces the original
WGC bound,

c̃0ðl ¼ 2Þ ¼ c0 ≳ 0: ð6:10Þ

The general bound c̃0 ≳ 0 on AdS RN will give an infinite
tower of additional bounds. Concretely, the new bounds
beyond the asymptotically flat WGC come from l > 2.
In particular, we note that if we assume near-horizon

negativity is valid in the limit kS → ∞, meaning for large
BHs, then we infer

ĉ0 ¼ lim
l→∞

c̃0ðlÞ
k4S

¼ 1

64
ð4c0−21c3þ8c6Þ≳−jOðκΛD−2Þj:

ð6:11Þ

This conjectured positivity bound is quite independent of
the asymptotically flat case on c0.

C. Further evidence: Einstein-Maxwell-Dilaton

We have so far considered the IR gravitational theory to
be Einstein-Maxwell plus EFT corrections with (4.13) as an
explicit example UV completion. However, an obvious
extension is to consider the theory (4.13) and split the
N ¼ NL þ NH scalar fields into NL light dilatons and NH
heavy ones, which may be integrated out. The extended IR
theory is now a particular Einstein-Maxwell-(Multi-)
Dilaton theory,

κSIR ¼
Z

dDx
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
−g

p �
1

2
ðR − 2Λc:c:Þ −

1

4
e
P

NL
i¼1

αiϕi F̂μνF̂
μν

þ
XNL

i¼1

�
−
1

2
ð∂ϕiÞ2 −

1

2
m2

iϕ
2
i

��
; ð6:12Þ

which itself receives EFT corrections from integrating out
the heavy states. The scaling exponents can again be split
into

γ ¼ γIR þ γEFT: ð6:13Þ

Since the dilaton affects the scaling exponents γIR at order
α2i , it is clear that the condition for marginality is modified
in a manner that depends on αi and mi for i ¼ 1…NL.
Nevertheless, it remains the case that we can tune the BH
mass such that γIR ¼ 0 for a given l. Once this choice is
made, the remaining correction γEFT comes entirely from
the heavy states i ¼ ðNL þ 1Þ…N. To order α2i this
correction is determined from (E15), which keeping only
the leading terms in an expansion in 1=m2

i for the heavy
states gives

γEFT ¼ AΔ
XN

i¼NLþ1

α2i
m2

i r
2
H

ð6:14Þ

with z ¼ 1þ k2S
4σ −

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1þ 1þ2σ

3σ2
k2S

q
and with the overall coef-

ficient A defined as

A ¼ −18k2Sð1þ 2σÞð−4zσ − 4þ k2SÞ
þ 6ð1þ 2σÞ2	−12ðz − 2Þzσ þ k2Sð1þ 3zÞ
 ð6:15Þ

¼−6k2S
ð1þ2σÞ

σ

 
4ð1−σ2Þþ3σð2σ−1Þ

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1þ1þ2σ

3σ2
k2S

r !
:

ð6:16Þ

Given σ > 1 and
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1þ 1þ2σ

3σ2
k2S

q
> 1, we infer that A is

always negative,

A<−6k2S
ð1þ2σÞ

σ

	
4ð1−σ2Þþ3σð2σ−1Þ
 ð6:17Þ

<−6k2S
ð1þ2σÞ

σ
ð3þ2ðσ−1Þþ2ðσ−1Þ2Þ< 0: ð6:18Þ

A slightly more involved analysis shows that for l ≥ 2, the
prefactor Δ is positive for all σ > 1. Putting this together,
we infer that

γ̂< 0; ∀ l≥ 2; rH=L≥ 0: ð6:19Þ

Thus even though we have modified the IR theory to
include a set of light dilatons of arbitrary light masses,
and the condition for marginality is modified, the EFT
corrections coming from the heavy states which are
sufficiently massive to integrate out are universally neg-
ative, consistent with the near-horizon negativity conjec-
ture. Of course, we have only demonstrated that this holds
in this particular UV completion (at order α2), and it
would be interesting to explore other examples which
probe different EFT operators.
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VII. CONCLUDING REMARKS

In this work, we considered stationary deformations to
the near-horizon geometry of extremal BHs in AdS. We
think of these as background tidal deformations induced by
matter sources external to the BH. These tidal deformations
exhibit critical scaling near the extremal horizon, with
critical exponents γ given by the scaling dimensions of dual
operators in the putative boundary of the near-horizon
AdS2 factor. Due to the rigidity of this near-horizon
geometry, this applies universally to generic EFTs in the
presence of generic higher-derivative corrections. These
higher dimension operators show up as corrections to the
near-horizon perturbations that can be resummed into the
critical exponents. Metric perturbations are finite or non-
analytic, or appear to be divergent at the horizon, depend-
ing on the sign and magnitude of γ. We have argued that
these singular extremal deformations arise as extremal
limits of regular nonextremal solutions, so they constitute
physical singular extremal geometries that are admissible in
the sense of [112].
These essential features are exhibited by a rather simple

scalar field effective theory. We show that the scaling
exponents of the scalar field may be tuned to be arbitrary
close to zero leading to an apparent UV sensitivity in that
the sign of the scaling exponents is uniquely determined by
higher dimension EFT operators. To clarify this we explore
one particular (partial) UV completion of this theory. An
analysis of both the UVand IR theory show that UV theory
exhibits all of the same features as the EFTand that the EFT
far from going out of control does an excellent job of
capturing the essential physics regardless of the scaling
exponents.
In the case of Einstein-Maxwell theory with a negative

cosmological constant, we identified a discrete tower of
marginal modes in the gravitational scalar sector, for which
the leading-order contribution to the critical exponents
vanishes and EFT corrections dominate, as in the scalar
example. In examples of EFT corrections with Wilson
coefficients derived from explicit UV completions or
satisfying known bounds, we saw that corrections lead
to worse behavior at the horizon. We showed that when
γ < 0 these singularities are associated to metric perturba-
tion theory breaking down rather than the EFT breaking
down, and demonstrated that as in the scalar field example,
explicit UV completions have the same property confirm-
ing that this is not a failure of the EFT.
Motivated by these explicit examples, we conjecture a

set of speculative bounds motivated by the WGC that UV
corrections to marginal perturbations lead to universality
more singular behavior on the horizon. These near-horizon
negativity bounds are strictly stronger than the WGC. We
demonstrated that this conjecture holds for a more general
class of Einstein-Maxwell-Dilaton effective field theories
and argue that it would allow for the UV to protect itself
against UV sensitivity, or in other words against situations

in which EFT operators become “exposed” or physically
“amplified.”
Within the context of this current work, near-horizon

negativity remains a speculative conjecture. To explore it
further, it would be instructive to identify other situations,
for example, by considering loop level UV completions or
other more general UV completions and ascertain if more
concrete physical arguments can be made more robust.
Alternatively, it would be enlightening to explore the
existence of any gravitational counterexample (where the
scalar mode genuinely starts its life as a gravitational degree
of freedom in a UVembeddable theory) and better establish
what central physical properties are responsible for the
change in behavior.
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APPENDIX A: SPHERICAL SYMMETRY
DECOMPOSITION

In this appendix, we briefly summarize the spherical
decomposition of the EM and gravitational perturbations in
Einstein-Maxwell theory (2.3),most closely following [111]
and building on [127,128]. We focus on scalar perturbations
as only they can lead to marginal deformations. Explicit
expressions for the effective potentials are complicated and
of secondary relevance, hence omitted.

1. Scalar perturbations

The scalar harmonic S satisfies

ðΔ̂þ k2SÞS ¼ 0; ðA1Þ

and we define from it scalar-derived vector and tensor
harmonics:

Si¼−
1

kS
D̂iS; Sij¼

1

k2S
D̂iD̂jSþ 1

D−2
γijS; ðA2Þ

where
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k2S ¼ lðlþD − 3Þ; l ¼ 0; 1;…: ðA3Þ

However, l ¼ 0 has constant eigenmodes and therefore
corresponds to just a shift in the background parameters.
The l ¼ 1 mode corresponds to Sij vanishing, and there-
fore needs to be treated carefully.
We parametrize our scalar metric and field strength

perturbations as

δgab¼fabS; δgai¼ rfaSi; δgij¼2r2ðHLγijSþHTSijÞ;
ðA4aÞ

δFab¼−
1

kS
ϵabSDcBc; δFai ¼ ϵabSiBb; δFij ¼ 0;

ðA4bÞ

and define the gauge-invariant variables by

F ¼ HL þ 1

D − 2
HT þ 1

r
DarXa; ðA5aÞ

Fab ¼ fab þ 2DðaXbÞ; ðA5bÞ

with

Xa ¼ gab
r
kS

�
fb þ

r
kS

DbHT

�
; ðA6aÞ

Bb ¼ ðrEb þ kSE0XbÞ: ðA6bÞ

There are two master variables satisfying the master
equation (2.10), the EM and gravitational scalar modes
Φþ

S and Φ−
S , respectively, that are related to the gauge-

invariant variables above via

F ¼ a−Φ−
S þ b−∂rΦ−

S þ aþΦþ
S þ bþ∂rΦþ

S ; ðA7aÞ

E0 ¼ c−Φ−
S þ cþΦþ

S ; ðA7bÞ

E1 ¼ ã−Φ−
S þ b̃−∂rΦ−

S þ ãþΦþ
S þ b̃þ∂rΦþ

S ; ðA7cÞ

for some constants a�, b�, ã�, b̃�, and c�. For l ¼ 1, only
the EM scalar mode is gauge-invariant and dynamical.

APPENDIX B: NEAR-HORIZON ISOMETRIES
DECOMPOSITION

In this appendix, we will briefly outline how to compute
the critical exponents by starting within the near-horizon
limit, following [100].

1. Background

First consider the background. In ingoing coordinates
ðv; r; xiÞ with dv ¼ ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

A=B
p

dtþ dr=B, the most general

static and spherically symmetric ansatz (2.8) becomes

ds2 ¼ −Bdv2 þ 2dvdrþ r2dΩ2
d; ðB1aÞ

F ¼
ffiffiffiffi
B
A

r
Ψ0ðrÞdv ∧ dr; ðB1bÞ

so in the near-horizon limit

ds2 ¼ −BNHρ
2dv2 þ 2dvdρþ r2HdΩ2

d; ðB2aÞ

F ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
BNH

ANH

s
FNHdv ∧ dρ; ðB2bÞ

where ANH ¼ 1
2
A00ðrHÞ, BNH ¼ 1

2
B00ðrHÞ, and FNH ¼

Ψ0ðrHÞ are constants. This is the form of the AdS2 × Sd

ansatz we will use. It is given in Gaussian null coordinates,
which are a natural and well-defined set of coordinates near
null surfaces.

2. Perturbations

Using the isometries of the AdS2 factor in the near-
horizon geometry, we can decompose the metric and field
strength perturbations in the scalar sector as

δg ¼ ργ

" ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ANH

B3
NH

s
f00S

� ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ANHBNH

p
ρ2dv2 þ 2dvdρ

þ 1ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ANHBNH

p ρ−2dρ2
�

þ 2f0Sidxi
�
ρdvþ 1ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

ANHBNH
p ρ−1dρ

�

þ ðhLγijSþ hTSijÞdxidxj
#

ðB3aÞ

δF¼ ργ½aSdv∧ dρþρe0Sidv∧ dxiþρ−1e1Sidρ∧ dxi�;
ðB3bÞ

where f00, f0, hL, hT , a, e0, and e1 are constants. In order
for δF to be closed, we also need

a ¼ −
γ þ 1

kS
e0: ðB4Þ

3. Explicit solution in D= 5

For concreteness, let us give explicit expressions for the
perturbations in Einstein-Maxwell theory (2.3) for D ¼ 5.
The near-horizon ansatz solves the background equations
of motion for
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ANH ¼ 2F2
NHκ

σ

1þ 2σ
; BNH ¼ 4σ

r2H
; ðB5Þ

and the perturbation equations are solved by

hL ¼ 0 ðB6aÞ

f00 ¼
hT

6r4Hðγ þ 1Þðγ þ 2Þ ð16 − 3k2S þ 28γðγ þ 1ÞσÞ ðB6bÞ

f0 ¼
hT

6kSr2H

�
−

k2S
γ þ 1

− 12γσ

�
ðB6cÞ

a¼−
γþ1

kS
e0¼

kS
r2Hγ

e1¼
hT
4
ffiffiffi
2

p 4−k2Sþ4γðγþ1Þσ
κr3H

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1þ2σ

p ; ðB6dÞ

up to gauge transformations.

APPENDIX C: MASSIVE SCALAR FIELD
COUPLED TO A GAUGE FIELD

In this section we shall provide some of the details
related to the massive scalar field ϕ, which is nonminimally
coupled to a Maxwell field, with the leading operators
being given by

κLϕ ¼ −
1

2

�
gμν −

β1
Λ2

Rμν −
β2
Λ2

Rgμν −
β3
Λ2

F̂μαF̂μ
α

−
β4
Λ2

F̂2gμν
�
ð∇μϕÞð∇νϕÞ

−
1

2
m2ϕ2

�
1 −

β5
Λ2

F̂2

�
; ðC1Þ

as considered in Sec. III. Following field redefinitions as
well as wave function and mass renormalizations to
account for the presence of the cosmological constant,
we are led to the following action:

κLϕ ¼ −
1

2

�
gμν −

β̃3
Λ2

F̂μαF̂ν
α −

β̃4
Λ2

F̂2gμν
�
ð∇μϕÞð∇νϕÞ

−
1

2
m2

�
1 −

β5
Λ2

F̂2

�
ϕ2; ðC2Þ

where scalar quartic self-interactions of the form ð∇ϕÞ4 are
ignored as they are irrelevant on a background where
hϕi ¼ 0. The two field redefinition invariant quantities β̃3
and β̃4 are given by

β̃3¼ β3þβ1; and β̃4¼ β4−
1

2ðD−2Þβ1þ
ðD−4Þ
2ðD−2Þβ2:

ðC3Þ
If gravity is nondynamical, then there is a preferred

sign for β̃3 based on positivity/causality arguments in

Minkowski spacetime. For instance, in the field basis
(3.2) we may consider positivity bounds applied to pho-
ton-scalar scattering in Minkowski. These imply β̃3 > 0, a
result which may easily be inferred by considering the
propagation of the scalar in the background field of a point
charge and demanding that the speed of propagation is
subluminal. When extended to the gravitational case, the
positivity bound is expected to be weakened to something
of the form

β̃3 > −OðκΛD−2Þ; ðC4Þ

as discussed in [59,62,65,66,68,71,126]. On the other hand,
causality does not immediately constrain β̃4 because it does
not change the light cone structure of the effective metric
for the scalar. It does, however, change the effective mass of
fluctuations. Consider the above theory on the AdS2 × Sd

that describes the near-horizon geometry of an extremal
BH. The fluctuations may be viewed from the perspective
of the two-dimensional AdS2 geometry. Each l-multipole
fluctuation can be viewed as a two-dimensional scalar of
mass meff , which should respect the D ¼ 2 BF bound,

m2
eff > −

1

4L2
2

: ðC5Þ

As can be seen from the master equation (3.5), the effective
mass is given by

m2
eff ¼

m2ð1þ 2β5λÞ
1þ ðβ̃3 þ 2β̃4Þλ

þ k2S
r2H

1þ 2β̃4λ

1þ ðβ̃3 þ 2β̃4Þλ
; ðC6Þ

with λ given in (3.6). Demanding that the monopole l ¼ 0
satisfies the two-dimensional (2D) BF bound implies

m2ð1þ 2β5λÞ
ð1þ ðβ̃3 þ 2β̃4ÞλÞ

≥ −
1

4L2
2

: ðC7Þ

If we consider a scalar of mass m which saturates the BF
bound for Λ ¼ ∞ (i.e., λ ¼ 0), then for that same state to
respect the bound at finite λ we require the denominator of
the lhs to be positive. This suggests the unitarity/positivity
bound

β̃3 þ 2ðβ̃4 − β5Þ ≥ 0: ðC8Þ

More generally, the range of masses for which there are two
choice of boundary conditions in AdS2 is

−
1

4L2
2

≤ m2
eff ≤

3

4L2
2

: ðC9Þ

Making a similar argument for a monopole state which is
chosen to saturate the upper bound for Λ ¼ ∞, i.e.,
m2 ¼ 3=ð4L2

2Þ, then to continue to have an interpretation
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as a state with alternative boundary conditions at finite Λ,
we would require

β̃3 þ 2ðβ̃4 − β5Þ ≤ 0: ðC10Þ

As can be seen from these arguments, (C8) and (C10) are in
conflict with each other and so in practice at the level of this
analysis, there are no direct known positivity bounds on
β̃4 − β5. In particular, there seems to be no obstruction from
having the coefficient β̃4 − β5 negative. In fact the only case
where both (C8) and (C10) are simultaneously satisfied is
when β̃3 þ 2β̃4 − 2β5 ¼ 0. In this case, since β̃3 is mainly
positive [or only at most weakly negative as suggested by
(C4)], one would expect β̃4 − β5 to be mainly negative.

APPENDIX D: BOUNDARY CONDITIONS
AND MULTIBLACK HOLE SOLUTIONS

A stationary perturbation of a RN BH with appropriate
boundary conditions at the horizon and asymptotic infinity
constitutes a linearization of aBH solution that is close to the
original RN geometry and should be subject to uniqueness
theorems [129,130]. More explicitly, the effective potentials
and their so-called S-deformations given in [111] can be
used to show that extremal modes that are finite at the
horizon are inconsistent with the right fall-off conditions at
asymptotic infinity, establishing perturbative uniqueness.
This means that additional sources able to change the

asymptotic boundary conditions are required to support
near-horizon modes with the desired near-horizon scaling
and fall-off conditions at infinity. We can understand this
from the extremal limit of the subextremal solution (2.24)—
scaling in ε will generically be different at asymptotic
infinity, so the extremal limit will produce non-normalizable
or trivial modes in the absence of external sources.
Physically, these deformations should therefore be thought
of as sourced by tidal deformations.
An explicit realization of this are multi-BH solutions,

which are known to be exact solutions in Einstein-Maxwell
theory. In practice a convenient way of realizing this is to
simply impose Dirichlet boundary conditions at finite
distance, which is particularly natural in asymptotically
AdS spaces.

1. Multiblack hole solutions

The Majumdar-Papapetrou solution is an illustrative
example of an explicit nonlinear realization of the defor-
mations above [131]. This is an exact solution to the
Einstein-Maxwell equations (2.6) and (2.7) given by the
metric

ds2 ¼ −H−2dt2 þH
2

D−3ηijdxidxj;

HðxÞ ¼ 1þ
XN
i¼1

Mi

jx − xijD−3 ; ðD1Þ

and describes a static spacetime with N extremal BHs with
masses Mi and horizons at xi. By linearizing this exact
solution around the horizon of any individual BH, we can
see how it is tidally deformed by the other ones.
For convenience, let us pick x1 ¼ 0 as the reference and

identify M1 ¼ M. Denoting ri ¼ jxij and ρ̂ ¼ jxj, and
defining θi by x · xi ¼ ρ̂ri cos θi, we can write

H ¼ 1þ μþ M
ρ̂D−3 þ

 XN
i¼2

Mi

jx − xijD−3 − μ

!
ðD2Þ

where μ is the monopole contribution induced by the
other BHs,

μ ¼ lim
jxj→0

1

VSd

Z
dΩd

 XN
i¼2

Mi

jx − xijD−3

!
: ðD3Þ

Denoting

H0 ¼ 1þ μþ M
ρ̂D−3 ; ðD4Þ

then we have

H ¼ H0½1þ gðρ̂Þ�;

with gðρ̂Þ ¼ 1

ρ̂D−3H0

XN
i¼2

X∞
j¼1

mijðθiÞ
�
ρ̂

ri

�
D−3þj

; ðD5Þ

where mijðθiÞ ¼ MiC
ðD−3

2
Þ

j ðcos θiÞ and CðαÞ
j are Gegenbauer

polynomials. The monopole j ¼ 0 is removed due to the
introduction of μ.
In the vicinity of the horizon of the first BH ρ̂ ∼ 0 so we

have at leading order

H≈
M

ρ̂D−3 ½1þgðρ̂Þ�; gðρ̂Þ≈ 1

M

XN
i¼2

X∞
j¼1

mijðθiÞ
�
ρ̂

ri

�
D−3þj

:

ðD6Þ
Identifying

ρ̂D−3 ¼ ðD − 3Þ
ð1þ μÞ r

D−4
H ρ; ðD7Þ

then the near-horizon metric to first order in perturbations
takes the perturbed AdS2 × Sd form

ds2 ¼ −ð1 − 2gÞ ðD − 3Þ2
ð1þ μÞ2

ρ2

r2H
dt2

þ
�
1þ 2g

ðD − 3Þ
�

r2H
ðD − 3Þ2ρ2 dρ

2

þ r2H

�
1þ 2g

ðD − 3Þ
�
dΩ2

d;
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with

gðρ̂Þ≈ 1

M

XN
i¼2

X∞
j¼1

mijðθiÞ
�ðD−3Þ
ð1þμÞ r

D−4
H

�ðD−3þjÞ
D−3

 
ρ1þ

j
ðD−3Þ

rD−3þj
i

!
:

ðD8Þ

We see that orthonormal perturbations to the background
metric scale as

h ∼ ργ; ðD9Þ

with

γ ¼ 1þ j
D − 3

; j∈N: ðD10Þ

Identifying j ¼ l, we see that these are the EM scalar
modes γSþ in (E1) (albeit written in a slightly different
gauge). The monopole l¼ 0 is absent, but the dipole l ¼ 1
is physical. By contrast for the gravity scalar modes γS−,
l ¼ 1 is pure gauge, and l ¼ 2 is the first physical mode.
We see that in D > 4 γ is not generally an integer, which

is merely a manifestation of the fact that horizons of

multi-BH solutions in D ¼ 4 and D > 4 are smooth and
generically nonsmooth, respectively [95–99].

APPENDIX E: CRITICAL EXPONENTS FOR
EXTREMAL REISSNER-NORDSTRÖM

In this appendix, we collect the critical exponents of the
near-horizon scaling solutions (2.25) in GR and its IR and
UV modifications considered in the main text. We only
state the more regular power γþ in (2.27), as the other
branch of the solutions can be switched off by finite
boundary conditions at the horizon in the subextremal case.

1. Pure GR

Let us first consider pure GR. We can use the effective
potentials in [111] to find the scaling for the tensor,

γT ¼ −
1

2
þ 1

2

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1þ 4lðlþD − 3Þ

ðD − 3Þ2σ

s
; ðE1Þ

for the vectors,

γV� ¼ −
1

2
þ 1

2

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
5þ 4ðlþ 1ÞðlþD − 4Þ

ðD − 3Þ2σ � 4

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1þ 2ðlþ 1ÞðlþD − 4Þ½1þ ðD − 3Þσ�

ðD − 3Þ3σ2
svuut ; ðE2Þ

and for the scalars,

γS� ¼ −
1

2
þ 1

2

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
5þ 4lðlþD − 3Þ

ðD − 3Þ2σ � 4

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1þ 4lðlþD − 3Þ½1þ ðD − 3Þσ�

ðD − 3Þ2ðD − 2Þσ2
svuut . ðE3Þ

Note that

γM > 0; M∈ fT; Vþ; V−; Sþg; ðE4Þ

for all σ ∈ ½0;∞Þ and l.
This is, however, not the case for the gravitational scalar

modes γS−. In D ¼ 4 we find that γS− ≤ 2 for

σ ≥
lðlþ 1Þ

4

0
@1 −

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
l2 þ lþ 4

3lðlþ 1Þ

s 1
A: ðE5Þ

For l ≥ 3, the right-hand side of the inequality takes values
in ½1;∞Þ so this is never achieved for Λ > 0. In D ≥ 5 this
is worse, and we even find γS− ≤ 0 if

σ ≥
ðD − 2Þk2S − 4ðD − 3Þ2

2ðD − 4ÞðD − 3Þ2 ; ðE6Þ

for l > D − 3 in σ ∈ ½0;∞Þ. For modes with l ≤ D − 3
this also holds for all σ ∈ ½1;∞Þ and some values of σ when
Λ > 0. This is illustrated for D ¼ 11 in Fig. 1.
Further, note that γS− ≥ −1=2, and this is saturated for

l ¼ ðD − 3Þ=2 at σ ¼ 1. As is shown in Fig. 2, this is
possible only in odd D, although in even D, l ¼ bðD −
3Þ=2⌉ will achieve γ ¼ − 1

2
þ 1

2ðD−3Þ. An exception to this is
D ¼ 5, where the minimum is not attained since l ¼ 1 is
not physical for gravitational scalar modes.

2. IR: EFT correction

In this section, we will derive the critical exponents of
gravitational scalar perturbations in Einstein-Maxwell
theory with EFT corrections. We shall focus on the leading
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four-derivative corrections given by the action

κSEFT ¼ 1

Λ2

Z
d5x

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
−g

p �
c1R2 þ c2RμνRμν

þ c3RμνρσRμνρσ þ c4RF̂
2

þ c5RμνF̂
μ
λF̂

νλ þ c6RμνρσF̂
μνF̂ρσ

þ c7ðF̂2Þ2 þ c8F̂μ
νF̂ν

ρF̂ρ
σF̂σ

μ
�
: ðE7Þ

To find the critical scaling exponents, we follow the
procedure in Appendix B and start directly within the
extremal near-horizon geometry. For simplicity, we restrict
ourselves to D ¼ 5.
In particular, the ansatz (B2) satisfies the background

equations of motion for

ANH ¼ 2κF2
NH

1þ2σ

�
σþ 1

r2HΛ2

1

2ð1þ2σÞ ½2ð−3þ4σÞð−1þ4σ

þ8σ2Þc1þ2ð1−4σþ16σ3Þc2
þ2ð1−4σþ32σ3Þc3þ4ð1−4σþ24σ3Þc4
þ4σð1þ2σÞð−1þ6σÞðc5þ2c6Þ

þ4ð1þ2σÞ2ð−1þ4σÞð2c7þc8Þ�
�

ðE8Þ

BNH ¼ 4

r2H

�
σ þ 1

r2HΛ2
½2ð3 − 4σÞc1 þ 2ðc2 þ c3Þ

þ 4ð1 − 4σ2Þc4 − 4σð1þ 2σÞðc5 þ 2c6Þ

− 4ð1þ 2σÞ2ð2c7 þ c8Þ�
�
: ðE9Þ

Using the decomposition in Appendix B 2, we find that
perturbations on top of this background take the form of the
scaling solutions (1.1) with critical exponents in the form
of (1.2). More specifically, we find that

γEFT ¼ 1

Λ2r2H
Δ
X8
i¼1

ciδγi; ðE10Þ

where

δγ1 ¼ −576ðz − 2Þzð4σ − 3Þσ
− 16k2S½ð−8σ2 − 40σ þ 27Þz − 20σ þ 5�
− 16k4Sð1þ 2σÞ ðE11aÞ

δγ2 ¼ 576ðz − 2Þzð1þ 2σ þ 4σ2Þσ
− 16k2S½ð56σ2 þ 28σ þ 9Þzþ 48σ2 þ 80σ þ 31�
þ 40k4Sð1þ 2σÞ ðE11bÞ

δγ3 ¼ 576ðz−2Þzð1þ4σþ16σ4Þσ
þ16k2S½−ð256σ2þ20σþ9Þz−144σ2−280σ−47�
þ64k4Sð−1þ7σÞ ðE11cÞ

δγ4 ¼ −1152ðz − 2Þzð−1þ 4σ2Þσ
þ 96k2Sð1þ 2σÞ½ð10σ − 3Þzþ 2σ þ 3�
− 96k4Sð1þ 2σÞ ðE11dÞ

δγ5 ¼ 576ðz − 2Þzσ2½ðz − 6Þσ − 2�
− 48k2S½9z2σ2 − 12zσð1þ 4σÞ − 4ðσ2 þ 6σ þ 2Þ�
− 36k4S½ð−3zþ 8Þσ þ 2� − 9k6S ðE11eÞ

δγ6 ¼ 2304ðz − 2Þz½ð9z − 14Þ þ 2�σ2
− 192k2S½ð9z2 − 32z − 7Þσ2 − ðzþ 19Þσ − 2�
þ 48k4S½ð9z − 14Þσ þ 2� − 36k6S ðE11fÞ

δγ7 ¼ −2304ðz − 2Þzð1þ 2σ2Þσ
þ 192k2Sð1þ 2σÞ½3zð1þ 6σÞ þ 2σ þ 13� ðE11gÞ

− 576k4Sð1þ 2σÞ ¼ 2δγ8; ðE11hÞ

and

Δ ¼ 1

3
ðγGR þ 1ÞðγGR þ 2Þf−48ð1þ γGRÞ2

× ð2þ γGRÞ2ð−1þ 2γGRÞσ2
þ 8k2S½ð6γ2GR þ 10γGR þ 3Þσ − 4γGR − 6�
þ 3k4Sð2γGR þ 3Þg−1: ðE12Þ

For convenience we have also further defined

z ¼ γ2GR þ γGR ¼ 1þ k2S
4σ

−
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1þ 1þ 2σ

3σ2
k2S

r
: ðE13Þ

FIG. 2. The (more regular) scaling dimension γþ for the most
singular mode with l ¼ bðD − 3Þ=2⌉ in various dimensions D.
For odd D, the minimum γ ¼ −1=2 is attained at σ ¼ 1.

DEFORMATIONS OF EXTREMAL BLACK HOLES AND THE UV PHYS. REV. D 111, 024056 (2025)

024056-25



The asymptotically flat limit is given by sending σ → 1 and
reproduces the expressions in [103].

3. UV: Einstein-Maxwell-Dilaton

In this section, we derive the critical exponents in
Einstein-Maxwell-Dilaton theory with action (4.13), treat-
ing everything perturbatively in α. We are only interested in
the critical exponents, so we follow the procedure in
Appendix B and start directly within the extremal near-
horizon geometry.
For simplicity, we restrict ourselves to D ¼ 5. Then, the

ansatz (B2) satisfies the background equations of motion
for

ϕi ¼
αiBNHκF2

NH

2m2
i

; ðE14aÞ

ANH ¼ κF2
NH

2

�
4

3

1þ 3ς

1þ 2ς
þ 3

r2Hm
2
eff

ð1þ 4ςÞ
�
; ðE14bÞ

BNH ¼ 4

r2H
ð1þ 3ςÞ − 9

m2
effr

4
H
ð1þ 2ςÞ2; ðE14cÞ

where meff is defined in (4.16). Since each scalar is only
nonzero at order OðαÞ, the corrections in the perturbation
equations will come in at Oðα2Þ. Thus the first nontrivial
corrections to the critical exponents will come in at Oðα2Þ.
In the end, we are only interested in the gravitational

scalar modes, as these are the ones that exhibit the singular
behavior we are interested in. The decomposition in
Appendix B 2 then renders the perturbation equations
algebraic in the constants, and the critical exponent takes

the form (4.18) with γGR as given in (E1) and

1

Δ
δγ¼−9k2Sð1þ2σÞð−4zσ−4þk2SÞχ

þ 6

m2
effr

2
H
ð1þ2σÞ2½−12ðz−2Þzσþk2Sð1þ3zÞ�;

ðE15Þ

where

χ ¼
XN
i¼1

2α2i
r2Hm

2
i þ k2S − 4zσ

: ðE16Þ

APPENDIX F: EINSTEIN-MAXWELL
ACTION EXPANSION

An expansion of the Einstein-Maxwell action (2.3) in the
metric and field strength perturbations h and δF takes the
form

SEM½g; F� ¼
X∞
N¼0

SðNÞ½ḡ; h; F̄; δF�; ðF1Þ

where SðNÞ has N factors of the metric or field strength
perturbations in total. When evaluated on the background,
Sð0Þ is just some constant and Sð1Þ is a boundary contri-
bution at most. Furthermore, when evaluated on shell of
perturbations, the quadratic action Sð2Þ is also only a
boundary contribution.
The explicit form of the cubic action is

1

3!κ1=2
Sð3Þ½h; δF� ¼

Z
dDx

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
−g

p �
hμν
�
hρσ∇σ∇½νhρ�μ þ hμρð∇σ∇½ρhσ�ν þ∇ρ∇½σhν�σÞ

þ∇νhμρ∇½σhρ�σ þ∇½νhρ�μ∇σhρσ þ∇νhσ ½ρ∇σ�hμρ þ
1

2
h∇ρhμρ∇σhνσ

−
1

2
∇ρhσ ½ν∇ρhσ�μ −

1

2
∇ρhσν∇½ρhσ�μ −

1

4
∇σhνρ∇σhμρ −

3

8
∇μhρσ∇νhρσ

þ 1

8
∇μh∇νh −

1

2
hμρhνσR̄ρσ þ

1

2
δFρ

νδFρμ

�

− κ1=2δFμν

�
hρσF̄μρhνσ þ

1

2
F̄ρσhμρhνσ

�
þ κF̄μνhσλhνλF̄ρðμhσÞρ

�
ðF2Þ

and that at quartic order,
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1

4!κ
Sð4Þ½h; δF� ¼

Z
dDx

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
−g

p �
hμνhμρhνσ

�
−∇λ∇½σhλ�ρ −∇σ∇½λhρ�λ þ

1

2
hρλR̄σλ þ

1

2
hκλR̄ρκσλ

�

þ hμνhμρhσλ
�
−∇λ∇½ρhσ�ν −∇ρ∇½λhν�σ þ

1

2
hσκR̄νρκλ þ

1

2
hνκR̄ρλσκ

�

þ hμνhμρ
�
−2∇λhσ½λ∇ρ�hνσ þ∇ðρh∇σÞhνσ −∇σhν½σ∇λhρ�λ −∇ρhσλ∇½λhν�σ

−
1

2
∇ðλhσÞρ∇λhνσ −

1

4
∇νhðσλ∇ρhλÞσ −

1

4
∇σh∇σhνρ

�

þ hμνhρσ
�
−2∇νhμ½σ∇λ�hρλ þ∇νhμðλj∇σhjρÞλ þ∇ðσjhρλ∇jλÞhμν −∇σhνλ∇½λhρ�μ

þ 1

2
∇½σhν�λ∇ρhμλ −

1

4
∇λhρ½σ∇λhμ�ν þ

1

4
∇λhνσ∇λhμρ −

1

4
∇ρhμν∇σh

�

−
1

2
hμνhρμδFρ

σδFν
σ − hμνhρσδFμ

ρδFν
σ − κ1=2δFμν½F̄ρσhσλhμ½λhρ�λ þ F̄ρ

μhρλhσλhνσ�

−
1

2
κF̄μν

�
hσλhκλðF̄ρσhμρhνκ þ F̄μ

ρhνσhρκÞ þ
1

2
F̄ρσhμκhνλhρκhσλ

��
ðF3Þ

with R̄ being the Riemann tensor evaluated on the background solution.
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Vanhove, Graviton-photon scattering, Phys. Rev. D 91,
064008 (2015).

[61] K. Häring and A. Zhiboedov, Gravitational Regge bounds,
SciPost Phys. 16, 034 (2024).

[62] L. Alberte, C. de Rham, S. Jaitly, and A. J. Tolley,
Positivity bounds and the massless spin-2 pole, Phys.
Rev. D 102, 125023 (2020).

CHEN, DE RHAM, and TOLLEY PHYS. REV. D 111, 024056 (2025)

024056-28

https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP03(2019)182
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.98.045003
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.98.045003
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP03(2020)097
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP05(2021)255
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP05(2021)255
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP11(2020)054
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP05(2021)259
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP05(2021)280
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.126.181601
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.126.181601
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.104.036006
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.104.036006
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.104.085022
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.104.085022
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.104.066022
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP12(2021)115
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP12(2021)115
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP03(2022)063
https://doi.org/10.21468/SciPostPhys.11.1.002
https://doi.org/10.21468/SciPostPhys.11.1.002
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP12(2021)203
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP12(2021)203
https://doi.org/10.21468/SciPostPhys.13.3.051
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP10(2022)180
https://doi.org/10.1088/1751-8121/ac0e51
https://doi.org/10.1088/1751-8121/ac0e51
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.106.105002
https://doi.org/10.1088/1475-7516/2022/06/031
https://doi.org/10.1088/1475-7516/2022/06/031
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.108.056013
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.108.056013
https://arXiv.org/abs/2201.07177
https://doi.org/10.1088/0264-9381/17/24/305
https://doi.org/10.1088/0264-9381/17/24/305
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nuclphysb.2007.11.034
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nuclphysb.2007.11.034
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nuclphysb.2007.03.034
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nuclphysb.2007.03.034
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP02(2016)020
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP02(2016)020
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP05(2016)099
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP05(2016)099
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.96.084007
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.96.084007
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP02(2017)134
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.97.125019
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.102.046014
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.102.046014
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP08(2022)157
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP08(2022)157
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.106.105018
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.106.105018
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP06(2024)146
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP06(2024)146
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP05(2024)192
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP05(2024)192
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP10(2023)135
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP10(2023)135
https://arXiv.org/abs/2309.04534
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.91.064008
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.91.064008
https://doi.org/10.21468/SciPostPhys.16.1.034
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.102.125023
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.102.125023


[63] L. Alberte, C. de Rham, S. Jaitly, and A. J. Tolley, QED
positivity bounds, Phys. Rev. D 103, 125020 (2021).

[64] J. Henriksson, B. McPeak, F. Russo, and A. Vichi,
Bounding violations of the weak gravity conjecture, J.
High Energy Phys. 08 (2022) 184.

[65] C. de Rham and A. J. Tolley, Speed of gravity, Phys. Rev.
D 101, 063518 (2020).

[66] C. de Rham and A. J. Tolley, Causality in curved space-
times: The speed of light and gravity, Phys. Rev. D 102,
084048 (2020).

[67] L. Alberte, C. de Rham, S. Jaitly, and A. J. Tolley, Reverse
bootstrapping: IR lessons for UV physics, Phys. Rev. Lett.
128, 051602 (2022).

[68] S. Caron-Huot, D. Mazac, L. Rastelli, and D. Simmons-
Duffin, Sharp boundaries for the swampland, J. High
Energy Phys. 07 (2021) 110.

[69] S. Caron-Huot, Y.-Z. Li, J. Parra-Martinez, and D.
Simmons-Duffin, Graviton partial waves and causality
in higher dimensions, Phys. Rev. D 108, 026007 (2023).

[70] C. de Rham, S. Jaitly, and A. J. Tolley, Constraints on
Regge behavior from IR physics, Phys. Rev. D 108,
046011 (2023).

[71] S. Caron-Huot, Y.-Z. Li, J. Parra-Martinez, and D.
Simmons-Duffin, Causality constraints on corrections to
Einstein gravity, J. High Energy Phys. 05 (2023) 122.

[72] K. Aoki, T. Noumi, R. Saito, S. Sato, S. Shirai, J. Tokuda,
and M. Yamazaki, Gravitational positivity for phenome-
nologists: Dark gauge boson in the swampland, Phys. Rev.
D 110, 016002 (2024).

[73] Y. Hamada, R. Kuramochi, G. J. Loges, and S. Nakajima,
On (scalar QED) gravitational positivity bounds, J. High
Energy Phys. 05 (2023) 076.

[74] S. Caron-Huot and J. Tokuda, String loops and gravita-
tional positivity bounds: Imprint of light particles at high
energies, J. High Energy Phys. 11 (2024) 055.

[75] C. Vafa, The string landscape and the swampland, arXiv:
hep-th/0509212.

[76] P. Saraswat, Weak gravity conjecture and effective field
theory, Phys. Rev. D 95, 025013 (2017).

[77] E. Palti, The swampland: Introduction and review,
Fortschr. Phys. 67, 1900037 (2019).

[78] N. B. Agmon, A. Bedroya, M. J. Kang, and C. Vafa,
Lectures on the string landscape and the swampland,
arXiv:2212.06187.

[79] T. Banks and L. J. Dixon, Constraints on string vacua with
space-time supersymmetry, Nucl. Phys. B307, 93 (1988).

[80] N. Arkani-Hamed, L. Motl, A. Nicolis, and C. Vafa, The
string landscape, black holes and gravity as the weakest
force, J. High Energy Phys. 06 (2007) 060.

[81] C. Cheung and G. N. Remmen, Infrared consistency and
the weak gravity conjecture, J. High Energy Phys. 12
(2014) 087.

[82] C. Cheung, J. Liu, and G. N. Remmen, Proof of the weak
gravity conjecture from black hole Entropy, J. High Energy
Phys. 10 (2018) 004.

[83] L. Aalsma, A. Cole, G. J. Loges, and G. Shiu, A new spin
on the weak gravity conjecture, J. High Energy Phys. 03
(2021) 085.

[84] Y. Hamada, T. Noumi, and G. Shiu, Weak gravity con-
jecture from unitarity and causality, Phys. Rev. Lett. 123,
051601 (2019).

[85] N. Arkani-Hamed, Y.-t. Huang, J.-Y. Liu, and G. N.
Remmen, Causality, unitarity, and the weak gravity con-
jecture, J. High Energy Phys. 03 (2022) 083.

[86] M. Alim, B. Heidenreich, and T. Rudelius, The weak
gravity conjecture and BPS particles, Fortschr. Phys. 69,
2100125 (2021).

[87] C. F. Cota, A. Mininno, T. Weigand, and M. Wiesner, The
asymptotic weak gravity conjecture in M-theory, J. High
Energy Phys. 08 (2023) 057.

[88] D. Harlow, B. Heidenreich, M. Reece, and T. Rudelius,
Weak gravity conjecture, Rev. Mod. Phys. 95, 035003
(2023).

[89] T. Rudelius, Constraints on early dark energy from the
axion weak gravity conjecture, J. Cosmol. Astropart. Phys.
01 (2023) 014.

[90] G. P. de Brito, B. Knorr, and M. Schiffer, On the weak-
gravity bound for a shift-symmetric scalar field, Phys. Rev.
D 108, 026004 (2023).

[91] M. R. Alipour, J. Sadeghi, and M. Shokri, WGC and
WCCC of black holes with quintessence and cloud strings
in RPS space, Nucl. Phys. B990, 116184 (2023).

[92] A. Strominger and C. Vafa, Microscopic origin of the
Bekenstein-Hawking entropy, Phys. Lett. B 379, 99
(1996).

[93] J. M. Maldacena, Black holes in string theory, Ph.D. thesis,
Princeton University, 1996, arXiv:hep-th/9607235.

[94] J. M. Maldacena, The largeN limit of superconformal field
theories and supergravity, Adv. Theor. Math. Phys. 2, 231
(1998).

[95] D. L. Welch, On the smoothness of the horizons of multi-
black hole solutions, Phys. Rev. D 52, 985 (1995).

[96] M. Kimura, H. Ishihara, K. Matsuno, and T. Tanaka, A
simple diagnosis of non-smoothness of black hole horizon:
Curvature singularity at horizons in extremal Kaluza-Klein
black holes, Classical Quantum Gravity 32, 015005
(2015).

[97] G. N. Candlish and H. S. Reall, On the smoothness of static
multi-black hole solutions of higher-dimensional Einstein-
Maxwell theory, Classical Quantum Gravity 24, 6025
(2007).

[98] C. N. Gowdigere, A. Kumar, H. Raj, and Y. K. Srivastava,
On the smoothness of multi center coplanar black hole and
membrane horizons, Gen. Relativ. Gravit. 51, 146 (2019).

[99] C. N. Gowdigere, On the smoothness of horizons in the
most generic multi center black hole and membrane
solutions (2014).

[100] G. T. Horowitz, M. Kolanowski, and J. E. Santos, Almost
all extremal black holes in AdS are singular, J. High
Energy Phys. 01 (2023) 162.

[101] G. T. Horowitz, M. Kolanowski, and J. E. Santos, A
deformed IR: A new IR fixed point for four-dimensional
holographic theories, J. High Energy Phys. 02 (2023) 152.

[102] P. A. Cano and M. David, Teukolsky equation for
near-extremal black holes beyond general relativity:
Near-horizon analysis, Phys. Rev. D 110, 064067 (2024).

DEFORMATIONS OF EXTREMAL BLACK HOLES AND THE UV PHYS. REV. D 111, 024056 (2025)

024056-29

https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.103.125020
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP08(2022)184
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP08(2022)184
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.101.063518
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.101.063518
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.102.084048
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.102.084048
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.128.051602
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.128.051602
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP07(2021)110
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP07(2021)110
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.108.026007
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.108.046011
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.108.046011
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP05(2023)122
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.110.016002
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.110.016002
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP05(2023)076
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP05(2023)076
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP11(2024)055
https://arXiv.org/abs/hep-th/0509212
https://arXiv.org/abs/hep-th/0509212
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.95.025013
https://doi.org/10.1002/prop.201900037
https://arXiv.org/abs/2212.06187
https://doi.org/10.1016/0550-3213(88)90523-8
https://doi.org/10.1088/1126-6708/2007/06/060
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP12(2014)087
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP12(2014)087
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP10(2018)004
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP10(2018)004
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP03(2021)085
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP03(2021)085
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.123.051601
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.123.051601
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP03(2022)083
https://doi.org/10.1002/prop.202100125
https://doi.org/10.1002/prop.202100125
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP08(2023)057
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP08(2023)057
https://doi.org/10.1103/RevModPhys.95.035003
https://doi.org/10.1103/RevModPhys.95.035003
https://doi.org/10.1088/1475-7516/2023/01/014
https://doi.org/10.1088/1475-7516/2023/01/014
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.108.026004
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.108.026004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nuclphysb.2023.116184
https://doi.org/10.1016/0370-2693(96)00345-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/0370-2693(96)00345-0
https://arXiv.org/abs/hep-th/9607235
https://doi.org/10.4310/ATMP.1998.v2.n2.a1
https://doi.org/10.4310/ATMP.1998.v2.n2.a1
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.52.985
https://doi.org/10.1088/0264-9381/32/1/015005
https://doi.org/10.1088/0264-9381/32/1/015005
https://doi.org/10.1088/0264-9381/24/23/022
https://doi.org/10.1088/0264-9381/24/23/022
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10714-019-2634-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP01(2023)162
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP01(2023)162
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP02(2023)152
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.110.064067


[103] G. T. Horowitz, M. Kolanowski, G. N. Remmen, and J. E.
Santos, Extremal Kerr black holes as amplifiers of new
physics, Phys. Rev. Lett. 131, 091402 (2023).

[104] G. T. Horowitz, M. Kolanowski, G. N. Remmen, and J. E.
Santos, Sudden breakdown of effective field theory near
cool Kerr-Newman black holes, J. High Energy Phys. 05
(2024) 122.

[105] Quantum Fields and Strings: A Course for Mathemati-
cians, edited by P. Deligne, P. Etingof, D. S. Freed, L. C.
Jeffrey, D. Kazhdan, J. W. Morgan et al. (American
Mathematical Society, Providence, 1999), Vol. 1, 2.

[106] D. Z. Freedman and A. Van Proeyen, Supergravity
(Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, England,
2012), 10.1017/CBO9781139026833.

[107] R. Blumenhagen, D. Lüst, and S. Theisen, Basic concepts
of string theory, in Theoretical and Mathematical Physics
(Springer, Heidelberg, Germany, 2013), 10.1007/978-3-
642-29497-6.

[108] I. Robinson, A solution of the Maxwell-Einstein equations,
Bull. Acad. Pol. Sci., Ser. Sci., Math., Astron. Phys. 7, 351
(1959).

[109] B. Bertotti, Uniform electromagnetic field in the theory of
general relativity, Phys. Rev. 116, 1331 (1959).

[110] S. Melville, Causality and quasi-normal modes in the
GREFT, Eur. Phys. J. Plus 139, 725 (2024).

[111] H. Kodama and A. Ishibashi, Master equations for per-
turbations of generalized static black holes with charge in
higher dimensions, Prog. Theor. Phys. 111, 29 (2004).

[112] S. S. Gubser, Curvature singularities: The Good, the bad,
and the naked, Adv. Theor. Math. Phys. 4, 679 (2000).

[113] S. E. Gralla and P. Zimmerman, Scaling and universality in
extremal black hole perturbations, J. High Energy Phys. 06
(2018) 061.

[114] H. K. Kunduri, J. Lucietti, and H. S. Reall, Near-horizon
symmetries of extremal black holes, Classical Quantum
Gravity 24, 4169 (2007).

[115] P. Figueras, H. K. Kunduri, J. Lucietti, and M. Rangamani,
Extremal vacuum black holes in higher dimensions, Phys.
Rev. D 78, 044042 (2008).

[116] H. K. Kunduri and J. Lucietti, Classification of near-
horizon geometries of extremal black holes, Living Rev.
Relativity 16, 8 (2013).

[117] S. W. Hawking and G. F. R. Ellis, The Large Scale Struc-
ture of Space-Time, Cambridge Monographs on Math-
ematical Physics (Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, England, 2023), 10.1017/9781009253161.

[118] H. J. de Vega and N. G. Sanchez, Strings falling into space-
time singularities, Phys. Rev. D 45, 2783 (1992).

[119] A. J. Tolley, String propagation through a big crunch/big
bang transition, Phys. Rev. D 73, 123522 (2006).

[120] T. J. Hollowood and G. M. Shore, Causality, renormaliz-
ability and ultra-high energy gravitational scattering, J.
Phys. A 49, 215401 (2016).

[121] B. Chen and L. C. Stein, Deformation of extremal black
holes from stringy interactions, Phys. Rev. D 97, 084012
(2018).

[122] Y. Kats, L. Motl, and M. Padi, Higher-order corrections to
mass-charge relation of extremal black holes, J. High
Energy Phys. 12 (2007) 068.

[123] D. Harlow, Wormholes, emergent gauge fields, and
the weak gravity conjecture, J. High Energy Phys. 01
(2016) 122.

[124] O. Aharony and E. Palti, Convexity of charged operators in
CFTs and the weak gravity conjecture, Phys. Rev. D 104,
126005 (2021).

[125] L. Aalsma, Corrections to extremal black holes from Iyer-
Wald formalism, Phys. Rev. D 105, 066022 (2022).

[126] C. Y.-R. Chen, C. de Rham, A. Margalit, and A. J. Tolley,
A cautionary case of casual causality, J. High Energy Phys.
03 (2022) 025.

[127] H. Kodama, A. Ishibashi, and O. Seto, Brane world
cosmology: Gauge-invariant formalism for perturbation,
Phys. Rev. D 62, 064022 (2000).

[128] H. Kodama and A. Ishibashi, A master equation for
gravitational perturbations of maximally symmetric black
holes in higher dimensions, Prog. Theor. Phys. 110, 701
(2003).

[129] R. Emparan and H. S. Reall, Black holes in higher
dimensions, Living Rev. Relativity 11, 6 (2008).

[130] S. Hollands and A. Ishibashi, Black hole uniqueness
theorems in higher dimensional spacetimes, Classical
Quantum Gravity 29, 163001 (2012).

[131] R. C. Myers, Higher dimensional black holes in compac-
tified space-times, Phys. Rev. D 35, 455 (1987).

CHEN, DE RHAM, and TOLLEY PHYS. REV. D 111, 024056 (2025)

024056-30

https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.131.091402
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP05(2024)122
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP05(2024)122
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139026833
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-642-29497-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-642-29497-6
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRev.116.1331
https://doi.org/10.1140/epjp/s13360-024-05520-5
https://doi.org/10.1143/PTP.111.29
https://doi.org/10.4310/ATMP.2000.v4.n3.a6
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP06(2018)061
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP06(2018)061
https://doi.org/10.1088/0264-9381/24/16/012
https://doi.org/10.1088/0264-9381/24/16/012
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.78.044042
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.78.044042
https://doi.org/10.12942/lrr-2013-8
https://doi.org/10.12942/lrr-2013-8
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009253161
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.45.2783
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.73.123522
https://doi.org/10.1088/1751-8113/49/21/215401
https://doi.org/10.1088/1751-8113/49/21/215401
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.97.084012
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.97.084012
https://doi.org/10.1088/1126-6708/2007/12/068
https://doi.org/10.1088/1126-6708/2007/12/068
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP01(2016)122
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP01(2016)122
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.104.126005
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.104.126005
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.105.066022
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP03(2022)025
https://doi.org/10.1007/JHEP03(2022)025
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.62.064022
https://doi.org/10.1143/PTP.110.701
https://doi.org/10.1143/PTP.110.701
https://doi.org/10.12942/lrr-2008-6
https://doi.org/10.1088/0264-9381/29/16/163001
https://doi.org/10.1088/0264-9381/29/16/163001
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.35.455

	Deformations of extremal black holes and the UV
	I. INTRODUCTION
	A. Sign dependence
	B. Apparent UV sensitivity
	1. Validity of the EFT
	2. Validity of perturbation theory

	C. (Partial) UV completion
	D. Organization
	E. Conventions

	II. DEFORMATIONS OF EXTREMAL BLACK HOLES
	A. Reissner-Nordström black holes: Background and perturbations
	B. The extremal limit
	C. Stationary black hole at its extremes
	1. Near-horizon
	2. The near-horizon limit
	3. Extremal limit
	4. Singularities


	III. MASSIVE SCALAR EFT ON ADS RN
	A. Spectator scalar nonminimally coupled to Einstein-Maxwell
	B. Critical scaling &gamma;0=0
	C. Backreaction and validity of EFT
	D. Critical scaling &gamma;0=1 and &gamma;0=2
	E. Scalar-Maxwell UV completion
	1. Example of UV completion
	2. Extremality in the UV


	IV. EXTREMAL ADS RN AND THE UV
	A. Critical exponents
	B. Corrections from the UV
	1. IR modification: EFT correction
	2. Partial UV completion: Tower of massive spin-0


	V. BREAKDOWN OF BREAKDOWNS
	A. Effective field theory
	B. Metric perturbation theory

	VI. UV SENSITIVITY: A CONJECTURE
	A. Near-horizon negativity
	B. Constraints on four-derivative corrections
	C. Further evidence: Einstein-Maxwell-Dilaton

	VII. CONCLUDING REMARKS
	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	DATA AVAILABILITY
	APPENDIX A: SPHERICAL SYMMETRY DECOMPOSITION
	1. Scalar perturbations

	APPENDIX B: NEAR-HORIZON ISOMETRIES DECOMPOSITION
	1. Background
	2. Perturbations
	3. Explicit solution in D=5

	APPENDIX C: MASSIVE SCALAR FIELD COUPLED TO A GAUGE FIELD
	APPENDIX D: BOUNDARY CONDITIONS AND MULTIBLACK HOLE SOLUTIONS
	1. Multiblack hole solutions

	APPENDIX E: CRITICAL EXPONENTS FOR EXTREMAL REISSNER-NORDSTRÖM
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