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The so-called theory of hegemonic stability is a research program com-
posed of two distinct theories. Leadership theory builds upon public
goods models and seeks to explain the production of the international
economic infrastructure. The theory is extended here by identifying its
necessary and sufficient conditions and explicating when leadership is
likely to be benevolent or coercive. Hegemony theory, subsuming three
independent analytic traditions, focuses on the different structurally
derived trade policy preferences of states and attempts to explain in-
ternational economic openness. The core logic of each variant and
questions for future research are examined. Neither leadership nor
hegemony theory has been tested adequately by existing empirical
studies. While theorists have generally failed to present their arguments
in an appropriate fashion, empiricists have not been sufficiently sensi-
tive to variations in the theory and have produced studies that suffer
from inadequate theoretical and operational specification and theoret-
ical “over-extension.” At this stage, formal tests should not seek decisive
disconfirmation of the research program but should aim to provide
guidance for further theoretical refinement.

For over twenty years, scholars have been actively pursuing the link between
international political structures and the international economy. Earlier analysts
had posited a relationship between predominance and peace (e.g., Organski,
1958), and E. H. Carr (1964[1939]) had noted the relationship between British
economic hegemony and the rise of free trade in the nineteenth century. But,
it was only in 1971 that Robert Gilpin—in reaction to the emerging literature
on transnational relations—first began to examine systematically the relationship
between political power and international economic openness, and in 1973 that
Charles Kindleberger drew a connection between British economic decline,
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American ascendancy, and the Great Depression. By the late 1970s, this research
program had helped define the nascent field of international political economy.
It had also received a catchy appellation: the theory of hegemonic stability.!
The program’s rise to prominence was based, in my view, on both its simple
causal structure and its seeming fit with empirical reality, explaining in concise
terms the two greatest periods of international economic openness. It was (and
remains) analytically and empirically seductive.

Much discussed, debated, and criticized, the research program’s popularity
now appears to have peaked. At a gathering of West Coast international rela-
tionists to examine the state of theory in our field, my attempt to put the theory
of hegemonic stability on the agenda produced catcalls—a sure sign that our
collective attention span is waning.

A half-life of two decades is not bad in a discipline more prone to fads than
the fashion industry—I say “half-life” because our theories are never discarded,
just relegated to our graduate syllabi. Nonetheless, consigning the research
program to the academic museum to be observed only by incredulous graduate
students dressed in more modern garb is, I believe, premature. I too am dis-
appointed in the extent of both theoretical and empirical progress within the
research program. Yet, I believe the emperor is clothed—even if his raiment is
unstylish, incomplete, and perhaps abused. This article aims to clarify and
reinvigorate the research agenda. With major retailoring, some of it already
under way, the monarch’s ragged garment can be made more elegant and given
a better fit.

In this essay, I develop the following arguments. The theory of hegemonic
stability is not a single theory, but a research program composed of two, ana-
lytically distinct theories. Leadership theory builds upon the theory of public goods
and focuses on the production of international stability, redefined below as the
international economic infrastructure. The theory is extended here by identi-
fying its necessary and sufficient conditions and explicating when leadership is
likely to be benevolent or coercive. Hegemony theory seeks to explain patterns of
international economic openness. There are three distinct variants here, united
by a common focus on national trade policy preferences but deriving these
preferences from very different analytic roots. The core logic of these variants
and questions for future research are discussed.

In the final section, I argue that neither leadership nor hegemony theory has
been tested adequately by existing empirical studies. Some responsibility lies
with the theorists, who have generally failed to present their arguments in a
clear, logical, and falsifiable fashion. Empiricists, however, have not been suffi-
ciently sensitive to variations in the theory and have produced studies that suffer
from the twin ills of underspecification and theoretical “over-extension.” Given
the state of existing theory, I conclude, our ambition at this stage should not be
to seek decisive disconfirmation of the research program but to provide guidance
for further theoretical refinement.

The Research Program

The so-called theory of hegemonic stability is composed of at least two distinct
variants, which I shall refer to as leadership theory and hegemony theory. These
two theories are united by a methodological commitment to positivism, a concern
with the functioning of the international economy, an independent variable—

1As with many others, this appellation was coined by Robert Keohane (1980). As will become clear below, it
is actually a misnomer. Given its widespread acceptance, however, the label is unlikely to be superseded by another.
Thus, I defer to common practice.
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the structure of the international economic system, and the assumption that
states, at least in their conduct of foreign affairs, are rational, unitary actors.
Their differences, however, are equally fundamental.

Leadership theory is based upon the theory of public goods and seeks to
explain the provision of international stability, reconceptualized below as the
production of an international economic infrastructure. Hegemony theory fo-
cuses on the different structurally derived trade policy preferences of states and
attempts to explain international economic openness, defined as the sum of the
free trade and protectionist elements in the foreign economic policies of, at
least, the largest states within the system.2 There is considerable variation within
each approach, noted where appropriate below.

Practitioners often blur their theories by mixing elements from the two tra-
ditions.3 This tendency is understandable, as the theories are not necessarily
incompatible; according to at least some variants, countries can be leaders and
hegemons at the same time. Nonetheless, the failure to recognize the distinct
nature of these research traditions is a major source of the conceptual muddle
we now face. Progress cannot occur unless we understand and explicate the
internal logic of each theory.

This focus on leadership and hegemony theory is self-consciously narrow. It
excludes related research programs on hegemony and war, such as the long
cycle (Modelski, 1987; J. S. Goldstein, 1988) and power transition (Organski,
1958; Organski and Kugler, 1980; Doran, 1991) schools. While similar in struc-
ture, and plagued by many of the same problems, comparing the international
political economy and international security research programs would unduly
burden the present essay.

Even though they are often insightful and commonly build upon the early
contributions of leadership and hegemony theory, I also exclude “interpretative”
accounts of hegemony and international economic leadership (e.g., Wallerstein,
1974, 1980; Cox, 1987; Gill, 1990; Gill and Law, 1988; Rupert, 1990). Com-
paring this research program to the self-declared positivist program reviewed
here would also broaden the essay beyond reasonable limits. More important,
and reflecting deep methodological and epistemological differences, I question
the utility of interpretations of the international political economy that lack a
clear, deductive foundation. While hegemony may provide a convenient and,
by this point, somewhat uncontroversial tool in a narrative of nineteenth and
twentieth century international economic history, the ongoing difficulties of
specifying concrete causal statements suggest that the interpretative tool is flawed
and the account biased. Although the remainder of this essay is critical of
leadership and hegemony theory, these criticisms do not, to my mind, constitute
or justify an assault on positivist and generally rationalist theories of interna-
tional political economy. Rather, the criticisms below are intended to identify
issues and potential avenues for further theoretical development. Improving
the quality of leadership and hegemony theory is an end in itself. It may also
help us assess better the utility of the concept of hegemony in other research
programs.

Finally, I do not compare the explanatory success of the theory of hegemonic
stability to other research programs in international political economy—espe-

2Webb and Krasner (1989) draw a similar distinction but imply that the “security version of the hegemonic
stability theory,” what I call hegemony theory, subsumes the collective goods argument. In my view, the logics
are substantially different (but not incompatible) and should be treated separately.

3For instance, Robert Gilpin works within a public goods approach, but assumes that states pursue multiple
objectives—including political power. As I define the approaches here, Gilpin mixes elements of leadership and
hegemony theory. For a recent statement of his views see Gilpin (1987: especially 87-88). Robert Pahre (1989,
1990) also straddles the fence I have constructed between these theories.



