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Abstract: We present polarimetric and photometric observations from a sample of 15 γ-ray bright
blazars with data from the Tuorla blazar monitoring program (KVA DIPOL) and Liverpool Telescope
(LT) Ringo2 polarimeters (supplemented with γ-ray data from Fermi-LAT). We find that (1) The optical
magnitude and γ-ray flux are positively correlated; (2) electric vector position angle rotations can
occur in any blazar subclass; (3) there is no difference in the γ-ray flaring rates in the sample between
subclasses; flares can occur during and outside of rotations with no preference for this behaviour;
(4) the average degree of polarisation (P), optical magnitude and γ-ray flux are lower during a
rotation compared with during non-rotation; (5) the number of observed flaring events and optical
polarisation rotations are correlated and (6) the maximum observed P increases from ∼10% to ∼30%
to ∼40% for subclasses with synchrotron peaks at high, intermediate and low frequencies respectively.
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1. Introduction

The formation, collimation and acceleration of blazar jets, from the regions close to the
supermassive black hole, can be probed by exploring the magnetic field signatures in polarised
light. Using the linear Stokes Parameters to calculate the angle and degree of polarisation, we can
explore how the optical synchrotron emission evolves during γ-ray flaring events in blazars, and
whether rotations in the electric vector position angle (θ) correspond with low- or high- states in the
optical and γ-ray emission. Changes in θ and the degree of polarisation (P) can afford information
about the structure and order of the underlying magnetic field [1].

We studied the angle and degree of polarisation of fifteen blazars (see Table 1) by measuring the
Stokes Parameters using the Ringo2 and DIPOL polarimeters on the Liverpool Telescope ([2,3]) and
the Kungliga Vetenskapsakademien (KVA) telescope ([4]), both on the Canary Island of La Palma,
Spain. The Stokes Parameters are combined using the equations in [5] to calculate θ and P, with errors
calculated by Monte Carlo simulation which accounts for the statistical bias correction ([6]).
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Light curves and polarisation curves for all 15 blazars can be found in [7]. The Fermi data
are binned using the adaptive-binning scheme by [8], where each bin has ∼20% flux uncertainty.
This results in varying-length bin sizes depending on the brightness state of the source.

Table 1. The full RINGO2 catalogue with redshift, source type, R band magnitude range, Polarisation
range, Fermi range (for adaptive-binned data) and observation period information.

Name z Type R Mag. Range Pol. Range (%) Fermi Range (ph·cm−2·s−1) Observation Period (MJD)

3C 66A 0.444 ISP 15.1–13.2 1.0–27.7 4.0 × 10−8–1.1 × 10−6 55413.17–56226.03
S5 0716+714 0.31 ISP 14.4–12.2 0.3–23.7 6.4 × 10−8–1.3 × 10−6 55651.86–56035.00

OJ 287 0.306 LSP 15.4–13.5 4.5–38.7 2.8 × 10−8–1.4 × 10−6 55641.91–56223.22
1ES 1011+496 0.212 HSP 15.6–14.7 0.8–6.8 4.2 × 10−8–9.7 × 10−8 56006.93–56094.92

Mrk 421 0.031 HSP 13.0–12.0 0.2–8.8 1.0 × 10−7–1.3 × 10−6 55705.90–56096.89
Mrk 180 0.045 HSP 15.5–15.1 2.5–5.1 ... 56006.89–56216.24

1ES 1218+304 0.164 HSP 16.0–15.5 0.6–4.3 1.6 × 10−8–2.6 × 10−8 56065.88–56136.90
ON 231 0.102 ISP 15.6–14.1 0.6–23.3 2.3 × 10−8–8.6 × 10−8 55573.26–56032.97

PKS 1222+216 0.432 LSP 15.8–14.7 0.5–9.7 8.6 × 10−8–1.3 × 10−6 55901.24–55935.16
3C 279 0.536 LSP 17.8–14.3 1.3–36.0 1.2 × 10−7–2.7 × 10−6 55575.29–56101.94

1ES 1426+428 0.129 HSP 16.3–15.7 0.4–5.2 ... 56047.00–56171.87
PKS 1510-089 0.36 LSP 16.6–13.1 0.5–16.5 2.6 × 10−7–2.1 × 10−5 55575.30–56062.09
PG 1553+113 <0.78 HSP 14.0–13.1 0.2–9.1 4.2 × 10−8–1.0 × 10−7 56007.13–56171.87

Mrk 501 0.034 HSP 13.3–12.5 0.8–6.6 3.9 × 10−8–1.4 × 10−7 55660.04–56136.89
BL Lac 0.069 ISP 15.0–12.7 1.2–27.3 10.0 × 10−8–1.5 × 10−6 55413.11–56225.94

2. Results

Correlations between the optical and γ-ray flux can give information about the emission regions
and magnetic field structure within the jets of the different blazars.

In order to match the optical and γ-ray data points (which are not completely synchronous) we
take the dates associated with optical observations and interpolate a value from the adaptive-binned
γ-ray light curve for this date by fitting a gradient to the nearest neighbouring γ-ray points and
calculating the matched γ-ray flux using the equation for a straight line. The plots in Figure 1
are produced by such a method and show the overall behaviour of the sources according to their
different subclasses.
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Figure 1. Fermi γ-ray data plotted against absolute magnitude for 11/15 sources (those which have >5
γ-ray datapoints) (each with a separate colour) and subsequent blazar subclasses: FSRQs, BL Lacs, LSPs,
ISPs and HSPs. Black squares show the mean γ-ray and absolute magnitude value for each source.
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2.1. Optical and γ-ray Flux Correlations

Figure 1 shows plots of γ-ray flux against optical absolute magnitude for 11 sources in 5 different
subclasses; BL Lacs and FSRQs (identified according to the presence/strength of optical emission lines)
and HSP, ISP and LSP sources (classified according to the location of the synchrotron peak in their
SEDs). The different subclasses cover similar ranges of absolute magnitude and γ-ray flux.

For each of the season datasets a Spearman Rank Coefficient test was performed to measure the
statistical dependence of each property against the other. A summary of these results are presented,
along with those for other correlations, in Table 2.

Table 2. Summary of results from the Spearman Rank correlation test showing the p and ρ values for
different subclasses for absolute magnitude vs γ-ray data, degree of polarisation vs γ-ray data and
absolute magnitude vs optical degree of polarisation.

All P p ≤ 0.05

Type Range p Range ρ Mean
p

Mean
ρ

Quantity
-ρ, +ρ

Quantity Range ρ Mean ρ Quantity
-ρ, +ρ

Quantity

mag-gam HSP 2.20 × 10−16–0.620 −0.0929–0.745 0.210 0.299 1, 6 7 0.502–0.745 0.608 0, 3 3
ISP 4.97 × 10−11–0.524 −0.067–0.718 0.115 0.429 0, 16 16 0.287–0.718 0.567 0, 10 10
LSP 0.000–0.988 −0.600–0.711 0.141 0.337 2, 12 14 −0.600–0.711 0.390 2, 10 12
ALL 0.000–0.988 −0.600–0.745 0.142 0.369 3, 34 37 −0.600–0.745 0.487 2, 23 25

gam-deg HSP 1.89 × 10−13–0.419 −0.121–0.633 0.196 0.231 1,4 5 0.160–0.633 0.397 0, 2 2
ISP 6.68 × 10−4–0.946 −0.560–0.411 0.370 −0.0382 8,8 16 −0.560–0.272 −0.229 2, 1 3
LSP 1.52 × 10−6–0.925 −0.249–0.556 0.340 0.0619 6, 5 11 0.360–0.556 0.426 0, 3 3
ALL 1.89 × 10−13–0.946 −0.560–0.633 0.332 0.038 15, 17 32 −0.560–0.633 0.173 2, 6 8

deg-mag HSP 1.98 × 10−5–0.695 0.0876–0.549 0.312 0.268 0, 7 7 0.468–0.513 0.525 0, 2 2
ISP 1.53 × 10−11–0.0754 −0.485–0.395 0.0212 0.0334 2, 2 4 −0.460–0.403 0.0697 1, 2 3
LSP 0.0607–0.999 5.47 × 10−4–0.270 0.472 0.154 0, 4 4 NA NA NA 0
ALL 1.53 × 10−11–0.999 −0.485–0.549 0.277 0.175 2, 13 15 −0.460–0.513 0.252 1, 4 5
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Figure 2. Fermi γ-ray flux against optical degree of polarisation for 11/15 sources and each blazar
subclass, a different colour for each source separately. Black squares show where the mean of the source
lies on the plot.

2.2. Optical Degree of Polarisation and γ-ray Flux Correlations

Figure 2 shows the γ-ray flux against optical degree of polarisation for all sources and the
5 subclasses. For the γ-ray and degree of polarisation plots it is not possible to distinguish the FSRQ
and BL Lac subclasses from each other. The FSRQs exhibit higher γ-ray fluxes than the BL Lacs.
The spectral peak subclasses differ in their γ-ray flux value (as already shown in the previous section),
however they also differ in their maximum degree of polarisation value. The LSP sources can exhibit



Galaxies 2016, 4, 52 4 of 7

polarisation degrees up to ∼40%, ISPs ∼30% and the HSP sources have a maximum of ∼10%. The HSP
sources also show less variation that the LSP and ISP sources.

2.3. Absolute Magnitude and Degree of Polarisation Correlations

Figure 3 shows plots of the degree of polarisation against the optical absolute magnitude separated
by object type. Here we plot all 15 sources in our sample (i.e., including those without Fermi data).
Those sources that do not have synchronous magnitude and degree of polarisation (Mrk 180, Mrk 421
and PKS 1222+216) have their points interpolated from neighbouring data where available. In addition,
as most of the data are synchronous they are not split into seasons but compared across the whole
available dataset.
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Figure 3. The optical degree of polarisation against optical absolute magnitude for all 15 sources.
Each source is coloured separately and black boxes show the mean of that source.

3. Optical and γ-ray Properties during EVPA Rotations

To investigate the γ-ray and optical properties during and outside of rotations we separated the
data for each source into two periods: during (a) rotation and (b) non-rotation. We define a rotation so
that our results are consistent with those of the RoboPol group [9], therefore an EVPA rotation is ‘any
continuous change of the EVPA curve with a total amplitude of ∆θmax > 90◦, which is comprised of at
least four measurements with significant swings between them’. These reported values are limited by
the observing epochs and gaps in the data (which can disrupt EVPA rotations), so are a representative
sample of the properties of these sources.

The first two histograms in the top panel of Figure 4 show the degree of polarisation for all
sources during those periods. The data are presented as a percentage of the full range of the degree
of polarisation for a particular source, and the whole histogram has been divided by the ratio of the
number of points in the larger dataset (outside of θ rotations) over the number of points in the smaller
dataset (during θ rotations). This removes rare events from the analysis and takes into account any
selection effects. After this normalising we find that the distributions do not change and each bin still
has ≥1 occurrence.

The top panel shows the distribution of the degree of polarisation during a rotation is generally
shifted toward lower values and the high polarisation tail is suppressed. Outside of the rotations
the data appears to have a more Gaussian distribution. The mean of the distributions of degree of
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polarisation (P̄) during a rotation is 0.34 and outside of a rotation P̄ = 0.46. On average the degree of
polarisation is therefore 26% lower during a rotation.
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Figure 4. The degree of polarisation (top), optical apparent magnitude (middle) and γ-ray flux (bottom)
displayed as a fraction of the normalised range for a. during θ rotations (white) and b. outside of θ

rotations (grey) and c. as a ratio of the mean of each property during a rotation over the mean of each
property outside of a rotation for each individual source (see Section 3 for more details). The black
vertical lines in the first two columns show the mean of the histograms.

In the middle panel of Figure 4 the first two histograms show the optical apparent magnitude,
during rotations and outside rotations, as a fraction of the normalised range of the magnitude. Similar
to the degree of polarisation, in relatively few points does the magnitude reach >90% of the peak
magnitude during a rotation. Whereas outside of rotations there are ∼200 points that have magnitude
values >90% of the peak flux. The mean of the distribution during a rotation is R̄ = 52% and outside of
rotation periods the magnitude is R̄ = 59%. On average the optical magnitude is therefore 17% lower
during a rotation.

The first two histograms in the bottom panel of Figure 4 show the relative strength of the γ-ray
flux during- and outside of- rotations. During the rotations the γ-ray flux never rises above 59% of
the peak γ-ray flux. Outside of the rotations there is a longer high-γ flux tail, with the maximum
brightness occurring outside of a rotation event.
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4. Conclusions

We conclude with a summary of the results along with the important caveat that this sample
suffers a selection bias and thus some results cannot be averaged to the general blazar population.
More details are shown in [7].

(1) The maximum observed degree of optical polarisation for the LSP sources was ∼ 40%. For ISP
sources it was ∼30% and for HSP sources ∼10% (similar to the findings of [10]). It is natural
to attribute the low maximum polarisation degree in HSP sources to their optical light being
dominated by non-synchrotron emission which could originate from the accretion disk, host
galaxy or emitting regions outside of the jet. [11], however, suggested that the lower polarisation
values observed in the HSP sources cannot be completely explained by host galaxy emission.
The lack of emission lines with equivalent widths >5 Å in BL Lac-type objects (HSP, ISP and LSP
alike), suggests a very-low luminosity accretion disk in these sources (e.g., [12]). This means that
dilution of the polarised light is unlikely to be caused by contribution from the accretion disk
and the likely cause of the low levels of polarisation is a low ordered magnetic field in the jet. It
must also be noted that, due to the biased nature of this sample, these results cannot be applied
to the larger blazar population.

(2) On average the optical degree of polarisation and γ-ray flux are not strongly correlated. ISP and
LSP sources show no strong preference for either positive or negative correlations. HSP sources
show a stronger (yet still weak) positive correlation.

(3) In 92% (34/37) of source seasons we found a positive correlation (ρ̄ = 0.37) between optical and
γ-ray flux. In over half of the seasons (25/37 = 68%) the probability of correlation is significant
(i.e., p ≤ 0.05). Similar findings have also been reported by [13] and [14]. This may suggest
a close physical association between the optical and γ-ray emitting regions in blazars.

(4) There is a weak (ρ̄ = 0.18) correlation between optical flux and degree of polarisation in 13/15
source seasons. In 5/15 cases the probability of correlation (ρ̄ = 0.25) is significant (i.e., p ≤ 0.05).

(5) All blazar subclasses show γ-ray flaring and θ rotations.
(6) The mean degree of polarisation as a percentage of the total range of polarisation is 26% lower

during periods of rotation compared to periods of non-rotation; [15] also report a decrease in
polarisation during rotations. The mean optical flux is 17% lower during a rotation compared
with outside rotations and the mean γ-ray flux is 41% lower during a rotation compared with
outside a rotation. There is an additional caveat to note here, whereby the gaps in the observed
data result in a loss of information about the behaviour of the EVPA. To sufficiently solve this
problem, long term, continual monitoring would be required. The lower degree of polarisation
during a rotation can be interpreted as a difference in the degree of ordering of the magnetic
field during a rotation compared with non-rotation. Alternatively it could be evidence for their
association with emission features or shocks travelling along helical magnetic field lines [16,17].
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