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ABSTRACT

The recently constructed theory of radio wave propagation in the pulsar magnetosphere outlines the general aspects of the radio light curve and polarization formation.
It allows us to describe general properties of mean profiles, such as the position angle
(P A) of the linear polarization, and the circular polarization for the realistic structure
of the pair creation region in the pulsar magnetosphere. In this work, we present
an application of the radio wave propagation theory to the radio observations of
pulsar PSR J1906+0746. This pulsar is particularly interesting because observations
of relativistic spin-precession in a binary system allows us to put strong constraints
on its geometry. Because it is an almost orthogonal rotator, the pulsar allows us to
observe both magnetic poles; as we show, this is crucial for testing the theory of radio
wave propagation and obtaining constraints on the parameters of magnetospheric
plasma. Our results show that plasma parameters are qualitatively consistent with
theories of pair plasma production in polar cap discharges. Specifically, for PSR
J1906+0746, we constrain the plasma multiplicity λ ∼ 103 and the Lorentz-factor of
secondary plasma γ ∼ a few hundred.
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INTRODUCTION

Radio pulsars were discovered more than fifty years
ago (Hewish et al. 1968); however, their radio emission mechanism still remains unknown (Lyne & Graham-Smith 2012;
Lorimer & Kramer 2012). A large number of observational
light curves (also called mean profiles), which include intensity, linear polarization and circular polarization, are available now (Hankins & Rankin 2010; Weltevrede & Johnston
2008; Johnston & Kerr 2016). The rotating vector model
(hereafter abbreviated RVM, Radhakrishnan & Cooke 1969)
is the most frequently used theory to describe mean profiles
of radio pulsars. In particular, it is usually used to infer
the inclination angle α between magnetic and rotation axes
and the impact angle β, which characterizes the closest approach between the observer direction and the magnetic axis
(Lyne & Manchester 1988; Rankin 1993; Tauris & Manchester 1998). However, full understanding of available pulsar
radio profiles cannot be reached within this model.
For instance, according to the RVM (more exactly, the
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“hollow-cone” model Oster & Sieber 1976), the polarization
characteristics of the observable radiation are formed not
so far from the stellar surface, at radii ≤ 30R (hereafter,
R denotes the stellar radius). This assumption leads to almost exactly linear polarization of propagating electromagnetic waves due to the super-strong magnetic field in the region near the stellar surface. Thus, the RVM predicts fully
linearly polarized radio emission, while observations show
the presence of a substantial degree of circular polarization.
Therefore, propagation effects have to be taken into account.
As the wave propagates further outwards in the magnetosphere, the strength of the magnetic field drops, so the wave
does not have to be fully linearly polarized.
Thus, propagation effects in the pulsar magnetosphere
should play an important role in understanding observed
characteristics of the pulsar radio emission. In particular,
the interaction of electromagnetic waves with magnetospheric plasma must result in considerable deviation from
the predictions of the RVM. Individually, all the main propagation effects, namely: magnetospheric plasma birefringence (Barnard & Arons 1986; Beskin et al. 1988; Lyubarskii
& Petrova 1998; Petrova & Lyubarskii 2000), cyclotron ab-
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sorption (Mikhailovskii et al. 1982; Fussell et al. 2003; Melrose & Luo 2004), and limiting polarization (Cheng & Ruderman 1979; Barnard 1986; Petrova & Lyubarskii 2000;
Petrova 2006; Andrianov & Beskin 2010; Wang et al. 2010)
had already been taken into account. But only recently have
all these effects been successfully brought together (also taking into account the real structure of the magnetic field in
the vicinity of the light cylinder where the dipolar approximation is no longer applicable) (Beskin & Philippov 2012).
Thus, it has become possible to quantitatively analyze the
average profiles of pulsar radio emission (Hakobyan et al.
2017a,b).
In this paper, we analyze recent observations obtained for radio pulsar PSR J1906+0746 (Desvignes et al.
2019), which has been observed for 13 consecutive years.
The uniqueness of this pulsar, as along with PSR J07373039 (Perera et al. 2010) and J1141-6545 (Venkatraman Krishnan et al. 2019), is that it is located in a close binary
system. Misalignment of the spin vector of the pulsar with
respect to the total angular momentum vector results in
relativistic precession of its rotational axis. This leads to
a change in viewing geometry and to observed significant
changes in polarization profiles. In particular, observations
show a simultaneous switching of the signs of the circular
polarization V and the derivative dP A/dφ at the moment
when the line of sight crosses the magnetic axis (hereafter,
φ denotes the pulsar rotational phase). As we describe below, this is broadly consistent with the prediction of the
radio propagation theory described by Beskin & Philippov
(2012).
On the other hand, the consistent analysis of an almost
orthogonal pulsar requires a substantial refinement of the
theory. This is because previous work assumed the distribution of the number density of secondary plasma to be
symmetric about the magnetic axis. However, this is not a
very good approximation for polar caps of nearly orthogonal
pulsars (Bai & Spitkovsky 2010; Timokhin & Arons 2013).
Below, following Timokhin & Arons (2013); Gralla et al.
(2017); Lockhart et al. (2019), we assume that the structure of the pair production regions is determined by the
distribution of the magnetospheric current in the force-free
magnetosphere. In this approach, which is valid if the size of
the particle acceleration region is significantly smaller than
the polar cap radius, pair creation is possible if the value
of the longitudinal electric current density, jk = j · B/B, is
larger than the Goldreich-Julian current1 (hereafter referred
to as the GJ current, Goldreich & Julian 1969)
jGJ = −

Ω·B
,
2π

(1)

or if it has the opposite sign (Timokhin & Arons 2013). In
order to identify such regions, we use analytic expressions for
the 4-current in the magnetosphere of a neutron star (Gralla
et al. 2017). These formulas were obtained by fitting the results of force-free simulations and allow us to find regions
which can support active pair production at the polar cap.
We assume that observed radio emission originates from the

1

The GJ charge density, ρGJ = −Ω · B/(2πc), characterizes the
minimal charge density required for the screening of the longitudinal electrical field in the pulsar magnetosphere.

region of active pair production. Therefore, our new numerical method includes the improved geometry of the emission
region, as well as previously described propagation effects.
It is necessary to stress that the above criteria for the
activity of pair production has been formulated in the onedimensional case, when the size lgap of the particle acceleration zone is significantly smaller than the size of the pulsar
polar cap, R0 . According to Timokhin & Harding (2015),
the size of the acceleration zone can be estimated as follows:
−3/7 2/7 3/7 −4/7
ρc,7 P B12 cm,

lgap ' 2 × 104 χ1/7
a ξj

(2)

where χa denotes the value of the χ parameter (photon energy multiplied by the perpendicular magnetic field) when
the optical depth reaches 1, ξj denotes the electric field,
P is the period in seconds, ρc,7 = ρc /107 cm is the normalized curvature radius of the magnetic field lines and
B12 = B/1012 G is the normalized magnetic field. In particular, for PSR J1906+0746 (P = 0.14 s, Ṗ−15 = 20), lgap ∼ 103
cm, which is an order of magnitude less than the size of the
polar cap R0 ' R(ΩR/c)1/2 ∼ 104 cm. Moreover, for an almost orthogonal pulsar, the polar cap current is super GJ,
j  jGJ , which strengthens the applicability of a 1D approximation.
In this paper, we simulate the mean radio profile of a
nearly orthogonal rotator (i.e., we determine the intensity
I(φ), the position angle curve P A(φ) of the linear polarization, and the circular polarization V (φ) along the mean
profile), which is necessary to explain the observable evolution of the polarization characteristics of the precessing pulsar PSR J1906+0746. In Section 2 we discuss observational
data presented by Desvignes et al. (2019). We summarize the
main results of the propagation theory with a focus on an
orthogonal rotator, present the results of our numerical simulations and compare these results with observation data in
Section 3. Finally, we discuss our main findings in Section 4.

2

OBSERVATIONS

Pulsar PSR J1906+0746 was first discovered by the Parkes
Multibeam Pulsar Survey in 1998 (Manchester et al. 2001),
when only a single pulse was detected. A second peak at
the phase φ = 180◦ appeared in 2005 (Lorimer et al. 2006).
This pulsar has since been observed for 13 years at 1.38
GHz with the 305-m William E. Gordon Arecibo radio telescope and the Puerto Rico Ultimate Pulsar Processing Instrument (PUPPI). The presence of an interpulse at the
phase φ = 180◦ indicates that this pulsar is almost orthogonal (the inclination angle between the magnetic moment and
the rotational axis α ∼ 90◦ ). As one can see in Figure 1, this
geometry allows us to observe the emission from both polar caps. In particular, due to the symmetry of the emission
from both polar caps, the light curves for both pulses will
be similar for an observer located exactly at the equator.
As we have already emphasized, in the binary system containing pulsar PSR J1906+0746, the curvature of space-time
near massive bodies leads to relativistic spin-orbit coupling.
Therefore, the spins of those bodies precess around the total
angular momentum, thus changing their relative orientation
to an observer. According to Desvignes et al. (2019), from
2001 to 2018, the angle β of the closest approach between the
MNRAS 000, 1–9 (0000)
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Figure 1. Illustration of the emission pattern of an almost orthogonal pulsar (α ∼ 90◦ is the inclination angle between the
magnetic moment µ and axis of rotation Ω). The observer’s line
of sight is directed at an angle β with respect to the magnetic
moment. Color represents the magnetospheric current density,
ξ = jk /jGJ ; large positive (red) and negative (blue) values correspond to the regions that support active pair formation (see
Section 3.3). Top panel: As the pulsar rotates, the observer’s
line of sight can cross the directivity pattern of both northern
and southern polar caps (red solid line). Therefore, emission from
both polar caps can be observed. Bottom panel: a schematic
illustration of the figure in the top panel. For certain values of β,
emission from both polar caps can be observed. Moreover, if the
pulsar precesses, the value of β changes with time. Therefore, the
relative position of the line of sight is evolving with time (gray
line), and emission from different regions of both polar caps can
be observed.

observer direction and the magnetic axis has changed from
5◦ to −22◦ for the main pulse and from 20◦ to −6◦ for the interpulse2 . In other words, observations of PSR J1906+0746
have been able to scan a significant fraction of the emission
region in both polar caps due to a gradual change in the
angle β.
Observations of pulsar PSR J1906+0746 at different
epochs are shown in Figure 2. In all panels, observed radio
intensity is shown by a black solid line, and circle polarization is represented by a black dashed line. Being a nearly
orthogonal rotator, this pulsar shows two pulses during its
period of rotation. The first detected single pulse (on the
left) is called the main pulse and the second (on the right)
is called the interpulse (hereafter denoted MP and IP, respectively). In the bottom portion of each panel, observed
position angle is shown by light red dots and a solid red line
demonstrates the fitting with the RVM (Desvignes et al.
2019).
As mentioned above, relativistic precession leads to significant changes in the shape of the mean pulse profile. First
observations of the pulsar PSR J1906+0746 in 1998 show
only the main pulse (Manchester et al. 2001). Continuous observations were started in 2004 (Lorimer et al. 2006), when
the IP also started to appear (Figure 2a). At that time,
both the IP and the MP had single-peaked mean profiles.

2

These values of β have been obtained by fitting an RVM curve
into the position angle curve at different observational epochs.
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Their peaks were separated by half of a period (180◦ in pulsar phase), which is representative of an orthogonal rotator.
The intensity of the MP was higher than the intensity of the
IP (Figure 2a). Circular polarization of the MP was positive,
as was the derivative dP A/dφ of the position angle along the
profile. Since the values V and dP A/dφ had the same sign,
we can conclude that the MP corresponds to the X-mode,
according to the criteria of Beskin & Philippov (2012) (see
also the discussion in Section 3.2).
Over time, the IP became stronger, which enabled the
recognition of its circular polarization at MJD 56012 (Figure 2c). Since the IP had negative circular polarization V
and also negative derivative dP A/dφ, one can conclude that
the IP also corresponds to the X-mode.
At MJD ∼ 5600, both pulses were roughly equally
strong (Figure 2c-d). Since the observed intensity peak of
the IP was noticeably offset with respect to the maximum
of dP A/dφ, we assume that the IP was emitted as doublepeaked (see also a hint of the second peak in Figure 2f). The
correlation of the signs of V and dP A/dφ when V is clearly
identifiable is positive for both the MP and the IP, which
correspond to the X-mode.
After MJD 56213 (Figure 2d), the intensity of the MP
decreased, while the sign of dP A/dφ remained the same
(Figure 2e). The IP was clearly visible, but its circular polarization was impossible to determine. Gradually, the derivative dP A/dφ in the IP became steeper. At some moment
between MJD 56523 and MJD 57310, the sign of the derivative dP A/dφ changed in the IP, which implied the crossing of the magnetic axis at the polar cap, according to the
prediction of the RVM (Figure 2f). Unfortunately, at this
time it was hard to clearly recognize the sign of the circular
polarization in the IP (as with MP, which became almost
invisible). However, the IP demonstrates a clearly positive
circular polarization, V , in later observations. Also, after the
crossing of the magnetic axis, the position angle derivative
dP A/dφ remained positive in the IP (Figure 2g-h). Thus, in
agreement with theoretical expectations (see the discussion
in Section 3.2), the quantities V and dP A/dφ simultaneously changed their signs when the line of sight crossed the
magnetic axis.

3
3.1

THEORY AND SIMULATIONS
Basic equations

Let us recall the key points related to the propagation theory of radio waves in the pulsar magnetosphere (Beskin &
Philippov 2012; Hakobyan et al. 2017a). First, as is wellknown (Lyne & Graham-Smith 2012; Lorimer & Kramer
2012), there are two orthogonal modes which propagate
in the pulsar magnetosphere: the extraordinary X-mode
and the ordinary O-mode. The X-mode propagates along a
straight line, while the O-mode experiences refraction, which
takes place at small distances r ≤ rO from the star, where
1/3 −2/3

rO ∼ 102 Rλ4 γ100 B12 νGHz P −1/5 .
1/3 1/3

(3)

Here, R is the stellar radius, λ = ne /nGJ is the pair creation
multiplicity where nGJ = ΩB/(2πce) is the GJ number density, λ4 = λ/104 , γ100 is the normalized Lorentz-factor of
secondary plasma (γ100 = γ/100), B12 is the normalized
magnetic field on the surface (B12 = B/1012 G), νGHz is the
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(a) M J D = 53571
βMP = 7∘, βIP = − 11∘

(b) M J D = 54987
βMP = 12∘, βIP = − 6∘

(c) M J D = 56012
βMP = 15∘, βIP = − 3∘

(d ) M J D = 56213
βMP = 16∘, βIP = − 2∘

(e) M J D = 56523
βMP = 17∘, βIP = − 1∘

( f ) M J D = 57310
βMP = 20∘, βIP = 2∘
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Figure 2. Simulations and observations of the radio intensity and polarization of PSR J1906+0746 as a function of pulsar phase, φ,
for different observational epochs. In each panel (a)-(h) of the Figure, the left sub-panel corresponds to the MP, and the right subpanel corresponds to the IP. In each of the sub-panels, the top plots show the observed emission intensity (solid gray line) and circular
polarization (dashed gray line), while the simulated intensity and circular polarization are shown as solid red and dashed blue lines,
respectively. The bottom plots of each sub-panel show observed values of the position angle curve (red dots), RVM fits performed by
Desvignes et al. (2019) (red solid line), and simulated values of the position angle (black dots).
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frequency in GHz and P is the period of rotation measured
in seconds. The difference in propagation between two orthogonal modes was first taken into account by Barnard &
Arons (1986) and later discussed by various groups (Beskin
et al. 1988; Lyubarskii & Petrova 1998; Petrova & Lyubarskii
2000; Beskin & Philippov 2012).
The second important propagation effect that has
to be addressed is the limiting polarization effect (see,
e.g., Zheleznyakov 1996). Its importance for radio pulsars
was first noted by Cheng & Ruderman (1979) and later discussed in detail by Barnard (1986); Petrova & Lyubarskii
(2000); Petrova (2006); Andrianov & Beskin (2010); Wang
et al. (2010). This effect arises because the plasma number
density, ne , rapidly decreases with the distance r from the
star. In the region of a dense plasma, close to the stellar surface, the polarization characteristics of the wave depend on
the direction of the external magnetic field. However, polarization characteristics almost freeze when the radiation
propagates into the region of low plasma density. According
to Cheng & Ruderman (1979), the freezing distance resc can
be calculated as
2/5 −6/5

2/5 −2/5

resc ∼ 103 Rλ4 γ100 B12 νGHz P −1/5 .

(4)

As was noted by Andrianov & Beskin (2010); Beskin & Philippov (2012), the most convenient method for
studying the liming polarization effect for radio pulsars is
the Kravtsov & Orlov (1990) approach, which directly describes the evolution of the complex angle Θ = Θ1 + iΘ2
along the propagation of the radio wave:
dΘ1
ω
=
Im[εxy ]
dl
2c
1ω
−
Λ cos[2Θ1 − 2β(l) − 2δ(l)]sinh2Θ2 , (5)
2c
dΘ2
1ω
=
Λ sin[2Θ1 − 2β(l) − 2δ(l)]cosh2Θ2 , (6)
dl
2c
where
r
 ε − ε 2
xx
yy
Λ = ∓ (Re[εxy ])2 +
.
(7)
2
Here, Θ1 is the position angle of linear polarization
(i.e., Θ1 = P A), Θ2 describes the circular polarization:
Θ2 = 1/2 tanh−1 (V /I) (here, I and V are two Stokes parameters), and εik is the dielectric tensor of the magnetized
pair plasma.
In homogeneous media, the normal modes of the plasma
are described as P A = βB + δ and P A = βB + δ + π/2 for
the O-mode and X-mode, respectively. Here, the angle βB
describes the orientation of the external magnetic field in the
plane perpendicular to the wave vector k. The nonzero angle
δ results from the drift motion of plasma particles U/c =
[E × B]/B2 in the corotational electric field E ≈ (Ωr/c)B:
tan δ = −

cos θb Ux /c
,
sin θb − Uy /c

(8)

where θb is the angle between the wave vector k and the
external magnetic field B, the x-y plane is perpendicular to
the external magnetic field B, and the unit vector in the x
direction is oriented in the k-B plane.
3.2

Two orthogonal modes and polarization

The main result of the propagation theory is the relation between the circular polarization V and the derivative
MNRAS 000, 1–9 (0000)
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Table 1. Parameters of the simulations shown in Figure 3. Here,
B12 = B/1012 is the normalized strength of the magnetic field
near the pulsar surface, P is the period of rotation in seconds,
νGHz is the radiation frequency in GHz, λ is the pair multiplicity,
γ is the Lorentz-factor of the secondary plasma, α is the inclination angle, rem is the emission height measured in units of the
pulsar radius, and f0 is a parameter used for determination of the
magnetospheric pair plasma density in equation 11.
B12

P

νGHz

λ

γ

α

β

rem

f0

1.0

0.9

2.0

1000

250

45o

4o

30

0.7

d(βB + δ)/dr along the ray (Beskin & Philippov 2012)
d(βB + δ)/dr
V
∝
.
I
cos(2Θ1 − 2βB − 2δ)

(9)

This relation is valid when the shear of the external magnetic field along the ray trajectory is sufficiently large and
when the sign of the circular polarization V is determined
not by the non-diagonal components of the dielectric tensor
εij but by the sign of the derivative d(βB + δ)/dr at the escape radius r ≈ resc . Moreover, as was shown by Wang et al.
(2010), for the dipolar geometry of the magnetic field, the
derivative dβB /dr is proportional to the observable value
dP A/dφ with the negative sign. Thus, equation 9 allows us
to determine which of the two modes, ordinary or extraordinary, forms the mean profile of the radio emission.
As was shown by Hakobyan et al. (2017a), for most
pulsars the freezing radius resc is sufficiently large that the
derivative dδ/dr (whose sign is the opposite of the sign of
dβB /dr) plays the leading role. In this case, the signs of
dP A/dφ and V are the same for the X-mode, and are opposite for the O-mode. At present, there is direct observational
evidence that supports this correlation. Indeed, the main difference between the modes is that the O-mode experiences
refraction, while the X-mode propagates along a straight
line. Therefore, the widths of the mean profiles formed by the
O-mode should be statistically larger than those of the Xmode profiles, which is indeed what has been observed (Beskin 2018).
However, there are examples of radio profiles where the
correlation described above is not observed, i.e., there are
observations for which the sign of the circular polarization
V along the mean profile varies, while the position angle
curve P A(φ) does not show any transition to a different polarization mode. As was shown by Hakobyan et al. (2017a),
such behavior can be also described in the framework of
the propagation theory. Indeed, for small enough distances
r from the neutron star, one can neglect the angle δ in the
sum βB + δ because βB  δ. The fact that the derivatives
dδ/dx and dβB /dx have different signs results in different
signs of the circular polarization V at different phases φ of
the mean profile if the freezing radius resc is located in the
regions of different asymptotic behavior of the sum βB + δ.
This means that the circular polarization V is formed at different heights at different phases of the mean profile. This
effect is quantitatively demonstrated in Figure 3, where we
show a simulated profile for the propagation of the O-mode
in the pulsar magnetosphere with parameters shown in Table 1.
From the usual correlation of the signs of V and
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Table 2. Parameters of the simulations shown in Figure 2. Definitions are the same as in Table 1.
P

νGHz

λ

γ

α

rem

f0

1.0

0.14

1.38

1000

300

81o

10

0.2

PA,∘

I, V

magnetospheric return current ξ < 0. For almost orthogonal
rotators, numerical simulations of magnetospheres produce
very high current density, ξ  1, in the entire polar cap (Bai
& Spitkovsky 2010). In Figure 4 we show the distributions
of jGJ , jk and ξ at the polar cap of the orthogonal and the
81◦ -inclined rotators, following analytical fits to simulation
results by Gralla et al. (2017). As is clear from the plots,
the region in which 0 < ξ < 1, which does not allow for pair
production, is small and localized near the magnetic axis.
For this reason, in the simulations described below we
choose the number density of outgoing plasma, ne , to be:
ne = λg(f )nGJ ζ,

ϕ,

∘

Figure 3. Simulated profile for a pulsar with parameters shown
in Table 1. Circular polarization V has different signs across the
profile, because polarization is formed at different heights.

dP A/dφ one additional effect, which is specific to interpulse
pulsars, can be noticed. As one can see from the RVM formula for the position angle (Radhakrishnan & Cooke 1969)

P A = arctan

!
sin α sin φ
,
sin α cos(α + β) cos φ − sin(α + β) cos α
(10)

during the crossing of the magnetic axis (β ≈ 0), the derivative dP A/dφ changes its sign. As was mentioned above,
the signs of V and dP A/dφ are usually correlated for both
modes. Therefore, the sign of V also has to change to an
opposite one after crossing the magnetic axis. This has been
observed in PSR J0916+0746 at MJD ∼ 57000. We also note
that for almost all nearly orthogonal pulsars, the sign of the
circular polarization V remains constant when the position
angle curve P A(φ) indicates that the mean profile is formed
by one specific mode (Johnston & Kramer 2019).
Polar cap structure

As was already mentioned, almost orthogonal pulsars (α ≈
90◦ ), require separate consideration to determine the regions of plasma generation within the polar cap. As has been
shown both analytically (Shibata 1997; Beloborodov 2008)
and numerically (Timokhin 2010; Timokhin & Arons 2013),
under the assumption of free particle ejection from the surface of a neutron star, pair production only occurs in the regions that support a super-GJ current flow, ξ = jk /jGJ > 1,
where jGJ is given by relation (1), or in the regions with a

g(f ) =

f 2.5 exp(−f 2 )
.
f 2.5 + f02.5

(11)

2
/R02 is the characteristic polar cap area, R0 =
Here f = r⊥
1/2
(ΩR/c) R is the characteristic polar cap radius, and f0
models the diminishing of the number density ne in the center (for f0 = 0 we have no ’hollow cone’ at all). This correction mimics the suppression of the curvature radiation
of accelerated particles and the associated pair production
process near the center of a polar cap, where the curvature
radius of magnetic field lines is large. Finally, ζ is a step
function which defines the region of the polar cap that supports pair production, given by the condition ξ < 0 or ξ > 1.

3.4

3.3

B12

Simulation Results

In this section we present the results of our modeling of the
radio polarization of PSR J1906+0746 obtained by solving
equations (5)–(6) numerically (Beskin & Philippov 2012).
We use realistic distributions of the number density of the
relativistic pair plasma outflowing along open magnetic field
lines (see Section 3.3). Also, we assume intensity of radio
emission in the emission zone to be proportional to plasma
density, as was specified before. Since the signs of the Stokes
parameter V and the derivative dP A/dφ are the same for
both the MP and IP, we determine that the mean profile is
formed by the X-mode. Also, as the pulsar is precessing, we
calculate the evolution of the mean profiles for the X-mode
as the impact angle β changes with time. Our best model
parameters for our simulation are shown in Table 2. Below,
we discuss how polarization signatures change for different
values of the plasma parameters λ and γ. We use values of
angles α and β as inferred by Desvignes et al. (2019). This
significantly simplifies the problem and allows us to place
constraints on the parameters of the magnetospheric pair
plasma. The emission height rem ≈ 10R is set by the width
of the profile and is also fixed in our calculations.
A comparison of our simulations with observable profiles at different epochs is shown in Figure 2. At MJD 53571,
the intensity of the MP is higher than the intensity of the
IP, and both their ratio and their single-peaked shape are
well reproduced by numerical simulations (Figure 2a). For
MNRAS 000, 1–9 (0000)
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|J|max
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J
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-1
min

Figure 4. Distributions of the GJ current, jGJ , electric current density, jk , and their ratio, ξ = jk /jGJ in the polar cap. The top row
corresponds to the orthogonal rotator, α = 90◦ , and the bottom row corresponds to the case of PSR J1906+0746, α = 81◦ . A black
dashed line accounts for the zero-value in all plots. Gray dashed lines mark the contours of ξ = ±1 for α = 81◦ , which bound the regions
that can support pair production, ξ < 0 and ξ > 1. The plot of ξ for the orthogonal rotator is saturated, since ξ  1 and the whole
polar cap supports active pair production in this case. These plots use analytical fits to the results of force-free simulations of pulsar
magnetospheres by Gralla et al. 2017.

the MP, both V and dP A/dφ are positive; i.e., the correlation of their signs is also reproduced. At this and all subsequent epochs, the shapes of P A for both the MP and the IP
closely follows the observed ones, as well as the RVM prediction. Furthermore, the degree of circular polarization is well
reproduced by our calculations. However, while the single
shape for both pulses is reproduced, our results show that
the MP is significantly wider compared to what is observed.
The following epoch (Figure 2b) illustrates the deviation of the ratio of the intensities of the MP and IP. Although the I and V shapes are not reproduced numerically,
the shape of P A is in good agreement with the observations
for both pulses. Also, while the simulated V and dP A/dφ
have the same signs along both pulses, as required for the
X-mode, there is no clearly detected circular polarization at
this epoch.
At MJD 56012, the simulated MP becomes significantly
weaker than the IP (Figure 2c). It stays invisible throughout
profiles at later epochs in simulations, while it is still visible in observations until MJD ∼ 57000. The IP is doublepeaked, with the left hump being slightly weaker than the
right one due to the synchrotron absorption that happens
at large distances in the magnetosphere. Simulations reproduce the observed shapes of V and dP A/dφ as well as the
degree of V . The correlation of signs is also in agreement
with observations: V and dP A/dφ are both negative for the
IP. Again, while the simulated IP reproduces the doublepeaked shape, there is a significant difference from the observed intensity shape. We find that for higher values of λ,
the resulting strong synchrotron absorption makes the IP inMNRAS 000, 1–9 (0000)

tensity profile more compatible with observations; however,
the P A curve becomes significantly distorted in this case.
Similar conclusions hold until MJD ∼ 57000 (panels d and
e in Figure 2).
As the line of sight approaches the magnetic axis in
the interpulse, βIP = 0, the P A(φ) becomes steeper. After
the crossing (at the moment in time between panels e and
f), both V and dP A/dφ change their signs, in agreement
with the prediction of the propagation theory. Finally, Figures 2g-h illustrate the latest available observations at MJD
∼ 58000. The MP is again invisible, while the IP shows
roughly the same behavior as MP at comparable impact angles, βIP ≈ βMP (see Figure 2a). At these late epochs, we
reproduce both the single-peak shape of the IP and the behavior of both P A(φ) and V . The simulated profile is slightly
wider than the observed one.
To summarize, the choice of plasma parameters λ ∼ 103
and γ ∼ 300 allows to reproduce both the position angle
profile and the degree and sign of the circular polarization
in observations (a poor fit of circular polarization at MJD
54987, panel b, is mainly due to a poor fit of the intensity,
since V = I tanh(2Θ2 )). Higher values of λ or smaller values of γ result in stronger propagation effects, and thus a
higher degree of circular polarization and more significant
deviations of the P A profile from the RVM prediction. In
contrast, smaller λ and higher γ lead to a lower degree of
circular polarization, V , or a change in the sign of V along
the same profile, as described in Sec. 3.2 (see also Figure 3).
As discussed above, higher values of λ may better describe
the weakness of the first peak of the IP at MJD 56000-57000.
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However, given the high uncertainty in the initial intensity
profile, we decided to focus on fitting the polarization signatures.
Finally, we note that our simple model for the intensity works especially poorly for the MP (as well as at the
boundary of the IP beam, when it just starts to appear). In
this regard, we would like to point to an interesting circumstance. As we have seen above, due to the precession of the
rotation axis, the observer’s line of sight crosses the stellar
equator (β = 90◦ − α, or βIP = −βM P ; the moment of time
between panels a and b in Figure 2) at epoch MJD∼ 54400.
If the magnetic field at the neutron star surface would correspond to the field of a centered dipole, then the MP and
IP would have the same shape at this time, for any model
of the initial intensity (see also the bottom panel in Figure
1). However, observations show quite different radio intensity profiles. Therefore, this fact can serve as an indication
that the magnetic field at the stellar surface differs from
the dipolar one for the pulsar PSR J1906+0746. According
to Johnston & Kramer (2019), the same is true for the pulsar PSR J1828-1101, since the condition βIP = −βM P is
also fulfilled. In the case of PSR J1906+0746, the intensity
profiles of the MP and the IP also differ significantly.
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a "propagation effect" by itself3 . This may also explain why
we require a somewhat small multiplicity value, compared to
traditional estimates of ∼ 105 (Timokhin & Harding 2015).
In fact, polarization may be freezing at lower altitude if the
emission escapes through the local under-dense plasma zone,
which can be seen as effectively lower density of a uniform
flow. As these theoretical models and ideas are developed
further, modeling of the light curves of PSR J1906+0746
may provide key tests of the theory.
To conclude, we want to emphasize the uniqueness of
this pulsar for future tests of theories of the pulsar radio
emission mechanism. For example, the fact that the IP is
observed both above and below the magnetic axis rules out
theories that rely on the presence of ions in the plasma flow
(Cheng & Ruderman 1980; Jones 2014), at least as a generic
model applicable to all pulsars. This is because ion extraction is only possible in the half of the polar cap that supports
a volume return current (the lower half of the polar cap in
Figure 4). These observations also rule out early models of
stationary pair cascades, which did not take the effects of
general relativity into account and predicted that pair production, and thus radio emission, would be active only in
one half of the polar cap (Arons & Scharlemann 1979). PSR
J1906+0746 emphasizes the role of unique, long-term observations, which are sometimes more useful to constraint
theories than the continuous increase of observed sources.

DISCUSSION

In this paper, we present simulations of the formation
of the radio polarization of the nearly orthogonal pulsar
PSR J1906+0746 using the method developed by Beskin
& Philippov (2012). Our numerical models have been able
to explain the general shape, sign and degree of the circular
polarization, V , for many observational epochs. In particular, the change of sign of V at the moment when the line of
sight crosses the IP magnetic axis is a very robust prediction of the propagation theory. We find that the observed
circular polarization is best explained for a multiplicity of
secondary plasma of ∼ 103 , and a Lorentz factor of ∼ a few
hundred. For these parameters of the pulsar plasma, the profile of the position angle is not dramatically distorted and
matches with the RVM fits shown in Desvignes et al. (2019).
While our modeling shows that the radio polarization
can be robustly modeled, it also shows that the assumptions
we used for describing the shape of the radio beam are still
overly simplistic. This is particularly evident when we model
the MP and the edge of the IP beam. The observed behavior
of the MP is even more complicated, and potentially requires
a non-dipolar surface magnetic field. Analytical models of
the near-field structure of non-dipolar magnetospheres exist (Gralla et al. 2017) and have been used to explain the
puzzling behavior of the X-ray light curves of millisecond
pulsars (Lockhart et al. 2019; Bilous et al. 2019). Despite
this, we think the main uncertainty lies in our assumption
that the radio intensity is proportional to the density of the
secondary plasma. For example, recent particle-in-cell numerical investigations of the pulsar emission mechanism suggest the important role of the non-uniformity of the plasma
flow close to the polar cap, bringing in extra dependencies
(Philippov et al. 2020). An additional complication arises because the mean profile is formed by the X-mode, which cannot be directly excited by the plasma currents and must be
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