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Abstract—Aharonov-Bohm (AB) effect is a very significant
phenomenon of quantum mechanics. It demonstrates the sig-
nificance of electromagnetic potentials (proportional to fluxes)
against the electromagnetic fields through the simple paradigm
of two electron beams (e-beams). Even though they are both
traveling through a null field space, their wave functions are
not equal: the difference is in their phases and it is related to
the magnetic flux through the area defined by their trajectories.
Inspired by this fact, we formulate an inverse problem for the
magnetic permeability of a bio-chemical sample positioned in-
between two magnets. The data can be taken by measuring
the phase difference between the wave functions of two split
e-beams with parallel trajectories passing through the samples.
The case of only radial dependence of magnetic permeability is
fully solved and certain insights are provided for the arbitrary
radial/azimuthal distributions.

Index Terms: Aharonov-Bohm Effect, Inverse Problem,
Magnetic Permeability

I. INTRODUCTION

Guessing the distribution of a feature characterizing a
sample without destroying it constitutes a challenging task
that is being examined for decades. Such a field has multiple
applications in cell chemistry, molecular biology, medicine
and pharmacy. Significant research has been performed on
optical coherent tomography [1], confocal microscopy [2],
and real-time in vivo optical interferometric imaging [3]. In
the same optical context, multiple scattering has been found
to allow the tomographic reconstruction of angular resolved
scattering distributions [4]. Tomographic methods can also
be used to reconstruct the quantum state of a system [5],
and in this context compressed sensing has been successfully
employed for quantum state imaging [6]. In fact, the estimation
of quantum wave probability functions has become recently
feasible through compressed sensing methods even for the
demanding case of fermions [7].

Here, we propose a new approach to e-beam tomography
based on the Aharonov-Bohm (AB) effect [8]. We use a
pair of electron beams (e-beams) to determine the features
of an inhomogeneous magnetic material distributed within a
cylindrical volume and provide a more effective imaging [9]
technique than previous attempts employing AB effect for
inverse scattering [10], [11]. The proposed AB tomography

is based on the estimation of the local magnetic flux density
through an inhomogeneous object, through which one can in-
directly invert its magnetic properties. As part of the proposed
method, we consider the use of compressed sensing methods
to optimize the inversion algorithm and minimize the required
number of measurements to resolve the object of interest.
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Fig. 1. The physical configuration of the considered structure. An unknown
arbitrary distribution of magnetic permeability μ(ρ, φ) existing within a
cylinder of radius a, is estimated with use of two parallel e-beams (1 and 2)
defining an area (S). A single electron wavepacket is split into two alternative
paths (e-beam 1 and e-beam 2) for the electron.

II. AHARONOV-BOHM (AB) EFFECT

In classical electromagnetic theory, the potentials are only
intermediate quantities for the computation of the electric
and magnetic fields. Only the fields, not the potentials, are
usually regarded as having real physical significance. In
contrast, in quantum theory, the potentials can have under
certain circumstances even a more fundamental role than
the corresponding fields. For example, Schrödingers wave
function of an electron e following a trajectory (T ) into
three-dimensional space is well known to be of the form:
Ψ(r, t) = exp

[
je
�

∫
(T )

A · dl
]
Y (r, t) where A is the magnetic

vector potential, e is the electron charge, � is the reduced
Planckian constant, and Y is a determinable reference wave



function (which corresponds, for example, to the special case
of vanishing magnetic potential along the relevant trajectory).

The potential-dependent phase term in the expression for
the wavefunction has physically measurable effects that can
be sensed, e.g., via double slit interference experiments. In
the following, we focus on the familiar experimental setting
in which a coherent e-beam is split into two beams following
alternative paths (T1) and (T2) which are combined at a given
point (where a sensor can be placed). In this scenario, the
respective wavefunction at the sensor position is defined by the
interference of the split beam wavefunctions which is governed
in turn by the phase shift e

�

[∫
(T2)

A · dl − ∫
(T1)

A · dl
]
. The

latter phase shift is equal to the integral along the closed loop
formed by one of the paths (in the direction from the split
point to the detector) and the other (returning) path (from the
detector back to the split point), thus the relevant phase shift
is governed by the relevant closed loop integral (or cochain)
of the magnetic vector potential. This physically measurable
effect of the potential can occur even if the electromagnetic
field vanishes identically along the relevant electron paths so
long as the respective magnetic vector potential cochain is
nonzero. This is a manifestation of the well-known Aharonov-
Bohm (AB) effect, a modern cornerstone of quantum mechan-
ics, which was first reported in 1959 [8].

The simplest example is given by the magnetostatic solenoid
in cylindrical coordinates (ρ, φ, z) whose exterior electro-
magnetic field is null (E = 0 = B), while the magnetic
vector potential is nonzero (behaves like A ∼ φ̂/ρ. In the
following we exploit the measurable quantum mechanical
phase shift of split e-beams for the determination of the
magnetic properties of a sample under study. In this context,
we broadly interpret the AB effect as the key mechanism
behind the above split electron phase shift due to nonzero
magnetic potential cochains, regardless of the vanishing or
nonvanishing nature of the fields in the relevant region. Thus
the proposed AB effect tomography applies under rather
arbitrary electrodynamic conditions and can, for instance, be
applied to determine the material properties of the sample at
any frequency of interest.

III. CONCEPT FORMULATION

The Aharonov-Bohm effect is due to the wave-nature of the
electrons in the quantum level: their behavior (wave functions
Ψ and trajectories (T1) and (T2) of e-beams) is not affected
only by their local characteristics (electromagnetic field E, H
along their paths) but also by the entire structure as a
whole (magnetic flux expressed via magnetic vector potential).
Therefore, the study of the behavior of e-beams can give us
information about the texture of the structure. In the following,
we exploit the quantum-mechanical phase shift of split e-
beams to reconstruct the magnetic properties of a sample. The
setup of the proposed system is depicted in Fig. 1, where a
cylinder of radius a is filled with material of arbitrary magnetic
permeability μ(ρ, φ) whose estimation is the major objective
of this work. The structure is placed into vacuum (free-space
permeability μ0) and is fed by a ẑ polarized magnetostatic
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Fig. 2. (a) The 1D setup of radially changing permeability μ(ρ) for 0 <
ρ < a. The first beam is scanning the cylindrical volume by changing its
vertical position, while the second one is kept fixed. (b) The area Sd(r, R)
defined by two concentric cells of radii r and R > r exiting below a straight
line with distance d from the external surface of radius a > R.

induction B for ρ < a which corresponds to an azimuthal
(φ̂-directed in the case of homogeneous excitation) magnetic
vector potential A. Under this excitation, one wavepacket is
split into two alternative paths (e-beam 1 and e-beam 2) for
the electron.

The two e-beams following parallel straight lines trajectories
lying (for simplicity) at the same constant-z plane are pass-
ing through the cylindrical permeability distribution. If one
measures the difference of phase between the wave functions
{Ψ1,Ψ2} of the two e-beams, it is proportional to the magnetic
flux through the area (S) defined by the cross section of the
two parallel beams and the cylinder, namely:

Φ(μ) =

∮
(∂S)

A · dl =
∫∫

(S)

B · ds =
∫∫

(S)

(Hμ) · ds (1)

where H is the magnetic field. Now, by considering sev-
eral beam pairs, corresponding to different directions, it is
possible to gather enough information about the magnetic
flux associated to several cross sections of the object which
allows one to estimate the magnetic flux crossing through



smaller (intersection-defined) cross sections of the object. If
the objective is to measure the permeability μ of a sample,
then one can impose a known magnetic field, e.g., via a
magnet or solenoid in the vicinity of the sample. Then from
the reconstruction of the local magnetic flux Φ one can in turn
estimate the sought-after permeability distribution μ.
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Fig. 3. The 1D exact permeability distributions μ(ρ)/μ0 compared with
the approximate ones for various discretization number of layers U for: (a)
g = 5 and (b) g = 30.

IV. NUMERICAL RESULTS

When the magnetic texture of the structure is only radially
changing, namely the magnetic permeability is a function
μ = μ(ρ), the application of proposed approach is straightfor-
ward (one-dimensional, 1D). For simplicity, we consider with
spatially homogeneous magnetic field B = ẑμ0H0 in order for
the magnetic flux measurement to be indicative of the local
value of the permeability. If the one beam is kept fixed outside
of the structure and the other is moving gradually (by covering
distance Δρ each time) towards the core of the cylinder, the
measurements of the corresponding magnetic flux lead to a
well-defined linear system with respect to the permeability

values. There is no scattering field component due to the
presence of the cylinder since the field is static and parallel to
the axis of the cylinder so no Born approximation is required
as in the corresponding electrodynamics problems [12]. With
reference to Fig. 2(a), the unknown distribution μ = μ(ρ)
is step approximated by the values μu = μ ((u+ 1/2)a/U)
for u = 0, · · · , (U − 1), where here Δρ = a/U . If the
measurements of the magnetic flux through the area (S)
defined by the fixed beam 2 and the moving beam 1 are
included in a vector Φ, a U ×U linear system Σ ·μ = 1

H0
Φ

with respect to the unknown permeabilities μ = [μ1 · · ·μU ]
T

is formulated with a matrix Σ = [Σuv] (u is the number of
rows and v the number of columns), whose elements are given
by:

Σuv =

{
SuΔρ ((v − 1)Δρ, vΔρ) u ≥ v

0 u < v
, (2)

where the area Sd(r,R) is defined in Fig. 2(b) and is ana-
lytically determinable. The matrix Σ is bottom triangular and
thus the numerical inversion is implemented in an accurate
and robust way.

To demonstrate the feasibility of our approach, we consider
the following permeability profile:

μ(ρ) = μ0

[
2 + cos

((ρ
a

)2

g

)]
, (3)

where the magnetic flux vector can be found analytically. In
Figs. 3, two cases for different variation are considered and
multiple estimations for the permeability profiles are given for
different U together with the exact one. The three-dimensional
distributions across the cylindrical disk 0 < ρ < a are depicted
in the respective insets. In Fig. 3(a) we regard a slow radial
variation (g = 5) and we notice that the coincidence is
remarkable for U = 12 discretization layers, while even for
U = 3, the main variation has been captured. The situation is
different in Fig. 3(b), where the permittivity change is more
rapid and finer chopping (U = 90) of the cylinder with
use of the two e-beams is required. Note that with a coarse
discretization of U = 10, fails completely to predict the rapid
fluctuations for ρ > a/2.

When the unknown magnetic texture is dependent on both
the radial ρ and the azimuthal φ coordinate, more advanced
techniques of compressed sensing are required. In particular,
the sample is “chopped” into pixels and the unknown distri-
bution is approximated by discrete values. The direction of
e-beams and their entrance points are randomly selected. The
spatial modulation of the background field helps in most cases
to achieve a result of similar quality but faster. Furthermore,
a transformation of the variables (dictionary) is sometimes
required so that they get expressed in an alternative base
where the unknown permeability distribution μ(ρ, φ) is sparse.
The thorough consideration of that two-dimensional (2D) case
would be the next step of our research on the topic.

V. CONCLUSIONS

The trajectories of electron beams are affected not only by
the local fields along them but also by the fluxes through the



area surrounding them (Aharonov-Bohm effect). Therefore,
the wave functions of the wavepackets can carry information
about the magnetic flux and accordingly (for known back-
ground field) the magnetic permeability of the region where
they pass. In this way, we formulate an inverse problem which
is analytically solvable for one-dimensional samples. The two-
dimensional problem is currently under consideration and
various alternative techniques can be implemented to tackle
with it.
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