
Zeitschrift: L'Enseignement Mathématique

Herausgeber: Commission Internationale de l'Enseignement Mathématique

Band: 40 (1994)

Heft: 1-2: L'ENSEIGNEMENT MATHÉMATIQUE

Artikel: PROOF OF MARGULIS' THEOREM ON VALUES OF QUADRATIC
FORMS, INDEPENDENT OF THE AXIOM OF CHOICE

Autor: Dani, S. G.

Kapitel: 1. Preliminaries

DOI: https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-61104

Nutzungsbedingungen
Die ETH-Bibliothek ist die Anbieterin der digitalisierten Zeitschriften auf E-Periodica. Sie besitzt keine
Urheberrechte an den Zeitschriften und ist nicht verantwortlich für deren Inhalte. Die Rechte liegen in
der Regel bei den Herausgebern beziehungsweise den externen Rechteinhabern. Das Veröffentlichen
von Bildern in Print- und Online-Publikationen sowie auf Social Media-Kanälen oder Webseiten ist nur
mit vorheriger Genehmigung der Rechteinhaber erlaubt. Mehr erfahren

Conditions d'utilisation
L'ETH Library est le fournisseur des revues numérisées. Elle ne détient aucun droit d'auteur sur les
revues et n'est pas responsable de leur contenu. En règle générale, les droits sont détenus par les
éditeurs ou les détenteurs de droits externes. La reproduction d'images dans des publications
imprimées ou en ligne ainsi que sur des canaux de médias sociaux ou des sites web n'est autorisée
qu'avec l'accord préalable des détenteurs des droits. En savoir plus

Terms of use
The ETH Library is the provider of the digitised journals. It does not own any copyrights to the journals
and is not responsible for their content. The rights usually lie with the publishers or the external rights
holders. Publishing images in print and online publications, as well as on social media channels or
websites, is only permitted with the prior consent of the rights holders. Find out more

Download PDF: 27.04.2026

ETH-Bibliothek Zürich, E-Periodica, https://www.e-periodica.ch

https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-61104
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=de
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=fr
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=en


50 S. G. DANI

Let H be the subgroup of G consisting of all elements leaving Q0 invariant;
namely H {g e G \ Q0(gp) Qo(p) for all peR3}. For each / eR
let u2(t) be the element of G such that v2(t)ei et for i 1 and 2 and

^2(0^3= £3 + tei. Let V2 {v2(t) \ t ^ 0} and F2~ {v2{t) \ t ^ 0}. We

prove the following:
Theorem. Let x e G/T and let X - Hx. Then either X Hx

or there exists a y e G/T such that V^y or V^y is contained in X.

As seen in [DM-2] the theorem implies Oppenheim's conjecture and in fact
the following stronger result.

Corollary. Let Q be a nondegenerate indefinite quadratic form
on R", n ^ 3. Suppose that cQ is not a rational quadratic form for
any c > 0. Let #(Z*) denote the set of all primitive elements of Zn.
Then Q(^(Zn)) is a dense subset of R.

Before concluding this introduction it should be mentioned that the above

theorem (and hence also the corollary) follows from Ratner's theorem proving
Raghunathan's conjecture (cf. [R] ; see also [DM-3] for a strengthening of the

result and [M-4] for a general perspective of the area); however the proofs of
Raghunathan's conjecture involve a considerably long argument (through
several papers) and though it is believable that it could yield a proof of the

above theorem independent of the axiom of choice, it is hard to ascertain this.

On the other hand, the present proof only involves, apart from what is

contained here, some results proved in [DM-2].

1. Preliminaries

The remainder of the note deals with the proof of the Theorem. We begin
with some more notation. Let B denote the subgroup consisting of all the upper
triangular matrices in H. Let D* be the subgroup consisting of all the diagonal
matrices in B. Let D be the subgroup consisting of all the elements of Z>* in
which the diagonal entries are positive. Let Vx be the subgroup consisting of
all elements of B in which the diagonal entries are all 1 ; it is a one-parameter
subgroup of H. Let V2 - {v2{t) 11 e R}, where u2(t), te R, are as defined
above. Let V VXV2; one can see that Vis an abelian subgroup of G. It can
also be verified that Vx and V2 are normalised by D* and that B D* Vx. We

note that D, Vlf V2 and V defined here are the same as in [DM-2], where the

subgroups are described by their matrix forms. Also, we denote by / the
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identity element in G. We now begin the proof with the following simple

observation, analogues of which are involved in the earlier proofs as well, all

the way from that in [M-l].

1.1. Lemma. Let Z be a closed H-invariant subset of G/Y. Let zeZ
be such that Vxz is compact. Let M {g g G\ gz e Z}. Then for
any g e HMV{ there exists a y e V\Z such that gy e Z.

Proof. Indeed if {hi}, {mf and {w/} are sequences in H, M and Vl

respectively such that himiUi — g and y is a limit point of [ut
1

z} then

clearly gy e Z.

Another major component is the following Proposition due to Margulis;

(cf. Proposition 3 in [DM-2], where two different elementary proofs are given

for the result).

1.2. Proposition. Let M be a subset of G - HV2 suchthat le M.
Then either V% or Vf is contained in HMV{.

We next recall from [DM-2] some more results that are needed here.

1.3. Proposition (cf. [DM-2], Proposition A.12). Any closed nonempty
Vi-invariant subset of G/Y contains a compact nonempty V{-invariant
subset.

(We mention that, as in [DM-2], this result is not needed in the proof of
the theorem in the case when X Hx is known to be compact; the latter
special case is adequate in proving the weaker version of the Corollary as dealt
with in [M-3] and [S]; see [DM-2] for some details in this regard).

1.4. Lemma, (i) Any discrete subgroup of DV is either contained
in V or generated by an element of vDv~l, where u e V.

(h) If A is a discrete subgroup of BV2 D*V then either
VfV n A) V or there exists a neighbourhood 0 of I in V2 such
that BG n A ç B.

Proof. Assertion (i) is the same as Lemma 5 of [DM-2]. Assertion (ii) can
be deduced (i) by a simple computation; also, the relevant argument is
available on page 157 of [DM-2], in the proof of case (c) of Proposition 8

there; we shall therefore not repeat it here.
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1.5. Proposition, (i) HV2 is a closed subset of G and the map
T| : H x V2-> HV2 defined by rj ((h} v)) hv, for all h e H and
v e V2i is a homeomorphism.

(ii) If h e H and there exists a v e V2 - {/} such that vh e HV2
then h e B.

Proof. Observe that H is the isotropy subgroup of Q0 under the contra-
gradient action of G on the space of all quadratic forms on R3 (defined by
(& Q)1"* Qg> where Qg(P) Q(g~lP) for all g e G, quadratic forms Q
and p e R3). The V2-orbit of Q0 under the action can be explicitly written
down (see [DM-2], page 148) and seen to be closed. Therefore V2H is closed

and hence so is HV2l the latter being the same as (V2H) ~1. Now consider

the action of H x V2 on G where the element (h, u), with h e H and u e V2,

acts by g p* hgu~l. Then HV2 is the orbit of / and since it is closed and

H n V2 {/} it follows that (h, v) hv~1, h e H and u e V2, is a

homeomorphism (cf. [MZ], Section 2.13, for instance). Hence so is ri
as in the hypothesis. This proves assertion (i). Assertion (ii) is precisely

Proposition 4 from [DM-2].

For any z e G/T we denote by Tz the isotropy subgroup {g e G | gz z)
of z.

1.6. Proposition. Let z e G/T be a Vx-periodic point such that
H c\Tz is not contained in B. Then Hz is a closed subset of G/T.

Proof. Let Q be any quadratic form invariant under H r\Tz. Since z is

Vi-periodic there exists a v e Vx - {/} such that uz z. A straightforward
computation using the f-invariance of Q then shows that Q is of the form
aQo + bQ\ for some a, b e R, where Q\ is the quadratic form on R3 defined

by Q\iP\e{ + p2e2 + p3e3) p\for a\\pl,p2,p2 e R. Now, and Q0 are
/z-invariant for all h e H n TZi and hence so is bQ \. If b 3= 0 this implies
that h e B for all h e H n Tz (see the proof of Proposition 4 of [DM-2]).
Since by hypothesis H n Tz is not contained in B this implies that b 0 and
hence Q aQQ, with a e R.

Now let g e G be such that z gT. Then in view of the above observation,

any quadratic form invariant under g~lHg nT g~l (H nTz)g is a scalar

multiple of the form Q' defined by Q'{p) Qo(gP) for all p e R3. The

argument as on page 159 of [DM-2] (in the last part of the proof of
Proposition 9 there) then implies that Q' is a scalar multiple of a rational form.
Then the T-orbit of Q' under the contragradient action on the space of all
quadratic forms on R3 is closed. This implies that Tg~lHg is closed and
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hence so is g~lHgT. This shows that Hz HgT/T is closed, thus proving

the proposition.

We recall that if cp is a homeomorphism of a topological space X then x e X
is said to be a recurrent point for (p if there exists a sequence {nk} of natural

numbers such that nk^> oo and nkx~*x. For the proof of the theorem we

also need the following general fact.

1.7. Proposition. Let cp be a homeomorphism of a compact metric

space X. Then there exists a recurrent point for (p.

Proof. Given X and (p as in the hypothesis there exists a (p-invariant

probability (Borel) measure on X (cf. [DGS], Proposition 3.8, for instance).
The Proposition now follows from the Poincare recurrence theorem; see [M],
Theorem 2.3, for a version of the Theorem in the form required here.

It can be seen, by perusing the proofs of the results quoted, from the
references mentioned, that the above proof is indeed independent of the axiom
of choice. For expositional purposes we also give in the Appendix a more self-
contained proof of the Proposition. For this we use the same general idea as

above but argue with invariant integrals (positive linear functional on the

space of continuous functions) constructed from the data, without actually
using any measure theory.

Incidentally, it may be noted that the assertion in the Proposition is obvious
if we assume Zorn's lemma, since in that case there exist compact minimal
(nonempty) (p-invariant subsets of X and any point of such a subset is a

recurrent point.

2. Proof of the Theorem

We will prove the Theorem after some technical preparation.

2.1. Proposition. Let xeG/T and X Hx. Let yeX and
suppose that there exists a neighbourhood Q of I in G such that
{& £ & I gy £ X} c HV2. Then at least one of the following conditions
holds: (i) Hx is open in X and y e Hx, (ii) Hy and DV\y are open
in their (respective) closures or (iii) Vy ç X.

Proof. First suppose that in fact there exists a neighbourhood Q' of I
in G such that {g e Q' | gy e X} c H. Then Hy is open in X Since Hx is
dense in X it follows that Hx Hy. Then Hx is open in X and y e Hx, so
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