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ON abc AND DISCRIMINANTS

D. W. MASSER

(Communicated by David E. Rohrlich)

Abstract. We modify the abc-conjecture for number fields K in order to make
the support (like the height) well-behaved under field extensions. We show
further that the exponent µ > 1 of the absolute value DK of the discriminant
cannot be replaced by µ = 1, and even that an arbitrarily large power of
logDK must be present.

1. Introduction

The abc-conjecture states that for each λ > 1 there is a constant C(λ) such that
if a, b, c are any non-zero rational integers, coprime with zero sum, then

H ≤ C(λ)Sλ.(1.1)

Here

H = H(a, b, c) = max{|a|, |b|, |c|}(1.2)

is the “height” and

S = S(a, b, c) =
∏
p|abc

p(1.3)

is the “support” or “squarefree kernel” or “radical”, in which p denotes a positive
rational prime.

It is well known that this conjecture becomes false for λ = 1, and in 1986 Stewart
and Tijdeman [ST] proved that it fails quite badly (see also von Frankenhuysen [Fra]
for a numerical improvement of their result).

There have been several proposals for generalizing (1.1) to algebraic number
fields K. The term H is then classically defined, and even in a projective sense (see
below). In 1987 Vojta [V], after some considerations in a much broader setting,
suggested a definition of the term S and conjectured (p. 84) a version of (1.1).
See also [L2] (pp. 63–67). In 1991 Elkies [E] adjusted the definition to make it
projective (p. 99) and conjectured (1.1) with C(λ) replaced by a constant CK(λ)
depending also on K. This too becomes false with λ = 1, whatever the number
field K.

In fact the falsity holds for relatively trivial reasons, because the support as
defined by Vojta and Elkies does not have good behaviour under field extensions.
In this note we show how to modify the definition to obtain good behaviour. The
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new “ramified support” can be strictly larger than the old support; nevertheless
the corresponding modification of (1.1) remains false for λ = 1.

Another interesting approach for number fields K was proposed in 1993 by
Smirnov [Sm]. However, it turns out that his Conjecture A (p. 363) requires minor
modifications, even when K is the rational field Q. We discuss this briefly in an
Appendix.

But the main purpose of this note is to examine more closely the dependence of
CK(λ) on the number field K. In Vojta’s work (see also Frey [Fre], p. 529) this is
conjectured to have the form

CK(λ) ≤ C(µ, λ)Dµ
K ,(1.4)

where DK is the absolute value of the discriminant of K. Here C(µ, λ) should
depend, at least when the degree n of K is fixed, on µ and λ. In general possibly C
(and even µ) should depend on this degree. However, by analogy with the function
field case one might expect any µ > 1 to be admissible (see also Granville and Stark
[GS], p. 510).

We will prove that for each fixed n ≥ 2 the abc-conjecture resulting from (1.1)
and (1.4) is false with µ = 1, whatever the value of λ, even with the possibly larger
ramified support. Now this ramified support, by virtue of its good behaviour under
field extensions, extends to a support S over the algebraic closure Q of Q, just as
the height H extends to a height H over Q. It follows from our main result that
there can be no “absolute abc-conjecture” of the shape

H ≤ C(ω)S
ω

(1.5)

for non-zero a, b, c in Q with zero sum, whatever the value of ω. This last conclusion
also follows (on a suitable Riemann Hypothesis) from the constructions in [GS] (see
p. 511) with modular functions.

We show further that the conjecture with µ = 1 fails quite badly as in the work
of Stewart and Tijdeman. We do this by going through the proof in [ST] and
persuading their support S over Q to play the part of our discriminant DK over
K.

We now state our result in precise terms. For a number field K we construct
valuations v in the usual way such that the “finite” valuations correspond to prime
ideals P of the ring of integers OK and the “infinite” valuations correspond to the
embeddings σ of K into the field C of complex numbers. We normalize the finite
valuations by

|ξ|v = (NP)−e

where NP = [OK : P ] and e = ordP ξ is the exact exponent of P dividing the ideal
ξOK . We normalize the infinite valuations so that the product formula∏

v

|ξ|v = 1(1.6)

holds for every non-zero ξ in K.
Now let a, b, c be non-zero elements in K. We define the height in the standard

way by

HK(a, b, c) =
∏
v

max{|a|v, |b|v, |c|v}.(1.7)

By (1.6) this makes sense on projective space P2(K).



ON abc AND DISCRIMINANTS 3143

If a, b, c happen to be in Q, then it is well-known that

HK(a, b, c) = HQ(a, b, c)n(1.8)

for n = [K : Q]; this is the “good behaviour” referred to above. And if further
a, b, c are coprime in the ring Z of rational integers, then

HQ(a, b, c) = H(a, b, c)(1.9)

as in (1.2).
Return now to a, b, c in K. The support as defined by Elkies is

SK(a, b, c) =
∏
v

NP ,(1.10)

where the product is over all finite v such that |a|v, |b|v, |c|v are not all equal. If
there are no such v we take SK = 1. Again this makes sense projectively.

But now the analogue of (1.8) is not always true. For example, let p be a positive
rational prime and let K = Q(

√
p). Then SK(1, 1, p) = p because the only prime

P in question is that with P2 = pOK , and NP = p. But also SQ(1, 1, p) = p, so
that the exponent n = 2 is missing.

To correct this situation we define the ramified support by the modified product

SK(a, b, c) =
∏
v

(NP)e(P),(1.11)

over the same v as before, but with the ramification index e(P) = ordP p for
pZ = P ∩ Z. Again the empty product is interpreted as 1. In the example above
SK(1, 1, p) = p2.

The two definitions are closely related; thus one has

SK ≤ SK ≤ DKSK .(1.12)

The left-hand inequality is obvious. To prove the right-hand inequality we note
that the order d(P) = ordP DK of the different DK at any prime P satisfies d(P) ≥
e(P)− 1 (see for example [Se1], Proposition 1, p. 326). Thus

DK = NDK ≥
∏
P

(NP)e(P)−1 ≥ SK/SK .

But now there is the required good behaviour under field extensions; thus if
a, b, c are in Q we have

SK(a, b, c) = SQ(a, b, c)n.(1.13)

For when P|p then a, b, c have the same orders at P if and only if they have the
same orders at p. So the left-hand side of (1.13) is∏

p

∏
P|p

(NP)e(P) =
∏
p

pn

because NP = pf(P) with n =
∑
P|p e(P)f(P).

Further, SQ(a, b, c) = SQ(a, b, c), and if a, b, c are coprime in Z, then

SQ(a, b, c) = S(a, b, c)(1.14)

as in (1.3).
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These equations already show that λ = 1 is impossible in the analogue of (1.1);
more precisely for any C and any number field K there are non-zero a, b, c in K,
with zero sum, such that

HK > CSK .(1.15)

For example, [ST] delivers a, b, c in Z, coprime with zero sum, such that H > C1/nS.
Now (1.15) follows from this using (1.8), (1.9), (1.13) and (1.14).

The right-hand inequality in (1.12) suggests the possibility that the conjecture
HK ≤ C(µ, λ)Dµ

K(SK)λ arising from (1.1) and (1.4) might be strengthened to an
“absolute version”

HK ≤ C(ω)SωK(1.16)

in which the discriminant does not appear. Our main result implies that (1.16) is
false, and even that the discriminant must occur with exponent at least 1. The full
result uses the functions

ϕν(x) = exp{(log x)ν/ log log x}
already occurring in [ST] with ν = 1/2. When ν > 0 these grow faster than any
power of log x.

Theorem. For any integer n ≥ 2, any real λ ≥ 1, any real ν < 1/(λn + 1), and
any real C there is a number field K of degree n containing non-zero a, b, c with
zero sum such that

HK > CDKϕν(DK)SλK
where

HK = HK(a, b, c), SK = SK(a, b, c).

Thus for example the conjecture

HK ≤ 10100DK(logDK)100S100
K

fails for some cubic field K. But the conjecture

HK ≤ C(ω)(DKSK)ω(1.17)

is not yet disproved for any fixed ω > 1.
Finally suppose a, b, c are in any subfield L of a number field K. It is well known

that

HK(a, b, c) = HL(a, b, c)[K:L]

generalizing (1.8); and it is just as easy to prove

SK(a, b, c) = SL(a, b, c)[K:L]

generalizing (1.13). These make it possible to define

H(a, b, c) = HK(a, b, c)1/n, S(a, b, c) = SK(a, b, c)1/n

for any a, b, c in Q simply by choosing a field K of degree n containing them. The
Theorem above implies that there can be no “absolute abc-conjecture” of the form
(1.5), even for number fields of fixed degree n ≥ 2.

The remaining sections are devoted to a proof of the Theorem. In section 2
we record some preliminaries about irreducibility, and it is a pleasure to thank
Andrzej Schinzel and Umberto Zannier for valuable information and references
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about this topic. Then in section 3 we construct the number fields K using es-
sentially the arguments of Stewart and Tijdeman together with some observations
about discriminants.

Note. After this paper was submitted, we came across Browkin’s survey article [B],
in which a similar but different support (let us call it S′K) was proposed (p. 89)
with the same good behaviour under field extensions. In fact S′K ≥ SK and so
our Theorem implies no analogous result involving S′K . Thus it fails to disprove
Browkin’s own absolute abc-conjecture (p. 90).

We are also grateful to him for remarking that our (1.5) can be disproved in a
very simple way. For example it suffices to take a large rational integer d and a
root of a(a− 1)(a− d) = 1 and check H > d1/3, S = 1 for b = 1− a and c = −1.

2. Irreducibility

To establish the existence of certain number fields of given degree we need to
prove that certain polynomials are irreducible. There are several ways of proceed-
ing, but the laziest is through Hilbert’s Theorem, or rather a quantitative version
that controls the “exceptional set” of rational values of the parameter. In general
the sharpest conclusion to be expected is that the number of exceptional values of
height at most B is of order at most B (as opposed to the trivial upper bound of
order B2). See for example [Se2] (pp. 132, 133). But because the values t = u/ũ
that turn up in our proof are already much sparser, we need a correspondingly
sharper conclusion. This we can secure with a hypothesis that is slightly stronger
than usual.

Proposition. Suppose P (X,T ) in Q[X,T ] is such that P (X,T e) is irreducible
over C(T ) for all positive integers e. Then there is a positive integer f such that
P (X, tf) is irreducible over Q for all but finitely many t in Q.

Proof. We modify Siegel’s proof as given for example in [L1] (pp. 226–229), using a
special case of Néron’s trick to make the genus g at least 2 instead of 1; then we can
appeal to Faltings’s Theorem (Mordell’s Conjecture) instead of Siegel’s Theorem.

Let n be the degree of P (X,S) with respect to X . We can assume without loss
of generality that the coefficient of Xn is 1. For each integer m with 0 < m < n
consider a formal factorization

P (X,S) = (Xm + U1X
m−1 + · · ·+ Um)(Xn−m + V1X

n−m−1 + · · ·+ Vn−m).
(2.1)

Comparing coefficients gives equations that define a certain curve CP,m depending
on P and m. This curve might not be irreducible; let C be any absolutely irreducible
component. So C is defined over some number field. It is not difficult to see that if
f is a sufficiently large prime, the additional equation S = T f defines an absolutely
irreducible covering C(f) of C of degree f , defined over the same number field. We
claim that the genus satisfies

g(C(f)) ≥ 2(2.2)

for all sufficiently large f . This suffices to prove the Proposition, because a non-
trivial factorization of P (X, tf ) over Q gives a point defined over Q (with coordinate
T = t) on some C(f).
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To check (2.2) we use of course the Hurwitz Formula. We get

2g(C(f))− 2 = (2g − 2)f +
∑
π

(e(π)− 1)(2.3)

with g = g(C), where the sum is taken over all points π of C(f) and e(π) denotes
the ramification.

The easiest case is when g ≥ 2; then the right-hand side of (2.3) tends to infinity
with f .

In case g = 1 it suffices to note that there is ramification with e(π) = f above
each zero or pole of S on C, at least if f is a sufficiently large prime. So the
right-hand side still tends to infinity.

Finally if g = 0 this remains true unless S has zero or poles at only one or two
points of C. But the latter possibility cannot happen. For write the function field
of C over C as C(w) and express S as a rational function of w. Then it must have
the form S(w) = ((αw+β)/(γw+δ))e for α, β, γ, δ in C and a positive integer e. It
follows from (2.1) that P (X,S(w)) becomes reducible over C(w). Thus P (X,T e)
is reducible over C(T ), contradicting the hypothesis. This completes the proof of
the Proposition.

The example P (X,T ) = X2 − T shows that the hypothesis cannot be weakened
to just e = 1, and the example P (X,T ) = X2 −X − T shows that the conclusion
cannot be strengthened to just f = 1.

Because we use Faltings’s Theorem, the exceptional set of t in the Proposition is
not effectively computable. But the exponent f is easily computable for any given
polynomial. In section 3 we will use the example

P (X,T ) = Xn − nX + (n− 1)T n.(2.4)

It is not hard to see that P (X,T e) is always irreducible over C(T ). Namely, Gauss’s
Lemma enables us to work over C[T ], and now comparing coefficients of X1 and
X0 in a factorization (2.1) with S = T e forces either Um or Vn−m to be cT ne (0 6= c
in C). In both cases looking at degrees with respect to T shows that one factor
must be independent of T , an obvious impossibility.

For this example Zannier has verified that CP,m is absolutely irreducible with
genus

g = 1 + (1/2)
(
n

m

)
{m(n−m)− 2}.(2.5)

We do not exhibit the calculations here—they can be carried out following Schinzel
[Sc2], especially pp. 14–20.

If n ≥ 4, then (2.5) is at least 3, and so we can take f = 1.
And if n = 3 we can take f = 2 to give genus 4. The choice f = 1 gives genus 1,

but the finiteness fails because the elliptic curve X3 − 3X + 2T 3 = 0 has positive
rank over Q.

Finally if n = 2 we should take f = 3 to give genus 2, but we can also take f = 2
because the elliptic curve X2 − 2X + T 4 = 0 has zero rank. Again f = 1 is not
possible.

Given a finite set of rational numbers not 0 or 1, there exists a positive integer h
such that none of them is a perfect hth power in Q. Increasing the exponent f to
hf in the Proposition, we see that the exceptional set of t can be reduced to {0, 1}
at most. But the new exponent is probably no longer effective.
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The Proposition can be strengthened in another way by assuming only that each
P (X,T e) is irreducible over Q(T ), not C(T ). We do not supply the details of the
proof, which is more or less standard following for example Schinzel [Sc1] (sections
16 and 22).

3. Proof of the Theorem

We shall need one technical estimate. For real y ≥ 0 write as usual θ(y) =∑
p≤y log p, and for real x ≥ 0 and a positive integer q write ψq(x, y) for the number

of positive integers not exceeding x composed only of primes p with q < p ≤ y.

Lemma. Suppose q, η, ζ are fixed with 0 < ζ < η ≤ 1/2. Then with Λ = 1/η − 1
and y = (log x)η the quotient

exp{−Λθ(y)}ψq(x, y)/ϕζ(x)(3.1)

tends to infinity with x.

Proof. If ψ(x, y) = ψ1(x, y) denotes the more standard counting function, then we
have the estimates

ψ(x, y) = exp{π(y) log log x− y +O(y/L2)}(3.2)

with L = log(y + 2) and

π(y) = y/L+ y/L2 +O(y/L3), θ(y) = y +O(y/L2);

see for example [N], p. 25; or alternatively the elementary method explained in
[ST] gives directly a lower bound which suffices for our purposes. Now the result
for (3.1) with q = 1 follows after a short calculation.

To generalize to arbitrary q, note that every integer counted by ψ(x, y) has the
form rs with r composed only of primes p ≤ q and s composed only of primes p
with q < p ≤ y. Since r ≤ x and s ≤ x, it follows that ψ(x, y) ≤ ψ(x, q)ψq(x, y).
Finally (3.2) implies that ψ(x, q) is bounded by a fixed power of logx, and the
Lemma follows in general.

We can now prove our Theorem. Given n ≥ 2 define P (X,T ) as in (2.4). We
already checked the irreducibility hypothesis of the Proposition. So there is a
positive integer f and a finite set T in Q such that P (X, tf ) is irreducible over Q
for all rational t not in T .

Let q > n be an upper bound for all primes appearing in the numerator and
denominator of all elements of T . Choose Λ = nλ and η = 1/(Λ + 1) ≤ 1/2. For
large x and y = (log x)η there are then ψq(x, y) > 2 positive integers not exceeding
x composed only of primes p with q < p ≤ y. Defining the positive integer d by

2d < ψq(x, y) ≤ 2d+1(3.4)

we find from the Box Principle two such integers u, ũ with

0 < u < ũ ≤ x, u ≡ ũ (modulo 2d).(3.5)

Dividing by common factors (which by q ≥ 2 are necessarily odd) we can assume
that u and ũ are coprime.

Consider now any solution ξ of the equation

ξn − nũ(n−1)fξ + (n− 1)unf = 0.(3.6)
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This is P (ξ/ũf , tf ) = 0 for t = u/ũ. By choice of q, this t cannot lie in the
exceptional set T . This means that P (X, tf ) is irreducible over Q, and therefore
K = Q(ξ) is a number field of degree exactly n.

We define

a = ξn, b = −nũ(n−1)fξ, c = (n− 1)unf

which by (3.6) have zero sum; and we proceed to estimate HK , SK and DK .
To begin with, ξ is an algebraic integer, and the algebraic integers b/ξ and

c/ξ = −ξn−1 + nũ(n−1)f have no common prime ideal factor, otherwise this would
divide b/ξ = −nũ(n−1)f and c; whereas these are coprime by construction and
because q > n. It follows that HK(a/ξ, b/ξ, c/ξ) is∏

v

max{|σ(a/ξ)|, |σ(b/ξ)|, |σ(c/ξ)|} ≥
∏
v

|σ(b/ξ)|

over just the infinite valuations. By projectivity this gives

HK ≥ nnũn(n−1)f .(3.7)

Next, if v corresponds to a prime P dividing p > y, then |c|v = 1 so |ξ|v = 1 so
|a|v = |b|v = |c|v = 1. It follows that

SK ≤
∏
p≤y

∏
P|p

(NP)e(P) =
∏
p≤y

pn = exp{nθ(y)}.(3.8)

Finally DK divides the discriminant of the polynomial in (3.6) defining ξ. Now
the discriminant of Xn + ŨX − U is up to sign (n − 1)n−1Ũn + nnUn−1 (see
for example [GKZ], p. 406, or [M]). It follows that DK divides D = hE with
h = (n− 1)n−1nn and

E = ũn(n−1)f − un(n−1)f .

But in fact DK must be a lot smaller than D. This is because the exponent e of
2 dividing DK is bounded solely in terms of n, thanks to a result of Hensel; see for
example [Se1], Corollaire p. 328, which gives the explicit bound

e ≤ n− 1 + n(logn)/(log 2).

By (3.5) E is divisible by 2d, and it follows that

DK ≤ 2e−dD ≤ 2e−dhũn(n−1)f .(3.9)

Now using (3.4), (3.7), (3.8) and (3.9) we get

HK/(DKS
λ
K) ≥ 2dδ exp{−Λθ(y)} ≥ (1/2)δ exp{−Λθ(y)}ψq(x, y)(3.10)

with

δ = 2−e(n− 1)−(n−1) ≥ 21−n/h.

If ν < η is as in the Theorem, there is ζ between ν and η and we can apply the
Lemma to the right-hand side of (3.10). Finally putting ũ ≤ x in (3.9) shows
that ϕζ(x)/ϕν(DK) tends to infinity with x, and this completes the proof of the
Theorem.

In fact it can be shown that DK itself tends to infinity with x; thus we get
infinitely many different fields K with this construction. For the quotient D/DK

is ±z2 for z in Z, and so we obtain an equation hũn(n−1)f − hun(n−1)f = ±DKz
2.

By Theorem 2 (p. 515) of Darmon and Granville [DG], this equation has for each
DK only finitely many solutions in rational integers u, ũ, z with u and ũ coprime,
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provided n(n − 1)f ≥ 5. On the other hand we know that ũ − u is divisible by 2d

which tends to infinity with x.

Appendix

To see that some modification of Smirnov’s Conjecture A is required, apply it
to f = m/n in the notation of section 3.6 (p. 363) of [Sm]. Throwing away the
quantity δ2 ≥ 0 we find after a short calculation that

log(m− n) ≤ logS + 1 +R1(m/n)(A.1)

for any coprime rational integers m,n with m > n > 0, where S = S(a, b, c) is the
support in (1.3) above for a = n, b = m− n, c = −m.

The function R1(x) is not precisely specified in [Sm], except that it must be
continuous on the set R∗ of non-zero real numbers, satisfy R1(x) = R1(−x) =
R1(1/x) and not grow too fast as x goes to infinity. Anyway, if we restrict x > 1 to
a compact set X in R∗, then R1(x) is bounded above. Also since for our x = m/n
we have m−n = m(1−1/x) and m = H = H(a, b, c), the equation (A.1) now reads

H ≤ CS(A.2)

for some constant C depending only on X .
Of course (A.2) fails in general—see just after (1.15) above—but we need a

counterexample a+ b+ c = 0 with a > 0, b > 0 and x = |c|/a restricted to the set
X . In fact it is not difficult to produce a class of counterexamples with x dense in
the interval [1,∞); perhaps the simplest method is the following.

Fix a positive integer d with

2d > 30C,(A.3)

and then fix positive integers k, ` such that

3k ≡ 5` ≡ 1 (mod 2d).

For any positive integers r, s with 3rk > 5s` the numbers c = −3rk and a = 5s`

satisfy a+ c ≡ 0 (mod 2d), and therefore b = −a− c > 0 has the form 2db′ with b′

in Z. Clearly a, b, c are coprime with

S ≤ 30b′ = 30b/2d ≤ 30H/2d,

so using (A.3) we see that (A.2) is indeed contradicted. Further our x = |c|/a
satisfies log x = (rγ−s) log(5`) with γ = log(3k)/ log(5`), and now the irrationality
of γ allows us to conclude that the rγ − s are dense in [0,∞). Therefore x is dense
in [1,∞) as required.
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