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Abstract. Two stationary, partially polarized electromagnetic beams with
equal degrees of polarization may exhibit completely different time evolutions of
the instantaneous polarization state. In this work, we derive a statistical quantity
that describes the rate at which the field intensity in the beam, on average, is
redistributed between the beam’s polarization state at any time and the state
orthogonal to it. This method allows one to treat the dynamical properties of the
polarization fluctuations both theoretically and experimentally. We demonstrate
the method by applying it to important special cases, such as fields obeying
Gaussian statistics, black-body radiation pencils and depolarized laser beams.
We also prove that a geometric approach introduced earlier is closely connected
with the present model.

Radiation from all sources, whether natural or artificial, exhibits fluctuations of the electric-
field strength and polarization state, due to either the inherent properties of the source or the
randomness of the medium in which the field propagates. Thus, by measuring and characterizing
the nature of these fluctuations, one can extract useful information about the source or the
transmitting medium. The importance of the polarization fluctuations has been addressed in
many theoretical and experimental studies, such as those on polarization mode dispersion
in optical fibers [1, 2], particle shape determination [3], polarimetric radar imaging [4],
physics of vertical-cavity surface-emitting lasers [5], atom–field interaction [6], supercontinuum
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generation [7], and polarimetry of cosmic radiation, including the microwave background
radiation from the early universe [8]–[10]. Even the most fundamental notions of the interaction
between electromagnetic radiation and matter, such as the quantum-mechanical selection
rules [11], explicitly depend on the polarization state of the field. Recently, the statistical
properties of the scattered or fluorescent light have been used to probe the local environments
in complex systems, such as biological or disordered nanoscopic media [12]. However, the
dynamical properties of the polarization fluctuations, which can distinguish the fields from each
other even if their degrees of polarization are equal, have not been directly studied.

In this work, we characterize the temporal fluctuations of polarization in electromagnetic
beam fields by using a statistical quantity, γp, Jones(τ ), constructed using the Jones vectors. This
quantity is obtained by evaluating the time-averaged fraction of the electric-field intensity that at
time t + τ remains in the same polarization state in which the field instantaneously was at time
t . It has an unambiguous physical meaning in terms of energy exchange between orthogonal
polarization modes. On introducing γp, Jones(τ ) and assessing its main properties, we apply this
quantity to illustrative examples and elucidate its relation to an analogous quantity that describes
the time-evolution of the Poincaré vector [13].

Let us consider the temporal fluctuations of the electric field in an electromagnetic beam at
some given point in space. The complex-valued electric field (a two-element Jones vector) and
the field intensity at a time instant t are represented by E(t) and I (t) = E∗(t) · E(t), respectively.
The asterisk denotes complex conjugation. The normalized Jones vector, which describes the
polarization state in the complex-vector domain, is given by [14]

e(t) = E(t)/
√

I (t). (1)

Since the field E(t) is a random process, at time t + τ the polarization state may differ from that
at time t . However, at t + τ , the vector field may still have a certain fraction of its intensity in
the polarization state e(t). This fraction,

γe(t, t + τ) ≡
Istill in e(t)(t + τ)

I (t + τ)
(2)

is given by

γe(t, t + τ) =
|e∗(t) · E(t + τ)|2

I (t + τ)
= |e∗(t) · e(t + τ)|2, (3)

where the dot stands for scalar product. If e(t) and e(t + τ) are the same, γe(t, t + τ) assumes its
maximum value of 1, and if they are orthogonal, γe(t, t + τ) takes on the minimum value of 0.

The quantity γe(t, t + τ) accounts only for the changes in the polarization state, regardless
of the intensity fluctuations. If one were to take a time average of γe(t, t + τ) in a stationary
beam field, the instants of time at which the intensities I (t) and I (t + τ) are low would lead
to equal contributions to the average as compared to those instants when I (t) and I (t + τ) are
high. Therefore, we weight γe(t, t + τ) by the intensity product I (t)I (t + τ), and obtain

γE(t, t + τ) = I (t)I (t + τ)|e∗(t) · e(t + τ)|2

= |E∗(t) · E(t + τ)|2. (4)

In terms of quantum optics, the product I (t)I (t + τ) describes the probability of coexistence
of photons at t and t + τ , while |e∗(t) · e(t + τ)|2 accounts for the probability that these photons
have the same state of polarization.
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The maximum value of the time average 〈γE(t, t + τ)〉 obviously is 〈I (t)I (t + τ)〉,
corresponding to a situation in which the polarization states e(t) and e(t + τ) are the same.
For a statistically stationary beam 〈γE(t, t + τ)〉 and 〈I (t)I (t + τ)〉 depend only on the time
difference τ . We make use of 〈γE(t, t + τ)〉 and define, as is customary in optical coherence
theory, a normalized function γp, Jones(τ ) as

γp,Jones(τ ) =
〈|E∗(t) · E(t + τ)|2〉

〈I (t)I (t + τ)〉
. (5)

If I (t) and e(t) are statistically independent, equation (5) reduces simply to γp, Jones(τ ) =

〈γe(t, t + τ)〉 = 〈|e∗(t) · e(t + τ)|2〉. Such an independence ensues, for instance, if either I (t) or
e(t) is constant, as is the case in intensity-stabilized lasers or in polarized random fields.

The function γp, Jones(τ ) has the following properties. By definition, γp, Jones(0) = 1. If the
polarization state does not change, γp, Jones(τ ) assumes for all τ its largest allowed value equal
to 1. If there exists a time interval τ⊥ during which the field intensity is fully transferred to
an orthogonal polarization state, then γp, Jones(τ⊥) = 0, which also is the smallest possible value.
Starting from τ = 0, the function γp, Jones(τ ) decreases if the polarization state of the field evolves
in time, and γp, Jones(τ ) remains constant if the field polarization does not vary; in general,
06 γp, Jones(τ )6 1.

We proceed now to calculate γp, Jones(τ ) for random electromagnetic beam fields obeying
Gaussian statistics. Let the electric-field vector oscillate in the xy plane of a Cartesian coordinate
system, while the field propagates in the z-direction. Expressing the fourth-order correlation
functions in terms of the second-order ones by means of the Gaussian moment theorem [15],
we find

〈I (t)I (t + τ)〉 = (Ix + Iy)
2 + I 2

x |γxx(τ )|2 + I 2
y |γyy(τ )|2 + Ix Iy[|γxy(τ )|2 + |γyx(τ )|2], (6)

where Ix and Iy are the time-averaged intensities of the Ex(t) and Ey(t) components,
respectively, and γi j(τ ) is the intensity-normalized mutual correlation function of the i and
j vector components, i.e.

γi j(τ ) =
1√
Ii I j

〈E∗

i (t)E j(t + τ)〉. (7)

Similarly, the numerator in equation (5) can be expressed in terms of γi j(τ ) as

〈|E∗(t) · E(t + τ)|2〉 = I 2
x + I 2

y + 2Ix Iy|γxy(0)|2 + |Ixγxx(τ ) + Iyγyy(τ )|2. (8)

On substituting equations (6) and (8) into equation (5), we obtain in a straightforward way a
lengthy expression for γp, Jones(τ ) that can be rewritten in a compact and more insightful way as

γp, Jones(τ ) =
1 + P2 + 2|γW(τ )|2

2[1 + γ 2
EM(τ )]

, (9)

where P is the degree of polarization of the beam field [15], γW(τ ) is a complex electric-field
correlation function [16, 17], and γEM(τ ) is the electromagnetic degree of coherence [18, 19],
respectively. Explicitly, these quantities are given by the expressions [13]

P2
= 2

tr[E2(0)]

tr2[E(0)]
− 1, (10)

γW(τ ) =
tr[E(τ )]

tr[E(0)]
, (11)
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γ 2
EM(τ ) =

tr[E(τ )E(−τ)]

tr2[E(0)]
, (12)

where tr denotes the trace and E(τ ) is the coherence matrix, whose elements are Ei j(τ ) =√
Ii I jγi j(τ ). Since the intensities and correlation functions appearing in equations (6) and (8)

can be measured by conventional methods, the quantity γp, Jones(τ ) is experimentally measurable
as well. Equation (9) indicates that two beams with the same degree of polarization can have
different polarization dynamics.

For τ = 0, γW(0) = 1 and γ 2
EM(0) = (P2 + 1)/2, so that equation (9) gives γp, Jones(0) = 1,

as expected. In the limit as τ → ∞, both γW(τ ) and γEM(τ ) tend to 0 and the function
γp, Jones(τ ) approaches (P2 + 1)/2. For an unpolarized beam γp, Jones(τ ) approaches 1/2, because
on average, when τ → ∞, the field intensity is equally distributed between any two orthogonal
polarization states.

Let us apply equation (9) to calculate γp, Jones(τ ) for a black-body field [20]. Since a pencil
of black-body radiation is unpolarized [21], P = 0. The functions γW(τ ) and γEM(τ ) are given
by [13]

γW(τ ) =
90

π4
ζ

(
4, 1 + i

kBT

h̄
τ

)
, (13)

γEM(τ ) =
90

√
2π4

∣∣∣∣ζ (
4, 1 + i

kBT

h̄
τ

)∣∣∣∣ , (14)

where kB is Boltzmann’s constant, T the temperature, h̄ Planck’s constant divided by 2π and
ζ(s, a) the generalized Riemann–Hurwitz zeta function [14]. Substituting these equations into
equation (9), we obtain

γp, Jones(τ ) =

1 + 2|
90
π4 ζ

(
4, 1 + i kBT

h̄ τ
)

|
2

2 + |
90
π4 ζ

(
4, 1 + i kBT

h̄ τ
)

|2
. (15)

In figure 1, this quantity is plotted as a function of the propagation distance cτ of the field for
three different values of T (c is the speed of light). Starting from γp, Jones(0) = 1, the function
γp, Jones(τ ) smoothly decreases toward 1/2 with a rate that depends on the temperature. The
polarization time (τp) and polarization length (lp = cτp) can be defined by using γp, Jones(τ ),
e.g. by requiring that γp, Jones(τp) = 3/4. It can be seen from figure 1 that at room temperature
the polarization state of a black-body beam remains essentially unchanged over a propagation
distance of several micrometers; at 10 K the polarization length is already of the order of
100 µm.

As another demonstrative example we consider an optical system that is used to depolarize
laser light. In this system, a linearly polarized laser beam is split into two beams with equal
powers and orthogonal polarizations (say, x and y states) by using a polarizing beam splitter.
The beams propagate different distances, after which they are recombined into a single beam
with another polarizing beam splitter. If the time delay, τd, of one beam with respect to the other
is much longer than the coherence time τc of the field, the resulting beam can be considered
unpolarized [22]. For the beam at the system’s output, we write

γp, Jones(τ ) =
2 + 2|γxy(0)|2 + 4|γxx(τ )|2

4 + 2|γxx(τ )|2 + |γxy(τ )|2 + |γyx(τ )|2
. (16)
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Figure 1. Behavior of γp, Jones(τ ) for black-body radiation; cτ is the propagation
distance. The red, green and blue curves correspond to black-body temperatures
of 300, 30 and 10 K, respectively. At room temperature, the polarization state
of the beam is effectively unchanged over a propagation distance of several
micrometers. The horizontal dashed line marks the criterion, γp, Jones(τp) = 3/4,
for the polarization length cτp.
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Figure 2. Behavior of γp, Jones(τ ) for a depolarized laser beam. An originally
fully polarized field is divided into two orthogonally polarized beams, which are
then recombined with a certain time delay τd with respect to each other. The
quantity γp, Jones(τ ) of the emerging beam is plotted as a function of τ/τd for
several values of τd/τc, where τc is the coherence time of the incident beam. The
parameters τd/τc are 0 (black curve), 1 (red), 1.75 (orange), 3.5 (green), 7 (blue)
and 20 (violet).

This expression is obtained by using equations (5), (6) and (8), and the fact that Ix = Iy and
γxx(τ ) = γyy(τ ). Since the x- and y-polarized beams are essentially time-delayed versions of
the original beam, we may rewrite equation (16) in terms of the absolute value of the normalized
input-beam coherence function, taken to be Gaussian |γo(τ )| = exp(−τ 2/2τ 2

c ), as

γp, Jones(τ ) =
2 + 2e−(τ 2

d /τ 2
c ) + 4e−(τ 2/τ 2

c )

4 + 2e−(τ 2/τ 2
c ) + e−[(τ−τd)2/τ 2

c ] + e−[(τ+τd)2/τ 2
c ]

, (17)

here we have made use of the equalities |γxy(0)|2 = |γo(τd)|
2, |γxx(τ )|2 = |γo(τ )|2, |γxy(τ )|2 =

|γo(τ − τd)|
2, and |γyx(τ )|2 = |γo(τ + τd)|

2. In figure 2, the quantity γp, Jones(τ ) is shown as a
function of τ/τd for several values of τd/τc, ranging from 0 to 20. With increasing τ , all these
curves tend to the value of (e−τ d

2/τ c
2
+ 1)/2. Note that the degree of polarization in this case is
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P = e−τ d
2/2τ c

2
so that with a sufficiently long τd the beam, indeed, is close to unpolarized and the

value of γp, Jones(τ ) approaches 1/2.
For τd/τc = 0 (black curve in figure 2), the beam is fully polarized and γp, Jones(τ ) = 1 at all

τ . The polarization time τp is infinite in this case. It is infinite also for all values of τd/τc that are
smaller than about 0.75. Above this level, when τd/τc becomes larger, the polarization time of
the field decreases, i.e. the instantaneous polarization state evolves faster in time and deviates
more from the average. Note, however, that at large values of τd/τc the time τp is close to the
coherence time τc of the field, which can also be verified by setting γp, Jones(τ ) in equation (17)
equal to 3/4 and evaluating τ .

For τd/τc = 1 (red curve in figure 2), the emerging beam is partially polarized (P = 0.6)
and γp, Jones(τ ) saturates to 0.68 at large τ . However, at τ/τd ≈ 1.6, the function γp, Jones(τ ) has
a local minimum with the value of about 0.63. When τd/τc is increased, the local minimum
becomes more pronounced and γp, Jones(τ ) starts to have values less than 1/2. This means that,
on average, no matter what the polarization state of the light is at time t , at time t + τ the
orthogonal polarization state will have a higher intensity than the original state of polarization.
The time interval within which the values of γp, Jones(τ ) are lower than 1/2 can be as long as
several coherence times τc.

When the delay time τd increases, the local minimum of γp, Jones(τ ) shifts toward τ/τd = 1.
It can be seen from equation (17) that the quantity γp, Jones(τp) approaches the value of 2/5, when
τd considerably exceeds τc, (which is exactly the condition for the beam to be depolarized).
Thus, on average, a fraction of 3/5 of the light intensity will after a time interval τd belong
to the polarization state that is orthogonal to the original one. This detail in the polarization
dynamics of such depolarized laser beams is an example of the polarization fluctuation effects
that can be predicted by using our model.

We finally discuss the connection between γp, Jones(τ ) and a function introduced previously
by us to describe the dynamics of polarization fluctuations in random beam-like fields [13]. That
function is written in terms of two instantaneous Poincaré vectors, S(t) and S(t + τ), as

γp, Poincaré(τ ) =
〈S(t) · S(t + τ)〉

〈S0(t)S0(t + τ)〉
, (18)

where S0(t) is the Stokes parameter equal to the instantaneous intensity of the electric field at
time t . The construction of this function was based on the fact that the dot product of the two
Poincaré vectors decreases when the polarization states corresponding to these vectors separate
as a function of τ . Searching for the connection between γp, Jones(τ ) and γp, Poincaré(τ ), we find
that the normalized (unit-length) Poincaré vectors s(t) and s(t + τ) and the normalized Jones
vectors e(t) and e(t + τ) satisfy the following general relation:

s(t) · s(t + τ) = 2|e∗(t) · e(t + τ)|2 − 1. (19)

Multiplying both sides by I (t)I (t + τ) and performing time averaging we then obtain

〈S(t) · S(t + τ)〉 = 2〈|E∗(t) · E(t + τ)|2〉 − 〈I (t)I (t + τ)〉, (20)

from which it follows that

γp, Poincaré(τ ) = 2γp, Jones(τ ) − 1. (21)

Thus, the function γp, Poincaré(τ ) is a scaled, intensity-weighted time average of the quantity
Istill in e(t)(t + τ)/I (t + τ). The scaling ensures that γp, Poincaré(τ ) approaches the squared degree
of polarization, P2, when τ → ∞.
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It is obvious that both γp, Jones(τ ) and γp, Poincaré(τ ) can be used equally well to describe
the dynamics of the fluctuating polarization state. In particular, they characterize how fast, on
average, the instantaneous polarization state can change as a function of time. Furthermore, they
provide different additional information on the polarization dynamics. The quantity γp, Poincaré(τ )

describes how the tip of the instantaneous Poincaré vector moves on the Poincaré sphere, and
it shows that the effective deviation of the tip from its average position is determined by the
degree of polarization. On the other hand, the quantity γp, Jones(τ ) directly describes the energy
exchange between the field’s polarization states. We note that the expressions in equations (5)
and (18) are quite general, since as long as the instantaneous polarization state and intensity can
be defined, γp, Jones(τ ) and γp, Poincaré(τ ) can be evaluated.

In summary, we have introduced a function γp, Jones(τ ) that describes the dynamical prop-
erties of polarization fluctuations in stationary, beam-like (two-dimensional) electromagnetic
fields. This function characterizes the ability of the field to preserve its intensity in a certain
polarization state within a fixed time interval. We have derived a compact, insightful expres-
sion for this quantity for the case of electromagnetic beams obeying Gaussian statistics. This
expression allows one to evaluate or measure the function γp, Jones(τ ). We have presented useful
examples of the application of our model, by calculating γp, Jones(τ ) for black-body radiation and
depolarized laser beam. Finally, we have shown that the functions γp, Jones(τ ) and γp, Poincaré(τ )

have a one-to-one correspondence, which adds physical insight to the geometry-based concept
of γp, Poincaré(τ ) introduced by us previously [13]. Both functions can be used to introduce the
notions of ‘polarization time’ and ‘polarization length’, over which the beam’s polarization state
remains essentially unchanged.

Acknowledgments

This work was supported by the Academy of Finland. A T Friberg also acknowledges funding
from the Swedish Foundation for Strategic Research (SSF).

References

[1] Gordon J P and Kogelnik H 2000 Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA 97 4541
[2] Lin Q and Agrawal G P 2002 Opt. Lett. 27 2194
[3] Bates A P, Hopcraft K I and Jakeman E 1997 J. Opt. Soc. Am. A 14 3372
[4] Hajnsek I, Pottier E and Cloude S R 2003 IEEE Trans. Geosci. Remote Sens. 41 727
[5] Hofmann H F and Hess O 1998 Quantum Semiclass. Opt. 10 87
[6] Shevchenko A, Kaivola M and Javanainen J 2006 Phys. Rev. A 73 035801
[7] Zhu Z and Brown T G 2004 Opt. Express 12 791
[8] Coles P 2005 Nature 433 248
[9] Mesa D, Baccigalupi C, De Zotti G, Gregorini L, Mack K-H, Vigotti M and Klein U 2002 Astron. Astrophys.

396 463
[10] Kovac J M, Leitch E M, Pryke C, Carlstrom J E, Halverson N W and Holzapfel W L 2002 Nature 420 772
[11] Shore B W 1990 The Theory of Coherent Atomic Excitation (New York: Wiley)
[12] Froufe-Pérez L S and Carminati R 2008 Phys. Status Solidi a 205 1258
[13] Setälä T, Shevchenko A, Kaivola M and Friberg A T 2008 Phys. Rev. A 78 033817
[14] Brosseau C 1998 Fundamentals of Polarized Light: A Statistical Optics Approach (New York: Wiley)
[15] Mandel L and Wolf E 1995 Optical Coherence and Quantum Optics (Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press)

New Journal of Physics 11 (2009) 073004 (http://www.njp.org/)

http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.97.9.4541
http://dx.doi.org/10.1364/OL.27.002194
http://dx.doi.org/10.1364/JOSAA.14.003372
http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/TGRS.2003.810702
http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/1355-5111/10/1/013
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevA.73.035801
http://dx.doi.org/10.1364/OPEX.12.000791
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nature03282
http://dx.doi.org/10.1051/0004-6361:20021392
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nature01269
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/pssa.200778176
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevA.78.033817
http://www.njp.org/


8

[16] Karczewski B 1963 Phys. Lett. 5 191
[17] Wolf E 2003 Phys. Lett. A 312 263
[18] Tervo J, Setälä T and Friberg A T 2003 Opt. Express 11 377
[19] Setälä T, Tervo J and Friberg A T 2006 Opt. Lett. 31 2669
[20] Mehta C L and Wolf E 1964 Phys. Rev. A 134 1143
[21] James D F V 1994 Opt. Commun. 109 209
[22] Lindfors K, Priimagi A, Setälä T, Shevchenko A, Friberg A T and Kaivola M 2007 Nat. Photonics 1 228

New Journal of Physics 11 (2009) 073004 (http://www.njp.org/)

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0375-9601(63)96329-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0375-9601(03)00684-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1364/OL.31.002669
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/PhysRev.134.A1143
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0030-4018(94)90681-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nphoton.2007.30
http://www.njp.org/

