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‘It is characteristic of our convictions, in [nuclear] strategy as in all affairs in 

life, that we tend to regard them as natural and inevitable. However, if we 

examine the history of the ideas contained in those convictions, we usually 

find that they have evolved in a definitely traceable way, often as the result of 

the contribution of gifted persons who addressed themselves to the needs of 

their own times on the basis of experience available to them. Our own needs 

and our experience being different, we are enabled by our study to glimpse 

the arbitrariness of views which we previously regarded as laws of nature, 

and our freedom to alter our thinking is thereby expanded’ (Brodie 1959, 19). 

Introduction 

Field theory has made inroads into International Relations. It directs the analytical gaze 

towards practices emanating from deeply ingrained background ideas as well as processes 

through which the latter affect the former. Thus, it sheds light on deeply seated social aspects 

of making and unmaking international order that remain under-explored in perspectives 

focusing on material capabilities (Waltz 1979; Gilpin 1981; Kissinger 2014), international 

institutions (Bull 1995; Keohane 1984; Ikenberry 2012), or shared identities and norms (Adler 

and Barnett 1998; Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; Wendt 1999). 

International Relations scholars draw heavily from Pierre Bourdieu’s (2009 [1972]; 2001) 

work when they put the concept of social field to use. There is, for instance, research on 

European integration and defence (Adler-Nissen 2014; Mérand 2010), (in)security (Bigo 

2008; Pouliot 2010), whaling (Epstein 2008), and nuclear weapons (Senn and Elhardt 2014). 

Following Bourdieu too closely comes at a price, however. These accounts often excel in 

uncovering the background ideas that structure social fields but find it much more difficult to 
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analyse the foreground of communication and its repercussions for the change of background 

ideas.  

The purpose of this paper, therefore, is to build on this literature. We, too, borrow from 

Bourdieu when it comes to conceptualising background ideas. Yet our conceptualizations of 

communication and change are much more eclectic. Most importantly, we take inspiration 

from argumentation theory in general and argumentation theorists who use the concept of 

social fields in particular. Our rhetorical field theory may be summarized in three key points: 

First, the background of a field (doxa) consists of a deep background (nomos) and a 

background that is more readily accessible to human reflection (topoi). The nomos constitutes 

the field in the first place. Second, topical communities engage in argumentative encounters 

with one another. The topoi are the building blocks of their arguments that are always out in 

the open. The nomos usually underpins the authority of these communities and their 

arguments implicitly. Third, topical communities reproduce and change the background, 

including the nomos. Their skilful use of overlaps across fields (nomic overlaps) and topical 

communities (topical overlaps) makes change possible. It helps advocates to move their 

arguments from assemblages to rhetorical practices and from there further on into the 

background.  

We outline our rhetorical field theory in six steps. First, we discuss the literature on social 

fields in Social Theory and International Relations. Second, we address the background. 

Third, we deal with communication. Fourth, we link our conceptualizations of background 

and communication in order to explain change. Fifth, we illustrate our key theoretical claims 

by analysing the contestation of background ideas in the nuclear-weapons field. Finally, we 

summarise our argument and develop an agenda for further research.  
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Field Theory in Social Theory and International Relations 

Social Theory has generated four influential clusters of research on social fields. Bourdieu’s 

field theory, without any doubt, has been the most influential. Additionally, there is also 

important research on organizational fields, fields of argumentation, and discursive fields. The 

great strength of Bourdieu is his rich conceptualization of the background. Yet there are fewer 

insights on communication and change. As far as research on organizational, argumentative 

and discursive fields is concerned, the strengths and weaknesses are partly reversed. They 

provide important insights on communication. But they are less convincing when it comes to 

conceptualizing background ideas and change.  

Few authors provide as many insights into the background as Bourdieu does. There are 

different layers of doxa, i.e. unquestioned background knowledge. The nomos forms the most 

foundational layer. It constitutes the “matrix of all relevant questions” (Bourdieu 2013 

[1997]) within a field. In doing so, it constitutes the field in the first place (Bourdieu 2001, 

42). The nomos defines, for instance, the stakes of the field, i.e. the value or type of capital 

that actors in the field are competing for, bestows authority upon actors to take part in this 

competition, and prescribes legitimate behaviour. For all the richness of Bourdieu’s 

conceptualizations of background ideas, however, his understandings of communication and 

change remain truncated.  

Bourdieu focuses on what happens underneath the radar screen of discourse. Being socialised 

into the doxa of a field, actors acquire a habitus that predisposes them how to act. Translated 

by the habitus, the doxa loom so large that discourse tends to reproduce doxa, such as the 

social positioning in the field (Bourdieu 1991, 109). Bourdieu frankly admits that he over-

privileges the tacit at the expense of what is explicit in communicative encounters (Bourdieu 

and Wacquant 1992, 131). Yet for someone interested in analysing communication and 
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change, this is a notable shortcoming. Ideas made explicit in communicative encounters have 

the potential to make a difference, including bringing about change.  

Organizational field theory provides important clues for how to conceptualise 

communication. An influential article by Greenwood, Suddaby and Hinings (2002), for 

instance, traces institutional change in remarkable detail. The authors put strong emphasis on 

agency, especially ‘institutional entrepreneurship’. Communication such as processes of 

justification feature prominently (Greenwood et al. 2002, 60). Communication features even 

more prominently in argumentation and discursive scholarship. Theorists on argumentation 

fields (Bird 1961; Toulmin 2003 [1958], viii; Willard 1983, 136) analyse in great detail how 

senders assemble their arguments and make them resonate by drawing from commonplaces 

(topoi). Research on discursive fields echoes these insights, often by employing the metaphor 

of frame. The known, taken from the discursive field, frames the unknown (Fiss and Hirsch 

2008; Snow 2008). 

These perspectives on social fields, however, have their limitations when it comes to 

conceptualising the background. Organisational field theory shies away from conceptualizing 

fields systematically. Hoffman, for instance, defines it as a ‘common meaning system’, 

‘center of common channels of dialogue and discussion’ and as something that grows ‘around 

issues’ (Hoffman 1999, 352). But this conceptual sketch is not en par with Bourdieu’s 

detailed explorations of the background, especially the nomic layer. Argumentation theory 

does not fare much better. Indeed, a sympathetic critic of research on argumentation fields 

criticises that ‘[t]here is a certain temptation to throw up one’s hands in the face of conceptual 

fuzziness and confusion’ (Zarefsky 1992, 432). Similar problems apply to the literature on 

discursive fields. Fiss and Hirsch, for example, seek to incorporate material and 

intersubjective forces in their theory but their empirical illustration reduces the field to 

material forces (economic change). Consequently, none of these three perspectives is very 
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good at explaining reproduction and change of the background. Without in-depth explorations 

of the background, it is difficult to do so.1    

International Relations scholarship, heavily relying on Bourdieu when introducing field 

theory to the discipline, replicates Bourdieu’s emphasis on the background (e.g. Pouliot 2008; 

Adler-Nissen 2013; Senn and Elhardt 2014).2 Some scholars try to link Bourdieu’s insights to 

the ones provided by other social theorists. There is much to be learnt from these accounts. 

But they, too, do not arrive at fully convincing accounts of communication and change. On 

the one hand, Bigo puts even more emphasis on the reproduction of the background, when he 

links Bourdieu’s insights to authors such as Foucault as well as Hardt and Negri (Bigo 2005; 

2008). It is unclear how agents can change such a virtually all-encompassing background.  

On the other hand, Adler-Nissen and Epstein move towards the agency-side of the ontological 

spectrum. Adler-Nissen adds Goffman’s insights on stigma to Bourdieu’s account of 

communicative authority (Adler-Nissen 2014, 67). This amounts to an important elaboration 

of Bourdieu’s views on who has the authority to speak. But it continues to sideline the 

substantive side of communication although Goffman’s arguments on framing invite such an 

analysis (Goffman 1974). Drawing from Bourdieu and Hajer, Epstein develops an argument 

on nomic change through discourse communities (Epstein 2008; 2013). This argument moves 

further away from Bourdieu than Adler-Nissen’s. Hajer’s discursive communities have the 

potential to advance convincing arguments; there is more to communication than positioning 

(Hajer 1993). Yet it remains unclear how discursive communities – Hajer coined the concept 

to address changes in something akin to topoi and not nomoi – can change the deepest layer 

of the social fabric, especially to the extent that Epstein postulates. She contends that nomic 

change is always full nomic change: one nomos replaces the other.  

Attempting to build upon the existing literature, the following three sections develop a 

rhetorical field theory. We start with addressing the background and then move to 
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communication and change. The theory is eclectic but draws heavily from Bourdieu and 

argumentation theory. We strongly rely on these two main sources for inspiration because 

Bourdieu tells us important things about the background, borrows himself heavily from 

argumentation theory (the concepts of doxa and nomos originate with classical Greek 

scholarship on argumentation)3, and argumentation theory had already developed a field long 

before Bourdieu did (Toulmin 2003 [1958)].  

Background  

Fligstein and McAdam provide a useful definition of a field. They define it as  

a constructed mesolevel social order in which actors (who can be individual or 

collective) are attuned to and interact with one another on the basis of shared (which is 

not to say consensual) understandings about the purposes of the field, relationships to 

others in the field (including who has power and why), and the rules governing 

legitimate action in the field (2012, 9).  

Two aspects of this definition are of central importance for our understanding of rhetorical 

fields. First, by referring to fields as ‘mesolevel’ orders, Fligstein and McAdam follow 

Bourdieu (2001, 41-42) in emphasising that fields are semi-autonomous social spaces. On the 

one hand, fields are distinct. They are constituted by distinct backgrounds that give rise to 

distinct patterns of action. On the other hand, fields are influenced by developments in 

adjacent or superordinate fields. This interdependence of fields is ‘the source of both stability 

and change in a given field’ (Fligstein and McAdam 2012, 85). 

Second, fields are constructed orders. This does not mean that fields do not have a material 

dimension but rather that this dimension only acquires meaning(s) in the context of shared 

ideas. Neither does it mean that there is complete agreement on these inter-subjective ideas. 
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On the contrary, as Bourdieu suggests, social fields are inherently competitive. Struggles over 

meaning, that is over intersubjective ideas and their status as seemingly objective truth, are at 

the very core of political fields (Swartz 2012, 168; Bourdieu 2013, 11). Actors in political 

fields are constantly engaged in the contestation and ‘decontestation’ (Freeden 1998; Steger 

2008) of intersubjective ideas. 

The ideas that make up the background form a complex network. Ideas are constituted by 

different dimensions that are relation to one another. They are ‘constituted by a web of related 

elements of meaning’ (Carstensen 2013, 7; see also Freeden 1998). The elements of an idea 

have different degrees of impact on the overall meaning of an idea. As Carstensen notes in 

this context, ‘some elements are central to the meaning of the idea, while others take up a 

more marginal position’ (Carstensen 2013, 7)4. Furthermore, ideas are related to one another. 

There are horizontal and vertical relationships. The meaning of ideas depends on their 

relationship to other ideas and the broader ideational contexts in which they are embedded 

(Carstensen 2013, 8-9; 2011; Freeden 1998, 73).  

In developing our rhetorical field theory, we build on Bourdieu’s notion that social fields 

comprise the two spheres or ‘universes’ of doxa and discourse (Bourdieu 2009 [1972], 330-

331). Doxa refers to the realm of background ideas, which are taken-for-granted by (groups 

of) actors in a social field. Background ideas are the unstated premises and commonplace 

elements that enable actors to reason and exchange arguments with one another (Amossy 

2002). This argumentative interaction plays out in the second sphere of discourse, or the 

sphere of debate as we refer to it5. This sphere is where actors may reproduce the background 

by exchanging and thus reinforcing decontested ideas in their communication. Yet it also the 

locus of competition and creativity, where actors may succeed in dragging background ideas 

into the foreground and come to change them (Berger and Luckmann 2012 [1966], 164-166).   
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The doxa in a rhetorical field is comprised of two layers: nomos and topoi6. We define the 

nomos as a network of decontested ideas that establish a rhetorical field as a distinct social 

space (Bourdieu 2001, 42).7 Although the configuration of this network of ideas is unique for 

any field, parts of the network may overlap with nomoi of other fields. Given this linkage, the 

(in)stability of these external nomoi has repercussions for the (in)stability of a field’s nomos.8 

As a field’s fundamental ideational fabric, the nomos establishes a competitive and 

argumentative social space. In the words of Ernesto Lauclau it ‘is a horizon’ or ‘absolute limit 

which structures a field of intelligibility and is thus the condition of possibility for the 

emergence of any object’ (1990, 64).  

The nomos comprises substantive and procedural elements that define the basic features of 

the field and how it is governed. Substantive elements delineate the values at stake in a field, 

while the procedural ones circumscribe the authority of actors. Both types of elements are 

comprised of factual and normative dimensions. They provide actors with ‘a sense of how 

things usually go and, but this is interwoven with an idea of how they ought to go’ (Taylor 

2004, 24). Taken together, the nomos establishes a ‘matrix of all relevant questions’ 

(Bourdieu 2013 [1997]) within a field, and draws a boundary between plausible and 

implausible answers to these questions.    

To some extent, nomos and topoi resemble one another. Both doxic layers enable actors to 

reason and exchange arguments, are comprised of factual and normative dimensions, and may 

overlap with other fields. This is, however, where the similarities end. The nomos forms the 

deep background. It is usually uncontested and resides so deeply in the background that actors 

do not reflect upon it. Only under extraordinary circumstances do agents succeed in 

contesting the nomos and drag it into the debate. Topoi, by contrast, are much more out in the 

open and contested (Crawford 2002; Kornprobst 2008; Krebs and Jackson 2007). Within a 

field constituted by a shared nomos there are usually multiple topical communities. Only 
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within these communities topoi are uncontested. Among these communities, some topoi 

overlap whereas others are contested (Freeden 1998, 24, 67).9 The nomos provides something 

akin to the rules of the game for how this contestation plays out.  

 

Communication 

Argumentation theory has a lot to say about communication. Its key insight is that actors 

assemble arguments by picking and choosing among topoi that seem compelling to them in 

order to make sense of a particular situation (Aristotle 1975; Cicero 2003). In International 

Relations, this insight has often been translated into something that may, for the sake of 

simplicity, expressed in a formula:  topoi + advocated idea = argument.10  

The insight is still important. Actors come to reason and argue with one another by linking 

what is advocated to what is already established. Yet argumentation scholars tend to reduce 

the background to a repertoire of topoi. Our above discussion of the background requires two 

amendments of the formula. First, argumentative exchanges are underpinned by a nomos. 

Although the nomos usually remains implicit, it crucially shapes these exchanges. While the 

procedural dimension of the nomos circumscribes the chances of an argument to be heard, the 

substantive one makes the selection of topoi for an argument intelligible in the first place. 

Second, what is advocated may well be an idea. More precisely put, it may be a topical or 

nomic idea. But other advocacies pertaining to topoi and nomos are possible, too. An 

argument may advocate for re-arranging the linkages among the elements of a topical or 

nomic idea. It may also argue for changing one of the elements of a topical or nomic idea.  

Two more amendments to argumentation theory are necessary. One relates to the actors 

engaging in communicative encounters and the other to persuasion. In classical argumentation 

theory, the actor is the orator (Aristotle 1975; Cicero 1967; Quintilian 1953). It is the 
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individual that tries to convince the audience. These individuals very much populate the 

rhetorical field as well. But they do not stand on their own. Instead, they form topical 

communities. Sharing not only nomos but also the topoi to deal with a question at hand, they 

find it easy to communicate among themselves. At the same time, they try to win over other 

topical communities to see the world in their light.  

The remaining amendment relates to the potential effects of arguments. Argumentation theory 

tends to conceptualize these effects in terms of persuasion. 11  But this causes analytical 

difficulties for understanding the effects of argumentation on the background. It is one thing 

for someone to be convinced of something and yet another for this conviction to sink into the 

background. In International Relations, authors such as Finnemore and Sikkink (1998) try to 

circumvent this problem by arguing that there is first persuasion and then internalisation. Yet 

while their theoretical framework has a lot to say about persuasion, it has less to say about 

internalisation.  

Theorising on the rhetorical field invites a more nuanced conceptualization of persuasion. 

There are two kinds of persuasion effects. First, there is qualitative persuasion. Arguments 

originate as assemblages. Underpinned by the nomos, actors select topoi and explicitly link it 

to what is argued. These assemblages may well be persuasive to an audience. But this does 

not make them sink into the background straight away. Rhetorical assemblages, if they 

resonate with the audience, may evolve further into rhetorical practices.12 The latter are still 

arguments. They are part of the sphere of debate. Having become habitual messages, 

however, rhetorical practices have moved from the centre of debate closely towards the 

background. Second, there is quantitative persuasion. An argument spreads beyond its 

original advocates. It may spread across the boundaries of topical communities. In rare 

circumstances, it may even spread by moving the boundaries of topical communities. In this 

case, the successful topical community usurps (parts of) other topical communities.  Before 



 12 

we move on to conceptualizing doxic change, figure 1 illustrates and summarizes our account 

of background ideas and communication. 
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Figure 1: Background ideas and communication in rhetorical fields 

 

 

 

Note: S refers to substantive elements of the nomos, while P refers to procedural elements 
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Change 

How can actors change the background in which they are embedded? Can they even change 

the deep background and, if so, how? The added value of our rhetorical field theory is that it 

provides novel insights on doxic change, nomic change very much included.  

The doxa, as any network of ideas, is not carved into stone. Three degrees of change are 

possible. First, the doxa may be recast. Recasting means that the elements of a doxic idea 

remain unaltered but their arrangement changes. For instance, some elements of a nomos may 

move up the ideational hierarchy and become more salient while others are pushed down the 

hierarchy and lose importance (Carstensen 2013, 6). Second, a doxic idea may be 

transformed. This change is more far-reaching (Holsti 2004, 16; Carstensen 2013, 6). It 

affects not only the relations among the elements of a doxic idea but the elements themselves. 

Some elements are pushed out of the nomic or topical layer into the debate, and/or other 

elements move from the debate into the nomic or topical layer.  Third, doxic ideas may be 

revolutionised. This is the most far-reaching kind of change (Carstensen 2013, 6; Holsti 2004, 

14). Under rare circumstances, even the nomos may be replaced in its entirety or the entire 

nomos collapses without being replaced. In the former case, the new nomos re-builds the 

field. In the latter case, the field collapses.  

As Bakhtin (1986, 137-142), Bernstein (1991, 65) and Gadamer (1972, 279) argue powerfully 

in their hermeneutic accounts on background ideas, ideational overlaps are of key importance 

for bringing about change. Our account of the background alludes to two kinds of doxic 

overlaps. Fields are not autonomous; they are merely semi-autonomous. They may be 

embedded in a greater field or crisscross into adjacent fields. Furthermore, topical 

communities are not entirely separated by different repertoires of topoi. For all the 

contestation among these communities, there are overlaps among their repertoires. These 

overlaps make topical and nomic change possible.  
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These two overlaps make for two facilitating conditions for doxic change: First, the overlaps 

across fields provide access to novel doxic ideas for these fields. As Adler-Nissen (2011) 

shows, for instance, diplomacy is something like a meta-field in international relations. 

Within this meta-field, there are other superordinate fields, such as security, environment, or 

health. These superordinate fields partly overlap. Nested within these superordinate fields are 

a range of other fields, such as arms control in the superordinate field of security. Diplomats 

never engage in just one of these fields. They are versed in interacting in several of these 

fields. This makes it possible for them to transpose novelty into a field.13  

Second, topical communities can skilfully exploit the overlaps across them to advocate doxic 

change. A cross-community shared topos of the need for novelty provides an important 

opening for an advocacy for doxic change. Oftentimes, such a widely shared topos revolves 

around the failures of past and present, and calls for a new beginning in order to address the 

future. Furthermore, advocates that exploit topical overlaps widely and do so over and over 

again, is more likely to persuade beyond this community. It is more likely to move an 

argument from assemblage to rhetorical practice and spread it from one topical community to 

the other. Indeed, advocacies that are associated only with one topical community fare not as 

good as advocacies that position themselves in between topical communities from the very 

beginning. Making a doxic advocacy succeed is about exploiting overlaps from start to finish.   

The remainder of this paper illustrates our rhetorical field theory empirically. We inquire into 

the case of the nuclear weapons field. Having been impervious to major doxic change, not 

even to speak of nomic change, for decades, the field has recently experienced nomic change. 

We seek to show that our rhetorical field theory is able to provide a convincing explanation in 

this field, which has long been understood as the epitome of ‘high politics’ in which material 

factors sideline ideas. Our illustration draws from a broader project on analysing this field, 
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which relies on documents, interviews and participant observation. What follows is a brief 

summary of our findings. 

Nomic Change in the Nuclear Weapons Field 

For decades, the nuclear weapons field has been constituted by a triadic nomos consisting of 

two substantive elements and a procedural one. The first substantive element is state security, 

which derives from the superordinate field of diplomacy14. The key nomic element of this 

field and thus the fundamental presupposition of world politics is sovereignty (Waever 2002, 

115-116), which constitutes that state as preeminent actor in the global sphere. From this 

factual presupposition derives the normative presupposition that the state as the key referent 

object ought to be secure from external threats, that is, the idea of state security. Ideas about 

the destructive effects of nuclear weapons, which iconic images of destruction in Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki have reinforced over decades, are the second element of the nomos. These two 

substantive elements of the nomos establish the value of nuclear weapons as the stake around 

which argumentative dynamics in the nuclear-weapons field have developed. Finally, the 

nomos also comprises a procedural element, which constitutes state actors, and in particular 

nuclear-weapons states, as authoritative actors in the field. 

In the last four years, the nomos of the nuclear-weapons field has come under more and more 

pressure. The so-called Humanitarian Initiative (HI) has succeeded in pushing the two 

remaining two elements out of the nomic layer and into the sphere of debate. It has contested 

the first element of state security and argued for substituting it with human security. By 

advocating a transformation towards human security, HI seeks to preclude any positive value 

of nuclear weapons. In addition to this substantive element of the nomos, the HI has also 

contested the nomos’ procedural element by rejecting the exclusion of civil society actors and 

the authority of nuclear-weapons states. Taken together, this two-fold contestation amounts to 
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a transformation of the nomos. HI has not succeeded in pushing its two-fold advocacy into the 

nomic layer. But it has succeeded in pushing two elements of the old nomos into the sphere of 

debate. Thus, HI has transformed the nomos. Of the previously firmly established triad, only 

the destructiveness of nuclear weapons remains in the nomic layer.  

There are many topical communities in the nuclear weapons field. There are not just NWS 

and non-nuclear weapons states (NNWS). Or there are not just warfighters, massive 

destructionists, deterrers, minimum deterrers, and rejectionists, as Morgan classifies the 

perspectives on nuclear deterrence that actors hold  (Morgan 2003, 22-25). These categories 

are helpful to make sense of clusters of actors, but there is a much greater heterogeneity of 

topical communities in the field. Take the rejectionists, for example. Among state actors, 

there is a topical community comprised of moderate states on friendly relations with the 

United States that has been adamant about nuclear disarmament from the very beginning of 

the nuclear weapons field. Europe’s neutral states, such as Austria, Ireland, Norway, Sweden 

and Switzerland have been part of this topical community for a long time. Traditionally, they 

have focused heavily on the topoi of Article 6 of the NPT as a disarmament obligation, and on 

the need to work with NWS towards fulfilling this obligation. This is distinct from more 

assertive rejectionists, such as Middle Eastern states grouped around Egypt, who share the 

interpretation of Article 6 but seek to push NWS into action using more assertive rhetoric. 

Additionally, there are many rejectionist topical communities that are not comprised of state 

actors. The initiative of the four elder statesmen George Schultz, William Perry, Henry 

Kissinger and Sam Nunn (2007) builds its case for nuclear disarmament on the more technical 

topoi of the likely proliferation of nuclear weapons to state and non-state actors, the 

precarious nature of deterrence relationships with new nuclear-weapons states, and the 

impossibility of deterring non-state actors (Senn and Elhardt 2014, 326). Global civil society 

organisations, in which the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) features 
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prominently, have a long record of emphasising the catastrophic humanitarian consequences 

of nuclear weapons and linking it to the demand for abolishing nuclear weapons (Sauer and 

Pretorius 2014, 238-240). 

HI originates at the overlap of two of these topical communities: the moderate rejectionists on 

the state level and the global civil society community grouped around the ICRC. The 

advocacy seized upon an important opportunity that evolved in the late 2000s. Since the failed 

NPT Review Conference of 2005, it had become a widely shared commonplace that the old 

ways of doing things could not continue. The nuclear weapons field had shown some cracks 

and these would have to be fixed. This topos was shared well beyond the boundaries of 

rejectionist topical communities. In 2009, it was US President Barack Obama who, in his 

Prague Speech, postulated a new beginning for the nuclear weapons field, the issue of nuclear 

disarmament very much included. He even hinted at moving away from the orthodox of state 

security. In a paragraph dealing with the humanitarian consequences of a nuclear weapons 

attack, he speaks about ‘global safety, our security, our society, our economy‘ and ‘our 

ultimate survival’ (Obama 2009). 

In the wake of this speech, HI formed. A year after Obama’s Prague Speech, Jakob 

Kellenberger (2010), the President of the ICRC, delivered a speech to the diplomatic corps in 

Geneva that marks the beginning of HI. Soon thereafter, a number of states, including Austria, 

Mexico, New Zealand, Norway, South Africa, and Switzerland become vocal advocates of HI 

as well, and before long they are joined by Chile, Costa Rica, Denmark, the Holy See, Egypt, 

Indonesia, Ireland, Malaysia, Nigeria and the Philippines. The latest joint statement originates 

from 20 October 2014, made at the First Committee of the United Nations General Assembly. 

It was is signed by 155 countries. 

What started as an assemblage of arguments has developed into a rhetorical practice. The 

same topoi, linkages among topoi, and linkages between topoi and advocated ideas occur over 
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and over again. Annual debates at the General Assembly as well as regular conferences 

organised by HI, first in Oslo, then in Narayit and, most recently, in Vienna make sure that 

the rhetorical practices are reiterated again and again. The rhetorical practice aims at changing 

the very foundations of the nuclear weapons field. It pushes for human security instead of 

state security as well as more inclusive communicative encounters as opposed to old-style 

closed-door diplomacy.  

This nomic advocacy is underpinned by a number of topoi. There is a strong emphasis on the 

catastrophic consequences of nuclear weapons. With the help of scientists, scenarios of the 

catastrophic humanitarian consequences are modelled. A scenario that is frequently 

mentioned is a limited nuclear exchange between India and Pakistan. Scientists also 

emphasise the possibilities of technical error and human error. Diplomats and legal scholars 

alike juxtapose nuclear weapons and international law. They brand them a violation of 

humanitarian law, arguing that nuclear weapons are inherently incapable of distinguishing 

between combatants and non-combatants. They also refer back to legal provisions to ban land 

mines and cluster ammunition that have recently been put into place, as well as the much 

stronger regimes on biological and chemical weapons. 15  All of these nomic and topical 

elements of the advocacy are put to use to make another topos more widely accepted 

throughout the field, i.e. the prohibition and abolishment of nuclear weapons. 

The advocacy bears many resemblances with the campaigns to ban land mines and cluster 

ammunition. This is not a coincidence. The advocates transpose their advocacy for a new 

nomos from the superordinate field of arms control (human security) as well as the meta-field 

of diplomacy (inclusive governance). What amounts to an advocacy for a new nomos in the 

nuclear weapons field, in other words, is not that new and unfamiliar to actors in this field. 

Most of them have been exposed to it in superordinate fields already. Furthermore, the topoi 

used in the advocacy are not all that new. They have been around across topical communities 
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in the field for a long time. All HI does is to flesh them out more, for instance when 

discussing catastrophic scenarios of a nuclear weapon explosion. Closely linked to the nomic 

element of the destructiveness of nuclear weapons, for instance, HI elaborates on the 

catastrophic human consequences of nuclear weapons that the NPT mentions in its Preamble. 

This borrowing from widely shared topoi made it possible for the advocacy to crisscross 

between topical communities from the very beginning. Mexico, for instance, is not just part of 

HI but also of the Non-proliferation and Disarmament Initiative (NPDI) that is mainly 

comprised of states protected by the UN nuclear umbrella (umbrella states). But this was no 

hindrance for Mexico to be a strong proponent of HI from the beginning.  

Exploiting overlaps, HI has been a major success. But it reaches its limits of quantitative 

persuasion where these overlaps are lacking. Indeed, it is not even taken all that seriously by 

topical communities that stand outside the key topoi used in the advocacy, most importantly 

the NWS. It took the United States until the HI conference in Vienna in November 2014 to 

move beyond ignoring the advocacy, and even there, the US simply re-iterated its stances on 

nuclear disarmament, which have become a rhetorical practice, too. The US is dedicated to 

disarmament and does so ‘step-by-step’ in accordance with the NPT and the final documents 

of NPT review conferences. This amounts, ultimately, to speaking past one another. What is 

rational to the US – securing national security by means of deterrence – is irrational to HI. 

What is rational to HI – stigmatizing and banning nuclear weapons – appears dangerously 

idealistic and irrational to the US.  

 

Conclusion 

This paper has outlined a rhetorical field theory. Intrigued by the detailed accounts of the 

background by Bourdieu on the one hand and the nuanced understandings of communication 
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by authors focusing on argumentation, framing and advocacy on the other, we tried to find an 

ontological middle ground. We conceptualized a thick background, differentiating between 

nomic and topical layers. At the same time, we addressed communication in innovative 

fashion, most importantly by introducing a differentiation between qualitative persuasion 

(evolution from assemblage to rhetorical practice) and quantitative persuasion (expansion of 

argument beyond a topical community). Taken together, this enabled us to deal with the 

difficult question of change. Advocates have opportunities at their disposal to make use of the 

nomic overlaps among fields and topical overlaps across topical communities. Exploiting 

these overlaps makes change possible. At the same time, the absence of such overlaps makes 

intelligible communication – and with it any kind of persuasion – impossible. Our empirical 

illustration highlights this salience of overlaps and the lack thereof.  

Our article is only a first step towards developing a more comprehensive rhetorical field 

theory. At least two important sets of questions for further research come immediately to 

mind. First, more work is required on the interrelations among rhetorical fields. This applies 

in particular to further explorations of transposition processes. Why do actors transpose some 

ideas rather than others? How do they do so? Is it possible for actors to transpose ideas not 

only from superordinate to subordinate fields but also the other way round? Second, future 

research should address the rhetorical skills and tricks of actors involved in the contestation of 

background ideas in more depth. How to actors exploit what opportunities to launch a new 

advocacy? What strategies and counter-strategies (Cobb and Ross 1997) do they employ to 

make their case and with what repercussions for the advocacy and the background? Working 

towards answering these questions will require more eclectic theorising and empirical 

analysis.  
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1 With regard to organizational field theory, there is another problem as well. The field is 

usually used as independent variable and institutional change as dependent variable. There is 

simply no attempt to explain the remaking of the field. For an exception, see Machado-da-

Silva et al. (2006). 

2 There are only few exceptions to this rule, for instance, Dingwerth and Pattberg (2009) on 

organizational fields and world politics. 

3 In ancient Greek argumentation theory and philosophy, endoxa were ideas that were widely 

believed to be true (Rosengren 2012, 25). Nomos was a deeply seated social custom and 

social law (McComiskey 1996, 473).  

4  Freeden refers to these central elements as ‘ineliminable’ (1998, 61-63) elements but 

emphasizes that ideas are not reducible to these ineliminable elements (1998, 64). Rather they 

are necessary but insufficient elements of meaning that require additional elements.  

5 Bourdieu’s choice of the label ‘discourse’ is confusing because scholars in IR have used the 

label to refer to both macro-structures of signification and micro-interactions (Holzscheiter 

2014). As Bourdieu’s concept doxa is ‘a rough equivalent’ (Leander 2008, 17) to macro-

structural understandings of discourse, we use the label of debate to refer to the sphere of 

communicative interaction. 

6 A number of scholars have noted that the background comprises different strata of ideas. 

See, for example, Vivien Schmidt’s (2011, 44) reference to different levels of paradigms or 

Manfred Steger’s (2008) distinction between social imaginary and ideology. See also 

Campbell (2004, 93, fn 94). 

7 This definition builds on a number of studies that have advanced the idea of an ideational 

fabric that provides the very foundation of a social order – whether they call it ‘nomos’ 

(Berger 1973, 20; Bourdieu 2013 [1997], 122; Schmitt [1950 ]2003; 1995) 7 , ‘symbolic 
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universe’ (Berger and Luckmann 2012 [1966], 103-112), ‘foundational institution’ (Holsti 

2004, 24-27), or ‘imaginary’ (Steger 2008, pos. 135; Taylor 2004; Laclau 1990, 64). 

8 See also Fligstein and McAdam (2012, 204) who argue that ‘[t]he dependent ties to other 

strategic action fields that render a particular field vulnerable to exogenous shocks in 

“turbulent times”, tend to stabilize the field under ordinary circumstances’. 

9 For an early version of this argument see Fleck (2012 [1935]) and his writings on thought 

collectives.  

10  The following authors, for instance, argue in this vein: Crawford (2002), Kornprobst 

(2008), and Krebs and Jackson (2007). 

11  There are more explanatory-oriented and more normatively-oriented strands of 

argumentation research (see Bjola and Kornprobst 2011). Since Perelman’s New Rhetoric, the 

former have firmly re-established themselves. Authors being part of the more explanatory-

oriented strand often use argumentation and rhetoric interchangeable. See, for instance, 

Tindale’s (2004) work. 

12 On rhetorical practices, see De Certeau (1984) and Adler and Pouliot (2011, 6) 

13 On transposition and related concepts such as cultural borrowing and translation see Mehta 

(2011, 39) and Stritzel (2014). 

14 For a discussion of the field of diplomacy see Adler-Nissen (2011). 

15 See the Joint Statements (2012a; 2012b; 2013a; 2013b) of the humanitarian initiative. 


