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The phase separation that occurs in two-temperature mixtures, which are driven out of equilibrium at the
local scale, has been thoroughly characterized, but much less is known about the depletion interactions that
drive it. Using numerical simulations in dimension 2, we show that the depletion interactions extend
beyond two particle diameters in dilute systems, as expected at equilibrium, and decay algebraically with
an exponent −4. Solving for the N-particle distribution function in the stationary state, perturbatively in the
interaction potential, we show that algebraic correlations with an exponent −2d arise from triplets of
particles at different temperatures in spatial dimension d. Finally, simulations allow us to extend our results
beyond the perturbative limit.
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At equilibrium, coupling two objects to a critical field
induces an algebraic effective interaction between these
objects. The field may be the electromagnetic field, as in
the Casimir effect [1,2], or the density fluctuations in a
binary mixture close to its critical point [3–5]. In the latter
case, inducing such interactions requires the fine tuning of
the temperature [5]. Out of equilibrium, algebraic correla-
tions and the effective interactions that they induce aremuch
more frequent and usually do not require fine tuning. They
arise, for instance, in driven systems, such as an electrolyte
or a binary colloidal mixture under an electric field [6–10].
Transient algebraic interactions can also arise during the
relaxation following a temperature quench [11,12]. Finally,
active systems can induce interactions [13], which may
decay algebraically for asymmetric bodies [14,15] or if the
active system is flocking [16]. Here, we show that algebraic
interactions spontaneously appear in mixtures of particles
connected to different thermostats, an out of equilibrium
system known to exhibit phase separation [17–19]. This
algebraic depletion interaction thus does not require self-
propulsion and acts between spherical bodies.
Two-temperature mixtures are now a paradigmatic model

to study nonequilibrium phenomena. They are driven out of
equilibrium locally, such as active systems, but do not
involve self-propulsion; they are thus simpler than the
active-passive mixture that they may represent [20–22].
Two-temperature mixtures can also be mapped to systems
with nonreciprocal interactions [23,24], which have gained
attention recently [25]. The hot and cold particles may phase
separate evenwhen the interactions between the particles are

purely repulsive and identical, provided that the temperature
ratio is large enough [18,19,26], resulting in dense droplets
of cold particles coexisting with a dilute gas of hot particles.
Grosberg and Joanny provided an analytical prediction for
the instability threshold in a dilute system [18], showing that
denser systems are easier to phase separate. Recently,
McCarthy et al. found that the two species may mix again
at high density [27].
To understand the phase separation mechanism, it is

instructive to consider the depletion interaction between the
cold particles that is induced by the hot particles, which is
encoded in the pair correlation of the cold particles [19]. In
the approach of Grosberg and Joanny, the free energy of the
system can be minimized with respect to the density of the
hot particles to get an effective free energy functional for
the cold particles only [18]. However, this free energy
contains only a coarse-grained description of the interaction
between the particles, namely the integral of the Mayer
function, and does not provide the shape of the effective
interaction. An explicit expression of the effective inter-
action has been obtained in Ref. [26] using the potential of
mean force; however, the application of this approach to an
out-of-equilibrium system is questionable. Indeed, we will
see that generalizing different equilibrium methods to
compute the effective interactions in this out-of-equilibrium
system leads to different results, similarly to the situation
observed with the pressure in a gas of active particles [28].
In this Letter, we investigate the depletion interaction

between cold particles that is due to the hot particles in the
dilute limit using analytical calculations and numerical
simulations. Restricting ourselves to the dilute limit amounts
to considering a system of two cold particles and a single
hot one. Contrary to two-body problems [18,23], this
three-body system cannot be mapped onto an effective
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equilibrium system [29]. We compute the depletion inter-
action analytically, perturbatively in the interaction strength
ϵ. At order ϵ2, we show that the potential of mean force
argument should be corrected by a purely nonequilibrium
three-body potential. At order ϵ3, we find that the three-body
potential gives rise to algebraic interactions decaying as r−2d

in spatial dimension d. Simulations confirm our analytical
results for weak interactions and show that the algebraic
decay is still present for strong interactions, allowing us to
discuss the dependence of themagnitude of this decay on the
interaction potential.
We consider particles with positions xiðtÞ, connected to

thermostats with temperature Ti and obeying an over-
damped Langevin dynamics:

ẋiðtÞ ¼ −
X
j

∇V½xiðtÞ − xjðtÞ� þ
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
2Ti

p
ηiðtÞ; ð1Þ

where VðrÞ ¼ ϵUðrÞ is the interaction potential. The
vectorial Gaussian white noises ηi have a unit variance
and are uncorrelated. The particles mobility and the
Boltzmann constant have been set to unity. We consider
only two species α∈ fA;Bg connected to thermostats Tα.
To focus on the interactions induced by the particles B on
the particles A, we assume that there are only two A
particles i∈ f1; 2g and a small density ρ of B particles. We
expand the pair distribution function of the two A particles
gðrÞ as gðrÞ ¼ exp½−VðrÞ=TA�½1þ

P∞
n¼1 ρ

ngnðrÞ� [30].
We focus on the first term of the expansion, g1ðrÞ; we
denote it ĝðrÞ and refer to it as the “correlation”:

ĝðrÞ ¼ lim
ρ→0

eVðrÞ=TAgðrÞ − 1

ρ
: ð2Þ

This order is not affected by the interactions between the B
particles, which can render the depletion interaction non-
monotonic [31].
At equilibrium, here when TA ¼ TB ¼ T, the interaction

induced by the B particles can be obtained by integrating
the three body distribution fðx1; x2; x3Þ over the coordinate
of the third particle, leading to [32]

ĝeqðrÞ ¼ ðe−V=T − 1Þ � ðe−V=T − 1ÞðrÞ; ð3Þ

where the star denotes the convolution product. In the weak
interaction limit ϵ ≪ T it reduces to

ĝeqðrÞ ¼
V � VðrÞ

T2
þOðϵ3Þ: ð4Þ

If the potential UðrÞ has a finite range σ, which represents
the diameter of the particles, both the full expression (3)
and its weak interaction limit (4) are zero beyond two
particle diameters. The same expressions can be recovered
using the potential of mean force [30,32].

These arguments can be transposed out of equilibrium,
using the fact that an isolated pair of particles ði; jÞ is in an
effective equilibrium at temperature Tij ¼ ðTi þ TjÞ=2 so
that its pair correlation is gijðrÞ ¼ exp½−vijðrÞ�, where
vijðrÞ ¼ VðrÞ=Tij [18]. Using the potential of mean force,
Ilker and Joanny obtained [26]

ĝðrÞ ¼ TB

TA
ðe−V=TAB − 1Þ � ðe−V=TAB − 1ÞðrÞ ð5Þ

¼ TB

TAT2
AB

V � VðrÞ þOðϵ3Þ: ð6Þ

Alternatively, assuming that the N-particle distribution
function is given by fðXÞ ¼ exp ð−P

hiji vijðxi − xjÞÞ,
where X ¼ ðxiÞ1≤i≤N , we get [32]

ĝðrÞ ¼ ðe−V=TAB − 1Þ � ðe−V=TAB − 1ÞðrÞ ð7Þ

¼ V � VðrÞ
T2
AB

þOðϵ3Þ: ð8Þ

The temperatures enter differently into the predictions (5)
and (7), pointing to the fact that these approaches may not
apply out of equilibrium. However, they agree on the form
of the depletion interaction, which is the same as the
equilibrium one; in particular its range is limited to two
particle diameters.
We simulatedEq. (1) numerically [32,33] in spatial dimen-

sion d ¼ 2 for three different interactions between particles
with diameter σ ¼ 1: harmonic,UharmðrÞ¼ ð1− rÞ2θð1− rÞ,
θ being the Heaviside function, Gaussian, UGaussðrÞ ¼
expð−6r2Þ, and Weeks-Chandlers-Andersen (WCA),
UWCAðrÞ ¼ ðr−6 − 1Þ2θð1 − rÞ. In order to improve the
statistics, we used the same small density ρ of A and B
particles. In this situation, an additional depletion interaction
is induced by the particles A themselves, so that
ĝðrÞ ¼ ĝAðrÞ þ ĝBðrÞ, where ĝAðrÞ ¼ ĝeqðrÞ [Eq. (3)].
The correlations ĝðrÞ calculated from simulations with a
harmonic interaction, ϵ ¼ 10, ρ ¼ 0.05, TA ¼ 1 and differ-
ent values of TB are presented in Fig. 1(a). As expected, we
observe an increase of the correlation at contact ĝð1Þ due to
the depletion interaction. This increase scales as ϵ2 with the
interaction strength ϵ, as expected from the different theo-
retical predictions [Fig. 1(b)].However, in contradictionwith
the predictions, the depletion interaction extends beyond two
diameters as soon as the system departs from equilibrium.
Beyond two particle diameters, the radial dependence
of the depletion interaction is compatible with an algebraic
decay, ĝðrÞ ¼ G=r4. The prefactor G of the algebraic decay
increases with the interaction strength as ϵ3 for small ϵ and
saturates for large values of ϵ, corresponding to the hard
sphere limit [Fig. 1(b)]. The effect of the temperature TB is
nonmonotonic: G first increases and then decreases at large
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temperatures [Fig. 1(c)]. The temperature where the effect is
maximal increases with the interaction strength ϵ. We now
return to theory to (i) elucidate the discrepancy between the
two arguments adapted out of equilibrium and (ii) find the
origin and the characteristics of the algebraic decay.
We use two theoretical approaches. First, we use

stochastic density field theory (SDFT) [34] to turn the
microscopic dynamics (1) into exact Langevin equations
for the density fields ρ̂αðx; tÞ ¼

P
i∈ Iα δ(x − xiðtÞ), where

α∈ fA; Bg indicate the species and Iα is the set of indices of
the particles of species α. SDFT applies in equilibrium as
well as in out-of-equilibrium situations [10,35,36]. The
exact dynamics of the density fields is nonlinear due to pair
interactions, and contains multiplicative noise, which
makes it intractable in practical situations. In the limit of
a dense system with weak interactions, SDFT can be
linearized and the density fluctuations around the average
densities ρα become Gaussian [37,38]; this approximation
corresponds to the random phase approximation in liquid
theory [30]. The correlation, which corresponds to the
correlations of the fluctuations of the density fields, can be
calculated in Fourier space [32]. In the dilute limit that we
consider here (ρA ¼ 0, ρB → 0), it reduces to

ĝðrÞ ¼ V � VðrÞ
TATAB

þOðϵ3Þ: ð9Þ

This expression is in quantitative agreement with the
simulations for r≲ 2 (Supplemental Material, Fig. S3 [32]).
It takes a similar form as the results obtained by adapting
equilibrium arguments [Eqs. (6) and (8)], but the temper-
atures enter differently in the prefactor. As the expression (9)
is exact at the order ϵ2, we conclude that none of the two
equilibrium calculations can be adapted out of equilibrium.
Yet, expression (9) vanishes at two particle diameters and

does not explain the algebraic decay observed in the
simulations [Fig. 1(a)]. This is expected, because the
simulations indicate that the algebraic decay arises at order

ϵ3, while Eq. (9) is limited to order ϵ2. We now turn to a
small density expansion that is valid for any interaction
strength. The N-particle distribution fðXÞ is stationary
under the Smoluchowski equation describing the micro-
scopic dynamics (1):

∂tf¼
X
i

∇i ·

�
Ti∇ifðXÞþfðXÞ

X
j≠i

∇Vijðxi−xjÞ
�
: ð10Þ

To isolate the many-body effects from the pair correlation
obtained by Grosberg and Joanny [18], we write it as

fðXÞ ¼ exp
�
−
X
hiji

vij − ϕðXÞ
�
; ð11Þ

where now vij ¼ Vðxi − xjÞ=Tij. The resulting equation
for the many-body potential ϕðXÞ is [32]

0 ¼
X
i

Ti½ð∇iϕÞ2 −∇2
iϕ�

þ
X
hiji

∇vij · ½ðTij þ τijÞ∇iϕ − ðTij − τijÞ∇jϕ�

þ
X
hijki

ðτijk∇vij · ∇vik þ permÞ; ð12Þ

where we have defined the temperature differences τij ¼
Ti − Tj and τijk ¼ Ti − Tjk and “perm” indicates the two
terms in the last sum obtained from the first by cyclic
permutations. The third term is the source term: it is a sum
over triplets, underlining the fact that ϕ originate from
three-body effects. Moreover, it involves temperature
differences so that it is zero at equilibrium. While this is
expected, it stresses the fact that the N-particle distribution
can be written as a product of pair terms only at equilib-
rium, and that three-body effects arise as soon as the system
is put out of equilibrium, as evidenced for particles attached
by linear springs [29]. Equation (12) for ϕ is a nonlinear

FIG. 1. (a) Correlation function ĝðrÞ of the species A for TA ¼ 1, ϵ ¼ 10, and ρ ¼ 0.05 (TB as indicated). (b) Correlation at contact
ĝð1Þ and prefactor of the algebraic decayG as a function of ϵ (TA ¼ 1, TB ¼ 3). The solid lines correspond to the theoretical predictions.
(c) Prefactor of the algebraic decay G as a function of TB − TA and theoretical prediction (ϵ as indicated).
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partial differential equation with multiplicative terms, and
we solve it perturbatively in the interaction strength ϵ: we
write ϕ ¼ P∞

k¼2 ϕ
ðkÞ, with ϕðkÞ ∝ ϵk.

The depletion interaction encoded in ĝðrÞ can be
computed from the three-body distribution fðx1; x2; x3Þ.
Expanding f in powers of ϵ and integrating over x3, we
find [32]

ĝ ¼
Z

dx3

�
v13v23 − ϕð2Þ −

1

2
ðv213v23 þ v13v223Þ

þ ðv13 þ v23Þϕð2Þ − ϕð3Þ
�
þOðϵ4Þ: ð13Þ

The first two terms in the integrand are of order ϵ2, while
the last three are of order ϵ3.
At order ϵ2, the Laplacian in the first term balances

the source term, and the solution is given by ϕð2ÞðXÞ ¼P
hijki τijkω

ð2Þ
ijkðxj − xi; xk − xiÞ þ perm, where ωð2Þ

ijk is
given in Fourier space by [32]

ω̃ð2Þ
ijkðk; k0Þ ¼

k · k0ṽijðkÞṽikðk0Þ
2ðTijk2 þ Tikk02 þ Tik · k0Þ

: ð14Þ

Using ϕð2Þ to compute ĝðrÞ at order ϵ2, the expression (9)
obtained from SDFT is recovered [32]. This result shows
that the three-body effects are important to get the correct
depletion interaction at order ϵ2, and that these effects are
included in the SDFT calculation.
To find ϕð3Þ, we keep the terms of order ϵ3 in Eq. (12):

X
i

Ti∇2
iϕ

ð3Þ

¼
X
hiji

∇vij · ½ðTijþ τijÞ∇iϕ
ð2Þ− ðTij− τijÞ∇jϕ

ð2Þ�; ð15Þ

which can be solved using the expression of ϕð2Þ obtained
previously [32]. Using ϕð2Þ and ϕð3Þ in the correction (13)
leads the depletion interaction at order ϵ3. The resulting
expression contains many terms involving double integrals
in Fourier space, which can be performed numerically,
yielding a good agreement with the ĝðrÞ obtained from
simulations (Fig. S3 [32]). The small wave-vector behavior
in Fourier space leads to an algebraic decay:

ĝðrÞ ∼
r→∞

GU

�
ϵ

TA
;
TB

TA

�
r−2d; ð16Þ

where

GUðe; θÞ ∼
e→0

½eŨð0Þ�3FðθÞ: ð17Þ

This prediction agrees quantitatively with the simulations
for the harmonic and Gaussian interactions, which are
integrable (Fig. 2). The temperature dependence follows

FðθÞ ∼ θ − 1 close to equilibrium (θ → 1), consistent with
the fact that the algebraic interaction emerges from the
temperature differences. When the B particles are very hot
(θ → ∞), they are barely affected by the interactions and
the prefactor decays as FðθÞ ∼ θ−2. These behaviors are
confirmed by the simulations [Fig. 1(c)].
Furthermore, the simulations show that the algebraic

decay as r−2d holds for the three different interactions,
harmonic, WCA, Gaussian, independently of their strength
[Figs. S4(a) and S4(b) [32] ]. Hard spheres are obtained as
the strong interaction limit for interactions with a finite
range σ. In this limit, the prefactor depends only on the
diameter σ (Fig. 2). Assuming that the correlation depends
only on the dimensionless ratio r=σ, the prefactor should
thus be

GUðe; θÞ →
e→∞

σ2dFhsðθÞ; ð18Þ

this argument is confirmed by simulations [Fig. S4(c) [32] ].
Two situations remain uncovered by the analysis above: the
WCA interaction in the soft limit, because it is not
integrable, and the Gaussian interaction in the hard limit,
because its range is not finite. They can be addressed by
defining the effective diameter σeff as ϵUðσeffÞ ¼ TA, and
then using it as an effective hard sphere diameter. For the
WCA interaction in the limit ϵ → 0, this gives σWCA

eff ∼
ðϵ=TAÞ1=12 and GUðe; θÞ ∼ e1=3. For the Gaussian interac-
tion in the limit ϵ → ∞, this gives σGausseff ∼

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
logðϵ=TAÞ

p
and

GUðe; θÞ ∼ ½logðeÞ�2. These behaviors are compatible with
the simulations (Fig. 2). Finally, we ran numerical simu-
lations with a Lennard-Jones interaction, which has an

FIG. 2. Prefactor G of the algebraic decay as a function of the
interaction strength ϵ for the harmonic (blue circles), Gaussian
(green diamonds), and WCA (red squares) interactions from the
numerical simulations. The lines represent the several asymptotic
expressions: weak interaction for an integrable potential (black
solid line), hard spheres (black dashed line), weak interaction for
a WCA potential (red dash-dotted line) and strong interaction
from a Gaussian interaction (green dash-dotted line).
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attractive part. Two behaviors are observed: if the attraction
is small enough, the system remains homogeneous and the
algebraic decay of the correlation is observed; if the
attraction is too strong, the cold particles aggregate and
the algebraic decay is lost (Fig. S5 [32]).
The depletion interaction that we have unveiled is the

driving force behind the formation of dense droplets of cold
particles when they separate from the hot particles. As the
algebraic tail of the interaction originates from temperature
differences [τijk in Eq. (12)], this effect is reversed if one
considers the depletion interaction induced by the cold
particles on the hot ones, so that the algebraic tail is
repulsive in this case. This repulsion between hot particles
may work with the attraction between cold particles to
trigger the phase separation. Our results may also apply to
mixtures of passive and artificial [39,40] or living [41,42]
self-propelled particles, which could be described at large
scales by two-temperature mixtures.
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dans un mélange binaire critique, C. R. Seances Acad. Sci.
287, 207 (1978).

[4] C. Hertlein, L. Helden, A. Gambassi, S. Dietrich, and C.
Bechinger, Direct measurement of critical Casimir forces,
Nature (London) 451, 172 (2008).

[5] A. Maciołek and S. Dietrich, Collective behavior of colloids
due to critical Casimir interactions, Rev. Mod. Phys. 90,
045001 (2018).

[6] S. Mahdisoltani and R. Golestanian, Long-range fluc-
tuation-induced forces in driven electrolytes, Phys. Rev.
Lett. 126, 158002 (2021).

[7] S. Mahdisoltani and R. Golestanian, Transient fluctuation-
induced forces in driven electrolytes after an electric field
quench, New J. Phys. 23, 073034 (2021).

[8] G. Du, D. S. Dean, B. Miao, and R. Podgornik, Correlation
decoupling of Casimir interaction in an electrolyte driven by
external electric fields, Phys. Rev. Lett. 133, 238002 (2024).

[9] T. Vissers, A. Wysocki, M. Rex, H. Lowen, C. P. Royall, A.
Imhof, and A. van Blaaderen, Lane formation in driven

mixtures of oppositely charged colloids, Soft Matter 7, 2352
(2011).

[10] A. Poncet, O. Bénichou, V. Démery, and G. Oshanin,
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