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Abstract: The dynamics of the economic and political transformations of the second 
half of the twentieth century, especially since the 1970s, deepened interdependence 
among countries, raised the productive restructuring movement, and intensified both 
international trade and finance. This new dynamics attracted the attention of many 
scholars of International Political Economy (IPE) and started a new academic debate. 
Generally, those authors characterized the international conjuncture either by the 
existence of an American hegemony or by the multipolar character of the present 
order. Nevertheless, almost none of them questioned the notions behind the so-called 
victory of liberalism and the apparent decreasing role of the national states. In this 
sense, this paper reviews those main IPE theories concerned about the 1970s’ crisis 
and presents the theory of Global Power, drafted by José Luis Fiori. Thus, it aims at 
demonstrating the potential of this theory to renew the current IPE discussions from 
a critical perspective.
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1. Introduction

International Political Economy (IPE) emerged as a response to changes that the 
system underwent in the beginning of the 1970s. These changes were essentially 
perceived as a crisis of the American hegemony and the new forms of economic 
relations, represented by the rising multinational corporations and the renewed 
commercial and financial flows, which burgeoned on the liberalization and dereg-
ulation trend. Several theories were formulated in this new field of studies, both 
with “solving problem” and “critical” orientations, to use Cox’s classification. In 
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the first field, the theoretical elaboration began with the Hegemonic Stability 
Theory (HST) of Kindleberger and Gilpin and later progressed in the direction of 
the complex interdependence and the “liberal neoinstitutionalism” theories during 
the 1970s and 1980s. Interesting enough, HST, whose main concern was the pres-
ervation of American power and the liberal international capitalist order, was a 
decisive influence on at least one main theory of the “critical” camp, the World 
Systems (WS) perspective, especially in the way articulated by Giovanni Arrighi.

The HST–WS link demonstrates one underlining association between the origi-
nal IPE traditions formed in the 1970s: they were all focused on the problems that 
had an impact on the center of the world capitalist system, and specifically on the 
United States. In other words, they were two sides of the same debate. However, 
the conjuncture that was opened by the “crisis of the 1970s” was not only a sys-
tem-core event, to use WS terminology, but had a decisive influence in the worlds 
periphery and on the debate about the “development” that raged in Latin America 
since soon after World War II, animated by the ideas formulated by United Nations 
Economic Commission on Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC, or in 
Spanish and Portuguese, CEPAL). In our view, this debate must be viewed as an 
IPE debate as well, since it involves the relation between power and wealth in the 
international arena. The wave of changes that began in 1970 affected the develop-
ment debate through the impact that liberalization had on the dismantling of 
“Developmental States.” This, together with the repressive tone that dominated 
“developmentalism” in its later stages, especially in Brazil, led to the formulation 
and dissemination of the dependency theories by the Marxists, as well as several 
attempts to reform the structuralist theory.

Today, it is important to acknowledge the fact that virtually all the currents 
mentioned above, originated in the crisis of the 1970s, were severely contested by 
the events and trends that dominated the systemic conjuncture opened by that 
crisis. In that sense, HST and WS failed to account for the continuation of 
American power, the same problem that complex interdependence and neoliberal 
institutionalism faced. The latter still struggles with the additional failure of liber-
alization and international organizations to promote, even in moderated and tone-
down forms, democracy, development, and equality throughout the world, as it 
had predicted. The same disconnection between theory, reality, and political pro-
jects and outcomes plagues the periphery perspectives originated during the 1970s 
and 1980s, which saw its hopes for socialist revolution or egalitarian and autono-
mous capitalist development systematically frustrated. Simultaneously with the 
crisis of the theoretical-political intellectual traditions of the IPE, which are part of 
a larger liberal-illuminist tradition of thought strongly informed by the notion of 
historical progress and modernity, we observe a strengthening of what was fre-
quently classified, by that tradition, as pre-modern or dated phenomena, such as 
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geopolitical competition, religious movements, and nationalism. This strengthens 
the need for a deep theoretical innovation, which goes beyond the classical illumi-
nist paradigm, and its modern representatives, Marxism and liberalism.

Our objective in this paper is to make a small contribution to both a necessary 
effort of theoretical renovation in IPE and a political renovation, in the sense of a 
new utopian horizon that was lost with the internal crisis of socialist Marxism and 
liberal capitalism in the last decades. We try to do so through the presentation of 
a new IPE perspective, developed by José Luís Fiori, the Capitalist Interstate 
System (CIS) theory, which is tributary of the two main debates of IPE: the one 
that took place in the center of capitalism about hegemony and world order, and 
the one that occurred in the periphery about development. The main points that 
will frame our discussion is the question of hegemony, the nature of capitalist 
development, and the longue dureé (in the braudelian sense) view of the interstate 
capitalist system produced by Fiori. Those three points, in turn, are related with 
the struggle for power and the geopolitical dispute between states that are central 
in the CIS perspective.1

In order to fulfill our purposes, we divided this paper in three sections, apart 
from this introduction and the conclusion. In the first one, we will produce a criti-
cal review of the main IPE perspectives on the post-1970 conjuncture. Then, in the 
second one, the same effort will be made on the theories developed in the periph-
ery. Those two initial sections will provide the base for the presentation of the CIS 
perspective, in the third section, which focuses on the nature of the hegemonic 
power and the geopolitical nature of the national states and capitalist development, 
both points based on the view about the evolution of the system as given since the 
“long sixteenth century.” We conclude with some reflections on the new theoreti-
cal possibilities and the role of autonomy and development as utopian horizon for 
the periphery of capitalism in the new era of renewed geopolitical capitalist strug-
gle of the twenty-first century.

2. CIS: Theoretical Views, Structure, and Dynamics

The formation, history, and the current configuration of capitalism and the national 
state system demonstrate the permanent and inseparable relationship between ter-
ritory, power, and wealth. The interpretation of recent changes requires a histori-
cal approach in order to understand how the initial relationship between these 
three elements was formed and how they made possible the configuration of 
national states and the structuring of the modern world system.

Fernand Braudel (1958) built a paradigmatic approach to investigate the 
temporal dimension of these historical movements in the world system, divid-
ing the historical time in three levels: the timing of events; the cyclical time and 
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the long term, the longue durée. This long-term vision of the history of the 
movement emphasizes a systemic and all-embracing analysis. Following 
Braudel, this section will seek to make a reading of the transformations in the 
states and in the world system. Based on a critical revision of the debates about 
the decline of the American power, we will try to observe the structures and 
dynamics that characterize the movements of the “longue durée,” as expressed 
in the CIS theory.

One of the central points of Braudel’s contributions was to identify the political 
power base of the emergence of national markets, a formation that results from a 
centralizing desire in the fiscal, administrative, military, and mercantile dimen-
sions.2 From this reference, Fiori (2004, 2007, 2008, 2015) proposes a theory of 
power and wealth accumulation in order to revisit the origins of European states 
and their markets, which unfolded in an expansive system of national states—
national economies blocks. The reconstruction of this history of the international 
system is essential to understand how countries assumed hegemonic positions in 
history, while competing with other states to expand their power and wealth. 
Additionally, we support that the formation and expansion of the capitalist system, 
and many experiences of economic development, were not an outcome of “capital 
in general” but a phenomenon of the world of power: the establishment of modern 
territorial states and, at the same time, of the national economies.

Therefore, states constituted themselves internally at the same time as they 
launched themselves in the struggle that resulted in the formation of the modern 
world system. Therefore, in the historical development of the system, there was 
never a state or empire that dissolved the others, but a more powerful national state 
that imposes its will in the system during a limited period of time. And, as it 
imposes its will, it also imposes its particular national interests to the other states. 
In this sense, the theoretical option of considering the modern world system as an 
interstate capitalist system (Fiori 2004, 2008, 2015) presupposes, since its origins 
and through its historical expansion, the permanent and insuperable importance of 
the national states to the development of capitalism.

2.1. The Debate about the Decline of American Power: A Brief Presentation of 
Some Theories about the International System

The dynamics of the economic and political transformations of the second half of 
the twentieth century, especially since the 1970s, deepened interdependence 
among countries, raised the productive restructuring movement, and intensified 
international trade and especially finances. Many scholars of international dynam-
ics sought to understand the meaning and consequences of these economic and 
political transformations. In general, their views differed on the existence of an 
American hegemony and the unipolar or multipolar character of the international 
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order, but almost none of them questioned the victory of liberalism and the 
decreasing role of the national states. The following pages are intended to point 
out, in general terms, the main theories that sought to read and interpret this phe-
nomenon in the field of IPE, having as a base the distinction proposed by Cox 
(1981) between problem-solving theory and critical theory.3

There is no theory disassociated of its historical context. There is a multitude of 
theories in the social sciences and all of them, according to Cox (1981), can be 
interpreted with reference to three dimensions: the perspective, the problematic, 
and the purposeful. The first two refer to the historical and geographical context in 
which the theoretical production is located, organizing themselves through the 
definition of an object of study. The third dimension responds to the political pur-
poses of knowledge production. In this sense, the theory itself is a representation 
of the arrangements of knowledge that contributes to maintaining or not the exist-
ing social order.

As an example of what Cox (1981) calls the problem-solving theory, the HST 
had strong diffusion in the 1970s. Developed by Charles Kindleberger (1973)4 and 
later by Robert Gilpin (1987), it argues that for the rise and maintenance of a lib-
eral world economy one, and only one, hegemonic nation is needed. HST assumes 
that the hegemony is not only a necessary condition for maintaining an open inter-
national economy, but also a sufficient one for creating a cooperative 
environment.

In this perspective, the hegemonic country must offer a range of public goods 
in order to set in motion the liberal world economy. Among them may be high-
lighted the offer of an international currency and the establishment of rules that 
sustain the stability of this system and that punish possible free riders that try to 
get advantages of the liberal environment without contributing to its operation. 
The hegemonic system, however, is intrinsically unstable, because the very liber-
alization that the hegemon promotes leads to the redistribution of political and 
economic power that undermines his position.

That same classification of problem-solving theory may be applied to Robert 
Keohane and Joseph Nye Jr’s (1977) theory of complex interdependence, an 
attempt to explain the international system as existed after the war. The complex 
interdependence thesis was born from the observation that there is an emergence 
of new non-state actors with great influence, such as multinationals, NGOs, mul-
tilateral organizations. Their rise takes place in parallel with the weakening of 
direct military tensions between powers and the emergence of a broader agenda in 
international politics, including telecommunications regulations and environmen-
tal problems. The main theoretical consequence of this reasoning is that the glo-
balization would lead to a multipolar order dominated by cooperation in reasonably 
(but not totally) symmetrical terms between the countries, and this would in turn 
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possibly lead to the development and execution of a broad, constructive and pro-
gressive world agenda.

Both theoretical insights depart from the same general idea of the hegemonic 
country more as a kind of “theoretical abstraction” than as a concrete state or a 
political entity resulting from the ongoing conflict in the international system. In 
this sense, the hegemonic country is a “theoretical entity” almost always associ-
ated with the operational requirements of the international system and an array 
of positive effects on the assembly of structures and mechanism of interaction 
that prevail in that system. Hence the difficulty in explaining, according to Fiori 
(2004), the seemingly paradoxical relationship between the continuing power of 
the hegemon and the systemic crises, or understanding how the hegemonic 
power can be a destabilizing factor to the international order, instead of its 
guardian.

In the critical theory camp, the works of Giovanni Arrighi and Immanuel 
Wallerstein on the modern world system are emblematic. Their theories of 
“hegemonic succession” and “world system,” respectively, sought to understand 
the historical process of capitalism constitution.

Immanuel Wallerstein builds his vision of the international system on top of the 
concept of the modern world system, the capitalist world economy and the inter-
state system. He proposes a new approach on the history of capitalism.5 The 
declared objective of his analysis was to comprehend social change in its totality. 
This pretension implied to define a social system that overcomes the internal and 
external factors dichotomy in the explanation of its dynamics.

According to Wallerstein, the capitalist world economy and the nation-state 
system, with its many cultures, constituted the modern world system. The expan-
sion and consolidation of this world system would begin in parts of Europe and 
America in the sixteenth century and later spread around the globe. What gives 
unity to the world economy is the international division of labor. Economic activ-
ities are divided between central and peripheral according to the profitability 
associated with it, determined by the degree of monopoly obtained. The produc-
tion and circulation of goods are linked across the globe, articulating the different 
national states at different levels within the capital accumulation process, housing 
central or peripheral activities. The national state system operating in the capital-
ist world economy also has asymmetric forces, which allow individual nation-
states to use political, diplomatic, and military mechanisms to create, attract, and 
maintain core activities, and consequently most of the surplus of world produc-
tion, in their territories. Political power is also important in Wallerstein’s per-
spective to supply the system with order necessary to its economic development, 
through the existence of hegemons. Despite the presence of the hegemon not 
considered absolutely necessary to the existence of the world capitalist economy, 
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the author nevertheless connects the decline of American hegemony (a point of 
agreement between he and HST/complex interdependence) with a wave of rising 
costs (by labor, taxes, and environmental issues) that would cause the collapse of 
the system as a whole.

Giovanni Arrighi (1994) adds in his own version of WST the Gramscian idea 
of “consensus,” “moral leadership” alongside with “coercion.” He separates and 
identifies two parallel cycles inside the world system: the cycles of power and the 
economic “capitalist accumulation cycles,” which would be represented by the 
expansion of a determined territorial power. Arrighi identifies, in order, the 
Genoese, Dutch, British, and American cycles. According to him, the capital 
expansion that is since its very beginning international does not submit itself to 
any political command. The states, unable to tame the voracity of the capital flows, 
cooperate with the interests of capital and co-constitute the basis of operation of 
the “world system.” Therefore, the modern world system constitutes itself in an 
economic unit that precedes the very formation of national states.

However, the “world-economy,” to universalize itself and really transform the 
world in an operational reality, would have to control the anarchy, the political 
chaos produced by the existence of sovereign unities of territorial power. 
According to the author, it is from this contradiction that the mechanisms of coor-
dination, cooperation, and conflict of the world system arise. The hegemonic 
cycles, under the tutelage of a state, marked the formation of the currency and the 
international law, regulating the limits of diplomacy, of peace and war.

Within the field of critical theory, one can identify two main problems. The 
first is economicism, which can be identified in Wallerstein’s broad historical 
analysis. Although recognizing the central role of states in the development of the 
WS, in his view the central logic of this system would be the profit motive, in 
which the protagonists are the capitalists, not the territorial powers. In fact, the 
very concept of “world economy” is constructed to overcome the state, and with it 
the power struggle, as frameworks and units of analysis. The Wallerstein eco-
nomic focus is further demonstrated by his analysis of the predicted collapse of the 
system, which the author attributes basically to a costs glut.

In addition to economicism, and derived from it, Wallerstein’s analysis adds a 
second problem, which is precisely the assignment, imported from the HST, of a 
functional role of system stabilizer to the leading state or hegemonic country. This 
leads, as in the case of Kindleberger and Gilpin, to the predictions of decline of 
American power by observing the destabilizing role that this country has had since 
the 1970s, in spite of the exponential expansion of US capabilities and resources 
that is evident at least since the fall of the USSR, during the same period.

Wallerstein, however, does not establish hegemony as a central piece in his 
systemic view (for him, the system goes both through hegemonic and 
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non-hegemonic periods). Not so with Arrighi, for whom hegemony is an essential 
component to the evolution of the system. Partly due to this factor, the author 
opens up more space than Wallerstein for geopolitical competition, but makes 
clear its subordination (and the succession of hegemonies) to the dynamics of 
capital accumulation, expressed by the M–C–M cycle extracted from Marxist 
theory. Within its scheme, the interstate dispute during the hegemonic transition 
has a functional role in triggering the financial expansion, which, in turn, signals 
and enables the hegemonic transition. Hegemony is also read from this functional 
role: Its difference in relation to interstate competition and war is that it would be 
the enabler not of financial expansion but the material expansion, the other face of 
the systemic cycles of accumulation.

A significant development within the critical field in recent years, and that 
contains a commendable autonomy from the perspectives developed by the authors 
linked directly to American power, was the contribution of Radhika Desai (2013) 
to the debate on the evolution of the system and the post-1970 conjuncture. One 
reason for this gap is the critique that Desai constructed of the critical theories 
themselves, especially through a genealogy of the concept of hegemony as embod-
ied by the theory of the world system, that is associated not to Gramsci but to the 
theory of hegemonic stability and the US global power project in effect since 
1945. This critique allows the formulation of the argument by which American 
hegemony never had a benevolent or functional role, but it was always the result 
of Washington’s imperial designs, although such desires have never been consum-
mated. In addition, Desai breaks with the notion that assigns the logic of the sys-
tem to private operators and capital and seeks to incorporate the state as a central 
actor, which opens space to the understanding of uneven and combined develop-
ment as a key process in systemic evolution.

The critical understanding of hegemony and the centrality of states and of une-
ven and combined development are reflected in the analysis of Desai on the post-
war and the current systemic conjuncture. For her, the United States was unable to 
gain and maintain a hegemonic position after 1945. In this sense, the period 
between 1945 and 2008 was marked by strong instability, and the bipolarity of the 
Cold War, economic globalization of the 1990s, and the short empire of the 2000s 
were manifestations of a transition to a multipolar order, based on the existence of 
strong regional powers. The 2008 economic crisis has accelerated the coming 
about of this multipolar international order and put an end to the American project 
of establishing global hegemony in the English model.

The origin of the US hegemonic attempt failure would be the characteristics of 
its foreign expansion, which was based not on a territorial domination logic, as the 
European imperialism, but concentrated on making the dollar the international 
monetary reference, with political and financial control centralized in the city of 
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New York. Therefore, economic expansion dissociated from political control 
capability on its own “economic territory” is the source of the failure of US 
hegemony project.

The contributions of Desai paved the way to a dislocation of the debate, from 
its strictly central and economic dimension towards a more broad perspective that 
comprehends without determinisms the dynamics of power and the impact of 
states until today understood as peripheral in the system. Nevertheless, in order 
that potential be fully realized, it is necessary, from our point of view, to over-
come some theoretical challenges that relate to the weight given to the economic 
variables in the understanding of American hegemony and its crisis. In that sense, 
it is necessary in the first place to recognize that American hegemony, which 
includes the role of the dollar as world currency, even if it did not exist as a neu-
tral and benevolent function of the system, was an effective reality while a global 
manifestation of the power of a specific national state, the United States. In fact, 
the American power in this period even supplanted the British in its hegemonic 
apex, especially in its financial dimension after 1970, due to the consolidation of 
the “flexible dollar” standard (Serrano 2002). This flexible dollar eliminated all 
material coverage, also eliminated all and any limitations to the debt and money 
emissions of that country, and any negative impact that the size of the debt may 
have over its international position. In that sense, debt and monetary emission do 
not constitute themselves, in our point of view, of restrictions or signals of crisis 
of the American power, but manifestations of its vitality and expansion. Moreover, 
since the new financial and debt configuration are not problems to the American 
leadership, the same must be said of the new productive configuration of that 
country. The outsourcing of manufacturing activities of low and medium aggre-
gated value, in spite of having negative social repercussions internally, does not 
mean decline, since American power and its accumulation of capital are based 
today in the capital and technology-intensive sectors that the US economy con-
tinues to dominate.

It is also important to remember that the American power operated geopoliti-
cally since 1945 in the global arena, and one of the dimensions of said operation 
was the strengthening of the national capitalisms: in Europe, Japan, and Latin 
America before 1970 and China ever since. Therefore, there is not a contradiction 
between American power and the development of national capitalisms, the latter 
being manifestations of the strategy of the former combined with the will power 
and wealth of the local elites, together with its specific economic potentials. In 
sum, the analysis of American power and its insertion in the global geopolitical 
game allows the casting of new light on the combined and uneven developments, 
and at the same time permits us to understand that there is no strict economic limi-
tation to the continuation of American hegemony.
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3. Peripheral Visions: The Conjuncture and the Debate on 
Development

As mentioned in the introduction, the main concern of the periphery debate after 
World War II was development. In fact, development, understood as the overcom-
ing of the income and autonomy gap that existed between the peripheral and core 
countries, would remain, even if in different ways, being the focus of much of the 
theoretical work in Latin America, and especially in Brazil, until today. The first 
systematic approach of this problem was done by ECLAC after 1949 and relied on 
a characterization of the developed economies, mostly work of Celso Furtado 
(1962). Furtado argued that those economies were dominated by high productiv-
ity, which was the result of a process that began by an extensive enlargement of 
the market and a deeper division of labor, which created both demand and eco-
nomic surplus, then canalized to productive investments due to the entrepreneur-
ship spirit of the capitalists.6 The investments would occur in a pace superior to the 
growth of the labor force, and this would in turn generate a drive toward better 
salaries, pressuring the margin of returns. In order to counter this tendency, the 
capitalists would direct investments toward labor-saving machines and techniques, 
increasing labor productivity, and leading to the creation of a capital goods sector 
that, maintained by the investments, would function as an endogenous driving 
force to the economy. All this would lead to an economy engineered toward self-
sustained growth and increasing productivity, and both growth and productivity 
would, due to increasing salaries, be homogenously distributed among all seg-
ments of the economy (Furtado 1962; Rodriguez 2009).

Furtado then compared this model with the historical evolution of Latin-
American economies. What happened in this continent was that the productive 
system was dependent on foreign demand, and this was chronically insufficient to 
promote the incorporation of all the labor force in the high productivity sectors 
oriented toward the external markets. The consequence was the formation of a 
giant labor force surplus that was employed in a subsistence sector. This sector, in 
turn, had a perverse effect on the development of the dependent economy, in two 
ways: First, it guaranteed that the salaries paid in the high productivity sector were 
leveled at the subsistence level, eliminating the incentive toward investment in 
labor-saving techniques and machines and consequently also eliminating the drive 
toward increasing productivity. Moreover, the small increase in productivity was 
unevenly distributed, also because of the low salaries. In second place, the exist-
ence of the subsistence sector led to the phenomenon called deterioration of the 
terms of trade (DTT), which was the decline of the prices of primary goods vis-à-
vis the manufactured ones. This occurred because, during the downward move-
ments of the global economy, the union tradition and the labor scarcity in the 
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center blocked the reduction on the prices of the industrial goods. The exact 
reverse occurred in Latin America, where the lack of labor surplus and depend-
ency on external markets meant that the adjustment in prices would occur in the 
primary items. The significance of the DTT was that, at the same time that Latin 
American economies suffered from low productivity, the scarce gains that it did 
manage to build were, through this distortion in international trade, appropriated 
by the core industrial economies (Rodriguez 2009; Furtado 1962; Mantega 1984).

The structuralists believed that industrialization would be the answer to this 
situation, in the sense that an industrial sector would absorb the labor surplus and 
thus create both incentive toward investment in better productivity and elimina-
tion of the root causes of the DTT. In addition, provided there was already a capi-
tal goods sector, the investments themselves, in a similar manner of the advanced 
countries, would provide an internal and self-sustained drive to the economy. All 
this, however, due to the conditions present in Latin America, would require an 
active role of the state in the promotion of the industrialization process, through 
planification of the economy, coordination of investments of the private sector, 
and even direct investment and management of some sectors of the economy, such 
as energy, transportation, and basic industries.

The progression of events after 1960, however, would conspire to disprove 
ECLAC’s optimism about the transforming potential of industry in Latin America. 
Actually, only three countries on the continent ever managed to produce a signifi-
cant industrializing process (Brazil, Mexico, and Argentina), and of those only 
Brazil created a complete and integrated industrial park. It was not for other reason 
that the discussion of industrial development and its obstacles was most focused in 
the Brazilian case. However, even there industrialization took a path most unex-
pected, and unwelcomed, by the structuralists. The political and economic crisis of 
the 1960s led to the stagnation theses. According to Tavares (1972), the diminish-
ing returns of the modern industrial sectors, due to their need to operate with ele-
vated idle capacity in response to the small size of the durable goods market, and 
the incapacity of the same modern sectors to absorb workforce, would compress 
investment and economic growth, at the same time causing an uneven distribution 
of wealth. The envisioned solution, the base reforms, not only were never imple-
mented but contributed to the political polarization that led to the 1964 coup and 
the military regime.

However, before the militaries managed to restart industrialization, the distor-
tions in the industrializing process, identified in the beginning of the 1960s by 
ECLAC, led to theses arguing that the lack of markets and the excess capacity of 
the capital-intensive industries would lead to the stagnation of the Brazilian econ-
omy. This scenario could only be prevented with a program of reforms directed to 
the distribution of wealth, combined with new direction for the investments toward 
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the manufacturing of popular consumption items. However, the restart of the 
industrializing processes in the wake of the income-concentrating policies of the 
military dictatorship led to a review of the stagnation thesis, and of the very struc-
turalist view of the development process, in the direction of a model that disassoci-
ated industrialization of distribution of wealth or the general well-being. Instead, 
it was argued that the concentration of income via compressed salaries and 
increased taxes promoted by the military regime was functional to growth because 
it created economic surpluses necessary for heavy investments and market in the 
middle classes, mainly via credit in the reformed financial system, for sophisti-
cated durable consumer goods (Tavares 1972). In the new structuralist model, 
there was also a break with the reflex economy view: Now it was believed that the 
presence of the capital goods sector and a complete industrial structure led to an 
internal cyclical dynamic of the Brazilian economy, produced by waves of invest-
ment that preceded the demand (Tavares 1978). The last blow to the stagnation 
thesis and its implications came in the form of the argument that the present indus-
trial structure, as built by the military regime, was capacitated to provide for a 
mass consumption economy. This idea was fundamental to the Workers Party 
economic policy implemented in the 2000s, which sought precisely to enlarge the 
access of the excluded population to the production of the industrial park consti-
tuted during the import substitution industrialization (ISI) phase (Bielschowsky 
and Mussi 2012).

It is possible to conclude from this brief review of structuralist interpretation of 
the Latin-American development process that this school of thought had a contin-
ued impact on the formulation of “developmentalist,” and later leftist, economic 
policies. At the same time, however, it has major problems in providing an accu-
rate analysis of the dynamics of the process itself. In that sense, it was first sur-
prised by the crisis of the 1960s and then the solution that was implemented to it. 
This forced a major revision that made structuralists disassociate industrialization 
from income distribution, which was a fundamental point in their model. Then, in 
the 1980s and 1990s, with the neoliberal rise, economic development was simply 
dislocated from the center of the agenda, leading structuralists to another major 
review and theoretical retreat. This conjuncture led them to associate themselves 
with the left and to advocate income distribution programs that had few innova-
tions in its analysis of the development dynamic itself. Instead, it incorporated the 
productive structure inherited by the military dictatorship. Today, this new pro-
gram is again in trouble with the economic and political crisis of the Dilma 
Rousseff administration.

The difficulties of the structuralists in their analysis of development are pre-
cisely due to their economic focus. In spite of being tributaries of the economic 
thought of Hamilton and List in their defense of protectionist policies and state-led 
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development, ECLAC’s view lack the geopolitical dynamics present in those 
authors’ perspectives. This did not allow them to understand the geopolitical 
causes and objectives of Brazil’s industrializations strategy: In reality, Brazil’s 
industrialization, which was the structuralists’ paradigmatic case of analysis, was 
never intended to be an instrument of economic liberation from central capitalism, 
or for promotion of income equality, as the theory maintained. It was, instead, the 
economic dimension of a project to contain Argentine power in the Southern Cone 
(Zortéa Vieira, 2013). At the same time, it allowed them to be put off-balance by 
the end of developmentalism itself, which also had geopolitical roots: Countries 
with different geopolitical insertions, such as those in East Asia, managed to react 
to the new liberalization conjuncture preserving the state’s role in the economy as 
well as their corporate structures. And China managed to build its own giant and 
effective developmental state in the same period.

The impact of ECLAC’s failure in understanding the dynamics of peripheral 
development would be central in the formulation of the CIS perspective, as we 
will seek to demonstrate in the next section.

4. Contemporary CIS and the CIS Perspective

As we can see, the main issue that plagued the IPE and systemic conjuncture 
analysis both in the center and in the periphery was economical determinism, in 
different ways. The debate about the decline of American hegemony that domi-
nated central IPE suffered from this problem because it made the analysts both 
from problem-solving and critical perspectives to view the leading state in the 
system as a mere facilitator of economic orders. Once they defined hegemony as a 
functional entity, they were ready to see decline whenever the United States acted 
on its interest and not in the “benevolent” way the theory predicted. They persisted 
in this path even when it became almost evident that these actions, such as the 
financial liberalization and the bellicose policies enacted from the 1970s and 
1980s on, actually resulted in increased American power, not its diminishing.

Economic determinism also affected the development debate that marked 
periphery analysis since the coming about of the structuralist perspective in the 
1950s. The structuralists viewed development as an essentially economical prob-
lem and did not integrate internal politics or geopolitics in their model. The result 
was a school of thought focused on narrow economic solutions, specially to the 
left camp after the 1964 coup in Brazil, that are chronically insufficient and invari-
ably end up being run over by events and conjunctures dominated by political and 
geopolitical processes and logics. The main alternative to the structuralist perspec-
tive, Dependency Theory, broke with their faith in the possibility of capitalist 
autonomous development in the periphery. However, both in its “dependent 
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development” sub-current of Cardoso and Faletto, or its “super-exploitation of 
work” view present in the works of Marini and Dos Santos (2011), the problem is 
defined as an economic one, mediated by class interest. The absence of the inter-
state dispute and geopolitics in these cases resulted in catastrophic theoretical and 
political developments as the first perspective believed in overcoming the income 
gap through dependent integration, and the second in a polarization between 
socialism and fascism that never happened.

In order to overcome the difficulties and errors of the economy-referenced 
theories above, it would be necessary to articulate a perspective not based on 
economic logic or categories, at the same time incorporating the deep historical 
view present on some of the critical camp theories, such as WST. This was the 
challenge undertook by the CIS perspective, a result of the work of a group of 
professors at the Institute of Economy, Federal University of Rio de Janeiro, ini-
tially led by Maria da Conceição Tavares and formulated primarily by José Luís 
Fiori. The CIS perspective is based in the centrality of power, which is viewed as 
an asymmetric and primary social relationship, in accordance with Thomas 
Hobbes (2003), and having an essentially triangular and competitive nature, fol-
lowing the ideas of Niccolo Machiavelli (1998). The triangular nature of power 
manifests itself in the international dimension by the constant dispute between 
sovereign powers (P1) and its rivals (P2, P3, P4, . . .) and subjects (S). These 
postulates about the character of power are then applied to a long-term view on 
the development of the system, which begins in the “long thirteenth century” and 
continues until today.

4.1. The Historical Development of the CIS

What draws attention in the moment of origin of the system is that it took place 
in a region (Northwest Europe) where the “Wheels of Commerce,” or the mar-
ket, were much less developed than in other regions of Eurasia at that time. 
This finding leads to the incorporation in the global power theory of the con-
cept, formulated by Braudel, that capitalism does not identify itself with the 
competitive market, but with the extraordinary accumulation that is only pos-
sible precisely through the subversion of the market, through the institution of 
monopolies, in turn only possible via the association between capital and polit-
ical power.

For Braudel, the impulse behind this association between wealth and power, sub-
versive of competition, would be ultimately the market itself. From the point of view 
of global power, however, the impetus that gave rise to the growing fusion between 
the accumulation of capital and the accumulation of power, which is the defining 
feature of the European “capitalist interstate system,” came not of economy and 
trade but from the world of conquest and geopolitical competition (Fiori 2007).
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It happens that the definition of power described above as a relation submitted 
to a constant competitive and systemic pressure translates itself into the need of all 
and every unit inserted in a power system to accumulate more power. As the 
means to do so, par excellence, are war and preparation for war, these activities 
become chronic within the system. In order to pay the costs of war and preparation 
for war, key elements of the quest for power, the rulers seek to extract resources 
from their populations and territories. It is this pursuit that leads to the imposition 
of taxes, which, as an act of force of the sovereign, historically became the initial 
form of distinction between “necessary labor” and “surplus labor.” By forcing 
people to separate a part of their production from what would be consumed was  
necessary for the reproduction of the labor force. In this sense, the surplus comes 
from taxation, and not the opposite, with taxation occurring after the economy 
obtains a certain level of wealth and productivity, as set out in classical political 
economy. At the same time, the value of the tribute in the currency proclaimed by 
the sovereign becomes the fundamental price and value of the “community of pay-
ments” identified and defined by the currency and the tax capacity of the territorial 
state (Fiori 2007).

The relationship between geopolitical competition, taxation and currency, and 
surplus production manifests itself in the purely economic plan as an impetus for 
the expansion of production, productivity, and exchanges. The last one leads to the 
monetization of the economy, due to the growing needs of the sovereign power for 
resources, given the increase in the costs of war and preparation for war. In the 
case of the European “long thirteenth century,” however, only the taxation, as a 
result of the intensity of geopolitical competition and relative poverty and scarcity 
of arable land, proved itself insufficient to cover these increasing costs of the 
fighting and conquest activities of the emerging territorial states (Fiori 2007).

The princes then started looking for the needed resources through relationships 
with the financial and commercial network covering the European continent, 
doing so through loans from merchant-bankers, who were paid in cash but mostly 
in privileged positions and concessions, to be explored by capitalists, such as trade 
monopolies and taxation rights in certain areas, usually won in the military cam-
paigns. It thus formed a relationship in which capital is accumulated converting 
itself into the form of “power,” not in the “commodity” form, as in a competitive 
market economy. In this accumulation process via “political surplus value,” the 
money would not have, without the power, the access to the monopolistic posi-
tions; and the power, without the money, would not be able to overcome its ten-
dency to fragmentation, dominant when its base was only the population and the 
territory under its domain (Fiori 2004).

The association between the princes and the European cosmopolitan financial 
market network started in the long thirteenth century would see a revolution in the 
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“long sixteenth century.” According to Fernand Braudel, it was then that the territo-
rial political powers extracted, from within the “world economy,” the so-called 
“National Markets,” coherent economic units internally and relatively protected, by 
tariff barriers and other devices, from the outside world. However, Braudel, with his 
focus on the “Wheels of Commerce” and the world economy, was not able to explain 
the reasons that led the political power to articulate such economic innovation.

It is possible to argue that the origin of territorial states, as well as its funda-
mental objective, derives from the constant power struggle described above. 
However, this fight underwent major transformations in the “long sixteenth cen-
tury.” What happens is that in this period a number of geopolitical chessboards, 
constituted by competition and war between its constituent units, were unified by 
the rise of the hegemonic thrust of the Habsburgs. It came into existence, between 
the religious wars and the Thirty Years’ War, in parallel to the Braudelian world 
economy, a “world politics” of warring and expansive units, which, with the inclu-
sion of Russia after the Great Northern War, spread from Lisbon to the Urals 
(Fiori 2004). The emergence of this “world politics” represented an intensification 
of pressure on the units initially positioned at its core, and especially England, 
which suffered the direct challenge of powers greater than herself, such as Spain, 
France, and even the Netherlands during this period.

The British response to this geopolitical challenge came in the formation of the 
first market or national economy, then copied by other Great European Powers 
through an effort of capital nationalization. From then on, the national economy 
was denominated in national currency and financed the national “public debt,” 
restructured from the creation of the Bank of England in 1694 to ensure for the 
British government broader terms and lower interest rates (the “Financial 
Revolution”). In exchange for its association with the British State, the “national” 
capitalists were given privileged access to the financial system and the internal 
market and the colonial markets and other monopolistic positions acquired and 
protected by the armed forces, also nationalized under control of London. This has 
created a strong association, quantitatively and qualitatively different from the rela-
tionship between rulers and the cosmopolitan merchant-bankers of the previous 
phase, between the expansion of power and the economic territory of the national 
state and its finances and the capital accumulation associated with it (Fiori 2004).

These “National Blocks” of power and capital came into life, in this way, with 
an expansive momentum arising from geopolitical competition, which led to the 
articulation of increasingly larger external economic spaces, in order to stimulate 
the accumulation of capital and sustain ever-growing levels of spending associ-
ated with the evolution and spread of military power. Consequently, there was an 
expansion movement of the system itself, to the extent that the Great Powers or 
“National Blocks” were pushed toward incorporating its economic areas in regions 
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outside Europe (Fiori 2004). This movement did not occur uniformly over time 
but through four moments of “expansive explosions” in the interstate system. This 
would occur during the “long thirteenth century” (1150–1350), the “long sixteenth 
century” (1450–1650), the “long nineteenth century” (1790–1914) and again from 
the 1970s to the present day. These “Expansive Explosions” were composed of 
two phases: the first one dominated by a “Competitive Pressure” in which there is 
renewed Great Power expansionist drive and intrasystemic conflict, followed by 
an explosive phase in which the successful powers would project themselves out-
side themselves, pushing the boundaries of their own “world universe,” i.e., their 
own CIS.

At the same time, the expansion of the National Blocks and the system itself 
was always accompanied by the so-called “capital globalization.” However, in its 
expansive movement, capital never lost its association, via currency, debt, and 
the financial system, with their national states of origin, which are the source of 
privileged and monopolistic positions that make possible its accelerated accumu-
lation. This dependence on power (and on territorial power) remains to this day, 
even after the collapse of the Colonial Empires, when the monetary and financial 
barriers that determined the capacity of borrowing and investment, of exploration 
of markets and of scientific and technological development, replaced the legal 
barriers in the delimitation of the outer economic spaces of the Great Powers 
(Fiori 2004).

4.2. CIS: Perspective and the Problem of Development and Hegemony

The general dynamics of expansion of the National Blocks translates itself in the 
particular problem of relative wealth of the states and nations or, contemporarily, 
“national development.” In CIS perspective, the different national development 
processes occur in response to geopolitical challenges, as an invasion or threat of 
foreign invasion. The development agenda is formulated as having reference 
objectives from outside the economy itself, as an instrument for national defense, 
and is managed by a strategic core inside the leadership of the state that remains in 
charge in spite of changes in political regimes or governments. This strategic core 
is characterized in its conduct toward development by an instrumental understand-
ing of the economy and economics and manages to sustain the countries’ fiscal 
and financial credibility even when they systematically disrespect orthodox or lib-
eral principles. In other words, the problem of development is not an economic 
one and is governed by the logic of power and politics, not of markets, capital, and 
financial transactions. Consequently, the solution to its contradictions and particu-
lar issues shall be discovered not in economic theory, in class struggles based on 
economic interest or the “right” economic policies, but in the doctrines of war, the 
international alignments, and the power strategies of nations.
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In the same way as national development, hegemony was also a result of the 
geopolitical character of capitalism and its “National Blocks”: Since the origin of 
the CIS, the impetus of the imperial became the contradictory (but central) charac-
ter of the first state forms. As they expanded at the same time they were formed, 
modern states were always hybrid beings, “half-states and half-empires.” These 
countries, while still seeking to impose their power and their internal sovereignty, 
already expanded out of their territory, their colonial domains, and their zones of 
economic influence. To the extent that the “National Block” conquered new ter-
ritories and outside economic spaces, a tendency of monopolization of power was 
created by one of these blocks that was more successful in its expansive strategy. 
This possibility was most evident in the case of the so-called British and American 
hegemony, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, respectively. However, even 
in the case of these two countries, the global extension of its economic territory 
did not mean the elimination of competition between nation states or the formation 
of a World Empire, for two main reasons.

The first is that the hegemonic state remains, as it approaches global power, a 
nation state, i.e., a power that is systemic by nature and therefore has its internal 
structure (economic, ideological, and military) dependent, for its own survival, on 
the continuity of interstate competition. This means that the hegemon cannot act 
as a functional stabilizer of the system, as it always seeks to expand its power, 
even at the cost of its own allies. In this sense, its military strength, its currency, 
and its financial system, which continue to be national, also continue to be strate-
gic tools for the enlargement of hegemonic power and therefore they can never 
fulfill the role of “public goods.”

At the same time, the expansion of the hegemonic power, being based on inter-
state competition, cannot eliminate itself and create a global empire. Therefore, 
the Leader State is “condemned” largely to remain a participant in the interstate 
competition for more power and thus, if necessary, destroy the institutions, rules, 
and regimes that he himself sponsored at an earlier time.

The second reason for the impossibility of a “world empire” is the very reaction 
of other nation states displaced by the expansion of the national Leader State, 
given that this expansion, far from being beneficial and stabilizing, leads, in the 
absence of states capable of acting as a counterweight to the hegemon, to a system-
atically arbitrary behavior. Therefore, it is logically impossible for any state to 
stabilize the system.

5. Conclusion

Realism, geopolitics, and power politics are usually seen as processes restricted to 
the rationality of the state leaders, being alien or opposed to the interests and 
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deliberation of society in general. And the realist school of thought in international 
relations in particular has contributed not only to the reinforcement of these con-
ceptions but to the analytical separation of politics and power from economics. At 
the same time, the discussion on this paper argued the IPE interpretation of hegem-
onic power was based on its functional role as an economic order stabilizer and 
was incompatible with autonomous development unless it was in decline or even 
imminent collapse.

We understand that complements the CIS perspective, tributary to the central 
discussion on hegemony and to the peripheral discussion on development, is a 
valuable contribution to these paradigms. It seems more important in a moment 
when continuing American power shares space with the ascending BRICS pow-
ers and when none of the promises of the several theoretical currents, liberal, 
developmentalist, or socialist, materialized in the twenty-first century. The CIS 
perspective has the strength to better understand the international conjuncture by 
using power a reference, instead of economic categories. At the same time it 
understands power as a dynamic social relation (as the classical realists) not as an 
inert capability (as the modern ones do). Alongside this, with a historical view of 
the evolution of the interstate system, the CIS perspective breaks with the econ-
omicist conception of development and with the functional view of hegemony 
and opens space for a new interpretation of the relation between these categories. 
Development can be seen as a reaction to the increasing, and increasingly desta-
bilizing and arbitrary, power of the hegemon. This reaction is defensive and geo-
political in nature, but it is manifested internally through movements and policies 
of protection of the social strata victimized by the agenda of the leading power, 
that is always liberalizing and marked by the promotion of the “self-regulating” 
market, pointing instead to the strengthening of political and social democratiza-
tion. That national reaction7 agenda always comprehends an economic compo-
nent that is summarized in the national development strategies that are, in this 
movement, simultaneously an instrument for the defense of the state against 
external military threats and as stimulus for internal social cohesion, as part of the 
domestic egalitarian trend.

In sum, national development, with its economic and social components, is not 
incompatible with power politics or even with the increasing power of an arbitrary 
hegemon, but is actually stimulated and dependent on those phenomena. However, 
it is incompatible with the great liberal and Marxist utopias of a stable global 
order, that order being based on the market and capital or in a socialist rationality. 
There is no path of development for the system as a whole that does not involve  
conflicts over power and the increasing power of its units, with no logical limit in 
sight. Similarly, there is no such path for its constituent components, the national 
states: as long as they manage to keep their position in the dynamic balance of 
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power, they have a multitude of political, economic, social, and cultural options, 
none better or more in tune with the general system trends than the other. Therefore, 
in the twenty-first century it is possible that the prevailing logic, in contrast with 
the pursuit of “paradises on earth,” anticipated European illuminism that domi-
nated the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, will be the civilizational diversity in 
the midst of a constant dispute for power. Perhaps the time for equality of “cour-
age and strength” that Adam Smith predicted between western and non-western 
peoples has finally arrived, with all its possible consequences.

Notes

1. In this paper, we refer to “Global Power” and “Capitalist Interstate System” theory interchangeably.
2. “A national economy is a political space, transformed by the state as a result of the necessities and 

innovations of economic life, into a coherent, unified economic space whose combined activities 
may tend in the same direction. Only England managed this exploit at an early date. In reference 
to England the term revolution recurs: agricultural, political, financial, and industrial revolutions” 
(Braudel 1977, 99).

3. According to Cox (1981), theories can be divided into problem-solving theory and critical theory. 
The first is stated as functional theory with order and interest in specific reforms that tend to 
improve the functioning of the current mechanisms and power structures. The second criticism is 
dedicated to the understanding of one’s existing order in order to investigate their origin, structure, 
and functioning. Its character of historical and structural analysis asks what is considered natural 
for problem-solving theory. Therefore, critical theory is presented as a possible transformation of 
the order itself.

4. The HST appears when Kindleberger (1973), in studying the 1929 crisis, realizes that this period 
was marked by a transition of power between Great Britain and the United States. The 1929 crisis 
was therefore a demonstration of the absence of a nation that was capable of sustaining a liberal 
international system. Great Britain already showed itself weakened, unable to act during the crisis, 
and the United States showed little disposition to act as the last resort lender. The so-called Pax 
Britannica lasted since the period after the Napoleonic wars until World War I. The American 
hegemony would come to emerge with the end of World War II, consolidating itself with the 
Bretton Woods agreements. The events of the 1970s however would put this position into a crisis. 
Kindleberger therefore asks if this 1970s’ crisis would not be a crisis that would show the collapse 
of American power and fears that an adverse economic scenario like the one from 1929 would hap-
pen again.

5. Wallerstein published two seminal works: The Rise and Future Demise of the World Capitalist 
System: Concepts for Comparative Analysis is the first volume of the book The Modern World-
System I: Capitalist Agriculture and the Origins of the European World-Economy in the Sixteenth 
Century.

6. In this sense, Furtado subscribes to the common and widespread idea in economic thought, origi-
nated in Adam Smith, that the initial production of surplus is essentially an economic phenom-
enon, created by the enlargement of the market, the increased division of labor, and the connected 
increase in productivity. Later in this chapter, we will see that the critique to this point is one of the 
bases of political economy of the CIS perspective.

7. This concept is inspired by the self-protective reactions in Karl Polanyi’s (2007) work.
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