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            Abstract
Recurring outbursts associated with matter flowing onto compact stellar remnants (such as black holes, neutron stars and white dwarfs) in close binary systems provide a way of constraining the poorly understood accretion process. The light curves of these outbursts are shaped by the efficiency of angular-momentum (and thus mass) transport in the accretion disks, which has traditionally been encoded in a viscosity parameter, Î±. Numerical simulations1,2,3 of the magneto-rotational instability that is believed to be the physical mechanism behind this transport yield values of Î± of roughly 0.1â€“0.2, consistent with values determined from observations of accreting white dwarfs4. Equivalent viscosity parameters have hitherto not been estimated for disks around neutron stars or black holes. Here we report the results of an analysis of archival X-ray light curves of 21 outbursts in black-hole X-ray binaries. By applying a Bayesian approach to a model of accretion, we determine corresponding values of Î± of around 0.2â€“1.0. These high values may be interpreted as an indication either of a very high intrinsic rate of angular-momentum transport in the disk, which could be sustained by the magneto-rotational instability only if a large-scale magnetic field threads the disk5,6,7, or that mass is being lost from the disk through substantial outflows, which strongly shape the outburst in the black-hole X-ray binary. The lack of correlation between our estimates of Î± and the accretion state of the binaries implies that such outflows can remove a substantial fraction of the disk mass in all accretion states and therefore suggests that the outflows correspond to magnetically driven disk winds rather than thermally driven ones, which require specific radiative conditions8.
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                    Figure 1: Example light curves of outbursts in low-mass X-ray binaries.[image: ]


Figure 2: Characterization of the mass-transport process in accretion disks.[image: ]


Figure 3: Toy model of a disk â€˜windâ€™.[image: ]
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        Editorial Summary
Windy disks
Black holes, neutron stars and white dwarfs in close binary systems where mass is flowing from the companion onto the compact object have recurring outbursts that could illuminate the poorly understood accretion process. Bailey Tetarenko and colleagues have analysed 21 archival X-ray outbursts from black-hole X-ray binaries. They conclude that either there is a large rate of angular-momentum transport in the accretion disk, helped by a large-scale magnetic field that permeates the disk, or mass is being lost from the disk in outflows that control the X-ray outburst.

show all

    

    
    

    
        
            
                
                    
                        
                            Advertisement

                            
    
        
            
                [image: Advertisement]
        

    


                        

                    

                

            

            

            

        

    






    
        
            
                Explore content

                	
                                
                                    Research articles
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    News
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Opinion
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Research Analysis
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Careers
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Books & Culture
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Podcasts
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Videos
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Current issue
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Browse issues
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Collections
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Subjects
                                
                            


                	
                            Follow us on Facebook
                            
                        
	
                            Follow us on Twitter
                            
                        
	
                            
                                Subscribe
                            
                        
	
                            Sign up for alerts
                            
                        
	
                            
                                RSS feed
                            
                        


            

        
    
    
        
            
                
                    About the journal

                    	
                                
                                    Journal Staff
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    About the Editors
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Journal Information
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Our publishing models
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Editorial Values Statement
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Journal Metrics
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Awards
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Contact
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Editorial policies
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    History of Nature
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Send a news tip
                                
                            


                

            
        

        
            
                
                    Publish with us

                    	
                                
                                    For Authors
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    For Referees
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Language editing services
                                
                            
	
                                Submit manuscript
                                
                            


                

            
        
    



    
        Search

        
            Search articles by subject, keyword or author
            
                
                    
                

                
                    
                        Show results from
                        All journals
This journal


                    

                    
                        Search
                    

                


            

        


        
            
                Advanced search
            
        


        Quick links

        	Explore articles by subject
	Find a job
	Guide to authors
	Editorial policies


    





        
    
        
            

            
                
                    Nature (Nature)
                
                
    
    
        ISSN 1476-4687 (online)
    
    


                
    
    
        ISSN 0028-0836 (print)
    
    

            

        

    




    
        
    nature.com sitemap

    
        
            
                About Nature Portfolio

                	About us
	Press releases
	Press office
	Contact us


            


            
                Discover content

                	Journals A-Z
	Articles by subject
	Protocol Exchange
	Nature Index


            


            
                Publishing policies

                	Nature portfolio policies
	Open access


            


            
                Author & Researcher services

                	Reprints & permissions
	Research data
	Language editing
	Scientific editing
	Nature Masterclasses
	Research Solutions


            


            
                Libraries & institutions

                	Librarian service & tools
	Librarian portal
	Open research
	Recommend to library


            


            
                Advertising & partnerships

                	Advertising
	Partnerships & Services
	Media kits
                    
	Branded
                        content


            


            
                Professional development

                	Nature Careers
	Nature 
                        Conferences


            


            
                Regional websites

                	Nature Africa
	Nature China
	Nature India
	Nature Italy
	Nature Japan
	Nature Korea
	Nature Middle East


            


        

    

    
        	Privacy
                Policy
	Use
                of cookies
	
                Your privacy choices/Manage cookies
                
            
	Legal
                notice
	Accessibility
                statement
	Terms & Conditions
	Your US state privacy rights


    





        
    
        [image: Springer Nature]
    
    © 2024 Springer Nature Limited




    

    
    
    







    

    



    
    

        

    
        
            


Close
    



        

            
                
                    [image: Nature Briefing]
                    Sign up for the Nature Briefing newsletter â€” what matters in science, free to your inbox daily.

                

                
                    
                        
                        

                        
                        
                        
                        

                        Email address

                        
                            
                            
                            
                            Sign up
                        


                        
                            
                            I agree my information will be processed in accordance with the Nature and Springer Nature Limited Privacy Policy.
                        

                    

                

            


        


    

    
    

        

    
        
            

Close
    



        
            Get the most important science stories of the day, free in your inbox.
            Sign up for Nature Briefing
            
        


    









    [image: ]







[image: ]
