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Abstract
Why and how do weak states challenge the status quo? This article builds on analyses 
of hierarchy in International Relations to develop a more comprehensive and inclusive 
understanding of the concept of revisionism. We argue that while weak actors cannot 
generally directly challenge their position in a stratified hierarchy, they may be able to 
undermine or subvert the discourses that constitute these hierarchies. This approach 
is likely to be attractive and feasible under two conditions: when other approaches 
to reform have been frustrated, and when social and political resources are available 
to facilitate such subversive challenges. We illustrate this argument by analyzing the 
Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons as a subversive revisionist project. Small 
states—frustrated by their inability to negotiate meaningful reform through the status 
quo framework—partnered with civil society and drew upon discursive resources 
developed during prior subversive revisionist projects in an effort to stigmatize nuclear 
weapons and subvert the discourses constituting the advantaged positions of those 
possessing them. While the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW) 
is unlikely to directly persuade nuclear weapon states to abandon their arsenals, it 
could have unpredictable consequences across a related range of hierarchic fields that 
constitute the status quo order.
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In 2017, 122 states passed a treaty prohibiting nuclear weapons. Missing from the nego-
tiations were states that possessed nuclear weapons. The effort was led by small nonnu-
clear states with little leverage. Yet supporters and opponents highlight the revisionist 
nature of the initiative, describing the treaty as a fundamental challenge to the legitimacy 
of nuclear weapons and the system of deterrence (e.g. Acheson, 2018; Fabricius, 2017; 
Fihn, 2018; Ford, 2017).

Revisionism is a popular topic in International Relations (IR)—the question of why 
and how states grow dissatisfied and seek change is at the center of much prominent 
work in the field. However, these treatments typically focus on great powers or regional 
powers. Explaining revisionism usually involves identifying the factors that drive mate-
rially powerful states to expend resources on extra-security objectives. This is partly 
because conventional conceptions of revisionism are informed by broadly realist assump-
tions about the implications of anarchy, which suggest that significant challenges to the 
status quo can only be undertaken by states with substantial economic and military capa-
bilities. From this perspective, the grievances of weaker actors merit little attention. 
Indeed, this is why the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW) is puz-
zling. Surely the leaders and diplomatic representatives of the TPNW’s proponents 
understand the futility of an effort to dramatically challenge the status quo from such 
disadvantaged positions. Why do they bother?

We argue that this view reflects an unnecessarily constrained conception of revision-
ism. Over the past decade, analytical frameworks that take hierarchy seriously have pro-
liferated in IR. Because these approaches theorize order in ways that go beyond the 
distribution of material capabilities, they facilitate a broader understanding of revision-
ism. Frameworks rooted in hierarchy make it possible to theorize the assumptions, ideas, 
and discourses that form the basis of stratification. This exercise implies that revisionist 
projects can produce change in two ways: by challenging the stratification of states itself 
or by challenging the constitutive foundations of stratification. The former approach 
encompasses conventional understandings of revisionism and generally requires sub-
stantial material capabilities to succeed. The latter approach—which we label subversive 
revisionism—aims at a different target and requires different resources to be feasible. We 
argue that these challenges can be undertaken by a wider range of actors—including 
materially weak states. This is the sort of revisionist project, we argue, that the TPNW 
represents. Other examples of this type of revisionism include decolonization move-
ments in the mid-20th century, the Cold War Non-Aligned Movement, and the New 
International Economic Order of the 1970s.

Prior work has depicted the TPNW (as we do) as a form of resistance by subordinate 
actors against a hegemonic nuclear order and as an effort to shift the normative value of 
nuclear possession (e.g. Ritchie, 2019; Ritchie and Egeland, 2018). Our contribution is 
to locate this effort within a broader theoretical and conceptual context and, by doing so, 
to simultaneously advance the field’s understanding of the TPNW and of hierarchy and 
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revisionism. By developing a more flexible conception of revisionism and linking it 
explicitly to the rich literature on hierarchy in world politics, we offer a set of tools for 
understanding the emergence of the TPNW as a particular type of state-based effort to 
challenge the status quo. At the same time, we use the case of the TPNW to highlight and 
illustrate a form of revisionism that has received little attention in mainstream IR 
scholarship.

The next section lays out a theoretical framework for understanding different chal-
lenges to hierarchy. We develop the distinction between revisionist efforts aimed at strat-
ification and those aimed at the discourses that produce stratification, and discuss the 
conditions facilitating each. The third section illustrates the framework by analyzing 
how nonnuclear weapons states have challenged the nuclear hierarchy. We argue that the 
TPNW represents a shift from an approach aimed at renegotiation to one aimed at sub-
version. We show that this shift resulted from frustration, combined with perceptions of 
opportunity rooted in the availability of particular social and political resources. The 
conclusion considers the potential consequences of the TPNW and explores the broader 
applicability and implications of the theory for understanding revisionism, hierarchy, 
and change in world politics.

Anarchy, hierarchy, and revisionism

Until recently, the discipline of IR was dominated by the assumption that international 
politics was an anarchic realm. This perspective pointed analysts interested in under-
standing how and why states might challenge the status quo toward a single variable: 
relative power (Waltz, 1979). In this view, anarchy privileges material power as both a 
central objective that states seek and the most important means by which they pursue 
change (e.g. Mearsheimer, 2001; Walt, 1987). Accordingly, the analysis of revisionist 
behavior in international politics—until recently primarily of interest to theorists refin-
ing realist models—was limited in scope.1 Because significant expressions of dissatis-
faction could only be undertaken by actors with the capacity to challenge the distribution 
of material capabilities, the possibility that less powerful states might undertake revi-
sionist projects warranted little attention.

The anarchy problématique has been challenged recently by increasingly prominent 
work organized around the explicit analysis of hierarchy in international politics. This 
move encompasses a variety of scholarship that depicts IR as constituted by different 
forms of inequality. These approaches interrogate a broad array of structures of super- 
and subordination that constitute, constrain, socialize, and motivate actors. Analyses 
rooted in hierarchy have enriched understandings of the sources of order and disorder in 
world politics, and illuminated factors that drive and constrain foreign policy. We con-
tend that taking hierarchy seriously also implies a more inclusive, nuanced, and useful 
conception of revisionism.

Hierarchy refers to “any system in which actors are organised into vertical relations 
of super- and subordination” (Zarakol, 2017: 1). This definition accommodates multiple 
conceptions of inequality and the logics that produce it. Zarakol (2017), for instance, 
distinguishes between narrow hierarchies as bargained arrangements establishing author-
ity within the context of anarchy, and broader conceptions of hierarchy as 
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“deep structures of organised inequality that are neither designed nor particularly open to 
renegotiation” (p. 7). Bially Mattern and Zarakol (2016) similarly distinguish between 
three logics of hierarchy. The logic of tradeoffs (associated with the rationalist and insti-
tutionalist frameworks of authors like Lake and Ikenberry) explains super- and subordi-
nation as functions of the incentives facing different actors (Ikenberry, 2011; Lake, 
2009). In this view, subordinate states accept constraints on freedom of action and sov-
ereignty because superordinate states offer compensation in the form of wealth, stability, 
or security. The logic of positionality—visible in the literature on status in IR—explains 
super or subordination as functions of the positions that states occupy in vertically strati-
fied social systems and the expectations and performances that derive from them (e.g. 
Barnhardt, 2016; Duque, 2018; Ward, 2017). The logic of productivity explains super- 
and subordination as functions of deeply instantiated knowledge structures, discourses, 
or a “practical or performative ontology of hierarchies” that “simultaneously produce 
distinctive political spaces and the varied actors and actions that populate and enact 
them” (Bially Mattern and Zarakol, 2016: 634).

We harness these distinctions to theorize the implications of the hierarchy turn for 
understanding revisionism. Hierarchies stratify actors in multiple, mutually reinforcing 
ways. Figure 1 depicts a hierarchical system encompassing multiple social “fields” 
within which actors are stratified. Nexon and Neumann—translating Bourdieusean con-
cepts into the realm of IR—define fields as “delimited spheres of social action” that 
“entail specific ‘rules of the game’ that shape how actors relate to one another as they 
jockey for power, status, and influence.” Fields are distinct domains of competition; have 
distinct rules governing the apportionment of status, prestige, and influence; and are 
structured by different ideas about what characteristics or performances yield capital 
(Nexon and Neumann, 2018: 667). In the context of international politics, this means that 
hierarchies exist within multiple social fields: there might be an international economic 
field, a military field, and a science and technology field, among others (Musgrave and 
Nexon, 2018). Figure 1 captures this diversity by depicting three generic fields alongside 
one another.

Within each field, hierarchies are constituted through multiple processes that influ-
ence and reproduce one another. To theorize these processes, we adapt Bially Mattern 
and Zarakol’s distinction between contractual, positional, and productive hierarchical 
logics. At the most superficial level, hierarchy within a particular field involves an une-
qual distribution of rights and privileges. This occurs any time one actor grants another 
a privilege not enjoyed universally. The notion that “great powers” have exclusive 
“spheres of influence” within which they can exercise power unilaterally is an example 
of such an institutionalized privilege (Ward, 2020). Another involves the apportionment 
of voting rights within international institutions (like the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF)) that reflect the distribution of capital in the relevant field. A third example is the 
notion that the legitimate possession of some weapons is restricted to certain actors. 
These arrangements are sometimes enshrined in international treaties and legal docu-
ments, but this is not necessary. In Figure 1, these “contractual” elements of hierarchy are 
depicted as triangles at the top of each field.

Hierarchy is also constituted by differences in how actors rank along consensually 
valued dimensions of comparison. The focus here is on how different characteristics or 
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endowments stratify actors to produce differences in status and influence (Gilady, 2017; 
Musgrave and Nexon, 2018; Ward, 2017). “Great powers,” for instance, are states that 
possess sufficiently large amounts of material power (stemming from wealth, popula-
tion, or territory) and certain kinds of capabilities—in particular, to project significant 
military force abroad (Levy, 1983: 10–19). In sum, differences in rankings along signifi-
cant dimensions of comparison contribute to differences in how actors’ positions within 
an international hierarchy are imagined and described. These differences are, in turn, 
reflected in the bargained hierarchical arrangements described above: “great powers” 
demand and are accorded particular privileges in part because of role expectations that 
stem from these positional understandings. The positional element of hierarchy appears 
in Figure 1 as double-headed arrows. Within each field, positional and contractual facets 
of hierarchy co-constitute one another—field-specific rankings structure distributions of 
rights and privileges, which in turn provide concrete evidence about which actors hold 
what rank.

The third element in our framework encompasses the discourses, ontologies, and ide-
ologies that, in Bially Mattern and Zarakol’s (2016) words, “produce distinctive political 
spaces and the varied actors and actions that populate and enact them” (p. 634). 
Hierarchies are constituted not only (or even most importantly) by sets of negotiated 
rights and privileges or by positional stratifications, but also by shared ideas and 

Distribution of 
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field (based on 
endowment of field-
relevant capital)

Discourses that 
constitute fields

Renegotiation

Positional 
revisionism

Subversive 
revisionism
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Figure 1.  Modes of challenging hierarchies.
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discourses that establish what is valuable or significant as bases for stratification. These 
constitute, for instance, the background knowledge against which claims to and assess-
ments of “great power” status are made and negotiated. These standards are not immuta-
ble and may be manipulable, as analyses of “social creativity” suggest (Larson and 
Shevchenko, 2010).

The discourses that produce hierarchies are multiple and overlapping. Fields are often 
structured by multiple discourses, and discourses may be implicated in multiple fields. 
Thus, hierarchies across different fields may be interdependent. For example, “great 
power” is a stratified role within a particularly significant field, akin to what Nexon and 
Neumann (2018: 673) call a “generalized status” field. Great power status is produced by 
multiple, overlapping discourses. Assessments of who counts as a legitimate great power 
depend on discourses about the value of various military practices and technologies, as 
well as discourses about responsibility. Great powers are not only states able to project 
force with arsenals of symbolically significant weapons; they also have a responsibility 
to promote order around the world in ways consistent with behavioral standards that have 
evolved over time (Bernstein, 2020; Suzuki, 2008). Simultaneously, ideas about what 
makes a state a great power are influenced by the attributes and behavior of states that 
are, in practice, understood and treated as such. Separate hierarchical fields are thus con-
nected through underlying discourses. In Figure 1, the productive facet of hierarchy is 
depicted as a series of overlapping, permeable ovals beneath the positional level.

Positional and subversive revisionist challenges to hierarchy

This theoretical framework illuminates the overlapping obstacles facing subordinate 
actors dissatisfied with the status quo and points toward distinct approaches to challeng-
ing hierarchies. Our framework is agnostic about the sources of dissatisfaction. An actor 
might be dissatisfied with a particular distribution of privileges for reasons related to 
wealth, status, moral beliefs and values, or security concerns. For instance, a subordinate 
actor in an unequal alliance arrangement might seek to renegotiate terms for various 
reasons, including dissatisfaction with economic burden sharing, concerns about the 
credibility of the patron’s security guarantees, or dissatisfaction arising from domestic 
opposition.

Our focus is not on the origins of dissatisfaction but on how subordinate actors seek 
to redress it. One option is to persuade the superordinate actor to renegotiate the arrange-
ment. We do not consider this to be a form of revisionism: renegotiation is superficial 
and common—it does not aim at deep change, and “normal politics” regularly involves 
some form of bargaining over the distribution of privileges related to different issues. 
When weaker states can renegotiate the contractual element of a hierarchy, deeper revi-
sionism is not necessary.

However, renegotiation is sometimes impossible. One obstacle is that the contractual 
element of hierarchy is influenced by the relative distribution of field-relevant capital. 
Unless a subordinate actor has developed additional leverage since the initial arrange-
ment was negotiated, the superordinate actor is unlikely to accommodate a demand for 
change. This implies that the subordinate actor might need to advance along the relevant 
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dimension of comparison to increase leverage. But this is costly and might also be risky, 
as it may generate resistance from other actors.

A further obstacle may arise if the privilege at issue is implicated in the discourses and 
practices that constitute the hierarchy. Superordinate actors may then be particularly 
hesitant to renegotiate its distribution, as doing so would weaken or eliminate one of the 
bases of their own advantaged position. One historical example of this dynamic involved 
the conflict over race-based immigration discrimination during the early 20th century. 
Japanese foreign policy during this period sought to negotiate fair treatment of Japanese 
citizens in Western countries on an equal basis with the citizens of predominantly White 
countries. Western great powers resisted, in part because the claim challenged the princi-
ple of White supremacy, which constituted both domestic and international hierarchies 
(Ward, 2013).

What options do dissatisfied subordinate states have when renegotiation is impossi-
ble? The framework sketched above points toward two general types of revisionist 
approaches, which target different elements of hierarchical fields. One approach aims at 
the distribution of field-relevant capital. These projects target the “positional” level—
they develop leverage by advancing along relevant dimensions of comparison, then use 
that leverage to secure concessions from superordinate actors. Conventional understand-
ings of revisionism as efforts to improve military capacity fit within this category. So do 
what others have called “distributive” forms of revisionism (Cooley et al., 2019; Ward, 
2017). Broadly, positional or distributive revisionism transforms material resources into 
field-relevant capital, thereby advancing the state’s position in the hierarchy.

The second approach to challenging a hierarchy is to undermine its productive foun-
dations. The target of what we call “subversive” revisionist projects is not positional 
stratification or the distribution of rights and privileges but the set of ideas and discourses 
that constitute the hierarchy. This approach aims to erode and replace accepted notions 
about the characteristics, performances, and practices that confer position and privileges. 
Rather than an effort to convert material power into field-relevant capital, subversive 
revisionism might appear as an organized rhetorical effort to stigmatize a widely accepted 
status symbol; as a withdrawal from a central institution or organization that embodies 
norms, ideas, or ideologies that constitute hierarchy; or as an attempt to create alternative 
institutions aimed at eroding the legitimacy of status quo institutions. This approximates 
He et al.’s concept of “soft revisionism,” which refers to the use of “non-military means 
to undermine the dominant power’s legitimacy” (He et al., 2021: 10). Getachew’s (2019) 
depiction of decolonization efforts in the 1950s and 1960s is also consistent with this 
approach: “empire was a form of domination that exceeded the bilateral relations of colo-
nizer and colonized. As a result, it required a similarly global anticolonial counterpoint 
that would undo the hierarchies that facilitated domination” (p. 2). Promoting discourses 
about the normative value of self-determination constituted a subversive revisionist chal-
lenge in that it aimed to “transform conditions of international hierarchy that facilitated 
dependence and domination” (Getachew, 2019: 4–5).

Positional and subversive revisionism are likely to seem attractive to actors facing 
different constraints. Positional revisionism poses a less foundational challenge to the 
advantaged positions of superordinate actors and may thus seem more feasible to subor-
dinate actors, all else equal. This is because positional revisionism does not necessarily 
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undermine the constitution of the hierarchy itself. Depending on the nature of the chal-
lenge, superordinate actors could plausibly satisfy a revisionist simply by elevating them 
to a higher position (and acceding to demands for concomitant privileges). For example, 
the United States and others have effectively “promoted” India to the status of a nuclear 
weapon state by waiving restrictions on nuclear exports and legitimizing India’s posses-
sion of nuclear weapons (Smetana, 2020). Superordinate actors can retain their own 
advantaged positions—though perhaps diluted by the expansion of the elite club—and 
the ideational and discursive bases of those advantages remain unthreatened.

By contrast, subversive revisionism aims to erode or replace the discourses that pro-
duce a field. This may have more far-reaching consequences, both vertically and hori-
zontally (relative to the diagram in Figure 1), than an effort to improve the position of a 
single state. Subversive challenges universally call into question the positions, rights, 
and privileges of superordinate actors within the targeted field. These processes can 
facilitate similar challenges in other hierarchies whose positional or contractual elements 
are partially produced by the discourse(s) being challenged. All else equal, positional 
revisionist challenges may thus be less comprehensively threatening, more easily accom-
modated, and more likely to succeed than subversive challenges.

Positional revisionism, however, is not always feasible. The most obvious constraint 
involves the ability to transform wealth and resources into field-relevant capital. Those 
best positioned to pursue positional revisionism will be actors with the unrealized poten-
tial to improve their recognized position in a hierarchy by transforming material power 
into “currency” within salient fields of competition (Musgrave and Nexon, 2018; Nexon 
and Neumann, 2018). These actors—middle powers and aspiring great powers—have 
been the focus of orthodox treatments of revisionism that explain why and how relatively 
well-endowed actors embark on projects aimed at, for instance, translating potential 
power into military power or using military power to demonstrate their worthiness for 
inclusion in elite status clubs that enjoy privileges (Davidson, 2006; Schweller, 1994; 
Ward, 2017).

Yet the vast majority of subordinate actors lack the material resources to mount such 
challenges. These actors may, at times, attempt to use what leverage they have to per-
suade superordinate actors to renegotiate elements of hierarchical arrangements. 
However, these efforts face obvious obstacles due to the power and status disparities 
inherent in hierarchies. Smaller states will often lack the ability to embark on plausible 
efforts to advance their status and influence enough to substantially reduce these 
disparities.

Other dynamics may also obstruct the pursuit of positional revisionism. Actors may 
be constrained not by material weakness but, for instance, by domestic-level normative 
or identity-related restrictions on the development of various kinds of field-relevant capi-
tal. For example, American territorial expansion in the 19th and early 20th centuries was 
obstructed at times by both principled anti-imperialism and racially inflected ideas about 
American national identity (Maass, 2020). Contemporary German foreign policy contin-
ues to be constrained by domestic norms favoring anti-militarism (Berger, 1997, 2002; 
Crawford and Olsen, 2017). Thus, positional revisionism may be difficult or unattrac-
tive, even when the development of field-relevant capital is technically possible.
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When actors facing these kinds of material or non-material obstacles to the pursuit of 
positional revisionism still harbor ambitions to challenge a hierarchical arrangement, the 
only other option is subversion. Of course, subversive revisionism is not guaranteed to 
succeed. For one thing, it brings no direct coercive leverage to bear against a superordi-
nate actor. Subversive revisionist projects are diffuse and indirect, gambling that over the 
long-run ideas and discourses that constitute more concrete advantages can be under-
mined. These efforts require coordination among like-minded actors. Attempts to stig-
matize or delegitimize particular practices or attributes are unlikely to succeed unless 
articulated by many voices (Bower, 2017: 2). Similarly, the withdrawal of a single mem-
ber from an institution central to hierarchy would likely only stigmatize and alienate that 
actor rather than undermine the institution. Thus, unlike positional revisionist efforts, 
subversion requires coordination by many actors.

Subversive revisionism may also be costly. Superordinate actors often have the capac-
ity to punish or coerce dissidents. In extreme cases, withdrawing from an institution or 
vocally objecting to a dominant discourse might result in isolation and designation as a 
rogue or pariah. Even in less extreme cases, subversion can be silenced or hampered by 
superordinate actors’ ability to manipulate the incentive structures facing prospective 
participants in revisionist projects.

In sum, while subversive revisionism may be feasible when positional revisionism is 
not, the obstacles are still high. Explaining when and how these kinds of projects emerge 
requires understanding what affects their perceived attractiveness.

Conditions favoring subversive challenges

We argue that two factors in combination are necessary for actors to launch serious sub-
versive challenges. The first is frustration with less radical approaches. Because both 
positional and subversive revisionism face high obstacles to success and may be quite 
costly, dissatisfied actors are likely to first try renegotiating the “contractual” element of 
the hierarchy at issue. Although success may seem unlikely, the costs and risks of 
attempting renegotiation first are low compared with either form of revisionism.

The apparent closure of this pathway may increase the attractiveness of subversive 
revisionism for two reasons. First, subversion may be the only option remaining. If 
superordinate actors seem immovably opposed to renegotiation and positional revision-
ism seems implausible, seeking change by undermining the discursive foundations of 
hierarchy may be all that is left. Second, subversion may be attractive because it rejects 
the legitimacy of hierarchical arrangements in ways that positional revisionism does not. 
While advancing along consensually valued dimensions of comparison in order to estab-
lish greater leverage may enable an actor to secure acquiescence to a demand, it endorses 
and reproduces those same dimensions of comparison as legitimately constitutive of 
stratification (Pouliot, 2016). Subversive revisionism, by contrast, explicitly rejects the 
principles on which stratification is founded. While this may not produce immediate 
concrete results, it does allow subordinate actors to vent frustration and anger, avoid 
appearing to meekly accept their station, and exercise greater agency. Thus, it can be 
attractive for both social psychological and political reasons—especially if alternative 
approaches seem futile (Evers, 2017; Ward, 2017, 2019).
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Explaining the emergence of frustration is difficult, but a number of factors might 
contribute to perceptions that alternatives to subversion face insurmountable obstacles. 
We highlight two of these. First, repeated failure to make even marginal progress toward 
negotiating a change in the status quo may, over time, contribute to the perception that 
institutions and mechanisms intended to facilitate bargaining are inadequate (and poten-
tially even counterproductive). Second, a variety of different kinds of changes in context 
might influence actors’ expectations about the prospect of successful renegotiation. For 
instance, structural conditions might change, leading to expected changes in incentives 
or constraints. Alternatively, changes in leadership might produce anticipated changes in 
the preferences of one’s negotiating partner.

Changing conditions can produce pessimism about the prospect of negotiating a 
change in the status quo in two ways. First, conditions might change in ways that directly 
raise obstacles—for instance, by reducing the apparent incentives of a negotiating part-
ner to make concessions. Second, conditions might change in ways that seem to reduce 
obstacles to progress. This might first produce heightened expectations and increase 
optimism. But if progress stalls, the indirect result might be even greater pessimism as 
actors conclude that obstacles run deeper than incentives, constraints, or the preferences 
of individual leaders. Psychologists suggest that this phenomenon of dashed hopes is 
more disturbing than an expected negative outcome, and produces behavioral changes 
aimed at avoiding future disappointments (e.g. van Dijk et al., 2003; Zeelenberg et al., 
2000).

In addition to growing frustration, the other condition that influences the attractive-
ness of subversion is variation in perceptions of the possibility of successfully challeng-
ing the hierarchy’s constitutive discourses. Subversive revisionist projects depend less 
on material power and more on the availability of political and social resources that 
facilitate the production and dissemination of challenges to hegemonic discourses and 
which help entrepreneurs convince potential partners to join a subversive effort. One key 
to understanding the development of these resources is the overlapping character of the 
discourses that constitute different fields. If a set of discourses is productive of hierarchy 
in multiple fields, then prior challenges to these (perhaps aimed at other substantive 
issues) may facilitate future subversive projects. Scholars of norm development, for 
instance, emphasize that the successful development of new norms often requires “graft-
ing” these onto existing and broader “metanorms” (e.g. Price, 1998). Thus, delegitimiz-
ing one class of weapon (for example) as contrary to humanitarian principles may make 
it easier to craft arguments aimed at other classes of weapons (or at overlapping dis-
courses regarding “responsibility”).

Prior subversive challenges may also facilitate future subversive revisionist efforts in 
other ways. The mere availability of examples of similar, recently successful efforts can 
aid future efforts. When subordinate actors can point to successes in the recent past, it 
should increase their assessments of the prospects for future similar efforts and their abil-
ity to mobilize potential partners. Scholarship on democratization, for example, points to 
diffusion, “cascades,” or “contagion” via demonstration as a mechanism for change (e.g. 
Weyland, 2019). Moreover, these kinds of projects may produce political and institu-
tional infrastructure that facilitates future subversive revisionist challenges. This might 
include civil society organizations that foster the development of alternative discourses 
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and ideas; formal or informal institutions or transnational networks that promote connec-
tions between likeminded state and nonstate actors; or other venues, organizations, and 
relationships that give subordinate actors the space and capacity to produce and circulate 
ideas and narratives that challenge the discursive foundations of a system’s stratification 
(Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998; Petrova, 2018).

Because subversive revisionism is less likely than positional revisionism to produce 
direct, immediate change, does not center around the mobilization of material resources, 
and is unlikely to produce military conflict, a critic might reasonably object that subver-
sion does not matter much for understanding world politics. The discussion above sug-
gests that this view is misguided. Even when a subversive project fails to achieve its 
immediate objectives, it can still have profound (if indirect) consequences. Because dif-
ferent hierarchic fields are linked to one another through the discourses that co-produce 
them, subversive revisionist projects that fail in their ultimate aims may still weaken or 
challenge discourses that constitute and structure hierarchies in different fields. Thus, the 
dynamics of even unsuccessful subversive revisionist projects merit attention, both 
because they can encourage future challenges that may succeed and because they may 
have secondary consequences for related fields.

The TPNW as a subversive revisionist project

To illustrate these dynamics, we analyze a “pathway” (or typical) case: the process lead-
ing to the 2017 Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW). Pathway cases 
are useful for demonstrating and exploring newly developed theories. An appropriate 
pathway case “conforms to or typifies a causal relationship of interest” (Gerring and 
Cojucaru, 2016: 405). The analysis aims to establish the plausibility of a theoretical 
framework by exploring the operation of its causal mechanisms. The TPNW is a useful 
pathway case primarily because it is a clear example of a project undertaken by relatively 
weak actors (many lacking the material capacity to pursue positional revisionism) aimed 
at challenging the discursive foundation of one element of international hierarchy. 
Exploring the conditions that made the TPNW attractive to its proponents and the way 
they pursued it provides an opportunity to establish the plausibility of our broader theo-
retical claims about the origins of subversive revisionism.

The case is also substantively important beyond concerns about research design. 
Nuclear weapons are symbolically implicated in several different international hierar-
chic arrangements that cross multiple fields. The five nuclear weapon states recognized 
in the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) are also the five per-
manent members of the Security Council—meaning that the distribution of privileges 
within the nuclear hierarchy helps produce the more generalized hierarchy inscribed in 
the status distinctions central to the Security Council. Discourses about the legitimacy 
and value of nuclear weapons also help constitute broader security hierarchies by endow-
ing nuclear weapons states with unique capabilities and responsibilities for providing 
security (Ruzicka, 2018). These distinctions help form the foundation for the unequal 
security bargains enshrined in, for instance, the relationships between the United States 
and its allies in Europe and East Asia. Both nonnuclear weapons states’ commitment to 
nonproliferation under the NPT and US allies’ implicit commitment to nonproliferation 
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in exchange for coverage under the US nuclear umbrella reflect the notion that nuclear 
weapon possession is an exclusive privilege. Thus, challenges to the discourses that 
establish nuclear weapons as potent status symbols and instruments of deterrence may 
plausibly profoundly influence relations within other fields.

Much scholarship characterizes the nuclear order as hierarchical (Considine, 2019; 
Egeland, 2017, 2018, 2021; Ruzicka, 2018; Thakur, 2018), and some have described the 
TPNW as an example of resistance to this hierarchy (Ritchie, 2019; Ritchie and Egeland, 
2018). Resistance, however, is endemic to the daily bargaining of IR, including diplo-
matic relations. In contrast, (subversive) revisionism is a higher bar: it is a direct attempt 
to undermine the foundations of a given field or order and the hierarchy embedded in it. 
Thus, while the TPNW may be an example of both resistance and revisionism, the depth 
and scope of this challenge (including what makes it different from previous efforts to 
get rid of nuclear weapons) are not fully captured by accounts of the TPNW as simply 
resistance. We build on earlier analyses but refine them by characterizing the TPNW as 
an instance of subversive revisionism: a direct attempt to undermine the discursive foun-
dations of a hierarchy.

The rest of this section thus illustrates the dynamics of a generalizable theoretical 
explanation that helps account for the emergence of the TPNW but may also be applied 
to understand different forms of revisionism across different fields. We show that the 
shift toward subversive revisionism reflected in the TPNW project originated in growing 
frustration among nonnuclear states with the long attempt to renegotiate the terms of the 
nuclear order and that it was facilitated by the development of political and social 
resources during previous initiatives to delegitimize other weapons. We then examine the 
potential challenges that the TPNW poses for dominant actors. Our analysis draws on 
reporting and secondary accounts of negotiations over nuclear disarmament, as well as 
firsthand interviews with diplomats, members of civil society, and bureaucrats.2

The nuclear hierarchy

A distinct set of hierarchical arrangements structures interstate relations with regard to 
nuclear weapons. Stratification in this field reflects discourses about which actors can 
legitimately possess nuclear weapons, as well as the material and symbolic value of that 
technology; stratification is also reflected in an unequal distribution of privileges related 
to nuclear weapons (Ruzicka, 2018: 380–381; Ritchie, 2019). The hierarchy is visible in 
the NPT. The treaty—primarily created by the United States and the Soviet Union—
established a legal distinction between the five states that had developed nuclear weap-
ons before 1967 (China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States) and 
all others. It creates separate rules, duties, and privileges for these five states, resulting in 
an inherently unequal order:

It asked states to accept the drawing of a line between those that could and could not possess 
and use nuclear weapons, accept that legal rights and obligations would differ substantially on 
either side of the line, and thereby tolerate an institutionalized injustice. (Walker, 2012: 5)
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The nuclear hierarchy is maintained not only through formal institutions but also through 
rules, practices, and discourse around nuclear weapons. Describing the “nuclear ideol-
ogy” and discourse underpinning nuclear hierarchy, Egeland (2021) notes that:

while the ideology frames the abolition of nuclear weapons as a long-term “vision,” it 
simultaneously portrays the practice of nuclear deterrence by “responsible” major powers as 
legitimate and necessary for stability and order in the short term, thus undermining the cause of 
disarmament. (p. 2)

The nuclear hierarchy rests on a discursive foundation legitimating the continued posses-
sion of nuclear weapons by the P5. This discourse contributes to other hierarchical 
arrangements in IR. The legitimate possession of nuclear weapons by the P5 bolsters 
their privileged positions at the UN Security Council, affords them significant prestige in 
international politics (O’Neill, 2006), and advantages them in both nuclear and nonnu-
clear institutions. This status quo is naturalized to the extent that the P5’s possession of 
nuclear weapons has been normalized in IR (Hanson, 2018: 465–467). At the same time, 
the nuclear hierarchy has obvious material implications: the existence of nuclear weap-
ons makes nonnuclear weapon states vulnerable to coercion and nuclear devastation 
(Egel, 2022).

Concerns about these consequences have motivated efforts to prevent the use of 
nuclear weapons for nearly as long as nuclear weapons have existed. But this multifac-
eted and long-standing dissatisfaction with the nuclear hierarchy has only recently been 
expressed as an effort to delegitimize nuclear possession. Prior to 2010, efforts to revise 
the nuclear hierarchy were limited in scope. For most nonnuclear states, positional revi-
sionism (i.e. acquiring nuclear weapons themselves) was unavailable for multiple rea-
sons, including material limitations as well as (more importantly, in many cases) 
widespread normative aversion, combined with legal commitments to refrain from doing 
so. Moreover, attempts to bring about disarmament historically involved negotiating 
with and securing the consent of those at the top of the hierarchy, as opposed to under-
mining the discursive foundation of the hierarchy.3 While achieving this long-term 
objective would dismantle the nuclear hierarchy, the means employed aimed at reform 
through renegotiation.

The TPNW departed significantly from this process of renegotiation within the 
nuclear hierarchy. It constituted a direct challenge to the authority and legitimacy of the 
most powerful nuclear states, as opposed to an effort to convince them to surrender their 
privileged positions of their own accord.4 This shift toward a subversive revisionist 
approach involved three key elements. First nonnuclear weapon states rejected status 
quo institutions, instead going outside them to pursue change.5 Second, nonnuclear 
weapon states no longer sought to win the support of nuclear weapon states, indicating 
that the TPNW cannot be read as an effort to renegotiate the status quo distribution of 
privileges. Third, the TPNW aims to delegitimize the dominant discourse around nuclear 
weapons as instruments of deterrence and security rather than to win greater privileges 
within the existing hierarchy for a wider array of states.
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Sources of frustration

The nuclear ban movement grew out of nonnuclear weapon states’ frustration with the 
slow pace of disarmament by nuclear weapon states. Although the United States and 
Russia substantially reduced their nuclear arsenals after the Cold War ended, they also 
modernized them. This indicated a continued commitment to maintaining the essence of 
the nuclear hierarchy. Moreover, most nuclear-related agreements and initiatives—
including UN Security Council Resolution 1540 and the Nuclear Security Summits—
were aimed at nonproliferation, not disarmament. The result was a perception among 
nonnuclear weapon states that they were asked to accept an increasing number of non-
proliferation obligations and restrictions while nuclear weapon states stalled progress on 
disarmament. In the wake of the 2005 NPT review conference’s failure to produce an 
agreement, nonnuclear weapon states (spurred on by civil society) began to search for 
new ways to overcome the stalemate (Gibbons, 2018: 15)

Nonnuclear weapon states had long sought disarmament through negotiations within 
existing institutions. Operating on the assumption that nuclear weapon states’ participa-
tion was required for progress on this issue, nonnuclear weapon states proposed a bevy 
of reform initiatives aimed at spurring nuclear weapon states to agree to action advancing 
the goal of disarmament (Gibbons, 2018: 14). For example, negotiations in the mid-
1990s over the permanent extension of the NPT also advanced weaker actors’ goals of a 
strengthened review process (enabling them to play a greater role in the future of the 
NPT). In the 2000, 2005, and 2010 review conferences, they attempted to use this 
strengthened review process to negotiate greater disarmament commitments by the P5, 
with limited success. This satisfied nonnuclear weapon states for a period. The 2010 
NPT review conference, in particular, seemed to offer new hope for progress, as states 
parties agreed on an outcome document including 22 actions related to nuclear disarma-
ment and an explicit recognition of the humanitarian effects of nuclear weapons. 
However, states parties failed to reach agreement at subsequent preparatory meetings 
and at the 2015 review conference.

The end of the Cold War had ushered in new hopes that structural obstacles to disar-
mament would be diminished. During the 2000s, actions and statements from the United 
States further raised expectations. Particularly significant was President Obama’s Prague 
Speech, which aspired to a world free of nuclear weapons (Gibbons, 2018: 14; Ruzicka, 
2019: 392). In addition, a 2007 op-ed in the New York Times from four former US senior 
officials warned of the dangers threatened by nuclear weapons and called for progress 
toward disarmament. These messages raised nonnuclear weapons states’ hopes (Interview 
15, 12 May 2021; Interview 16, 29 November 2019). During the 2010s, however, these 
hopes were dashed. The aspirations of the two previous decades increasingly turned into 
deep disappointment and disillusionment with the status quo (Interview 15, 12 May 
2021; Interview 16, 29 November 2019).

Initiatives from nonnuclear weapon states attempting to stimulate disarmament from 
within the NPT context also failed to yield dividends. As a Costa Rican diplomat later 
described the situation:



Egel and Ward	 765

the predictability of the nuclear powers’ political agenda and the neutered mediocrity of the 
2015 NPT draft outcome document stood in stark contrast to the desires of the vocal, non-
nuclear armed majority, who have had enough of nuclear powers’ status quo grandstanding. 
(Chan, 2016: 408)

The failure to reach agreement at the 2015 NPT review conference crystallized percep-
tions among nonnuclear weapon states that progress on disarmament remained blocked 
and that status quo institutions could not accommodate their demands. According to one 
longtime NPT observer, “it was clear to most delegates that little further progress on 
disarmament language could be accomplished in the formal negotiating forums at the 
Rev[iew] Con[ference] for issues related to nuclear disarmament” (Potter, 2017: 85). The 
consensus-based nature of both the Conference on Disarmament and the NPT effectively 
held nonnuclear weapon states hostage to nuclear weapon states’ reticence on disarma-
ment, reproducing hierarchy rather than reforming it (Williams, 2018). Frustrated by the 
failures of existing fora, nonnuclear weapon states began to look for outside options.

Social and political resources

As frustration mounted, civil society activists renewed an effort to stigmatize nuclear 
weapons by focusing attention on their humanitarian consequences. Small states and 
their civil society allies contrasted the status quo stalemate on nuclear weapons with 
efforts related to landmines and cluster munitions, where successful bans had emerged 
over the objections of great powers. According to one diplomat, “the [1997] Mine Ban 
Treaty [was] a revolution in weapons treaty law. We have it and the nuclear ban treaty 
because of states’ frustration with how the classic [disarmament] machinery works.” 
(Interview 11, 20 March 2020). Nonnuclear weapon states emphasized these previous 
subversive efforts because they had successfully stigmatized other weapons. In drawing 
parallels between efforts to ban nuclear weapons and efforts to ban cluster munitions, 
one diplomat argued, “no civilized state would use cluster munitions today, whether 
they’ve signed on or not. Once you have a critical mass, some of these treaties take on a 
normative character, so you have to do less active convincing” (Interview 09, 18 February 
2020). The availability of a recent instance in which a category of weapon had been suc-
cessfully stigmatized allowed actors to imagine an effort to do the same for nuclear 
weapons.6 While there had been previous efforts to stigmatize nuclear weapons—includ-
ing social movements in the United States and Europe in the 1980s and state-led nuclear 
weapon free zones—TPNW proponents emphasized the landmines and cluster muni-
tions examples because they viewed them as particularly successful initiatives on a 
global scale and as unencumbered by the legacy of the Cold War (Interview 12, 10 March 
2020; Interview 14, 12 May 2021). Moreover, nuclear weapon free zones had not directly 
challenged the nuclear hierarchy, as they aimed at nonproliferation rather than 
disarmament.7

These previous efforts to ban landmines and cluster munitions contributed to the 
availability of political and social infrastructure that enabled a subversive challenge to 
the nuclear hierarchy. One TPNW participant recalled how “we had in 2011 the first 
strategy meeting between a group of NGOs and diplomats that were kind of involved in 
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the cluster munitions process to talk about banning nuclear weapons” (Interview 13, 20 
March 2020). The landmine and cluster munition movements also contributed to the 
production of discursive resources that facilitated the challenge to the nuclear hierarchy. 
Nonnuclear weapon states and the International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons 
(ICAN) started emphasizing the humanitarian devastation and suffering nuclear weap-
ons caused when they were used. This was “an intentional framing with a connection to 
landmines and cluster munitions” that strategically “linked it [the effort to ban nuclear 
weapons] to other disarmament agreements” that had banned landmines and cluster 
munitions over the objections of great powers (Interview 07, 4 December 2019; Interview 
03, 19 November 2019). This “framing create[d] associations and expectations among 
those involved in the previous processes” (Interview 03, 19 November 2019).

Landmines and cluster munitions were far less central to maintaining international 
hierarchy than nuclear weapons (perhaps explaining the positive outcomes of these 
efforts). Still, these campaigns offered successful models of similar weapon ban projects: 
this was a “paradigm that led to success in other fields” (Interview 08, 22 January 2020). 
This increased the expectation of small states and civil society that a nuclear ban might 
be plausible. Moreover, these prior efforts had helped produce discursive resources that 
actors would later harness to undermine the notion that nuclear weapons promoted inter-
national security.8 Although the vocabulary of humanitarian concern over the destructive 
effects of weapons existed already, the efforts to ban landmines and cluster munitions 
appeared to demonstrate its potency. Frustrated nonnuclear weapon states and their civil 
society allies then invoked and translated this discourse into the domain of nuclear 
weapons.

The shift to subversive revisionism

Small states’ frustration with failed reform efforts, combined with the availability of 
social and political resources facilitating challenges to the productive foundations of the 
nuclear hierarchy, prompted the shift toward subversive revisionism that culminated in 
the TPNW. This effort began to take shape in 2013 when Norway organized a conference 
on the humanitarian effects of nuclear weapons. Although the P5 boycotted this confer-
ence, 127 other states attended. That the conference was organized outside of the UN 
framework and that the P5 were absent both indicated that this represented the beginning 
of a new kind of challenge to the status quo—even though it was publicly presented as a 
fact-finding conference. As the Norwegian state secretary observed during the confer-
ence, “Well they’ve been very angry, the P5, they came and they démarched us, and said, 
‘this is a distraction’ [.  .  .] Well, you know, their arguments weren’t very convincing” 
(Fihn, 2018). The director of ICAN later recalled that

the whole audience laughed, and it was the first time we laughed at the P5. And you know right 
there it just clicked, like oh my god, this is all about changing power dynamics, and this is all 
about controlling the narrative, and we’re doing something and they’re on the outside. (Fihn, 
2018)
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The Norwegian conference was followed by a Mexican-hosted conference in 2014 (also 
boycotted by the P5), which the chair described as “a point of no return” (Government of 
Mexico, 2014). Austria then hosted a conference in December 2014 that produced a 
Humanitarian Pledge emphasizing the threat of nuclear weapons to humanity globally 
and rejecting the notion that there could be any legitimate use of nuclear weapons. The 
Humanitarian Pledge was signed by 127 states.

Together, these conferences harnessed and further advanced discursive and symbolic 
resources that enabled a challenge to the hegemonic ideas that produced the P5’s privi-
leged position in the nuclear hierarchy. They provided a common language (the humani-
tarian frame) to justify the urgent need for sweeping change and they channeled 
nonnuclear weapon states’ dissatisfaction with the nuclear hierarchy into a movement 
that pushed for a concrete outcome—a treaty banning nuclear weapons. One diplomat 
reflected that the 2014 Mexico conference galvanized a large coalition into becoming 
ready to take a new approach to prohibit nuclear weapons: there was “a willingness to 
not just recognize the effects of nuclear weapons [.  .  .] but a willingness to develop 
[new] legal norms in line with these effects” (Interview 10, 27 February 2020). 
Importantly, TPNW supporters saw the effort as a challenge to international hierarchy. 
They bemoaned “the unilateral imposition of great power politics” (Interview 10, 27 
February 2020) and underscored the importance of nuclear weapons as “the ultimate 
power symbol” and “a very fundamental part of the international system (Interview 13, 
20 March 2020). The TPNW constituted an attempt to rally “the rest of the world to cre-
ate a revolution against it” (Interview 13, 20 March 2020).

In 2016, the UN General Assembly passed a resolution endorsing the Humanitarian 
Pledge and declaring that states would convene a conference in 2017 to negotiate “a 
legally binding instrument to prohibit nuclear weapons, leading towards their total elimi-
nation” (United Nations General Assembly, 2016). France, Russia, Israel, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States voted against the resolution, while China, India, and 
Pakistan abstained.9 From the start, the TPNW’s advocates were explicit that great power 
participation was not necessary. Instead, the decision to begin formal negotiations was 
taken at the UN General Assembly—a forum in which all states’ votes are equal. The 
TPNW negotiating conference was attended by 124 states—none of which possessed 
nuclear weapons. The treaty entered into force on 22 January 2021.

The treaty requires nonnuclear weapon states to make few changes to their current 
behavior. For nuclear weapon states to join, however, they must eliminate their nuclear 
arsenals. The treaty is light on technical details related to the elimination of nuclear 
weapons. It focuses instead on stigmatization.10 Proponents argued that the treaty “makes 
nuclear weapons illegal and it contributes to their stigmatization,” that it “provided a 
long term perspective—which is important because banning nuclear weapons is a long-
term process—because [the TPNW] was legally binding and can’t be easily undone,” 
and that “there was never any naïve belief that they would convince nuclear weapon 
states with the TPNW. What the treaty would contribute to is creating a norm” (Interview 
11, 10 March 2020; Interview 03, 19 November 2019; Interview 08, 22 January 2020). 
The aim, in other words, is to subvert prevailing norms that produce nuclear hierarchy. 
As one activist argued,



768	 European Journal of International Relations 28(4)

given the vested interests of a few powerful countries in [favor] of retaining nuclear weapons, 
a key goal of those pursuing the Treaty was to delegitimize and stigmatize these weapons. 
Making them illegal, for everyone, is a key part of this process. (Acheson, 2018: 243).

Rather than attempt to negotiate disarmament, the TPNW targets the discursive produc-
tion of nuclear weapons as legitimate implements of security and markers of status.

That the TPNW’s objective is to subvert the nuclear hierarchy is further evidenced by 
its proponents’ primary focus on states whose possession of nuclear weapons is consid-
ered legitimate within the order. Rather than focusing on states with nuclear weapons 
outside the NPT (Israel, India, Pakistan, and North Korea), treaty advocates decried the 
possession of nuclear weapons by the P5 (Interview 07, 4 December 2019). The TPNW 
attempts to turn attributes of status, prestige, and dominance into symbols of inferiority 
and shame. This did not go unnoticed by officials in these countries. In 2018, then-US 
Assistant Secretary of State Christopher Ford (2018) argued that the TPNW

encourages a pernicious false equivalency between some states with nuclear weapons that seek 
to upend the global order, and none of which are representative democracies, and the United 
States and our Allies—who for decades have successfully used nuclear deterrence to prevent 
war between the great powers, to forestall forcible territorial revision in Europe and Asia, and 
to preserve global stability.

The TPNW threatened nuclear weapon states (in particular, the United States) by chal-
lenging the narrative that their arsenals are necessary to preserve global peace and 
stability.

TPNW advocates did not seek higher rank within the nuclear hierarchy and were not 
negotiating for greater privileges. Instead, they sought to erase the nuclear hierarchy 
entirely. The TPNW “signifies that most of the world’s states are no longer prepared to 
accord certain states special entitlements under international law” (Egeland, 2018: 11). 
As one civil society activist observed, the TPNW “affords power and agency to states 
and other actors that are not materially powerful. It mobilizes forces that, in traditional 
framing and formats, are silenced and sidelined. Small states’ views are deemed not rel-
evant or important in traditional fora” (Interview 01, 10 October 2019). By challenging 
the legitimacy of the P5’s nuclear weapons, this effort aims to subvert the discursive 
foundations of one of the most important hierarchic fields in world politics.

The consequences of the TPNW

Does the TPNW matter? The treaty will not, in the short term, convince nuclear weapon 
states to give up their nuclear weapons. However, it has already changed discussions 
about the symbolic value of nuclear weapons in world politics and the exceptional nature 
of the P5. This has forced the P5 to defend their continued possession of nuclear weap-
ons, the legitimacy of which is no longer taken for granted. Moreover, it facilitates poten-
tial complications within other hierarchic fields, most notably by threatening the heart of 
the US alliance system.
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One indication that the TPNW threatens the positions of superordinate actors within 
the nuclear hierarchy is that, instead of ignoring the effort, these actors have worked hard 
to delegitimize it. Immediately after the TPNW was passed in July 2017, the United 
States, United Kingdom, and France released a joint statement rejecting the treaty, claim-
ing that it “clearly disregards the realities of the international security environment” and 
would create “even more divisions at a time when the world needs to remain united in the 
face of growing threats” (United States, United Kingdom and France, 2017). Shortly 
after, the United States established in May 2018 a new multilateral initiative that would 
serve as “a reality-based dialogue,” in contrast to the TPNW’s “essentially magical 
thinking” (Ford, 2018).11 These moves implicitly acknowledged that the TPNW threat-
ened the legitimacy of the United States’ (and P5’s) possession of nuclear weapons, as 
well as its standing. According to one diplomat, “the US effort to build a broader dia-
logue with the CEND means that they are worried and they care” (Interview 07, 4 
December 2019). Others agreed that “the P5 and the US, in particular, are determined to 
not let the treaty change relations between states” (Interview 06, 29 November 2019) and 
that

the P3 [the United States, United Kingdom, and France] are unified in their thinking on the 
TPNW. Their opposition has become fiercer over time since the treaty was concluded: they’re 
realizing that having ignored it at the beginning gave life to the process. Now they criticize it 
constantly [.  .  .] The nuclear weapon states are trying to remain relevant. (Interview 04, 7 
November 2019)

The P5’s efforts to re-center themselves in governance of nuclear weapons were “a reac-
tion that they are losing the ideological [international consensus] understanding of the 
underlying importance of nuclear weapons and strategic stability” (Interview 10, 27 
February 2020).

As others have noted, how countries justify their actions reflects the international 
norms and standards they view as dominant in world politics:

When states justify their [actions], they are drawing on and articulating shared values and 
expectations held by other decision makers and other publics in other states. It is literally an 
attempt to connect one’s actions to standards of justice or, perhaps more generically, to standards 
of appropriate and acceptable behavior. (Finnemore, 1996: 159)

The P5 voiced their opposition in terms of the treaty being ineffective and counterpro-
ductive. Publicly, they “don’t say they’re opposed to disarmament, but to the method of 
pursuing it” and insist that they are “responsible” nuclear powers (Interview 05, 22 
November 2019). This response implicitly acknowledges the potential discursive power 
of the TPNW’s challenge to the nuclear hierarchy.

The TPNW’s effort to delegitimize the nuclear hierarchy has broader ramifications as 
well. The unequal bargains between the United States and its allies constitute a key con-
tractual element of a different hierarchic field—one involving responsibility for and 
privileges related to the promotion of international security. At the heart of these bargains 
is the United States’ commitment to provide for the security of subordinate allies 



770	 European Journal of International Relations 28(4)

(Ikenberry, 2011; Lake, 2009). The TPNW could potentially undermine these relation-
ships by reducing perceptions of the legitimacy of the US nuclear deterrent. One month 
after the TPNW was signed, then-Assistant Secretary Ford (2017) argued that the ban 
treaty could

make the world a more dangerous and unstable place by seeking to delegitimize the “extended 
deterrence” alliance relationships that the United States has with its allies in Europe and in the 
Asia-Pacific—relationships which for decades have contributed to international peace and 
security by deterring aggression by expansionist powers.

This concern is warranted: in a 2018 YouGov poll in Belgium, Germany, Italy, and the 
Netherlands, more than half of respondents (and 70% of Germans) replied that US 
nuclear weapons should be removed from their country’s territory (International 
Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons, 2018).12 In addition, over two-thirds of respond-
ents in each country agreed with the statement, “My country should sign the TPNW.” 
The Netherlands, in particular, faces strong domestic pressure to support the TPNW. It 
was the only NATO state to participate in TPNW negotiations and did so due to pressure 
from the Dutch parliament and public opinion—although it ultimately voted against the 
treaty (Shirobokova, 2018). In addition, in January 2020, the Belgian parliament nar-
rowly voted down a resolution to ratify the TPNW and remove US nuclear weapons from 
Belgian soil (Brzozowski, 2020).

If its members were to ratify the TPNW, NATO would likely be forced to alter its 
practices. While the NPT is silent on the legality of basing nuclear weapons in nonnu-
clear weapon states, the TPNW forbids it. US nuclear weapons are stationed in Belgium, 
Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, and Turkey. Should any of these countries join the 
TPNW, the United States would have to withdraw these weapons—potentially undercut-
ting a critical aspect of the alliance. In late 2021, Germany announced that it would 
participate in the first TPNW meeting of states parties as an observer, lending further 
legitimacy to the TPNW initiative. Ultimately, the Netherlands and Belgium also partici-
pated in the first TPNW meeting of states parties as observers in June 2022. 

In addition, a Norwegian government study of the TPNW’s impact on Norway con-
cluded that if Norway ratified the TPNW, it could no longer participate in NATO’s 
Nuclear Planning Group, “thus reducing Norway’s influence on [NATO’s] nuclear pol-
icy” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2018). Yet, in 2021 Norway announced its intention to 
participate in the first TPNW meeting as an observer. US policymakers have also claimed 
that if US military allies ratified the TPNW, their commitments under the treaty would 
make it “extremely difficult to carry out normal security cooperation” (Fabricius, 2017: 
8). Whatever the practical consequences of Norway (or other NATO members that do not 
host nuclear weapons on their territory) joining the TPNW, the fact that the United States 
seeks to rhetorically damage the TPNW is indicative of its significance. By challenging 
the legitimacy of nuclear weapons in the security and defense of any state, the TPNW 
thus threatens the durability of the US alliance system. This could have second-order 
implications: if some NATO members joined the TPNW and undermined the alliance, 
others might perceive an increased need to develop their own nuclear deterrent.
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Although smaller states’ dissatisfaction with the status quo has often been dismissed, 
this case demonstrates how and why smaller states can (and do) challenge status quo 
rules, norms, and principles—creating very real concerns for states closer to the top of 
the global pecking order. In the future, the TPNW may facilitate similar challenges aimed 
at the productive foundations of related hierarchic fields. The treaty and the process lead-
ing to it provide a salient example for other would-be subversive revisionists seeking to 
challenge other elements of international hierarchy. They have also strengthened social 
and political resources that might aid future revisionist projects, especially by providing 
a discursive reframing of “humanitarianism” that stigmatizes a key symbol of great 
power status. Although the TPNW was not the first use of this framing in an effort to ban 
a class of military technology, its deployment against the legitimacy of such a central 
component of international hierarchy sets a potentially powerful precedent.13

Conclusion

How do actors work to change the status quo in world politics? In this paper, we have 
argued that prevailing conceptions of what revisionism is and how it works are too nar-
row. While much attention has been paid to attempts by relatively powerful states to 
compete in positional hierarchies, this is not the only way of revising international order. 
States can also challenge the normative and discursive foundations of hierarchical fields. 
Acknowledging this possibility has two important implications: first, since subversive 
revisionism involves different resources than positional revisionism, subversive revi-
sionism is available to a wider range of actors than positional revisionism. This is thus a 
useful tool for understanding the foreign policies of small states, which often appear 
incomprehensible from the perspective of models and concepts developed to explain the 
behavior of great powers. Second, although revisionist challenges aimed at a hierarchy’s 
normative and discursive foundations may not have the same kinds of immediate conse-
quences that positional revisionist challenges have, they are still worth understanding. 
By undermining the legitimacy of hegemonic status symbols, ontologies, and discourses, 
subversive revisionist challenges may have significant middle and long-term conse-
quences for a wide range of hierarchical arrangements. They are also cumulative in the 
sense that even failed subversive challenges might provide resources that facilitate future 
subversive challenges.

The TPNW is not the only potential case of subversive revisionism. Other efforts led 
by relatively weak actors—including the Non-Aligned Movement, the New International 
Economic Order, or the transnational decolonization movements of the 1950 and 
1960s—also challenged the foundations of their respective hierarchies. These projects 
built on one another: the New International Economic Order’s challenge to the neoliberal 
hierarchy that made newly decolonized states dependent on powerful states drew on 
discursive resources developed within prior decolonization efforts (Getachew, 2019: 
144–145). By building transnational networks of activists and developing a common 
language for new “worldmaking,” these subversive revisionist decolonization projects 
laid the foundation for challenges to economic hierarchy as well.

Future scholarship could expand this research by comparing different cases of subver-
sive revisionism. Future scholarship might also examine different strategies adopted by 
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those at the top of international hierarchy when confronted with subversive challenges. 
In the case of the TPNW, the United States and other members of the P5 have aggres-
sively contested the effort.14 In other cases, however, powerful states might respond dif-
ferently; either by ignoring revisionist challenges entirely or, alternatively, by accepting 
or even trying to coopt and tame them.

More broadly, our analysis further illustrates the value of hierarchy-based frameworks 
for understanding international politics. Grasping how hierarchical arrangements in dif-
ferent fields manifest in different ways and are produced by distinct but related processes 
involving unequal privileges, stratification, and discourses leads to rich insights about 
what motivates actors, what constrains them, and what facilitates different challenges to 
hierarchy.
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Notes

  1.	 Prominent scholarship on revisionism was developed by authors constructing “neoclassical 
realist” models that began from neorealist assumptions about the implications of anarchy 
but incorporated non-structural factors to explain additional variation. See, for instance, 
Schweller (1994) and Davidson (2006).

  2.	 Interviews were conducted (in Geneva, Switzerland, in 2019 and 2020) on a not-for-attri-
bution basis, given the sensitivity of the topics. Interviewees were selected based on their 
knowledge of and participation in the process leading to the TPNW. They include a wide 
range of stakeholders, to provide a comprehensive assessment of the TPNW’s dynamics.

  3.	 Egeland (2021: 2) similarly distinguishes between disarmament initiatives that subvert the 
status quo and those that supplement it.

  4.	 Even if some proponents did not challenge the NPT itself, they challenged the hierarchy on 
which the NPT was based.

  5.	 Although nonnuclear weapon states are not a homogeneous bloc, we use this term for the sake 
of simplicity to refer to the positions of most nonnuclear weapon states.

  6.	 See also Considine (2019).
  7.	 Arguments regarding the existence of a nuclear taboo, meanwhile, have always been strictly 

focused on the first use of nuclear weapons, not the broader possession of these weapons and 
associated hierarchical implications.

  8.	 Ritchie and Egeland (2018: 130) make a similar point.
  9.	 North Korea was not present for the vote.
10.	 Thakur (2018: 82) makes a similar point.
11.	 Although this response came from a Trump administration official, Obama administration 

officials criticized the initiative along similar lines.
12.	 However, in a 2008 survey, 84 percent of Italians and 78 percent of Germans surveyed 

expressed strong support for eliminating all nuclear weapons worldwide through an enforce-
able agreement, and over half in each country viewed nuclear sharing under NATO as morally 

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9049-7975
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wrong (Simons Foundation, 2008). This continuity in public opposition to nuclear weapons 
suggests that the 2018 results are not a shift due to the TPNW but rather latent, ongoing dis-
satisfaction that may be more consequential in the context of the TPNW’s revisionist effort. 
We thank an anonymous reviewer for raising this question.

13.	 As Mantilla (2020) and Bower (2020) have shown, these kinds of discursive developments 
can be mobilized by weaker actors to coerce stronger actors into making concessions with 
concrete consequences.

14.	 As Müller and Wunderlich (2020) and Gibbons (2019) examine in greater detail.
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