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We consider constraints on the axion-photon coupling by superradiance due to a plasma instability in the
magnetospheres of millisecond pulsars. We compute the growth rate of a superradiant axion cloud in a
dipole magnetic field, and give a semianalytical formula for the superradiance rate for the lowest state. By
requiring the associated instability time to be longer than the characteristic age of the supermassive black-
widow millisecond pulsar PSR J0952-0607, we examine the pulsar-timing array constraints on axions of
mass ∼10−12 eV. We find that competitive axion bounds from plasma instabilities are unlikely unless a new
high spin pulsar is discovered.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Ultralight fields such as axions [1–6], dark photons [7,8]
and other axionlike particles (ALPs) are prominent in many
well-motivated extensions of the Standard Model (SM).
Axions and ALPs appear in the Peccei-Quinn solution of
the strong CP problem [1,9] and in string theories respec-
tively, while dark photons appear in the simplest extensions
of the SM by new gauge interactions. The up-to-date
constraints on these particles can be found in [10].
While these fields are constrained by various cosmological
observations at wavelengths corresponding to near-galactic
distance scales [11–13] as well as by laboratory searches
[14–16], the wavelengths of astrophysical scales have only
recently started to become constrained [17,18]. This is
largely due to improvement of radio telescopes.
Recently the potential of neutron stars as ultralight axion

detectors has been exploited in various ways. For instance,
dark matter axion conversion into photons in neutron star
(NS) magnetospheres could lead to observable radio signals
[19] which would also exhibit time variations possibly
observable by pulsar timing [20]. In additional, it has been
noted that the strong unscreened electromagnetic fields in
pulsar polar caps are expected to source large axion clouds
via the coupling aFF̃ ∼ aE⃗ · B⃗ [21]. These clouds can then
emit a broadband or resonant radio flux which could be

detected by radio telescopes such as the Square-Kilometer
Array (SKA) [22–24]. The constraints obtained are strong-
est for axions slightly heavier, 10−8 eV≲ μ≲ 10−5 eV,
than those which are relevant for stellar superradiance,
10−12 eV≲ μ≲ 10−11 eV. Together the two show strong
synergy across a wide range of masses.
It was shown in 1980 by Detweiler [25] that a scalar field

in a background Kerr metric of a rotating black hole is
superradiantly unstable. This leads to the growth of black
hole (BH) quasibound states analogous to those of the
hydrogen atom, leading further to what is now called a
gravitational atom [26]. Superradiance-induced spindown
in BHs has been successfully used to place bounds on
ultralight particles by spin measurements. In particular, the
lack of black holes in areas of the ðJ;MÞ-plane could be
attributed to superradiance, and the nonobservation of such
gaps in the plane leads to bounds on ultralight particles
whose de Broglie wavelengths match the size of the BH.
Such analyses have been done for both stellar remnant BHs
[27–29] and supermassive BHs [30,31]. Additionally, the
growth of an axionic cloud leads to many observables such
as gravitational wave signals induced by self-interactions
[32,33], black hole polarimetry [13,34] and bursts of light
[35,36]. However, these bounds are generally not robust as
the spindown rates and their derivatives are not known for
black holes, but rather only indirectly and model-depend-
ently inferred from accretion disk emission and black hole
jets. On the other hand, spin measurements can be made at
extremely high precision for neutron stars [37].
Superradiance (SR) in general rotating objects has been

known for a long time [38]. Zel’dovich showed already in
1972 that a rotating conductive cylinder amplifies electro-
magnetic waves [39]. It is now well understood that no
horizon akin to black holes is required for SR to occur, but
only some dissipative mechanism [40]. Thus SR occurs

*Contact author: topi.sirkia@helsinki.fi
†Contact author: matti.heikinheimo@helsinki.fi
‡Contact author: kimmo.i.tuominen@helsinki.fi

Published by the American Physical Society under the terms of
the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International license.
Further distribution of this work must maintain attribution to
the author(s) and the published article’s title, journal citation,
and DOI. Funded by SCOAP3.

PHYSICAL REVIEW D 111, 115030 (2025)

2470-0010=2025=111(11)=115030(12) 115030-1 Published by the American Physical Society

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4466-607X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0905-0488
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4077-6893
https://ror.org/040af2s02
https://ror.org/01x2x1522
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1103/gs6h-xlk8&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-06-25
https://doi.org/10.1103/gs6h-xlk8
https://doi.org/10.1103/gs6h-xlk8
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


also in stars, as pointed out in [41]. A handful of
preliminary bounds have been obtained for ultralight
particles from SR in neutron stars, where the dissipative
mechanism is supplied by for instance finite-conductivity
in the surface [42], the bulk conductivity of the magneto-
sphere [43] or by absorption due to interactions such as the
Yukawa coupling [44]. The spin-down of stars due to SR
can then be probed by pulsar-timing arrays. SR has also
been considered in other hypothetical compact objects such
as boson stars [45–47]. Despite these main results and some
development in methods of computing SR rates in stellar
media [48], superradiance in stars is still an emerging tool
for constraining ultralight particles.
In this paper, we apply the plasma-induced superradiance

scenario proposed in Ref. [43] and compute SR for a realistic
dipole magnetic field configuration. Using observations of a
millisecond pulsar (MSP) with high-spin (> 700 Hz), we
learn that MSPs do not give competitive bounds. This is due
to the small size (PSR J1748-2446ad) and anomalously low
magnetic field (PSR J0952-0607), as the rate is fairly
sensitive both on the mass and radius of the star and its
magnetic field strength. Thus, taking into account realistic
magnetic field configurations in neutron stars seems to
considerably weaken superradiance prospects. However,
we postulate that as radio telescopes improve, future obser-
vations of high-spin MSPs can make plasma-induced super-
radiance a viable tool in constraining ultralight particles. We
also note that while we focus on pulsar timing exclusively in
this paper, it will be interesting to consider also the light
signal from axions that are produced in the cloud, as well as
possible polarization signals.
In a plasma background the photon obtains an effective

mass ωp. If this mass is large enough, the superradiant
scattering can be effectively blocked [49]. We discuss how
ωp is affected by the modeling of the magnetosphere. In
this regard our main conclusion is that quantitative features
of the effect of ωp are very sensitive to the details of the
dynamics and the superradiant mechanism we consider in
this paper remains a viable possibility.
The paper is organized as follows: In Sec. II we briefly

introduce the calculational framework we use and explicit
definitions and formulas needed for the evaluation of the final
results. In Sec. IIIwe present ourmain results and apply them
to constrain axion parameter space using observations of
MSPs and in Sec. IV we discuss the conditions under which
photon plasma mass can efficiently suppress superradiant
scattering in themagnetosphere. InSec.Vwe summarize and
discuss further prospects of this work. Detailed intermediate
results are provided in Appendices.

II. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKANDANALYSIS

A. Superradiance rate in magnetospheres

Rotational superradiance generally requires three ingre-
dients which are rotation, bound states and dissipation [40].

In the case of a neutron star the bound states arise by the
approximate Schwarzschild geometry of the neutron star
exterior. This gives rise to hydrogenlike bound state
configurations of the axion field labeled by mode numbers
n, l, m. In more detail, the Klein-Gordon equation in this
case separates into radial and angular parts with the ansatz
ϕn ≡Plm ϕnlm ¼ 1

r

P
lm YlmΦnl. The axion configuration

with definite mode numbers (n, l, m) is then given as
ϕnlm ¼ 1

r YlmΦnl. In the case of long axion wavelengths, or
equivalently μrs ≲ Rμ ≪ 1, where rs is the Schwarzschild
radius of the star, one finds that the radial function ΦnlðrÞ
satisfies a Schrödinger-like equation leading to the hydro-
genlike solution with

Φnl ¼ μ1=2α1=2nl

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
n!

2ðnþ 2lþ 1Þ!ðnþ lþ 1Þ

s

× e−x=2xlþ1L2lþ1
n ðxÞ; ω2

nl ¼ μ2
�
1 −

α2nl
4

�
; ð1Þ

where x ¼ rμαnl and αnl ¼ 2μM=ðlþ nþ 1Þ is the gravi-
tational coupling and we have set G≡ 1.
This axion cloud draws energy from the rotational

energy of the magnetosphere via dissipative dynamics
provided by the finite conductivity of the neutron star
magnetosphere: The axion field interacts with photons via
the axion-photon coupling and subsequently scatters off the
rotating magnetosphere extracting its energy due to the
non-Hermitian dynamics associated with the dissipative
medium. Via another axion-photon conversion this energy
is then deposited back to the axion cloud.
To describe this dynamics, we outline the superradiance

rate calculation of Ref. [43]. The Lagrangian of an axion
coupled to a plasma is given by

L ⊃
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
−g

p �
1

2
∂μϕ∂

μϕ −
μ2

2
ϕ2 −

1

4
FμνFμν

−
gaγγ
4

ϕFμνF̃μν − Aμjμ
�
; ð2Þ

where the metric is a flat, F̃μν ¼ ϵμνγδFγδ=2 is the dual of
the electromagnetic field strength tensor, gaγγ is the axion-
photon coupling and jμ ¼ σFμνuν þ ρuμ is the current in
the plasma. Quantities ρ, σ are the charge density and
conductivity of the plasma and uμ is the fluid four-velocity
which obeys uμuμ ¼ 1.
The equations of motion arising from the Lagrangian in

Eq. (2) are difficult to solve even numerically and even in the
limit gaγγ ¼ 0. The analysis of Ref. [43] is done using
perturbation theory in both the conductivity σ and the
axion-photon coupling gaγγ . We note that smaller conduc-
tivities typically correspond to longer neutron star lifetimes
[50], which turn out to lead to stronger constraints. Larger
conductivities also somewhat counter-intuitively experience
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a suppression in the superradiance rate, as found in Ref. [42].
Thus we follow the perturbative approach of Ref. [43]
The linearized equations of motion are written in a

matrix form as [43]

½HF þ VA þ Vaγγ�

0
B@

jϕi
jA0i
jAi

1
CA ¼ ω2

0
B@

jϕi
jA0i
jAi

1
CA; ð3Þ

where the free Hamiltonian is HF ¼ diagð−d2=dr2� þ
UðrÞ;−∇2;−∇2Þ and the perturbations are given by the
matrices

Vaγγ ¼ igaγγ

0
B@

0 BðrÞ · p̂ −ωBðrÞ
BðrÞ · p̂ 0 0

ωBðrÞ 0 0

1
CA; ð4Þ

and

VA ¼ iσðx̂Þ

0
B@

0 0 0

0 uðrÞ · p̂ −ωuðrÞ
0 p̂ −ω − uðrÞ × ðp̂ × ·Þ

1
CA: ð5Þ

Note that Vaγγ is Hermitian while VA is not. The non-
Hermiticity is related to dissipation and thus the super-
radiant scattering effect is completely encoded in Eq. (5).
Using the standard machinery of perturbation theory, one
finds the corrected eigenfrequencies ωþ δω for the states
jϕlmni with the result [43]

δωnlm ¼ π2

8ωln

X
l1;l2;m1;m2

X
λ1;λ2

�
ϕlmn

��Vaγγ

��Aðλ1Þ
l1m1

	�
Aðλ1Þ
l1m1

��VA

��Aðλ2Þ
l2m2

	�
Aðλ2Þ
l2m2

��Vaγγ

��ϕlmn

	
: ð6Þ

The photon field has time dependence ∼ expð−iωtÞ and in
spherical coordinates the modes of the photon field are
defined by the expansion

AðλÞ
μ;lmðr; θ;ϕÞ ¼ AlðωrÞYlmðθ;ϕÞϵðλÞμ ; ð7Þ

where we have given the photon states in the complete basis
of spherical harmonics Ylmðθ;ϕÞ and radial functions
AlðωrÞ, which can be solved from the Laplace’s equation
for the photon field. With the assumption of infinitely
conducting star, the solution is [43]

AlðωrÞ ¼
1

NlðωRÞ

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
2ω

π

r
ðylðωRÞjlðωrÞ − jlðωRÞylðωrÞÞ;

ð8Þ

where NlðωRÞ ¼ ðj2l ðωRÞ þ y2l ðωRÞÞ1=2. The superra-
diance rate ΓSR is then given as the imaginary part of
the energy correction. Hence, one needs to compute these
matrix elements for the given potentials Vaγγ and VA, i.e.,
for a given magnetic field BðrÞ and flow field uðrÞ.

B. Matrix elements for a dipole magnetic field

In Ref. [43] superradiance was demonstrated in the
simple case of a magnetic field in the ẑ-direction. This
turns out to approximately capture the essential features of
the system in the l ¼ jmj ¼ 1 case, as the axion cloud is
localized close to the equator, where the physical magnetic
field is approximately in the ẑ-direction. However, to
extract more precise phenomenological predictions one

must model the magnetic field more carefully. We therefore
assume the more realistic dipole magnetic field

Bðr; θ;ϕÞ ¼ B0

�
R
r

�
3

ð2 cos θr̂þ sin θθ̂Þ; ð9Þ

where B0 is the surface magnetic field. The fluid flow is
taken to be azimuthal, rotating with the star with angular
velocity Ω. Thus, uðr; θ;ϕÞ ¼ Ωr sin θϕ̂.
The above magnetic field is the case of the inclined

rotator model where the magnetic and rotational axes of the
star align [51]. The more complicated magnetic field
structure allows more complicated mode mixing between
the different photon polarizations. Additionally, in con-
trast to the result of Ref. [43], the dipolar field now
properly depicts the formation of higher excited cloud
states which are no longer concentrated on the equator of
the star. The price to pay is that the number of required
matrix elements increases and they become more cum-
bersome to evaluate. The superradiance rate is also
expected to be slightly lower due to the r−3 suppression
[43]. In Eq. (6) the axion-photon conversion matrix
elements are Hermitian while the photon-photon elements
are dissipative and thus non-Hermitian.
We need to compute the spatial integrals in the expressions

hϕnlmjVaγγjAðλÞ
l0m0 i and hAðλÞ

lm jVAjAðλÞ
l0m0 i appearing in Eq. (6).

The summation over Minkowski spacetime components is
resolved by using the explicit expressions for the perturba-
tion potentials, Eqs. (4) and (5), and Cartesian polarization

vectors ϵðλÞμ ¼ δλμ. Then the computation proceeds using the
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photon field mode functions AlðωrÞYlmðθ;ϕÞ as given above and the axion bound state solution ϕnlmðr; θ;ϕÞ given in
Sec. II A.
The radial and angular integrals separate and to treat them, we define

I½l1; l2; l3�≡
Z

∞

0

dx e
x
2xl1þ1L2l2þ1

n ðxÞjl3
�

x
αnl

�
;

A½l; m; l0; m0; f�≡
Z

dΩY�
lmfðθ;ϕÞYl0m0

S½l1; l2; l3; m1; m2; m3�≡
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ð2l1 þ 1Þð2l2 þ 1Þ

p �
l1 l2 l3

−m1 m2 m3

��
l1 l2 l3
0 0 0

�
; ð10Þ

where Ll
n is the associated Laguerre polynomial and jl is the spherical Bessel function. The functions fðθ;ϕÞ appearing in

the definition of the function A½l; m; l0; m0; f� are specified in Appendix B. We have used the approximation

AlðωrÞ ≈
ffiffiffiffi
2ω
π

q
jlðωrÞ, valid when ωR ≪ 1. This is valid for the region where the superradiance condition Ω≳ μ ∼ ω

is fulfilled as R−1 > Ω.
With these ingredients, and assuming ωR ≪ 1, we find the four axion-photon matrix elements to be

hϕnlmjVaγγjAð0Þ
l0m0 i ¼ 2ð−1Þ−mgaγγB0R3N ϕðωμαnlÞ12

�
ðωμαnlI½l − 2; l; l0 − 1�

þ
�
m0

2
− l0 − 1

�
ðμαnlÞ2I½l − 3; l; l0�ÞS½l; l0; 1; m;m0; 0�

þ cl0m0ffiffiffi
2

p ðμαnlÞ2I½l − 3; l; l0�S½l; l0; 1; m;m0;−1�
�
;

hϕlmnjVaγγjAðiÞ
l0m0 i ¼ ð−1Þ−mgaγγB0R3N ϕðμαnlωÞ32I ðiÞ

Ω I½l − 2; l; l0�; ð11Þ

with N ϕ ≡
ffiffiffiffiffi
n!

p ½πðnþ 2lþ 1Þ!ðnþ lþ 1Þ�−1=2, clm ≡ ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiðl −mÞðlþmþ 1Þp
and

I ð1Þ
Ω ¼ −

ffiffiffi
3

2

r
iðS½l; l0; 2; m;m0;−1� − S½l; l0; 2; m;m0; 1�Þ;

I ð2Þ
Ω ¼

ffiffiffi
3

2

r
ðS½l; l0; 2; m;m0;−1� þ S½l; l0; 2; m;m0; 1�Þ;

I ð3Þ
Ω ¼ −2iS½l; l0; 2; m;m0; 0�: ð12Þ

The main difference with the example calculation in [43] is

that now the axion mixes not only with the Að0;3Þ
lm compo-

nents of the photon but also with the Að1;2Þ
lm components.

This means that a priori we have to consider plasma

interactions hAðλ1Þ
lm jVAjAðλ2Þ

l0m0 i between all photon polariza-
tions. Additionally, the angular dependence of the dipole
magnetic field leads to more complicated selection rules.
We provide explicit expressions for these matrix elements
in Appendix A.

III. RESULTS

A. Leading order semianalytical formula

While the intermediate sum in Eq. (6) is in principle over
all lm-states of the intermediate photons, the leading-order
contribution to the SR rate can be computed for a given axion
state by considering the intermediate statewith lowest l-value
allowed by the selection rules arising from the angular
integral or Wigner 3j-symbol. However, due to the amount
of matrix elements and their complexity, the form for the
leading order contribution to the SR rate of a general nlm-
state is unlikely to be very enlightening and in practice one
would rather evaluate the full result numerically.
To derive a simple analytic estimate, we focus instead on

the leading nlm ¼ 011 state. In leading order in μRLC we
find the superradiance rate to be

Γ011
SR ¼ π

225
g2aγγB2

0ðμRÞ6N 2
ϕα

5
01

σ

μ
ðμRLCÞ5

�
Ω−

17

15
μ

�
; ð13Þ
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where ω ≈ μ has been used and RLC ≡Ω−1 is the light
cylinder radius of the star where magnetic field lines can no
longer rigidly rotate with the star. In the radial integral we
model the conductivity as in [43], i.e., assume that σ ¼
const for R ≤ r ≤ RLC, σ ¼ ∞ for r < R and σ ¼ 0
for r > RLC.
In Fig. 1 we compare the leading-order semianalytical

rate of Eq. (13) and the numerical result, obtained by
evaluating Eq. (6) using the matrix elements given in
Eq. (11) and in Appendix A. We find that they agree
remarkably well. For higher axion masses the relation
slowly fails as the leading order α ∝ μ expansion of the
radial integrals ceases to be accurate enough.1 We note that
the superradiance rate scales as ðμRÞ6α2lþ3

nl . This has an
extra factor of αnl in relation to the result discussed in [43].
We now outline the derivation of the semianalytical

expression of the superradiance rate for the nlm ¼ 011
state. To make the notation more convenient, we define first
the quantities

κ ≡ gaγγB0R3N ϕμ
3α

3
2

01;

γll
0 ≡ σ

μ

ðμRÞlþl0þ3 − ðμRLCÞlþl0þ3

2lþl0þ1Γðlþ 3
2
ÞΓðl0 þ 3

2
Þðlþ l0 þ 3Þ : ð14Þ

Furthermore, we define

hλλ0i≡ hϕ011jVaγγjAðλÞ
lm ihAðλ0Þ

l0m0 jVaγγjϕ011i: ð15Þ

The selection rules now dictate, e.g.,

h11i ¼ 3

2
κ2I½l − 2; l; l�2ðS½1; l; 2; 1; m; 1�S½1; l0; 2; 1; m0; 1�Þ

≃
9

50
κ2I½−1; 1; 1�2δ1l0δ0m0δ1lδ0m

≃
9

50
κ2α201δ1l0δ0m0δ1lδ0m; ð16Þ

where we have taken into account that while
S½1; l; 2; 1; m; 1� is nonzero also for higher (odd) values
of l, these terms are suppressed by additional powers of
μRLC in Eq. (14). In other words, we keep only the
dominant terms in the sum over intermediate states in
Eq. (6). In the final equality we have expanded the radial
integral in α as demonstrated in Appendix C.
Finally, we denote by Γλλ0 the term which appears in the

expression for SR rate, Eq. (6), and corresponds to hλλ0i,

Γλλ0 ¼ hAðλÞjVAjAðλ0Þihλλ0i: ð17Þ

We thus multiply Eq. (16) by the corresponding photon-
photon matrix element

hAð1Þ
lm jVAjAð1Þ

l0m0 i ¼ iγll
0
�
δmm0δll0 −

Ω
μ
m0A½l; m; l0; m0; f111 �

þ cl0m0A½l; m; l0; m0 þ 1; f112 �

þ i
Ω
μ
l0A½l; m; l0; m0; f113 �

�
: ð18Þ

The expressions for the matrix elements hAðλÞjVAjAðλ0Þi can
be found in Appendix A. The rate Γ11 is then given by

FIG. 1. Comparison of the numerical result for the leading order superradiant rate and the analytic approximation in Eq. (13). The
parameters corresponding to PSR J0952-0607 areM ¼ 2.35M⊙, R ¼ 12.5 km, B0 ¼ 108 G, σ ¼ 10−12 eV and Ω ¼ 2.92 × 10−12 eV.
We have assumed the axion-photon coupling gaγγ ¼ 10−13 GeV−1.

1The gravitational coupling α is also proportional to the mass
of the star. We have considered the most massive MSP known,
PSR J0952-0607, for which α is maximal, to highlight that the
semianalytical formula is always valid.
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Γ11 ¼
9

50
iκ2α201δ1l0δ0m0δ1lδ0mγ

ll0
�
δll0 −

Ω
μ
m0A½l; m; l0; m0; f111 �

þ i
Ω
μ
cl0m0A½l; m; l0; m0 þ 1; f112 � þ i

Ω
μ
l0A½l; m; l0; m0; f113 �

�
≡ 9

50
iκ2γα201; ð19Þ

where we have further defined the shorthand γ ≡ γ11. Note that Γ11 is imaginary and contributes to δωnlm. Similarly,
omitting all nonzero terms that do not contribute to the imaginary part of δωnlm, one eventually finds for all the spatial parts

ImðΓ12Þ ¼ ImðΓ21Þ ¼ ImðΓ13Þ ¼ 0; ImðΓ22Þ ¼ ImðΓ11Þ ¼
9

50
κ2γα201

ImðΓ31Þ ¼ ImðΓ32Þ ¼ −
6

50
κ2γ

Ω
μ
α201; ImðΓ33Þ ¼

8

50
κ2γ

�
1 −

Ω
μ

�
α201; ð20Þ

where we have dropped subleading contributions. For the temporal parts we again expand the relevant radial integrals in
α01, as done in Appendix C. In the end, we find the leading-order contributions to be given by

ImðΓ10Þ ¼ ImðΓ20Þ ¼ −
1

50
κ2γα201; ImðΓ01Þ ¼ −

1

250
κ2

Ω
μ
α201;

ImðΓ02Þ ¼
1

250
κ2γ

Ω
μ
α201 ¼ − ImðΓ01Þ; ImðΓ30Þ ¼ −

2

75
κ2γα201: ð21Þ

Substituting Eqs. (20) and (21) into

Γ011
SR ¼ π2

8μ

X
λλ0

ImðΓλλ0 Þ ð22Þ

one obtains the leading-order result of Eq. (13).

B. Constraints

Rotation-powered pulsars lose angular momentum by
dipole radiation. Other mechanisms are also known, such as
magnetic breaking [37], and for the fastest millisecond
pulsars also gravitational waves are emitted via the r-mode
instability [52]. The rate of angular momentum loss and its
derivatives are known to a very high precision by pulsar
timing arrays and can be found in pulsar catalogs such as
that of Australia Telescope National Facility (ATNF) [53].
For purely rotation-powered pulsars the characteristic spin-
down-time is given by

τS ¼
Ω
2Ω̇

¼ −
Ṗ
2P

; ð23Þ

where Ω is the angular velocity of the star. Typically
radio pulsars have lifetimes 105–109 years while x-ray
pulsars have slightly longer characteristic lifetimes of
109–1011 years [37]. The characteristic timescale of the
superradiant instability on the other hand is given by
τI ¼ Γ−1

SR. By requiring that observed stars are not dominated
in their dynamics by the instability, τI=τS > 1, we can place

constraints on the axion-photon coupling parameter space.
This leverages pulsar timing arrays, and is identical to
requiring that SR-induced spindown rate not be larger than
the observed spindown rate. In otherwords, theSR rate has to
be such that jΩ̇SRj ≃ jΓSRΩj < Ω̇obs.
The strongest constraints come from neutron stars which

have long lifetimes and which have large masses and radii,
as well as large magnetic fields. Of immediate interest are
the fastest (716 Hz) millisecond pulsar PSR J1748-2446ad
considered in Ref. [43] as well as the more recently
observed heaviest (2.35M⊙) and second fastest spinning
(707 Hz) PSR J0952-0607 [54]. The mass and radius of
PSR J1748-2446ad are not well known. As MSPs typically
form by accretion, we conservatively take them to be M ¼
1.4M⊙ and R ¼ 10 km. For PSR J0952-0607 the mass and
radius are known better [54], and we take them to be M ¼
2.35M⊙ and R ¼ 12.5 km. We assume the surface mag-
netic field to be B0 ¼ 108 G for both, and we take the
conductivity in both cases to be σ ¼ 10−12 eV, which is
approximately in the middle of the observed range 0.01Ω≲
σ ≲ 100Ω [50] for pulsars. Finally, we take a hypothetical
750 Hz MSP with mass and radius again being given M ¼
2.35M⊙ and R ¼ 12.5 km, but with slightly stronger
magnetic field 5 × 108 G.We take the Shklovskii-corrected
period derivatives Ṗ needed to compute the characteristic
lifetimes from the ATNF pulsar catalog [53]. For PSR
J1748-2446ad, PSR J0952-0607 and the hypothetical
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pulsar we use Ṗ ¼ 7.05 × 10−22, Ṗ ¼ 4.77 × 10−21 and
Ṗ ¼ 10−22 respectively. The projected bounds from each
are shown in Fig. 2 together with the current leading
constraints from Ref. [10]. The bounds are valid under the
assumption that there is no strong suppression due to the
photon plasma mass. The conditions under which this can
be expected to hold are discussed in detail in Sec. IV.
As seen in Eq. (13), there is a strong radius dependence

in the superradiance rate, which means that stiffer neutron
star equations of state lead to stronger constraints. This is
clear from Fig. 2 where the supermassive PSR J0952-0607
yields stronger bounds than the slightly faster PSR J1748-
2446ad which was considered in [43]. Some hybrid
equations of state could allow for more massive high spin
MSPs [55], thus considerably favoring the scenario we
have considered here.
The superradiance condition is of the form mΩ≳ μ,

wherem the azimuthal mode number. Therefore, one might
wish to extend the axion mass range for which this
mechanism is sensitive to by considering higher m modes.
However, the superradiance rate is then heavily suppressed
by larger powers of ðμRLCÞl.

IV. PHOTON PLASMA MASS AND
MAGNETOSPHERE MODEL

In a plasma background the photon obtains an effective
mass ωp which can be larger than the mass of an axion
capable of stellar superradiance. In such case the axion-
photon conversion probability pa→γ ¼ jhAjVaγjϕij2 is sup-
pressed by an additional factor of ∼ð ωωp

Þ4. As argued in

Ref. [49], this plasma mass can effectively block a super-
radiantly scattered photon from depositing its energy back
into the axion sector. One might also worry that the photon

plasma mass, related to the imaginary part of the conduc-
tivity, might affect the superradiance mechanism itself. In
this section we will briefly address the possible suppressive
effect of the photon plasma mass and argue that the
imaginary part of the conductivity does not qualitatively
change the superradiance picture. We also justify the use of
a global dipole magnetic field in this work.
The photon plasma mass, assuming a standard

Goldreich-Julian (GJ) model for the magnetosphere with
ne ¼ j Ω·B

2πe j and a dipole magnetic field (9), is given by

ωp ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
nee2

me

s
¼

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
eΩ
2π

B0

me

R3

r3
ð3cos2θ − 1Þ

s
; ð24Þ

which for a typical millisecond pulsar is around
∼10−8

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ð3cos2θ − 1Þ

p
eV, reaching as low as ∼10−9 eV

at θ ¼ 53° declination. Thus naively one would indeed
expect superradiance to be strongly damped. However, we
will now argue that already within the GJ model it is
possible to significantly alleviate this suppression.
Additionally, the GJ model may not always be a suitable
to model millisecond pulsar magnetospheres to begin with,
and that in other magnetospheric models the expected
plasma suppression may even be negligible.
Assuming a power law scaling B ¼ B�ðR�

r Þγ , a typical
radial integral in an axion-photon matrix element, see
Eq. (10), scales as

IðγÞ ¼ B�ðμR�Þγαγ−3=2
Z

dx e−x=2xl−γþ2

�
1þ ωp

μ

�
−3
2

× L2lþ1
n ðxÞjl0

�ðωþ ωpÞx
μα

�
; ð25Þ

FIG. 2. Projected bounds from the two largest spin MSPs known, as well as from a hypothetical 750 Hz pulsar with a stiff equation of
state and assuming negligible plasma effects. The solid black line represents the envelope of currently leading constraints [10].
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where the subscript � is to be understood as the corre-
sponding quantity at the surface of the star (for r < RLC) or
at the light cylinder (for r > RLC). As the γ-scaling is
generally different in the two regimes, one should evaluate
the integral in two pieces with the above in mind. For the
dipole field in Eq. (9), we have γ ¼ 3.
Numerically evaluating the integral in Eq. (25) we find

that for the parameters relevant for superradiance, the
radial integral contribution outside the light cylinder is
generally dominant by factors of ∼10 already for a dipole
magnetic field ansatz regardless of plasma. Additionally,
in the GJ model, the magnetic field can no longer corotate
with the star outside the light cylinder, forming instead a
pulsar wind which scales as B ∼ 1=r (i.e., γ ¼ 1) at large
distances [56]. This further enhances the radial integral
outside.
Inside the pulsar wind the electron density is typically

assumed to fall as ne ∼ 1=r2, under the assumption of
particle number conservation, spherical symmetry, no
collimation of the wind and no acceleration of particles.
However, particles can be further accelerated in the pulsar
wind to Lorentz factors up to ∼105 or higher [57]. This
acceleration occurs to distance scales much larger than
those relevant for superradiance, with the Lorentz factor
growing approximately linearly with distance [58]. As a
consequence, the plasma density outside can fall off much
faster. These considerations leave plausible the scenario of
pulsar wind superradiance.
In the GJ model it is assumed that the whole magneto-

sphere is filled with plasma. However, for pulsars of
periods shorter than a second and magnetic field strengths
below B < 109 G, pair-creation is not efficient enough to
fill the whole magnetosphere [59]. Instead, there can be
large regions of low charge density inside the pulsar
magnetosphere. This occurs for instance in the electro-
sphere solution where charges are fully separated to domes
of electrons around the polar caps and an equatorial torus of
positrons and protons [59]. This model is more realistic
than the naive force-free magnetosphere for millisecond
pulsar magnetospheres, and is observed to arise naturally in
simulations when pair production rate is low [60]. The
distributions of all charged particles are shown concisely in
Fig. 1 of Ref. [60]. We note here that around the equator
where the axion cloud is localized, the number densities of
electrons, positrons and protons are given approximately by
ne− ≈ neþ ≈ 0 and np ∼ 10−2nGJ. Due to their large inertia,
the protons do not contribute significantly to the photon
plasma mass. Thus, we expect that neglecting the plasma
mass is an excellent approximation in this scenario.
Additionally, as again seen in Fig. 1 of Ref. [60], in the
electrosphere solution, away from the poles, the magnetic
field lines close even beyond the light cylinder and behave
as a dipole field. No causality requirement is broken by this,

as there is no plasma moving along the field lines. This
supports the global use of the dipole magnetic field in this
work. In reality the nature of the magnetosphere is
presumably something between the plasma-filled and
charge-separated extremes. Indeed, in a perfectly charge-
separated magnetosphere there would be no spindown,
describing a completely dead pulsar [61], and as such some
plasma leakage is required.
Finally we briefly consider the impact of the imaginary

part of the conductivity, connected to the photon plasma
mass by σI ¼ ω2

p=ω, on the superradiance mechanism. We
have verified that numerically the eigenfrequency correc-
tion of Eq. (6) is proportional to iσR − σI, so that the
superradiance rate depends only on σR. This conclusion
holds in the perturbative regime σI; σR ≪ μ, and for larger
σI one would expect some damping [42,43]. As noted in
Ref. [49], in the strongly collisional regime ω ≪ ν, with ν
the collision rate in the Drude model, σI ≪ σR generally
holds. This is true for instance in accreting pulsars in low-
mass x-ray binaries.

V. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

In this paper we have computed perturbatively the
superradiance rate for a finite-conductivity instability in
the plasma using a dipole magnetic field configuration. We
have applied this to constrain the axion-photon coupling for
axion mass ∼10−12 eV, using the fastest known MSP PSR
J1748-2446ad and the supermassive PSR J0952-0607.
Additionally we have given a projection for a hypothetical
750 Hz pulsar with a stiff equation of state. We find that
known millisecond pulsars are unlikely to provide com-
petitive bounds on axions. The hypothetical example
shows, however, that if new fast MSPs are found with
future radio telescopes, the situation could change. It has
been recently noted in Ref. [49], that the superradiance rate
could be additionally suppressed by the photon plasma
mass. We have discussed how the magnitude of this effect
is strongly dependent on the detailed structure of the pulsar
magnetosphere: for force-free case the suppression due to
the plasma mass is significant, while for the charge-
separated magnetosphere we find that the effect is small.
The reality lies in between and remains to be determined
more precisely.
If such fast spinning pulsars with frequencies in the kHz

range turn out not to exist at all, this would require an
explanation. Such absence could not be attributed to
centrifugal breakup, as this happens only at higher spins
[62]. With accretion spin-up times being much shorter than
the observed lifetimes of stars, it seems there must be a
mechanism that limits the maximum spin of a pulsar.
Possible mechanisms of stopping spin-up include [63]
gravitational waves, spin extraction by electromagnetic
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winds and the change of momentum of inertia due to
accretion. Stellar superradiance could also provide such
spin-down mechanism for stars. It would also lead to
clustering of neutron star spins at the end point of the
instability, Ω ∼ μ, which could be observable in the pulsar
population.
If a superradiant cloud does form around a neutron star

by plasma or other instability, one might hope to be able
observe its effect on the propagation of light. While the
ultralow energy photons from axion decay themselves are
not observable, the polarization effects caused by the cloud
may be observable in pulsar polarization arrays [64]. It
would also be interesting to consider the interaction
between the other instabilities in neutron stars such as
the r-mode instability [52]. Neutron stars can also produce a
superradiant cloud via dissipation provided by axion
interactions with the stellar medium [48]. The interactions
between these instabilities could be an interesting avenue to
explore.
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APPENDIX A: MATRIX ELEMENTS

We list here all the photon-photon matrix elements
required to reproduce the semianalytical formula of
Eq. (13) and to numerically evaluate the SR rate from
Eq. (6). In the radial integral we model the conductivity
as in [43], i.e., assume that σ ¼ const for R≤ r≤RLC¼Ω−1

and zero elsewhere. Here RLC is the pulsar light-cylinder
radius. We work in leading order in ωR ≪ 1.

We begin with the elements already determined in Ref. [43]

hAð0Þ
lm jVAjAð0Þ

l0m0 i ¼ iσmΩ
ðωRLCÞ2lþ3 − ðωRÞ2lþ3

ω222ðlþ1Þ
1


lþ 3
2

�
Γ


lþ 3

2

�
2
δmm0δll0 ; ðA1Þ

hAð3Þ
lm jVAjAð3Þ

l0m0 i ¼ iσðmΩ − ωÞ ðωRLCÞ2lþ3 − ðωRÞ2lþ3

ω222ðlþ1Þ
1


lþ 3
2

�
Γ


lþ 3

2

�
2
δmm0δll0 ; ðA2Þ

hAð3Þ
lm jVAjAð0Þ

l0m0 i ¼ σ

ω

�ð−1Þ−mS½l; l0; 1; m;m0; 0�½ðωRLCÞlþl0þ2 − ðωRÞlþl0þ2�
2lþl0 ðlþ l0 þ 2ÞΓ
lþ 3

2

�
Γ


l0 þ 1

2

�
þ Nl0;m0

Nl0þ1;m0
δl;l0þ1δmm0

ðm0 − l0 − 1Þ½ðωRÞlþl0þ2 − ðωRLCÞlþl0þ2�
2lþl0 ð2l0 þ 3ÞΓ
l0 þ 3

2

�
Γ


l0 þ 5

2

� �
; ðA3Þ

where Nlm ≡
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ð2lþ1Þðl−jmjÞ!
4πðlþjmjÞ!

q
. The matrix elements between the spatial polarizations are of form

hAðiÞ
lmjVAjAðjÞ

l0m0 i ¼ iγll
0
�
δmm0δll0 −

Ω
μ
m0A½l; m; l0; m0; fij1 � þ cl0m0A½l; m; l0; m0 þ 1; fij2 � þ i

Ω
μ
l0A½l; m; l0; m0; fij3 �

�
; ðA4Þ

where the angular integrals A½l; m; l0; m0; f� are given with respect to the auxiliary functions fijk with k ¼ 1, 2, 3, listed in
Appendix B. The matrix elements mixing spatial and time polarizations are given by

hAð1Þ
lm jVAjAð0Þ

l0m0 i ¼ σ

μ

ðωRLCÞlþl0þ2 − ðωRÞlþl0þ2

2lþl0þ1Γ


lþ 3

2

�
Γ


l0 þ 3

2

�ðlþ l0 þ 2Þ ðl
0A½l; m; l0; m0; f101 �

þm0A½l; m; l0; m0; f102 � þ clmA½l; m; l0; m0 þ 1; f103 �Þ;

hAð2Þ
lm jVAjAð0Þ

l0m0 i ¼ σ

μ

ðωRLCÞlþl0þ2 − ðωRÞlþl0þ2

2lþl0þ1Γ


lþ 3

2

�
Γ


l0 þ 3

2

�ðlþ l0 þ 2Þ ðl
0A½l; m; l0; m0; f201 �

þm0A½l; m; l0; m0; f202 � þ clmA½l; m; l0; m0 þ 1; f203 �Þ; ðA5Þ
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hAð0Þ
lm jVAjAð1Þ

l0m0 i ¼ ð−1Þ−m σΩ
μ2

ffiffiffi
2

p ðωRLCÞlþl0þ4 − ðωRÞlþl0þ4

2lþl0þ1Γ


lþ 3

2

�
Γ


l0 þ 3

2

�ðlþ l0 þ 4Þ
× ðS½l; l0; 1; m;m0;−1� þ S½l; l0; 1; m;m0; 1�Þ;

hAð0Þ
lm jVAjAð2Þ

l0m0 i ¼ ið−1Þ−mþ1
σΩ
μ2

ffiffiffi
2

p ðωRLCÞlþl0þ4 − ðωRÞlþl0þ4

2lþl0þ1Γ


lþ 3

2

�
Γ


l0 þ 3

2

�ðlþ l0 þ 4Þ
× ðS½l; l0; 1; m;m0;−1� − S½l; l0; 1; m;m0; 1�Þ; ðA6Þ

hAð0Þ
lm jVAjAð0Þ

l0m0 i ¼ iσmΩ
ðωRLCÞ2lþ3 − ðωRÞ2lþ3

22lþ1ð2lþ 3ÞΓ
lþ 3
2

�
2μ2

δl;l0δm;m0 ; ðA7Þ

hAð3Þ
lm jVAjAð0Þ

l0m0 i ¼ σ

μ

 
ðωRLCÞlþl0þ2 − ðωRÞlþl0þ2

2lþl0 ðlþ l0 þ 2ÞΓ
l0 þ 1
2

�
Γ


lþ 3

2

� ð−1Þ−mS½l; l0; 1; m;m0; 0�

þ Nl0;m0

Nl0þ1;m0
ðm0 − l0 − 1Þδl;l0þ1δm;m0

ðωRLCÞ2l0þ3 − ðωRÞ2l0þ3Þ
2l

0þ2ð2l0 þ 3ÞΓ
l0 þ 3
2

�
Γ


l0 þ 5

2

�
!
: ðA8Þ

APPENDIX B: LIST OF AUXILIARY FUNCTIONS

The angular integrals in the matrix elements are expressed in terms of angular integral functions A½l1; m1; l2; m2; f
ij
k �, as

defined in Eq. (10). Here fijk with k ¼ 1, 2, 3 are particular combinations of trigonometric functions. They are

f111 ¼ cos2θ cosϕe−iϕ þ sin2θcosϕ2 f112 ¼ sin θ cos θ sinϕ cosϕe−iϕ

f113 ¼ sin2θ sinϕ cosϕ f211 ¼ cos2θ sinϕe−iϕ þ sin2θ sinϕ cosϕ

f212 ¼ sin θ cos θsin2ϕe−iϕ f213 ¼ sin2θsin2ϕ

f311 ¼ sin θ cos θ cosϕ − sin θ cos θe−iϕ f312 ¼ −sin2θ sinϕe−iϕ

f313 ¼ sin θ cos θ sinϕ f121 ¼ −cos2θ cosϕe−iϕ þ isin2θ sinϕ cosϕ

f122 ¼ − sin θ cos θcos2ϕe−iϕ f123 ¼ −sin2θcos2ϕ
f221 ¼ −cos2θ sinϕe−iϕ þ isin2θsin2ϕ f222 ¼ − sin θ cos θ sinϕ cosϕe−iϕ

f223 ¼ −sin2θ sinϕ cosϕ f321 ¼ sin θ cos θe−iϕ þ i sin θ cos θ sinϕ

f322 ¼ sin2θ cosϕe−iϕ f323 ¼ − sin θ cos θ cosϕ

f101 ¼ sin θ cosϕ f102 ¼ cos2θ
sin θ cosϕ − i sinϕsin θ

f103 ¼ cos θ cosϕe−iϕ f201 ¼ sin θ sinϕ

f202 ¼ cos2θ
sin θ sinϕþ i cosϕsin θ f203 ¼ cos θ sinϕe−iϕ

ðB1Þ

APPENDIX C: EXPANSION OF RADIAL INTEGRALS

The radial integrals of form

I½l1; l2; l3�≡
Z

∞

0

dx e
x
2xl1þ1L2l2þ1

n ðxÞjl3
�

x
αnl

�
ðC1Þ

can be expanded in the gravitational coupling αnl ≡ α. It can be shown, following similar steps to those of Appendix B in
[43], that the radial integrals of the form that appear in our calculation can generally be expanded in α as
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I½l − a; l; l0� ≃ π

�
nþ 2lþ 1

n

�
2−l

0−1αlþ1−a

0
B@ αΓðlþ l0 − aþ 2Þ
Γ
�
1
2
ð−lþ l0 þ aþ 1Þ



Γ
�
1
2
ðlþ l0 − aþ 3Þ




−
α2Γðlþ l0 − aþ 2Þ

Γ
�
1
2
ð−lþ l0 þ aÞ



Γ
�
1
2
ðlþ l0 − aþ 2Þ



1
CA: ðC2Þ

In our case most of the radial integrals are of the form

I½l − 2; l; l� ≃ 2l−1αl
�
nþ 2lþ 1

n

�
ðl − 1Þ!⟶011 α −

π

4
α2: ðC3Þ

Additionally we need the integral

I½l − 3; l; l� ≃ 2lþ1

3
αl−1

�
nþ 2lþ 1

n

�
ðl − 1Þ!⟶011 1

3
−
π

8
α ðC4Þ

in the derivation of Eq. (21).
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