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Abstract

The axion is a light pseudoscalar particle postulated to solve issues with the
Standard Model, including the strong CP problem and the origin of dark
matter. In recent years, there has been remarkable progress in the physics of
axions in several directions. An unusual type of axion-like particle termed
the relaxion was proposed as a new solution to the weak scale hierarchy
problem. There are also new ideas for laboratory, astrophysical, or cosmo-
logical searches for axions; such searches can probe a wide range of model
parameters that were previously inaccessible. On the formal theory side, the
weak gravity conjecture indicates a tension between quantum gravity and a
trans-Planckian axion field excursion. Many of these developments involve
axions with hierarchical couplings. In this article, we review recent progress
in axion physics, with particular attention paid to hierarchies between axion
couplings. We emphasize that the parameter regions of hierarchical axion
couplings are the most accessible experimentally. Moreover, such regions
are often where important theoretical questions in the field are addressed,
and they can result from simple model-building mechanisms.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Axions and axion-like particles (ALPs) are among the most compelling candidates for physics
beyond the Standard Model (SM) of particle physics (1–3). They often have good physics motiva-
tions and naturally arise in fundamental theories such as string theory (4, 5). In some cases, an axion
refers to a specific type of pseudo-Nambu-Goldstone boson designed to solve the strongCP prob-
lem (6–8). In this article, we refer to such an axion as a quantum chromodynamics (QCD) axion
and use the term axions (and sometimes the term ALPs) for generic pseudo-Nambu-Goldstone
bosons associated with nonlinearly realized approximate global U(1) symmetries.

Many different types of axions have been discussed in particle physics and cosmology. Some of
them are introduced to solve so-called naturalness problems. The best-known example is a QCD
axion that solves the strong CP problem (6–8). Another example is an axion for cosmic inflation
(9), which would solve the naturalness problems of Big Bang cosmology while avoiding unnatural
fine-tuning in the underlyingUV theory.An unusual type of ALP termed the relaxion was recently
proposed as a new solution to the weak scale hierarchy problem (10). Light axions, regardless of
their role in naturalness problems, are a compelling candidate for the dark matter (DM) in our
Universe (11–14). Although the data are not convincing enough, a few astrophysical anomalies
might be explained by axions with certain specific masses and coupling (15–17).

In recent years, there has been significant progress in several directions in the physics of ax-
ions. Such developments include the relaxion solution to the weak scale hierarchy problem (10),
which has a variety of interesting phenomenological implications (18–20). New ideas for axion
searches in laboratory experiments have been proposed (21–23), and such searches can probe a
wide range of axion masses and couplings that were not accessible before. There are also studies
on the gravitational probe of ultralight axion DM (24), as well as axion superradiance from black
holes (BHs) (5). In addition, new theory concepts have generated both constraints and model-
building ideas. On one hand, it is argued that quantum gravity provides a nontrivial lower bound
on axion couplings (25), which might be in conflict with the requirement in some models of in-
flation for trans-Planckian axion field excursions (26–30). On the other hand, mechanisms have
been presented to naturally produce large hierarchies in axion couplings (31–38).

Many of these developments suggest that the landscape of axion models is much broader than
commonly realized.Of particular interest are regions where axion couplings have large hierarchies.
As discussed below in more detail, those regions are generally the most accessible experimentally,
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and they are often where important theoretical questions in the field are addressed. In actuality,
large hierarchies among axion couplings are not unexpected. They are technically natural and can
result from simple model-building mechanisms.

This article is organized as follows. In Section 2, we introduce the relevant axion couplings
and scale parameters and present the observational constraints on those parameters, including the
projected sensitivity limits of the planned experiments. In Section 3, we present some examples of
well-motivated axion coupling hierarchies and discuss model-building attempts to generate those
hierarchies in low-energy effective theory. We conclude and summarize in Section 4.

2. AXION COUPLINGS AND SCALES

Axions are periodic scalar fields and characterized by a scale fa termed the axion decay constant,
which defines the full field range of the canonically normalized axion:

a ∼= a+ 2π fa. 1.

Such axions may originate from the phase of complex scalar field (39–42) as

σ = ρeia/ fa ( fa =
√
2〈ρ〉), 2.

or the zero mode of a p-form gauge field A(p) in models with extra dimension such as compactified
string theories1 (4, 43–45):

A(p)
[m1m2..mp] (x, y) = a(x)ω(p)

[m1m2 ..mp] (y), 3.

where xμ and ym are the coordinates of four-dimensional Minkowski spacetime and the compact
internal space Y, respectively, andω(p) is a harmonic p-form in Y. In the latter case, axion periodicity
is assured by Dirac quantization of the axionic string, which is a low-energy remnant of the brane
that couples (electrically or magnetically) to A(p) in the underlying UV theory. In that description,
the gauge equivalence of A(p) on a p-cycle in Y, which determines the value of fa, is fixed by the
couplings and scales involved in compactification (4, 45, 46).

Axions, regardless of their UV origin, can be naturally light if the theory admits an approximate
U(1) symmetry realized as a shift of the axion field:

U (1)PQ : a(x) → a(x) + constant. 4.

This is termed Peccei-Quinn (PQ) symmetry. For a(x) originating from the phase of a com-
plex scalar field, U(1)PQ may arise as an accidental symmetry of the low-energy effective theory.
For a(x) from a p-form gauge field, it is the low-energy remnant of the p-form gauge symmetry
A(p) → A(p) + dC(p − 1) in the underlying higher-dimensional theory.

A key parameter for axion physics is PQ-breaking coupling ga� that generates the leading
a-dependent terms in the axion potential. The corresponding potential can often be approximated
by a sinusoidal function:

V (a) � −�4 cos(ga�a). 5.

1For p ≥ 2, there can be additional axions originating from the component A(p)
[μνm1 ..mp−2]

.
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This can also be written as

V (a) � −�4 cos
(
NDW

a
fa

)
, 6.

where NDW is the number of (approximately) degenerate vacua found over the full field range
2π fa, which is termed the domain wall number. The coupling ga� = NDW/fa also defines the field
range over which the axion potential is monotonically changing:

�a ≡ π

ga�
= π

fa
NDW

, 7.

which may set an upper bound on the possible cosmological excursion of the axion field.

2.1. Axions in Cosmology

Axions can play many important roles in cosmology (2). Here we present three examples that are
relevant for our later discussion of axion coupling hierarchies.

2.1.1. Axion inflation. An axion field with trans-Planckian fa/NDW > MP � 2.4 × 1018 GeV
can play the role of an inflaton in the model of natural inflation (9). For the inflation potential
given by Equation 6, one finds

ε ∼ η ∼ 1
Ne

∼
(

MP

fa/NDW

)2

, 8.

where ε = M2
P (∂aV/V )2/2 and η = M2

P (∂
2
aV/V ) are the slow roll parameters andNe is the number

of e-foldings. Then the observed cosmic microwave background (CMB) power spectrum implies
ma ∼ Hinf/

√
Ne ∼ 1013 GeV, where Hinf ∼ �2/MP is the inflationary Hubble scale (9, 47). This

model of inflation is particularly interesting, as it predicts primordial gravitational waves (GWs)
with a strength comparable to that of the present observational bound (2, 47).

2.1.2. Axion dark matter. Light axions are compelling candidates for DM. The most straight-
forward way to produce axion DM would be the misalignment mechanism (11–14). In the early
Universe, the initial value of the axion field is generically misaligned from the present vacuum
value, which can be parametrized as

a(ti ) − a(t0) = �in
fa

NDW
, 9.

where t0 is the present time and �in is an angle parameter in the range [0,π]. Due to Hubble
friction, the axion field has negligible evolution when the Hubble expansion rateH(t ) 
 ma(t ). In
the later time t= tosc whenH(tosc ) ∼ ma(tosc ), the axion field begins to oscillate around the present
vacuum value, and the axion energy density ρa subsequently evolves like matter energy density.
If one takes the simple harmonic approximation for the axion potential, the resulting axion DM
abundance is (14)

�a(t0)h2 � 0.1
[
ma(t0)
eV

]1/2 [ ma(t0)
ma(tosc )

]1/2 (
�in fa/NDW

3 × 1011 GeV

)2

, 10.

where�a(t0)= ρa(t0)/ρc(t0) [ρc(t0) = 3M2
PH(t0)2], and h is defined byH(t0) = 100h km s−1 Mpc−1.
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For the QCD axion, ma(t0) ≈ fπmπ/(fa/NDW) (see Equation 28) and ma(tosc)/ma(t0) ≈ 6 ×
10−4(GeV/Tosc)n (n � 4) for Tosc � 150 MeV (48), where mπ and fπ are the pion mass and the
pion decay constant, respectively, and Tosc is the temperature at t = tosc. Inserting these into
Equation 10, one finds the following relic abundance of the QCD axion (11–13):

[
�a(t0)h2

]
QCD � 0.1�2

in

(
fa/NDW

1012 GeV

)(n+3)/(n+2)

(n � 4). 11.

Another interesting example is ultralight ALP DM with ma(tosc) = ma(t0) (14, 49). Unlike the
QCD axion, ma and fa/NDW for such an ALP can be regarded as independent parameters, so its
relic abundance is given by

[
�a(t0)h2

]
ALP � 0.1�2

in

[
fa/NDW

1017 GeV

]2 ( ma

10−22 eV

)1/2
. 12.

2.1.3. Relaxion. In the relaxion scenario, the Higgs boson mass is relaxed down to the weak
scale by the cosmological evolution of an axion-like field termed the relaxion, providing a new
solution to the weak scale hierarchy problem (10). The relaxion potential takes the form

V =V0(θ ) + μ2
H (θ )|H |2 +Vbr(θ )

=−�4 cos(NDWθ ) +
[
�2
H +�2

1 cos(NDWθ )
] |H |2 −�4

br(H ) cos(Nbrθ + α), 13.

where θ = a/ fa ∼= θ + 2π (NDM,Nbr ∈ Z) and H is the Higgs doublet field in the SM whose ob-
served vacuum expectation value is given by v = √

2〈|H |〉 = 246 GeV.�H (�v) is the cutoff scale
for theHiggs bosonmass, and�br(H) is a Higgs-dependent scale parameter that becomes nonzero
once H develops a nonzero vacuum value. Here the terms involving cos (NDWθ ) are generated at
high scales around the cutoff scale, so naturally, � ∼ �1 ∼ �H � v. In contrast, the barrier
potential Vbr = −�4

br(H ) cos(Nbrθ + α) is generated at a lower scale around or below v so that
�br � �br(v) � v.

Initially, the effective Higgs mass μ2
H (θ ) = �2

H +�2
1 cos(NDWθ ) is supposed to have a large

value μ2
H [θ (ti )] ∼ �2

H > 0. But it is subsequently relaxed down to μ2
H [θ (t f )] ∼ −v2 < 0 by the re-

laxion field excursion a(ti)− a(tf)∼ fa/NDW driven by the potentialV0. Since a nonzeroVbr is devel-
oped after the relaxion passes through the critical pointμ2

H (θ ) = 0, the relaxion is finally stabilized
by the competition between the sliding slope �θV0 and the barrier slope �θVbr, which requires

Nbr

NDW
∼ �4

�4
br

� �4
H

v4
. 14.

For successful stabilization, the scheme also requires a mechanism to dissipate the relaxion
kinetic energy. In the original model (10), such dissipation occurs by Hubble friction over a long
period of inflationary expansion. Some alternative possibilities are discussed in Section 3.1.2 in
connection with the relaxion coupling hierarchy.

2.2. Axion Couplings to the Standard Model

To discuss axion couplings to the SM, it is convenient to use the angular field

θ (x) = a(x)
fa

∼= θ (x) + 2π 15.

www.annualreviews.org • Recent Progress in the Physics of Axions 229

A
nn

u.
 R

ev
. N

uc
l. 

Pa
rt

. S
ci

. 2
02

1.
71

:2
25

-2
52

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 w
w

w
.a

nn
ua

lr
ev

ie
w

s.
or

g
 A

cc
es

s 
pr

ov
id

ed
 b

y 
W

IB
62

63
 -

 D
eu

ts
ch

es
 E

le
kt

ro
ne

n 
Sy

nc
hr

ot
on

 (
D

E
SY

) 
on

 0
1/

13
/2

2.
 S

ee
 c

op
yr

ig
ht

 f
or

 a
pp

ro
ve

d 
us

e.
 



in the field basis for which only the axion transforms under PQ symmetry (Equation 4) and all
the SM fields are invariant (50). Here we are interested in axions with ma < v � fa. We thus
start with an effective Lagrangian defined at the weak scale, which could be derived from a more
fundamental theory defined at higher energy scale. Then the PQ-invariant part of the Lagrangian
is given by

L0 = 1
2
f 2a ∂μθ∂

μθ +
∑
ψ

cψ∂μθψ̄σ̄ μψ , 16.

where ψ = (Q, uc, dc, L, ec) denote the chiral quarks and leptons in the SM and derivative coupling
to the Higgs doublet current i(H†�μH − �μH†H) is rotated away by an axion-dependent U(1)Y
transformation. Generically, cψ can include flavor-violating components, but we assume that such
components are negligible.

The PQ-breaking part includes a variety of nonderivative axion couplings such as

�L= θ (x)
32π2

(
cGGαμνG̃α

μν + cWW iμνW̃ i
μν + cBBμν B̃μν

)
−V0(θ ) − μ2

H (θ )|H |2 + · · · , 17.

where FX
μν = (Gα

μν ,W
i
μν ,Bμν ) are the SU(3)c × SU(2)W × U(1)Y gauge field strengths, F̃X

μν =
1
2 εμνρσF

Xρσ are their duals, and the ellipsis stands for PQ-breaking axion couplings to opera-
tors with mass dimension ≥4 other than FX

μν F̃
Xμν , which we ignore in the following discussion.

We assume that the underlying theory does not generate an axion monodromy (51), so the theory
allows for a field basis for which each term in �L, or eiSint of the corresponding action Sint, is in-
variant under θ → θ + 2π. In such a field basis, V0 and μ2

H are 2π periodic functions of θ , cG and
cW are integers, and cB is a rational number. Although the first line of Equation 17 includes a(x),
this coupling depends only on the derivative of a(x) in perturbation theory since FX

μν F̃
Xμν is a total

divergence. As a consequence, these terms contribute to the renormalization group (RG) running
of the derivative couplings to the SM fermions in Equation 16 (52, 53); e.g.,

dcψ
d lnμ

= −
∑

X=G,W ,B

3
2

(
g2X
8π2

)2

CX (ψ )
[
cX − 2

∑
ψ ′
cψ ′TX (ψ ′ )

]
18.

at scales above the weak scale, where CX (ψ ) and TX (ψ ) are the quadratic Casimir and Dynkin
index of ψ . Some axion models predict cψ = 0 at the UV scale (39, 40). In such models, the
low-energy values of cψ are determined mainly by their RG evolution, including the effect of
Equation 18 (52, 53).

To examine the phenomenological consequences, one may scale down the weak scale La-
grangians (Equations 16 and 17) to lower energy scales. This procedure is straightforward, at
least at scales above the QCD scale. It is worth briefly discussing how PQ breaking by ∂θμ2

H is
transmitted to low-energy physics, which is particularly relevant for the low-energy phenomenol-
ogy of the relaxion (18–20). After electroweak symmetry breaking, a nonzero value of ∂θμ2

H results
in PQ- and CP-breaking Higgs-axion mixing, with the mixing angle

sin θah � 〈∂θ lnμH (θ )〉 v

fa
. 19.
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Mixing also gives rise to the axion-dependent masses of the SM fermions and gauge bosons:

∑
�

m� (θ )�̄�+M2
W (θ )W μ+W −

μ + 1
2
M2

Z (θ )Z
μZμ, 20.

with ∂θ lnM�(θ ) = ∂θ ln v(θ ) = ∂θ lnμH (θ ) (M� = m� ,MW ,MZ ), where the Dirac fermion �
denotes the SM quarks and charged leptons and v(θ ) = [−μ2

H (θ )/λH ]
1
2 is the axion-dependent

Higgs vacuum value with the Higgs quartic coupling λH, which is independent of the axion field
in our approximation. Then, integrating out the gauge-charged heavy field � leaves an axion-
dependent threshold correction to the low-energy gauge couplings as

�g = �βg(M� ) ln[M�(θ )/μ], 21.

where �βg(M� ) is the threshold correction to the beta function at the scale μ ∼ M�.
Scaling the theory down to μ ∼ 1 GeV, the axion effective Lagrangian is given by

L= 1
2
f 2a ∂μθ∂

μθ +
∑
�=q, �

c�
∂μθ

2
�̄γ μγ5� + θ (x)

32π2

(
cGGαμνG̃α

μν + cγFμν F̃μν
)

−V0(θ ) + μ4
H (θ )
4λH

−
∑
�=q, �

m� (θ )�̄� − 1
4g2s (θ )

GαμνGα
μν − 1

4e2(θ )
FμνFμν + · · · , 22.

where q = (u, d, s), � = (e, μ), and g2s (θ ), e
2(θ ) include the axion-dependent threshold corrections

in Equation 21 from the heavy quarks and tau leptons. If the RG evolutions are ignored, c� and
cγ are determined by the weak scale parameters c� , cW, B in Equations 16 and 17 as

cu = cQ1 + cuc1 , cd,s = cQ1,2 + cdc1,2 , ce,μ = cL1,2 + cec1,2 , cγ = cW + cB. 23.

In our case, both ∂θm� (θ ) and �θg2(θ ) originate from ∂θμ
2
H (θ ). Hence, Equation 22 results in the

following PQ- and CP-breaking couplings at μ ∼ 1 GeV:

θ (x)

( ∑
�=q, �

c̄�m��̄�+ c̄G
32π2

GαμνGα
μν + c̄γ

32π2
FμνFμν

)
,

c̄� = −〈∂θ lnμH (θ )〉, c̄G = 2〈∂θ lnμH (θ )〉, c̄γ = −5
3
〈∂θ lnμH (θ )〉. 24.

Many of the observable consequences of axions, in particular those of light axions, are deter-
mined by couplings to hadrons or to the electron at scales below the QCD scale. Such couplings
can be derived in principle from the effective Lagrangian (Equation 22) defined at μ ∼ 1 GeV. In
the following, we present the low-energy axion couplings relevant for our subsequent discussion
of axion phenomenology (1, 3). Specifically, we express the relevant 1PI couplings at low mo-
menta p < 1 GeV in terms of the Wilsonian model parameters defined at the weak scale while
ignoring the subleading corrections. Many couplings to hadrons can be obtained by appropriate
matching between Equation 22 and the chiral Lagrangian of nucleons and light mesons (52–54).
For PQ- and CP-breaking axion couplings below the QCD scale, there are two sources. One is
axion coupling to the QCD anomaly combined with a nonzero value of the QCD vacuum angle
θQCD = cG〈θ (x)〉, and the other is Higgs-axion mixing induced by ∂θμ2

H (θ ) �= 0. For couplings
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fromHiggs-axion mixing, one can use the known results for the low-energy couplings of the light
Higgs boson (55, 56). One then finds

L1PI = gaγ
4
aFμν F̃μν + ḡaγ

4
aFμνFμν +

∑
�=p,n,e,μ

(
ga�

∂μa
2m�

�̄γ μγ5�+ ḡa�a�̄�
)

+ 1
2
ḡ(1)aπa

(
∂μπ

0∂μπ0 + 2∂μπ+∂μπ−)+ 1
2
ḡ(2)aπa

(
π0π0 + 2π+π−), 25.

where

gaγ = αem

2π
1
fa

[
cγ − 2

3
(4md +mu )
(mu +md )

cG − 2
∑
�=e,μ

(
1 − A f (τ� )

)
c�
]
,

ḡaγ = αem

2π
1
fa

[
− 11

9
+

∑
�=K± ,π±

11 + 8τ�
54

Ās(τ� ) + 4
3

∑
�=e,μ

Ā f (τ� )
]
〈∂θ lnμH (θ )〉,

gap =
mp

fa
(−0.47cG + 0.88cu − 0.39cd ), gan = mn

fa
(−0.02cG − 0.39cu + 0.88cd ),

ḡap = ḡan = mN

fa

[
−2
9
〈∂θ lnμH (θ )〉 + θQCD

mumd

(mu +md )2
σπN

mN

]
,

ga� = c�
m�

fa
, ḡa� = −〈∂θ lnμH (θ )〉m�

fa
(� = e,μ),

ḡ(1)aπ = 4
9

〈∂θ lnμH (θ )〉
fa

, ḡ(2)aπ = m2
π

fa

[
−5
3
〈∂θ lnμH (θ )〉 + θQCD

mumd

(mu +md )2

]
. 26.

Here we use the result of Reference 57 for gaN (N = p, n), σπN = 1
2 (mu +md )〈N |(ūu+ d̄d )|N〉 �

42MeV for ḡaN (58), and ignore the contribution to ḡaγ from θQCD. The θQCD contribution to
ḡaN is obtained in the isospin symmetric limit (59) (see Reference 60 for the subleading correc-
tions). The 1PI axion-photon couplings gaγ and ḡaγ describe the processes with on-shell pho-
tons. These couplings depend on the variables τ j = p2a/4m

2
j , where pa (<1 GeV) is the axion four

momentum and mj is the appropriate hadron or lepton mass. For p2a � m2
j , it is sufficient to ap-

proximate the loop functions as A f � Ās � Ā f � 1; for the loop functions when p2a � m2
j , see

References 55 and 61.
Let us finally consider the axion effective potential. For the weak scale Lagrangian

(Equation 17), it is obtained as

Veff = V0(θ ) − 1
4λH

μ4
H (θ ) −

f 2πm
2
π

mu +md

√
m2
u +m2

d + 2mumd cos(cGθ ) + · · · . 27.

On the right-hand side of Equation 27, the second term arises from electroweak symmetry break-
ing, and the third term is generated by low-energy QCD dynamics through axion coupling to the
gluon anomaly (57).The ellipsis denotes the subleading contributions, which include, for instance,
those from the PQ-breaking couplings c̄G and c̄q in the effective Lagrangian (Equation 24). The
subleading contributions are negligible relative to the electroweak symmetry-breaking contribu-
tion in our case. For the QCD axion, the effective potential is dominated by the term induced by
the gluon anomaly.More specifically, |�θV0|, |∂θμ4

H |, and the ellipsis part are assumed to be smaller
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than 10−10 f 2πm
2
π such that the strong CP problem is solved with |θQCD| = |cG〈a〉/fa| � 10−10. The

corresponding QCD axion mass is found by expanding Equation 27 about θ = 0 and is given by

maQCD � cG
fπmπ

fa

√
mumd

mu +md
� 5.7μeV

(
1012 GeV
fa/cG

)
. 28.

2.3. Theory Constraints on Axion Couplings

Studies of the quantum properties of BHs and work with string theories suggest that there
are nontrivial constraints on effective field theories having a UV completion incorporating
quantum gravity (62). For instance, it has been argued that, for axions in theories compatible
with quantum gravity, there exist certain instantons that couple to axions with a strength stronger
than that of gravity. This has been proposed as a generalization of the weak gravity conjecture
(WGC) on the U(1) gauge boson, which states that there exists a particle with mass m and charge
Q satisfying Q ≥ m/MP (25, 63). Specifically, the axion WGC (25–29) suggests that, given the
canonically normalized axions �a = (a1, a2, . . . , aN ), there is a set of instantons {I} with Euclidean
actions {SI} and axion-instanton couplings

�gaI =
(

1
fI1

,
1
fI2

, . . . ,
1
fIN

)
, 29.

which would generate PQ-breaking amplitudes (for a constant background axion field)

AI ∝ exp(−SI + i�gaI · �a), 30.

for which the convex hull spanned byMP�gaI/SI includes theN-dimensional unit ball. This convex
hull condition can also be expressed as follows. For an arbitrary linear combination of N axions,
e.g., a = û · �a with |û| = 1, there exists an instanton I, which we term the WGC instanton, with
the axion-instanton coupling satisfying2

gaWGC ≡ |û · �gaI | � SI
MP

. 31.

For axions from p-form gauge fields in string theory, this bound is often saturated by couplings to
the corresponding brane instantons (4, 44, 45, 64).

To examine the implications of the axion WGC, one sometimes assumes that the axion-
instanton couplings that span the convex hull satisfying the condition in Equation 31 also generate
the leading terms in the axion potential (27–29, 65–67). However, this assumption appears to be
too strong to be applicable for generic cases. Generically, the axion potential depends on many
features of the model other than the couplings and Euclidean actions of WGC instantons that
are constrained as in Equation 31. In this regard, it is plausible that some of the leading terms in
the axion potential are generated by certain dynamics other thanWGC instantons, e.g., confining
YM dynamics, additional instantons whose couplings are not involved in spanning the convex hull
for theWGC,or Planck scale–suppressed higher-dimensional operators for accidentalU(1)PQ (26,

2A model-dependent coefficient of order unity can be multiplied to this bound.
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29, 30, 65). We therefore adopt the viewpoint that the axion WGC implies the existence of cer-
tain instantons (termed theWGC instantons) whose couplings span the convex hull satisfying the
bound in Equation 31 while leaving the dynamical origin of the axion potential as an independent
feature of the model.

The axion WGC bound in Equation 31 can be written in a form useful for ultralight axions.
For this, let us parameterize the axion potential induced by the WGC instanton as

δVWGC = M2
P�

2
I e

−SI cos
(
NWGC

a
fa

)
, 32.

where �I is a model-dependent scale parameter and NWGC is an integer that characterizes axion
coupling to theWGC instanton, gaWGC =NWGC/fa. This potential may or may not be the leading
term in the axion potential. At any rate, it provides a lower bound on the axion mass:

m2
a � e−SIN 2

WGCM
2
P�

2
I / f

2
a , 33.

implying SI � 2ln (�I/ma) and therefore

gaWGC � 2 ln(�I/ma )
MP

. 34.

One may further assume that the WGC instanton gives nonperturbative superpotential in the
context of supersymmetry, which often happens in explicit string models (49, 64, 68). This addi-
tional assumption leads to

�2
I ∼ m3/2MP , 35.

where m3/2 is the gravitino mass.

2.4. Observational Constraints on Axion Couplings

Low-energy axion couplings are subject to constraints from various laboratory experiments and
astrophysical or cosmological observations. They can also be tested by a number of planned ex-
periments. In this section, we summarize those constraints and the sensitivities of these planned
experiments, with a focus on those relevant for axion coupling hierarchies. More comprehensive
reviews of related subjects can be found in References 21–24.

2.4.1. Nongravitational probes. CP-conserving axion-photon coupling gaγ has been most
widely studied for experimental searches for axions. Figure 1a summarizes the current bounds
and future experimental reach for gaγ over the vast range of axion massma. Axion haloscopes [res-
onant cavities (69–72), ABRACADABRA (73), optical ring cavity (74), TOORAD (75); see also
Reference 76 for a recent proposal] are based on the hypothesis that axions constitute (a certain
fraction of ) DM in our Universe. For axion DM density ρa, the goal is to detect electromagnetic
waves arising from the axion-induced effective current

gaγ ∂t a(t )�B ≈ gaγ
√
2ρa sin(mat )�B. 36.

The projected sensitivity limits in Figure 1 are obtained when ρa = ρDM � 0.4GeV/cm3. Other-
wise, the limits are to be scaled by the factor

√
ρa/ρDM. For comparison, we also display the pre-

dicted values of gaγ ∼ (αem/2π)(cγ / fa ) for two specific type of axions with cγ /NDW = 1,102, 104:
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Figure 1

Constraints and future probes on (a) axion-photon coupling gaγ and (b) axion-nucleon coupling gaN. The shaded regions are excluded
by the existing laboratory, astrophysics, and cosmology bounds, and the dashed lines show the sensitivities of the planned experiments.
We also depict gaγ and gaN of ALP DM (pink) and the QCD axion (blue) for three different values of cγ /NDW and cq/NDW, where
NDW = cG for the QCD axion. Abbreviations: ABRA 10 cm, ABRACADABRA 10 cm; ABRACADABRA, A Broadband/Resonant
Approach to Cosmic Axion Detection with an Amplifying B-field Ring Apparatus; ALP, axion-like particle; ALPSII, Any Light Particle
Search II; CASPEr, Cosmic Axion Spin Precession Experiment; CAST, CERN Axion Solar Telescope; Chandra, Chandra X-Ray
Observatory; DM, dark matter; EBL, extragalactic background light; HB, horizontal branch; IAXO, International Axion Observatory;
QCD, quantum chromodynamics; SHAFT, Search for Halo Axions with Ferromagnetic Toroids; solar ν, solar neutrino; TOORAD,
Topological Resonant Axion Detection; xion, ionization of primordial hydrogen. Panel a adapted from Reference 77 (public domain)
and Reference 78 (with permission), with additional data from References 73–75 and 79–84. Panel b adapted from Reference 77 (public
domain), with additional data from References 85–88.

first, ALP DM with ρa = ρDM given by Equation 12 with �in = 1, which is produced by the
misalignment mechanism, and second, the QCD axion. We do not specify the cosmological relic
abundance of the QCD axion, since the corresponding lines can be determined by Equation 28
without additional information. Our result shows that for both ALP DM and the QCD axion,
the parameter region more easily accessible by ongoing or planned experiments has cγ /NDW � 1,
which parameterizes the hierarchy between gaγ ∼ (αem/2π)(cγ / fa ) and the coupling ga� =NDW/fa
to generate the leading axion potential (NDW = cG for the QCD axion).

A similar plot for axion-nucleon coupling gaN is given inFigure 1b, including experimental sen-
sitivities and the predicted coupling for ALP DM and the QCD axion with cq/NDW = 1,102, 104.
The relevant experiments are CASPErWind (85), comagnetometers (86, 87), and proton storage
ring (88). The goal of these experiments is to find the axion DM-induced effective magnetic field
interacting with nucleon spin, whose strength is proportional to

gaN �∇a(t, �x) ≈ gaN
√
2ρa�v sin (mat −ma�v · �x) , 37.

where �v (|�v| ∼ 10−3) is the axion DM virial velocity with respect to the Earth. Again, the sensi-
tivity limit in Figure 1 is obtained for ρa = ρDM, so it has to be scaled by the factor

√
ρa/ρDM

otherwise. We see that the ALP parameter region more easily probed by those experiments has
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Figure 2

Constraints on (a) Higgs-axion mixing θah from experimental and astrophysical probes on CP-violating axion couplings and (b) the
axion scale fa/NDW from gravitational probes. The shaded regions are excluded by the existing constraints, while the dashed lines show
the sensitivities of future experiments. For the plot in panel b, fa/NDW is identified as the field excursion �a for ALP DM or dark
energy, while fa/NDW is associated with the axion self-interaction strength for BHSR. (For a given mass, the lower fa/NDW, the
stronger is the axion self-interaction.) We also show the axion coupling hierarchy implied by the WGC (green). Abbreviations:
AEDGE, Atomic Experiment for Dark Matter and Gravity Exploration; AION, Atom Interferometer Observatory and Network; ALP,
axion-like particle; BHSR, black hole superradiance; CHARM, CERN-Hamburg-Amsterdam-Rome-Moscow collaboration
experiment; CMB, cosmic microwave background; DM, dark matter; Eridanus II, Eridanus II dwarf galaxy; LEP, Large
Electron-Positron Collider; Ly-α, Lyman-α forest; PTA, pulsar timing array; QCD, quantum chromodynamics; WGC, weak gravity
conjecture. Panel a adapted from Reference 20 (CC BY 4.0), with additional data from References 90, 91, and 95–98. Data in panel b
from References 102–108 and 114–116.

cq/NDW � 1, representing the hierarchy between gaN ∼ cqmN/fa and ga� = NDW/fa. Although not
shown in Figure 1, the QUAX experiment recently excluded axion-electron coupling gae � 2 ×
10−11 for ma � 43μeV (89), which would correspond to ce/NDW � 104 for the QCD axion.

There are also a number of bounds and experimental probes on CP-violating axion couplings.
As described in Section 2.2, such couplings can be induced predominantly by Higgs-axion mixing
(Equation 19), which is indeed the case for the relaxion (18–20).We thus summarize in Figure 2a
the available constraints on and future prospects for CP-violating axion couplings in terms of the
Higgs-axion mixing angle θ ah. Exhaustive reference lists for those constraints and future sensitiv-
ity limits can be found in References 18–20 and 92. For axions lighter than the megaelectronvolt
scale, the constraints are from the axion-mediated fifth force induced by ḡaN , stellar cooling by ḡae
(93), and supernova (SN1987A) cooling by ḡaN . The currently unconstrained supernova trapping
window between 100 keV and 30 MeV may be explored by the GANDHI experiment (94). Ul-
tralight axion DM can be tested by a future nuclear clock experiment (20), torsion balances (95),
and atom interferometers such as AION (96) and AEDGE (97) through axion DM’s CP-violating
couplings.These experiments will probe axionDM–induced oscillations of fundamental constants
like electron mass, nucleon mass, and the fine structure constant via the CP-violating couplings
in Equation 25. So experimental sensitivities are proportional to the background axion DM field
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a(t, x) ≈ √
2ρa/ma cos(mat ). The sensitivity lines in Figure 2 are again obtained for ρa = ρDM. In

contrast, axions heavier than the megaelectronvolt scale are constrained by the CHARM beam
dump experiment, rare meson decays (K → π + a [a → inv], B → K + a [a → μμ]), and LEP
(e+e− → Z→ Za). Heavy axions around the gigaelectronvolt scale are to be probed by various fu-
ture accelerator experiments searching for long-lived particles such as FASER, CODEX-b, SHiP,
and MATHUSLA (98). For the QCD axion, the dominant source of CP violation is a nonzero
|θQCD| < 10−10, which may be too tiny to be probed by the current experiments. Yet the ARI-
ADNE experiment (99, 100) plans to probe θQCD several orders of magnitude below 10−10 by
observing the axion-mediated monopole-dipole force ∝ ḡaNgaN .

2.4.2. Gravitational probes. Gravitational constraints provide a complementary probe of ax-
ions. Whereas the nongravitational probes described in Section 2.4.1 constrain axions with rel-
atively heavier masses and stronger couplings, gravitational probes can constrain extremely light
axions with large, nearly Planckian, values of fa/NDW. Such ultralight axions may constitute a sub-
stantial amount of dark energy (DE) or DM, as suggested by Equation 12, while having a large
de Broglie wavelength, which can have significant cosmological and astrophysical implications.
The relevant axion mass range can be classified by three windows: (a) a DE-like window, ma �
10−27 eV; (b) an ultralight DM window, 10−27 eV � ma � 10−19 eV; and (c) a BH superradi-
ance window, 10−21 eV � ma � 10−11 eV, which has some overlap with the second window. In
Figure 2b, we depict the existing constraints on and expected future limits of gravitational probes
of ultralight DE-like or DM axions produced by the initial misalignment�a= fa/NDW, as well as
regions excluded by BH axion superradiance.

For the DE-like window ma � 10−27 eV, the axion field begins to oscillate after the matter-
radiation equality and acts as an early DE component. As a result, the locations of the CMB
acoustic peaks shift to larger angular scales (lower �), and the Universe gets younger. The early
DE development also increases the largest-scale anisotropies through the Integrated Sachs-Wolfe
effect (101). The change in the CMB acoustic peaks and the largest-scale anisotropies constrain
the axion energy density by the CMB observations, as depicted in Figure 2b. For ma � 10−32 eV,
the effect of axions on the CMB becomes almost indistinguishable from the cosmological constant
within the current precision, so the constraint is weakened. If ma � 10−33 eV, the axion field rolls
slowly to this day and behaves like standard DE.

For the ultralight DM window 10−27 eV � ma � 10−19 eV, the axion oscillates before the
matter-radiation equality but has a cosmic size of the de Broglie wavelength, which would affect
cosmic structure formation. There are a number of constraints on this mass range from the CMB
(102–104), a pulsar timing array (PTA) (105), the Lyman-α forest (106, 107), and an ultrafaint
dwarf galaxy (Eridanus II) (108), which are depicted in Figure 2b. If 10−27 eV � ma � 10−25 eV,
the height of the CMB acoustic peaks becomes higher than that of the �CDM because the axion
behaves like DE until the time frame close to recombination. Moreover, the wavelike property of
axion DM suppresses density perturbation below a certain comoving Jeans scale (2, 109), affecting
the gravitational lensing of the CMB (110). Those effects are undiscernible for ma � 10−25 eV
with the current data precision, lifting the CMB constraint. The effects of axion DM on small
scales are still significantly constrained by Lyman-α forest data (106, 107) and by the evolution of
the dwarf galaxy Eridanus II (108), extending the excluded region up toma � 10−19 eV.While the
Parkes PTA currently puts only a weak constraint on the time-oscillating pressure of axion DM,
it may eventually probe the projected sensitivity limit in Figure 2b with a 10-year data set (105).

For the BH superradiance window 10−21 eV � ma � 10−11 eV, observations of spinning
BHs and GWs can constrain the existence of axions (5, 111). Let us briefly discuss some of the
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underlying physics of this issue (for details, see Reference 112). Superradiance is a phenomenon
in which incident waves (or bosonic particles) are amplified by extracting energy and angular
momentum from a rotating medium. For axion superradiance, a rotating BH provides such a
medium.Moreover, because of gravitational attraction, the emitted axions can form a bound state
around the BH, termed the axion cloud. The axion cloud provides a continuous source of incident
axions and can cause exponential growth of the axion cloud by extracting a substantial fraction
of the angular momentum of the BH. In fact, such an amplification of the axion cloud is efficient
only when the size of the axion cloud ra = (αgma)−1 (αg �GNMBHma) is comparable to the BH size
rBH = GNMBH, so efficient amplification occurs only for the axion mass window ma ∼ (0.1–1)r−1

BH.
Therefore, the observations of highly spinning stellar BHs with MBH = O(10M� ), supermassive
BHs with MBH = O(106−108M� ), and the recently observed spinning M87∗ with mass 6.5 ×
109M� provide strong constraints on the existence of axions with masses of 10−13–10−11 eV,
10−19–10−16 eV, and 10−21–10−20 eV, respectively. The axion cloud is not absolutely stable. It can
emit quasi-monochromatic GWs through axion pair annihilations or level transitions. Then the
axion mass range 10−13–10−12 eV is also ruled out by the nonobservation of this GW signal in
LIGO/Virgo data.

The above exclusions assume that superradiant axion modes can grow unhindered to a large
enough value. However, axions generically have a self-interaction provided by the potential, e.g.,
the quartic coupling λa ∼ −m2

aN
2
DW/ f

2
a for Equation 5, which may interrupt the growth of axion

modes at certain points. If this self-interaction is strong enough, the axion cloud can collapse into
the BH before a significant portion of the angular momentum is extracted, creating a GW/axion
burst termed a bosenova (111). Numerical simulations and perturbative estimations indicate that
a bosenova occurs for fa/NDW �

(
�J/GNM2

BH

)1/2
α3/2
g MP , where�J (≤ GNM2

BH) is the extracted
angular momentum of the BH before the collapse. Then, parts of the axion cloud are blown away
in the form of GW/axion burst, and the axion cloud will grow again and collapse at some point.
If this cycle is repeated many times during the dynamical timescale of the BH, the whole process
may take away a large portion of the BH angular momentum. Also, even before the bosenova is
triggered, axion quartic coupling may prevent exponential growth of the axion cloud and cause
early saturation by efficient energy transfer from the superradiant mode to the dampedmode (113,
114).Given those roles of self-interaction, the condition for extracting a sizable amount of the BH
angular momentum is approximately given by (114–116)

O(1015−1016 GeV)min
[
1,
(
10−18 eV/ma

)1/2] � fa/NDW . 38.

When axion quartic coupling is weak enough to satisfy Equation 38, the axion parameters are
excluded by BH superradiance, as in Figure 2b. However, the BH superradiance bounds can be
avoided if the axion has a hierarchically large coupling to other fields, causing early saturation of
the growth of the axion cloud (117, 118). This early saturation can be due to axion–dark photon
coupling gaγ ′ 
 ga� = NDW/ fa, which is technically natural and can arise from the clockwork
mechanism discussed in Section 3.2.

For ultralight DE-like or DM axions, the gravitational probes can reach to a nearly Planckian
value of fa/NDW. The corresponding coupling ga� = NDW/fa might be significantly weaker than
axion-instanton coupling gaWGC, which is bounded as Equation 31 by the WGC. To see this, we
use Equations 34 and 35 withm3/2 � 10TeV for the bound on gaWGC, use Equation 12 with�in = 1
for the ALPDMdensity determined byma and ga� =NDW/fa, and display the resulting gaWGC/ga�
in Figure 2b. The observation of a signal below the line of gaWGC/ga� ≥ 1 would challenge the
assumption that axion potential is predominantly generated by theWGC instanton.However, this
observation is compatible with the axionWGC, which implies the existence of a certain instanton
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with coupling gaWGC � SI/MP while leaving ga� < gaWGC as an open possibility. Our results show
that future CMB and PTA observations can probe the region with gaWGC/ga� ≥ 10.

3. AXIONS WITH HIERARCHICAL COUPLINGS

An interesting feature of axions is that there can be technically natural hierarchies among the
couplings of a given axion. Moreover, those hierarchies can have observable consequences. We
have seen that, since axions are a periodic field, their PQ-breaking couplings are given in terms
of integers; for example, ga� = NDW/fa. Then the ratios of those quantized couplings do not re-
ceive quantum correction. As a consequence, any hierarchy among the PQ-breaking couplings
of a given axion can be technically natural, although it may require an explanation for its ori-
gin. Additionally, the approximate U(1)PQ symmetry assures that PQ-conserving couplings can
be much stronger than PQ-breaking couplings without causing a fine-tuning problem. In this
section, we present some examples of well-motivated axion coupling hierarchies and discuss the
model-building attempts to achieve those hierarchies in low-energy effective theory.

3.1. Examples

There are various well-motivated examples of axion coupling hierarchies. Here we present some
of those examples.

3.1.1. Coupling hierarchies for laboratory searches for axions. Our first example is cou-
pling hierarchies relevant for laboratory searches for axions. We discuss in Section 2.4.1 (see
Figure 1) that the parameter region of ALP DM or the QCD axion that is more easily accessible
by ongoing or planned experiments has a bigger hierarchy between gaX (X= γ ,N) and ga�, where
ga� = NDW/fa is coupling to generate the leading axion potential. To see this, we use Equations
12, 26, and 28 and find

gaX ∼
⎧⎨⎩ 3 × 10−12RX

(ma
eV

)1/4 ( 0.1�2
in

�ah2

)1/2
GeV−1 (ALP dark matter)

10−13RX
(

ma
μeV

)
GeV−1 (QCD axion)

, 39.

where

Rγ = αem

2π
max(cG, cW , cB )

NDW
, RN = mN

max(cG, cq )
NDW

. 40.

The above result shows that, for a given axion mass, the corresponding gaX has a bigger value for
bigger RX and so is more easily detected. These correlations between gaX and ma are displayed by
the ALP DM and QCD axion lines in Figure 1 for three different values of the hierarchy factor
RX determined by cγ /NDW = (cW + cB)/NDW = 1, 102, 104 and cq/NDW = 1, 102, 104. For ALP
DM, ρa = ρDM and �in = 1 are also assumed.

Another interesting possibility is that one of gaX (X = γ , N, e) is much stronger than the
others, e.g., (a) the photophilic limit with cB,W � cG, q (37, 38, 119–121), (b) the nucleophilic
limit with cq � cG,W, B (120–122), and (c) the leptophilic limit with ce � cG, q (121, 123). Since
most axion search experiments are designed to be sensitive to one specific coupling, these limits
may also be more easily probed by ongoing or planned experiments. Yet the natural ranges
of these parameter hierarchies are limited by RG mixings between cX (X = G, W, B) and c�
(� = q, e) induced by SM interactions, for instance, by the RG evolution in Equation 18. Also, at
scales around the nucleon or electron mass, 1PI axion-photon coupling gaγ receives a threshold
correction δgaγ = O

(
αem
2π

p2a
m2
�

ga�
m�

)
from axion-fermion coupling ga� (� = e, N), where pa denotes
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the axion four momentum. Taking those quantum corrections into account, we find the following
naturalness bounds on the possible hierarchies among gaX (X = γ ,N, e):

Photophilic limit: 1 � cW ,B

cq,G
∼ 2πmN

αem

gaγ
gaN

� O
[
4π2

α2
em

1
ln( fa/mN )

]
,

Nucleophilic limit: 1 � cq
cB,W ,G + O(p2acq/m2

N )
∼ αem

2πmN

gaN
gaγ

� O
(
m2
N

p2a

)
,

Leptophilic limit: 1 � ce
cG,q

∼ mN

me

gae
gaN

� O
[
4π2

α2
em

1
ln( fa/mN )

]
. 41.

3.1.2. Coupling hierarchy for the relaxion. In the relaxion solution to the weak scale hierarchy
problem, which is briefly described in Section 2.1.3, the technically unnatural hierarchy between
v = 246 GeV and the Higgs mass cutoff scale �H is traded for a technically natural but much
bigger hierarchy between relaxion couplings. For instance, for the original model with �br � v

(10), the relaxion stabilization condition (Equation 14) leads to

gabr
ga�

= Nbr

NDW
∼ �4

�4
br

� �4
H

v4
, 42.

where ga� = NDW/fa and gabr = Nbr/fa are the relaxion couplings to generate V0 and Vbr in the
relaxion potential (Equation 13).

A similar hierarchy is required for different models that exploit different mechanisms to dissi-
pate away relaxion kinetic energy (124–130). Here we consider two examples in which dissipation
is dominated by bosonic particle production (125, 130).The relaxion initial velocity can be greater
than the barrier height (i.e., ȧ0 > �2

br) because Hubble friction is negligible in these examples. Yet
the relaxion can efficiently lose its kinetic energy by developing nonhomogeneous modes (i.e.,
producing relaxion quanta), which is dubbed relaxion fragmentation (130).The relaxion will even-
tually be trapped at a local potential minimum when its velocity drops below the barrier height.
Successful implementation of the relaxion fragmentation requires

gabr
ga�

= Nbr

NDW
∼ max

[
�4

�4
br

× ȧ20
�4

br

,
�2

1

v2
× ȧ40
�8

br

]
� �4

H

v4
, 43.

with ȧ0 � �2
br and�br � v, which is comparable to or stronger than the hierarchy in Equation 42.

Tachyonic production of light gauge bosons can also serve as friction for the relaxion (125,
130). In contrast to the above scenarios, here the Higgs vacuum value is initially O(�H ) and later
relaxed to the observed weak scale. The relaxion is coupled to electroweak gauge bosons as in
Equation 17, but with cW = −cB to avoid coupling to the photon. Initially, the W/Z bosons are
heavy, and their production is negligible. As theHiggs vacuum value is relaxed to the observed one,
these bosons become light enough to be produced by the rolling relaxion, causing the relaxion to
lose its kinetic energy and eventually stop the excursion. Regarding the axion coupling hierarchy,
this model requires

gabr
ga�

= Nbr

NDW
> max

[
�4
H

�4
br

,
�2
H

v2

]
44.

for the relaxion to scan the Higgs mass with enough precision. The key difference from other
scenarios is that in this case�br is independent of the Higgs field, so it can be bigger than v. Then
the above coupling hierarchy can be significantly weaker than those in other scenarios. In contrast,
there can be additional coupling hierarchy in this scenario due to coupling to electroweak gauge
bosons: cW /8π2 fa = −cB/8π2 fa ∼ v/ȧ0.
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3.1.3. Coupling hierarchies for large field excursion. Our next example is the coupling hier-
archy associated with the axion WGC (25–29). As discussed in Section 2.1, some well-motivated
axions can have a large cosmological field excursion ∼1/ga� = fa/NDW comparable to MP or
even bigger. Since axion-instanton coupling gaWGC suggested by the WGC is bounded as in
Equation 31, for such axions there can be a coupling hierarchy with

gaWGC 
 ga�. 45.

As concrete examples, one may consider (a) axion inflation with fa/NDW ∼ √
NeMP and ma ∼

Hinf/
√
Ne, which is presented in Section 2.1.1; (b) axion-like DE (quintessence) with fa/NDW ∼MP

andma ∼ 10−33 eV; and (c) ultralight ALPDM produced by the initial misalignment ∼�infa/NDW,
whose relic energy density is given by Equation 12. Applying the WGC bound (Equation 31) to
these cases, we find

gaWGC

ga�
� SI

fa/NDW

MP
∼

⎧⎪⎪⎨⎪⎪⎩
√
NeSI (axion inflation)
SI (quintessence axion)(
SI
20

)(
10−22eV

ma

)1/4(
�ah2

0.1�2
in

)1/2
(ALP dark matter)

.

For numerical estimates of the above coupling hierarchy, one may use Equations 34 and 35
together with m3/2 ∼ Hinf ∼ 1013 GeV during the early Universe inflation and m3/2 � 10 TeV
in the present universe.3 One then finds that roughly gaWGC/ga� � 102 for axion inflation and
quintessence axions, and gaWGC/ga� � 10 for ALP DM with ma ∼ 10−22 and �ah2 ∼ 0.1 (131).
Such ALPDMmay explain the small-scale problems of the coldDM scenario (49, 109). It is also an
interesting possibility that ultralight axions with ma � 10−22 constitute a small but nonnegligible
fraction of DM, e.g.,�ah2 ∼ 10−2, which would leave an observable imprint in future cosmological
data. Such a case also results in gaWGC/ga� � 1. Figure 2b shows the value of gaWGC/ga� over
the parameter region where the gravitational effects of ultralight ALP DM can be probed by
astrophysical or cosmological observations in the near future.

3.1.4. Coupling hierarchies with other cosmological or astrophysical motivations. In ad-
dition to the examples presented above, the coupling hierarchy gaγ 
 αem

2π ga� or a similar hierarchy
between ga� and axion coupling to dark gauge bosons has been exploited with a variety of different
cosmological or astrophysical motivations. Because of space limitations, here we simply list those
works without any further discussion. They include the coupling hierarchy for magnetogenesis
(132–134), dissipative inflation (135, 136), chromonatural inflation (137, 138), reduced abundance
of QCD axion DM (139, 140), the production of dark photon DM (141, 142), ALP–photon–dark
photon oscillations to explain the tentative EDGES signal of 21-cm photons (143), avoidance of
BH superradiance bounds on axion masses (118), and resonant photon emission from mergers of
axion stars/oscillons (144).

3.2. Hierarchies from the Axion Landscape

In this subsection, we discuss model-building attempts to generate hierarchical axion couplings in
low-energy effective theory without having hierarchical parameters in the underlying UV theory.
Most of the coupling hierarchies discussed in Section 3.1 involve quantized PQ-breaking cou-
plings and therefore involve a large integer-valued parameter, e.g., cB,W � 1 for a photophilic
axion andNbr � 1 for the relaxion. Even when all UV parameters have values of order unity, such

3This bound on m3/2 is chosen to avoid cosmological moduli/gravitino problems.
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a large integer may appear in low-energy effective theory as a consequence of introducing a large
number of fields in UV theory (32–38, 119, 138, 145–150). Yet different models can have different
efficiencies; i.e., the resulting hierarchy grows differently with regard to the number of intro-
duced fields. Here we focus on the scheme based on the axion landscape provided by the potential
of many (NH � 1) massive axions.We explain that this scheme can generate an exponential hierar-
chy ofO(eNH ) among the effective couplings of light axions after massive axions are integrated out.

Let us start with a generic effective Lagrangian of multiple axions:

L = 1
2
f 2i j∂μθ

i∂μθ j −V (θ i ) + kX iθ i

32π2
FXμν F̃X

μν + cψ i∂μθ iψ̄σ̄ μψ + · · · , 46.

where θ i ∼= θ i + 2π (i = 1, 2, . . . , N), kXi are integer-valued coefficients, and summation over the
repeated indices i,X,ψ is understood. The axion potential V arises as a consequence of the break-
down of the PQ symmetries [U(1)PQ]N: θ i → θ i + ci(ci = constants). For p-form zero-mode axions
such as those in Equation 3, the corresponding PQ symmetries are often broken only by nonper-
turbative effects (4, 44, 49, 64), yielding V ∝ e−b/g2∗ for some coupling g∗ . Violations of acciden-
tal PQ symmetries are suppressed by certain powers of 1/MP (151–153), which would result in
V∝(f/MP)n for f � MP. These parametric relations suggest that axion potentials with different
origins generically have hierarchically different sizes, yielding hierarchical axion masses. Then, at
a given energy scale, some axions can be heavy enough to be frozen at their vacuum values, while
the other light axions are allowed to have a dynamical evolution over their entire field range. To
describe such a situation, we analyze here a simplified model in which the axion potential has two
distinct scales, �A and �a, with �A � �a. The physics we describe is the same for models with
a range of large and small energy scales as long as these scales are well separated. We write the
axion potential, then, as

V = VH +VL = −
NH∑
A=1

�4
A cos(q

A
i θ

i ) −
NL∑
a=1

�4
a cos(p

a
i θ

i ) (�A 
 �a ), 47.

where �qA = (qA1 , . . . , q
A
N ) (A = 1, . . . , NH) and �pa = (pa1, . . . , p

a
N ) (a = 1, . . . , NL) with NL = N −

NH are linearly independent integer-valued vectors. For simplicity, here we consider the simple
cosine potentials, including only the dominant term for each linearly independent axion combi-
nation. However, our discussion does not rely on this specific potential and applies for generic
periodic axion potentials. In this system, considered in the low-energy limit, the heavy axion com-
binations qAi θ

i are frozen at the vacuum state of VH. The light degrees of freedom are given by
the NL axions parameterizing the directions that are not constrained by VH. As we see below, the
resulting effective theory of those light axions can have rich structures, including various coupling
hierarchies and enlarged field ranges.4

The effective Lagrangian (Equation 46) is defined in the field basis for which the discrete
symmetry to ensure the periodic nature of axions is given by

Z
N : θ i → θ i + 2π�i (�i ∈ Z). 48.

However, in the regime in which axion mass hierarchies become important, it is more convenient
to use a different field basisminimizingmixing between axions with hierarchically differentmasses.

4If all terms in the potential (Equation 47) have a similar size, the resulting structure of the axion landscape
can be very different from ours. For a discussion of such cases, see, for instance, Reference 149.
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To find such a field basis, we first decompose qAi into the Smith normal form (154):

qAi =
∑
B

Û A
BλBq̂

B
i , 49.

where λA ∈ Z, Û = [Û A
B] ∈ GL(NH ,Z), q̂ = [q̂Ai , q̂

a
i ] ∈ GL(N ,Z). Here Û and q̂ are integer-valued

and invertiblematrices whose inverses are also integer valued, and therefore | det Û | = | det q̂| = 1.
Then the desired field basis is obtained by the GL(N ,Z) rotation,

θAH = q̂Ai θ
i, θ aL = q̂ai θ

i, 50.

followed by the field redefinition,

θAH → θAH , θ aL → θ aL + q̂ai ( f
−2)i j q̂Aj ( f

2
H )ABθ

B
H , 51.

where f 2i j ( f
−2) jk = δki and ( f 2H )AB is defined in Equation 55. With this, θ i are parameterized as

θ i = n̂ia
[
θ aL + q̂aj ( f

−2) jkq̂Ak ( f
2
H )ABθ

B
H

]
+ n̂iBθ

B
H

= n̂iaθ
a
L + ( f −2)i j q̂Aj ( f

2
H )ABθ

B
H , 52.

where the integers n̂ia are given by the NL × N submatrix of the inverse of q̂:

q̂−1 = [n̂iA, n̂ia]T . 53.

Since an inverse is involved here, the integers n̂ia can be large, even when all of qAi are of order
unity. This plays an important role below.

Applying the above parameterization to the Lagrangian (Equation 46), we obtain

L= 1
2
( f 2L )ab∂μθ

a
L∂

μθ bL + 1
2
( f 2H )AB∂μθ

A
H∂

μθBH

+�4
A cos(Û

A
B λBθ

B
H ) +�4

a cos
[
pai n̂

i
bθ

b
L + pai ( f

−2)i j q̂Aj ( f
2
H )ABθ

B
H

]
+ 1

32π2

[
kX in̂iaθ

a
L + kX i( f −2)i j q̂Aj ( f

2
H )ABθ

B
H

]
FX
μν F̃

Xμν

+
[
cψ in̂ia∂μθ

a
L + cψ i( f −2)i j q̂Aj ( f

2
H )AB∂μθ

B
H

]
ψ̄σ̄ μψ + · · · , 54.

with the block-diagonalized kinetic metric given by

( f 2L )ab = n̂ia f
2
i j n̂

j
b, ( f 2H )AB( f

−2
H )BC = δAC for ( f −2

H )AB = q̂Ai ( f
−2)i j q̂Bj . 55.

Equation 54 shows that, in the new field basis, mixings between heavy axions θAH and light ax-
ions θ aL are suppressed by �4

a/�
4
A � 1 and so can be ignored. In contrast, the discrete symmetry

(Equation 48) takes a more complicated form as ZN = Z
NL × Z

NH , with

Z
NL : θ aL → θ aL + 2π�a,

Z
NH : θAH → θAH + 2π�A, θ aL → θ aL − 2π�Aq̂ai ( f

−2)i j q̂Bj ( f
2
H )BA, 56.
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for �a, �A ∈ Z. Equation 56 implies that, while θ aL are 2π periodic by themselves, θAH are 2π periodic
modulo the shifts of light axions �θ aL = 2πq̂ai ( f

−2)i j q̂Bj ( f
2
H )BA. As a result, for a gauge field strength

FX
μν that couples to light axions θ aL, couplings of θ

A
H to FX

μν F̃
Xμν are generically nonquantized, while

couplings of θ aL remain to be quantized.
Our major concern is the possibility to generate a hierarchy among the low-energy couplings

of the light axions θ aL without introducing hierarchical parameters in the underlying UV model.
Prior to discussing this issue, we make a small digression to mention the coupling hierarchy of θAH
in Reference 38; this coupling hierarchy relies on the hierarchical structure of the original axion
scales f 2i j and thus has characteristics different from those of the coupling hierarchies of θ aL that are
discussed below. If f 2i j have hierarchical eigenvalues and q̂

A
i is well aligned with the large eigenvalue

direction while having sizable mixing with the small eigenvalue direction, there exists a parameter
region with 〈θAH |θ i〉 = ( f −2)i j q̂Bj ( f

2
H )BA 
 1 for some i, A. Such parameter values can enhance the

coupling of θAH to gauge fields relative to the coupling to generate the leading potential. A simple
example is the photophilic QCD axion model discussed in Reference 38; this model involves two
axions with

f 2i j =
(

f 21 ε f1 f2
ε f1 f2 f 22

)
, �qA = (0, 1), �kγ = (k1, k2), 57.

where f2 > ϵf2 � f1, qAi = q̂Ai is the coupling of θ i to the gluon anomaly generating the QCD
axion potential as the last term in Equation 27 and kγ i is the coupling to the photon. Then a(x) =
fHθAH (x) (θ

A
H = θ2, fH � f2) can be identified as the QCD axion with a decay constant fH, whose

coupling to the photon is enhanced as

gaγ � ε f2
f1
αem

2π
k1
fH


 αem

2π
ga� = αem

2π
1
fH
. 58.

Let us now return to the main issue. To examine the low-energy couplings of θ aL, we inte-
grate out the heavy axions θAH . Ignoring the small corrections of O(�4

a/�
4
A ), the vacuum solution

of heavy axions is given by θAH = 0 for an arbitrary background of θ aL. Upon applying θAH = 0 to
Equation 52, the vacuum manifiold of VH is parameterized as

θ i = n̂iaθ
a
L, 59.

and the effective Lagrangian of the corresponding light axions is given by

Leff = 1
2
( f 2L )ab∂μθ

a
L∂

μθ bL +�4
a cos(p

a
i n̂

i
bθ

b
L )

+ kX in̂iaθ
a
L

32π2
FX F̃X + cψ in̂ia∂μθ

a
Lψ̄σ̄

μψ + · · · . 60.

This effective Lagrangian suggests that—even when the UV Lagrangian (Equation 46) does not
involve any hierarchical parameter, e.g., all dimensionless parameters in Equation 46 are of order
unity and all eigenvalues of f 2i j have a similar size—if |n̂a| 
 1 can be obtained from �qA with
|�qA| = O(1), the light axion couplings will have a hierarchical pattern determined by the relative
angles between n̂a and {�pa,�kX ,�cψ }. Another consequence of |n̂a| 
 1 is that the light axion decay
constants are enlarged as ( fL )2ab = n̂ia f

2
i j n̂

j
b 
 f 2i j .
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In fact, |n̂a| 
 1 is a generic feature of the axion landscape scenario with NH � NL (33, 145).
To see this, we first note that block diagonalization of the axion kinetic terms by Equation 52 leads
to the following identity for the field space volume of canonically normalized axions:

det( f 2L ) det( f
2
H ) = det( f 2). 61.

We also find

det(n̂a · n̂b) = det(q̂A · q̂B ), 62.

where n̂a = (n̂1a , . . . , n̂
N
a ) and q̂

A = (q̂A1 , . . . , q̂
A
N ). This relation can be obtained from Equation 61 by

taking f 2i j = f 20 δi j but is valid independently of f 2i j .We can further take an average of this relation
over the Gaussian distribution of q̂Ai , and we find (155)

〈
det(n̂a · n̂b)

〉 = 〈det(q̂A · q̂B )〉 ∼ 〈|q̂|2〉NH (NH 
 1), 63.

where |q̂|2 =∑A,i(q̂
A
i )

2/NH . Unless q̂Ai have a highly specific form like q̂Ai = δAi , we have |q̂|2 > 1.
Then, Equation 63 implies that in the limit NH � NL the generic value of |n̂a| is exponentially
large as

|n̂a| ∼ |q̂|NH /NL , 64.

where |q̂| (>1) is comparable to the typical value of |�qA|/gcd(�qA ). With this, the light axion decay
constants are exponentially enlarged as fL ∼ |q̂|NH /NL f , and the effective couplings of θ aL can have
an exponential hierarchy determined by the relative angles between n̂a and {�pa,�kX ,�cψ }. We stress
that this is the consequence of the periodic nature of axions, which requires that all components
of n̂a be integer valued. As the light axion directions represent the degenerate vacuum solution
ofVH = −�4

A cos(q
A
i θ

i ), n̂a should be orthogonal to NH linearly independent �qAs. However, when
NH �NL, it is exponentially difficult for n̂a to point in the right direction with onlyO(1) integer-
valued components, so |n̂a| are typically forced to have exponentially large values.

Our discussion so far is on the generic feature of the axion landscape scenario, which can be
relevant for axion coupling hierarchies. Let us now proceed with explicit examples. For simplicity,
we consider the case of single light axion (NL = 1), for which (33)

n̂i ≡ n̂ia = 1

gcd( �N )
N i, with N i = det

⎛⎜⎜⎜⎜⎝
δi1 · · · δiN
q11 · · · q1N
...

...
...

qNH1 · · · qNHN

⎞⎟⎟⎟⎟⎠ . 65.

Our first example is a two-axion model (NH = NL = 1) realizing the mechanism for enlarging the
monotonic field range of the light axion described in References 31 and 156, termed the KNP
alignment. The relevant model parameters of our example are given by

f 2i j = f 20 δi j , �qA = �q = (q1, q2), �pa = �p = (p1, p2), 66.
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where �qA and �pa determine VH and VL as in Equation 47. Then the canonically normalized light
axion component and its potential are determined as

aL = f0
n̂ · �θ
|n̂| , VL = −�4

a cos
(
ga�aL

) = −�4
a cos

( n̂ · �p
|n̂| f0 aL

)
, 67.

with

n̂ = 1
gcd(q1, q2)

(q2,−q1). 68.

The monotonic field range of the light axion potential, i.e.,�aL = 1/ga� = f0|n̂|/|n̂ · �p|, becomes
much bigger than the original scale f0 in the KNP alignment limit where �q and �p are aligned to
be nearly parallel, giving 0 < |n̂ · �p| � |n̂|. If any of �q and �p were a real-valued vector, such an
alignment could be made with |�q| = O(1). However for periodic axions, both �q and �p are integer
valued, so |n̂ · �p| = 0 or≥1.Accordingly, the KNP alignment requires |�q| ≥ |n̂| 
 1.This outcome
implies that the KNP mechanism can yield �aL � f0 and the coupling hierarchies, but at the
expense of introducing a large integer-valued input parameter.

The original motivation of the KNP mechanism was to get �aL > MP, starting from a UV
model with f0 � MP (31). It has been widely discussed that such a trans-Planckian field range ob-
tained by the KNP mechanism may conflict with the axionWGC. In those discussions applied to
the model of Equation 66, one often identifies �gaH = �q/ f0 and �gaL = �p/ f0 as the axion-instanton
couplings spanning the convex hull constrained by the WGC, and we find that the correspond-
ing convex hull cannot satisfy Equation 31 while giving�aL = f0|n̂|/|n̂ · �p| >MP (27–29, 65–67).
However, as discussed in Section 2.3, in our viewpoint the axionWGC only implies the existence
of certain instanton couplings whose convex hull satisfies Equation 31, but it does not require that
the axion potential be determined dominantly by those instanton couplings (26, 29, 30, 65). This
fact allows the model (Equation 66) to give rise to �aL > MP without any conflict with the ax-
ion WGC. Yet the axion WGC indicates that there exists an instanton with coupling �gI = �pI/ f0
not aligned with �gaH = �q/ f0, which makes a negligible contribution to the axion potential. Then,
�aL >MP can be obtained through the KNP alignment of �gaH = �q/ fa and �gaL = �p/ fa, while the
WGC condition (Equation 31) is fulfilled by the convex hull spanned by �gaH = �q/ f0 and �gaI =
�pI/ f0. In such a case, the two effective couplings of the light axion aL, i.e., ga� = |n̂ · �p|/|n̂| f0 <
1/MP and gaWGC = |n̂ · �pI |/|n̂| f0 > SI/MP , have hierarchically different sizes (157, 158).

A potential drawback of the KNPmodel is that it requires a large integer-valued input parame-
ter to have |�qA| 
 1. Our discussion leading to Equation 63 implies that this drawback disappears
in models with many axions. Statistical analysis also suggests that the scheme becomes more effi-
cient with a larger number of axions (33, 145). In the case with N (�1) axions, the model can be
defined on the linear quiver (159) with N sites for the angular axions θ i ∼= θ i + 2π. One may then
assume that axion couplings in the quiver involve only the nearest two sites. Under this assump-
tion, the NH = N − 1 linearly independent couplings to generate the heavy axion potential are
given by

qAi = qAδAi − q′
Aδ

A
i−1 (qA, q′

A ∈ Z). 69.

Among suchmodels, a particularly interesting example is the clockwork axionmodel (33–35) with

f 2i j = f 20 δi j , qA = q, q′
A = 1 ∀ A. 70.
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The clockwork mechanism naturally arranges such that

n̂ = (1, q, q2, . . . , qN−1). 71.

In the quiver description, n̂ia can be interpreted as the wave function profile of the light axion
along the linear quiver, with which many of the low-energy properties of the light axion can be
understood (148).

To examine the effective couplings of the light axion aL = f0n̂ · �θ/|n̂| in the clockwork axion
model, let us introduce the following additional couplings:

�ga� = �p
f0
, �gaI = �pI

f0
, �gaX = g2X

8π2

�kX
f0
. 72.

Here �ga� is coupling to generate the leading potential of the light axion; �gaI is coupling to generate
an additional but subleading potential, e.g., coupling to the WGC instanton satisfying the bound
(Equation 31) or coupling for the barrier potential Vbr of the relaxion; and �gaX is coupling to
FX
μν F̃

Xμν . One can again assume that integer-valued �p, �pI and �kX involve at most the nearest two
sites in the quiver. Here we choose the simplest option involving a specific single site, as it gives
essentially the same result:

pi = δ
N1
i , pIi = δ

N2
i , kX i = δ

N3
i , 73.

where 1 ≤ N� ≤ N (� = 1, 2, 3). Then the low-energy effective couplings of the light axion are
given by

ga� = n̂ · �ga�
|n̂| = qN1−1

fL
, gaX = g2X

8π2

n̂ · �gaX
|n̂| = g2X

8π2

qN3−1

fL
,

gaI = n̂ · �gaI
|n̂| = qN2−1

fL
, (I = WGC or br) 74.

with an exponentially enlarged decay constant

fL = |n̂| f0 =
√
q2N − 1
q2 − 1

f0 ∼ qN−1 f0. 75.

The above results show that, with appropriately chosen 1 ≤N� ≤N, the model can have an ex-
ponentially enlarged monotonic field range�aL = 1/ga� ∼ qN−N1 f0 of the light axion, which can
be trans-Planckian while satisfying theWGC bound (Equation 31) with gaWGC = O(1/ f0) 
 ga�.
The model also exhibits a variety of exponential hierarchies among low-energy axion couplings.
Additionally, exponentially enlarged �aL ∝ qN−N1 can easily overcome the possible suppression
of f0 ∝ 1/Np (p = 3–4) that was observed for some string theory axions in Reference 160. The
above clockwork mechanism can be generalized to fields with nonzero spin to generate various
parameter hierarchies in particle physics (36). It also has the continuum limit N → ∞, leading to
an extradimensional realization of the clockwork mechanism (36, 148, 150). Although interesting,
these generalizations are beyond the scope of this review.
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4. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

Axions have rich physical consequences described by a variety of coupling or scale parameters.
Among those parameters are (a) coupling ga� that generates the leading term in the axion po-
tential, which defines the monotonic field range of the potential and the possible cosmological
excursion of the axion field; (b) couplings to SM particles, particularly couplings to the photon,
nucleon, and electron; and (c) axion-instanton couplings suggested by the WGC. An interesting
feature of the axion parameter space is that there can be hierarchies among the different cou-
plings of a given axion; such hierarchies have good physics motivations and at the same time
are technically natural. For instance, the parameter regions that are most accessible by ongoing
or planned axion search experiments, including astrophysical and cosmological observations, of-
ten correspond to regions where axion couplings have large hierarchies. The hierarchy between
ga� and axion couplings to gauge fields in the SM or the hidden sector has been exploited with
a variety of different cosmological or astrophysical motivations. The relaxion idea to solve the
weak scale hierarchy problem essentially trades the technically unnatural hierarchy between the
weak scale and the cutoff scale for a technically natural but typically bigger hierarchy between
ga� and other relaxion couplings. Given the WGC bound on certain axion-instanton couplings,
a trans-Planckian (or nearly Planckian) axion field excursion may imply a hierarchy between ga�
and couplings to the WGC instantons.

In this article,we review recent developments in axion physics while paying particular attention
to hierarchies between axion couplings.We first summarize the existing observational constraints
on axion couplings, as well as the projected sensitivity limits of planned experiments, which are
displayed in Figures 1 and 2. For comparison, we also show in Figures 1 and 2 the parameter
ratios that exhibit certain axion coupling hierarchies. It is apparent that the parameter regions of
greatest experimental interest require large hierarchies between axion couplings. In the theory
of axions, such hierarchies are always technically natural. But it is important to show also that
these hierarchies can follow from simple model-building mechanisms. Therefore, after present-
ing examples of well-motivated axion coupling hierarchies, we discuss model-building attempts
to generate hierarchical axion couplings in low-energy effective theory. We focus on a specific
scheme that is based on a landscape of many axions, and we show that the required coupling hi-
erarchies appear naturally in this setting. The presence of many axions with very different scales
of potentials is common in string theory, so this scheme might be realized in certain areas of the
string landscape. The scheme is quite efficient. It can generate an exponential hierarchy among
low-energy axion couplings with appropriately chosenO(1) integer-valued parameters in UV the-
ory. Ideas connected with axion coupling hierarchies mesh attractively with the regions of axion
parameter space that will be probed in the near future by ongoing and planned experiments.
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