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Introduction

Many hold that hegemons — pre-eminent powers that exercise a leadership role in 
international systems — establish order in line with their own preferences. They see 
hegemons as international quasi-states, able to use their preponderant economic and 
military power to take on some of the functions in world politics that governments per-
form in domestic politics (see Butt, 2013: 578–590). In most approaches, the order 
remains largely inert until the system faces a power transition. Either dominant powers 
successfully adjust the order to accommodate rising powers or the system sees a power-
transition war.

Such hegemonic-stability and power-transition accounts generally neglect theorizing 
about how, first, the power politics of hegemony operate at multiple levels of political 
life and, second, international order itself structures emergent hegemony. Building on 
work by Julian Go (2008, 2012), we develop a practice-turn, field-theoretic account of 
hegemony. In it, hegemony derives from the possession of a plurality of meta-capital in 
world politics. Hegemons exercise “a power over other species of power, and particu-
larly over their rate of exchange” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 114). This meta-capital 
stems from highly asymmetric military and economic capabilities; hegemons achieve 
preponderance in military and economic fields, and this enables them to shape and even 
create other fields — such as, in the contemporary era, diplomacy, finance, and sports. 
They influence what counts as salient capital — performances and goods — within these 
fields, as well as the exchange rates of different capital across them.

However, this ordering has its limits. Hegemons cannot completely restructure inter-
national order; they emerge in pre-existing social fields, and rarely, if ever, enjoy a suf-
ficient preponderance of meta-capital to rewrite those fields entirely. For example, 
aspects of international order beyond their control may facilitate or undermine imperial 
modes of control (Go, 2008, 2012; MacDonald, 2009). Moreover, past hegemons may 
exert influence on relevant fields long after they disappear. A trip to the Washington mall 
or a walk past the British Museum serve as reminders that — more than a millennium 
after the fall of Rome — Roman cultural capital remains a symbolic prop for imperial 
and great-power politics.

A field-theoretic account of hegemony provides more than a means to incorporate 
longer-term dynamics of order and ordering. It also:

•• Suggests a way to bridge different conceptualizations of hegemony, such as realist 
ones and Gramscian accounts of cultural preponderance.

•• Establishes scaffolding for relating macro-level, meso-level, and micro-level 
dimensions of hegemony. These dynamics operate directly among polities — such 
as the US and Canada — but also in meso-level and micro-level settings. States, 
non-state actors, and individuals, for example, “struggle to accumulate and 
monopolize different kinds of capital” (Swartz, 1996: 79) within and across spe-
cific institutions of international order — such as the United Nations (Pouliot, 
2016) — in ways that potentially reproduce, mutate, and challenge macro-level 
hegemonic-order processes (cf. Bourdieu, 1986: 47).

•• Extends practice-turn theorizing. English School (Clark, 2009), network-relational 
(Nexon and Wright, 2007), and relational-contracting (Lake, 2009) approaches all 
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developed variants of hegemonic-order theory. Given its theoretical and historical 
importance, practice theories should offer takes on hegemony.

We review major variants of hegemonic-order theory. We then elaborate key conceptual 
vocabulary — especially fields, capital, and the nature of the state as the holder of meta-
capital. We next recode hegemonic-order theories; throughout, we illustrate our claims 
with examples from two major cases commonly deployed in hegemonic-order theories: 
the post-war US and the Roman Empire. After, we expand upon the Roman illustrations 
to highlight both hegemonic “scaling” dynamics and how polities may shape fields after 
their preponderance ends — and even after they cease to exist. Finally, we offer some 
concluding remarks.

Hegemonic-order theory

“Hegemonic-order theory” includes, at a minimum, hegemonic-stability and power-tran-
sition theories. Such approaches converge on the same basic propositions1:

•• Enduring cycles of the rise and decline of hegemonic powers constitute world poli-
tics. Many see hierarchies of capabilities — with one superordinate actor at the top 
— as the most common system-wide equilibrium in international relations.

•• Pre-eminent powers order relations among subordinate polities — this makes 
them hegemons. They: establish the rules of the game; provide impure public, 
club, and private goods — such as security and trading systems; allocate status 
and prestige; and even shape “domestic” politics in subordinate polities.

•• Change derives from shifts in relative economic and military capabilities — une-
ven economic growth operates as a fundamental source of transformation.

•• Emerging powers that are satisfied with the general parameters of the order take 
“status quo” orientations. Those that are dissatisfied — that want more territory, 
greater status, or different rules of the game — push revisionist agendas. If the 
incumbent hegemon fails to accommodate them, they become increasingly likely 
to challenge the hegemon and the order.

•• System-wide wars result from power transitions involving revisionist challengers. 
The dominant power launches a preventive war, or the challenger initiates a con-
flict. These wars drive major alterations in international order.

Notable additional dynamics include hegemonic overextension. Sometimes, the pre-
eminent power expands beyond its “loss of strength gradient” and thus expends more 
blood and treasure in further domination than it gains from extracting new resources 
(Hui, 2004, 2005). This degrades its hegemonic position (Chapman et al., 2015; Haynes, 
2015; MacDonald and Parent, 2011; Wohlforth, 2014), for example, the Spanish monar-
chy impoverished Castile by diverting resources from its most productive sectors toward 
military efforts (Nexon, 2009: ch. 6).

Hegemonic-order scholarship varies with respect to how much it theorizes interna-
tional order. Classic hegemonic-stability theories focus on how pre-eminent powers foster 
open-trade regimes (Keohane, 1980; Kindleberger, 1973; Ruggie, 1982).2 Contemporary 
variants understand features of hegemonic orders more expansively — as including 
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security relations, broader proscriptive and prescriptive norms, the allocation of status and 
prestige, the control of territory, and even the basic constitutive rules that define interna-
tional personhood (see Butt, 2013; Gilpin, 1981; Krahmann, 2005; McDonald, 2015; 
Nexon and Wright, 2007). Some catalog features of different hegemonic orders (Kupchan, 
2014). Others focus on particular sources of variation. Ikenberry (2001[AQ: 1], 2011) 
examines differences involving institutionalization, the provision of voice opportunities 
to subordinate actors, and generally how much the superordinate power commits to mech-
anisms of self-restraint.

Hegemonic-order theories agree that leading powers use their capabilities to structure 
international politics — often in a decisive juncture resulting from major-power wars. 
They study a wide variety of political formations, ranging from universal empires to 
unipolar systems composed of nominally sovereign states (Gilpin, 1981; Kupchan, 
2014). They usually adopt a baseline realism: military and economic capabilities under-
gird other dimensions of international order (Ikenberry, 2014: 6–7). They differ on the 
degree that great-power concerts and other arrangements can generate relatively durable 
orders, but most see hegemonic systems as hierarchical, and thus — to some degree — 
comparable to domestic ones (Butt, 2013; Lake, 2009).

Another major strand of work borrows from Gramsci (see Appledorn, 2002[AQ: 2]; 
Gill, 1993). Most closely associated with Cox (1987), neo-Gramscian accounts of 
hegemony involve “a structural concept of power wherein the constitution of a stable 
order is the result of a manufactured compatibility between dominant ideas, institutions 
and material capabilities” (Burnham, 1991: 75). The state takes a backseat to the struc-
ture of social production, and its dominant classes. Thus, the post-war period created 
“the conditions for a hegemony of transnational capital by restructuring production and 
finance within forms of state and securing interests of new social forces at the level of 
world order through institutions in the global political economy” (Bieler and Morton, 
2001: 24).

Some combine Gramscian understandings of hegemony with state-centric hegem-
onic-order theories (Ikenberry and Kupchan, 1990). Certainly, hegemonic-order theo-
rists now generally emphasize “ideological hegemony” — or something similar — as 
sustaining hegemony. Some influential concepts in hegemonic-order theory even point 
to connections between more Marxist and more state-centric work on hegemony. For 
example, Nye’s (2004: x) notion of “soft power” — the “ability to get what you want 
through attraction rather than coercion of payments” — resembles processes of com-
modity fetishism (see Bially Mattern, 2005). The cultural products of the Roman Empire 
— such as body armor, baths, royal courts, silver cauldrons — or of the US — such as 
rock music, hip hop, blue jeans, bowling allies, hamburgers — become independent 
sources of attraction because they come to “stand in” for power and prosperity.3

English School and hierarchy-centric scholars offer their own variants of hegemonic-
order theory. Hegemony has a long pedigree in English School theory (e.g. Watson, 
1992[AQ: 3]), but work by Clark (2009) and Mendelsohn (2009) stresses that, like the 
balance of power, hegemony may constitute an institution of international society, with 
— in rough terms — the legitimacy of any given hegemon contingent upon the degree 
that it upholds other aspects of international society.
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Hierarchy-centric approaches to international leadership are more heterogeneous. 
Lake (2009) argues that the US has created a zone of hierarchy in world politics; states 
accept US leadership so long as they view its overall benefits as exceeding the costs of 
returning to anarchy. Lake (2009: 168) contends that otherwise puzzling behavior, such 
as the provision of troops to US military operations, amounts to a form of “symbolic 
obeisance”: a way of signaling by subordinate states that they recognize the legitimacy 
of Washington’s writ. Butt (2013: 582) explicitly argues that hegemonic spheres are hier-
archic, rather than anarchic, and links regional peace to the impartial exercise of hegem-
onic leadership.

Indeed, hegemonic-order theories genera wrestle with the dynamics of socio-cultural 
hierarchies (cf. Volgy and Mayhall, 1995; Wohlforth, 2009). This ranges from accounts 
that see status immobility as driving attempts to overturn international order (Ward, 
2013) to studies of the various strategies that states use to pursue status and prestige 
within existing international orders (Larson and Shevchenko, 2010). These contributions 
share a recognition that, even though hegemons shape the terms of status and prestige, 
status hierarchies do not simply mirror stratifications of military and economic power. It 
follows that a number of different actors and processes may contribute to the emergent 
structuring of hierarchical orders in world politics.

Hegemony, fields, capital, and the state

We derive our approach from the work of Bourdieu, as well as applications and exten-
sions of his analytical frameworks. This hardly exhausts practice-turn International 
Relations (IR) theory (see Bueger and Gadinger, 2015[AQ: 4]), but it provides a solid 
foundation for recoding hegemonic-order theory. Indeed, Go (2008, 2012) has already 
laid critical groundwork for our efforts in his work on empire, hegemony, and global 
fields. Nonetheless, we face a number of challenges. Bourdieu rarely uses the term 
“hegemony” in his scholarship. His ideas cannot be applied to the task without modifica-
tions. Still, Bourdieusian concepts — of habitus, field, capital, meta-capital, and the state 
— all point toward implicit theories of hegemony, and also provide infrastructure for a 
practice-theoretic take on hegemonic-order theories.

Key concepts

For Bourdieu, habitus bridges macro- and micro-level processes. In essence, hegem-
onic social structures sediment in — and mark — bodies; primary socialization pro-
duces an individual’s habitus. Habitus refers to habits of the head and heart, as well as 
the bodily comportment of individuals. More technically still, the “durably installed 
generative principle of regulated improvisation” produces that individual’s repertoire of 
practices (Bourdieu, 1977 [1972]: 78). Note that some neuroscience supports Bourdieu’s 
reading of the foundations for action. Ann Greybiel (1998: 120) shows how “action 
repertoires” are stored in the brain in “chunks” of “integrated memory representation 
that can be selected as a whole and executed with minimal attentional involvement” 
(see Hopf, 2017).
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With respect to macro-level dynamics, structural realism has systems of interaction, 
linguistic-turn theory has discursive configurations, and relational theory has social net-
works. Fields capture the same impulse in Bourdieu-derived practice-turn theories. 
Fields are delimited spheres of social action; they entail specific “rules of the game” that 
shape how actors relate to one another as they jockey for power, status, and influence. 
Bourdieu (1991 [1982]: 230) describes fields in terms of “a set of objective power rela-
tions imposed on all those who enter the field, relations which are not reducible to the 
intentions of individual agents or even to direct interactions between agents.” Position 
within a field depends on the accumulation of field-relevant capital. In essence, the more 
field-relevant capital participants hold, the more dominant their place in a field’s social 
hierarchy (Berling, 2012: 45).

Bourdieu (1986: 81) defines capital as:

accumulated labor[AQ: 5] (in its materialized form or its “incorporated” embodied form 
which, when appropriated on a private, i.e., exclusive, basis by agents or groups of agents, 
enables them to appropriate social energy in the form of reified or living labor.

Capital comes in three basic forms (or “species”): economic capital, which is pretty 
much what it sounds like; social capital, the resources generated by network ties to indi-
viduals and institutional sites (see Portes, 1998); and cultural capital. Cultural capital 
may take the form of specific material tokens of higher or lower cultural standing — 
such as expensive works of art or, among states, highly esteemed archeological sites. 
However, it may also refer to the knowledge of prestigious cultural codes — philosophy, 
arts, and so forth — as well as one’s habitus, which, in this sense, take the form of 
embodied cultural capital. In a French setting, examples include sang froid, slowness of 
gestures, mastery of cutlery, and turn-taking in conversation. Indeed, all forms of capital 
include both tangible assets and embodied performances.4

Forms of capital also have subspecies: specific varieties of their general kind. In the 
contemporary period, subspecies of economic capital include currency, ownership of 
businesses, government bonds, derivatives and other financial instruments, and so forth. 
The relative value — or even existence — of subspecies of capital varies across time and 
space. This variation might result from the coordinated efforts of actors and institutions 
to enhance the value of their own particular stocks of capital. It might also result from 
any number of other — intended and unintended — processes.

Thus, fields are defined by the species of capital that confer status, prestige, and 
power within them. For example, what makes the economic field distinct from the cul-
tural field? Different forms of field-relevant capital determine power relations within 
each of them. However, just as distinctive subspecies of capital have different “exchange 
rates” within each field, so may forms of capital in one field be used to “purchase” field-
relevant capital in another one. For example, wealthy individuals may seek to accumu-
late cultural capital — by endowing arts centers, patronizing artist, or acquiring cultural 
knowledge via education — in order to enhance their standing in cultural fields.5

There are, in principle, as many forms of capital as there are social fields, and as many 
fields as there are distinct spheres of social life with their own power relations. Thus, 
analysis of any field requires identifying its specific forms of key capital, such as what 
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constitutes military capital — its subspecies, its performances — in the military field 
(see Mérand, 2008; Pouliot and Mérand, 2013[AQ: 6]). In the political field, political 
capital — the ability to attract allies — proves critical; scholars analyze diplomatic fields 
within specific international organizations in term of the nature and distribution of diplo-
matic capital (Adler-Nissen, 2008).

Indeed, we can identify various professional fields — that of academia, finance, or 
journalism — as well as fields associated with specific social spaces — that of a high 
school, a drama club, or a lacrosse team. Thus, fields may nest with one another, overlap, 
or hardly interact. Moreover, fields may appear at any scale — in neighborhoods, munic-
ipalities, or countries — and traverse other social and political boundaries — localities, 
ethnic groups, or sovereign states (Go and Krause, 2016).

Power relations within fields manifest in two, albeit closely related, ways. First are 
the patterns of relations among agents: the power that a particular participant in the 
field enjoys relative to other participants. These are putatively measurable and grapha-
ble structures of social dominance. They capture position within the field (cf. Lake, 
2009; Nexon and Wright, 2007). Second are the rules of the game and participants’ 
“feel” for when and how to apply them. This involves Bourdieu’s emphasis on habits, 
dispositions, and embodiment. It relates to understandings of practices as competent 
performances (Adler-Nissen and Pouliot, 2014) inasmuch as, for example, foreign-pol-
icy officials enjoy tacit and explicit knowledge of how to comport themselves in diplo-
matic settings.

Bourdieu’s bodily focus suggests how disposition perpetuates hegemony in the broad 
sense of the term. Those whose dispositions reflect a better feel for the rules of the game 
gain advantages over others; the latter often find themselves forced to learn, and adapt to, 
the game and its rules. For example, in 1904, Japanese diplomats ventured to New 
Hampshire for negotiations concerning the Russian–Japanese War. They appeared in full 
court attire, and thus seemed completely out of place among their Western counterparts. 
Japanese diplomats have used Western clothes ever since, that is, they learned, and 
adopted, markers of embodied diplomatic capital found in the field of European diplo-
macy (Suganami, 1984).

In sum, “field[AQ: 7] exhibit certain logics…. of competition for capital; of particu-
lar capitals being valued more than others; of which form of capital transfers to another 
form and their conversion rates … that are not entirely reducible to other social logics” 
(Go and Krause, 2016: 10). The issue of conversion rates requires special attention as it 
takes us into the domain of symbolic capital, meta-capital, and the state.

The rate of exchange among different species (and subspecies) of capital is crucial for 
power politics within, and among, fields. One way that power operates involves render-
ing a form of capital relevant — or irrelevant — to a field. Thus, an actor’s position in 
the “security field” (Bigo, 2013) might be boosted by linking it to one in the cultural 
field, such that they can then dismiss rival claims about how to secure the state. Williams 
(2007: 116) argues that during the Bush Presidency, neoconservatives did this by trans-
forming political conflict into cultural conflict: “opposition to American foreign policy 
(or at least to the foreign policies that neoconservatives support) can be cast as part of a 
larger and longer struggle over whether one values America itself.”6
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The relative value of species and subspecies of capital provides a social-construction-
ist gloss on traditional concerns about the fungibility of power resources (Baldwin, 1989; 
Guzzini, 1993). Some forms of capital — such as currency — may prove more inher-
ently fungible than others. However, to a significant degree, variation in the rate of 
exchange among species and subspecies of capital stems from socially and historically 
contingent processes. An important mechanism by which particular forms of capital — 
whether in the form of resources or performances — become highly salient for position 
within a field involves its conversion into symbolic capital.

Bourdieu (2015 [2012]: 191) defines symbolic capital as “the form of capital that is 
born from the relationship between any particular kind of capital and those agents social-
ized in such a way as to be familiar with and acknowledge this kind of capital.” Capital 
can become symbolic capital through processes of fetishization, as we noted in our discus-
sion of soft power. However, broader dynamics may operate. The key is that certain spe-
cies and subspecies of capital — whether goods, performances, or both — become infused 
with specifically ideological meaning that renders them particularly valuable (Zhang, 
2004: 7). Some examples include the political standing that came from holding the title of 
“bishop” in Mediaeval Europe, or how fluency in French in 19th-century Europe marked 
high status across many different fields: scientific, cultural, and diplomatic.

The capacity to set the rate of exchange among kinds of capital — within and across 
fields — and, more broadly, to structure fields themselves, is itself a form of capital: 
meta-capital. Bourdieu associates meta-capital strongly with the state.7 The state “has the 
ability to impose in universal fashion, on the scale of a certain territorial foundation, 
principles of vision and division, symbolic forms, principles of classification” (Bourdieu, 
2015 [2012]: 165). The “different forms of accumulation of military, economic and sym-
bolic capital are interdependent and form a whole, and it is this totalization that makes 
for the specificity of the state”; indeed, the “accumulation of different kinds of capital by 
the same central power generates a kind of meta-capital, that is, a capital with the par-
ticular property of exercising power over capital” (Bourdieu, 2015 [2012]: 197).

The state is the “central bank” of the society that it calls into being, in the sense that 
it sets the exchange rates between different forms of capital and forms the locus for strug-
gles between the different fields that it spawns. As Couldry (2003: 667) argues:

The state acts directly on the infrastructure of all fields: it is “the site of struggles, whose stake 
is the setting of the rules that govern the different social games (fields) and in particular, the 
rules of reproduction of those games”…. [T]he state influences the hierarchical relationship or 
“exchange rate” between the fundamental types of capital at stake in each individual field (for 
example, economic versus cultural capital)….”[AQ: 8] As to the scope of this power, it 
presumably includes … influence over what counts as “symbolic capital” in each particular 
field. “[S]ymbolic capital” … means any type of capital (economic, cultural, and so on) that 
happens to be legitimated or prestigious in a particular field. But the concept of meta-capital 
introduces the possibility that definitions of prestige within specific fields may be determined 
by influences outside those fields, specifically the state’s meta-capital.

Thus, Bourdieu evolved a characteristic body-oriented take on hegemony. His concept 
of the state as a “central bank of symbolic credit” (Bourdieu, 1996 [1989]: 376) — a 
wielder of meta-capital — directs our attention to the nature of hegemonic power in 
world politics.
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Scaling up fields and forms of capital

These analytics provide multiple ways to cut into hegemonic-order theory. Bourdieu’s 
own work enjoys an affinity with neo-Gramscian approaches. Bourdieu-inflected prac-
tice-turn scholars highlight this connection. Pouliot and Mérand (2012: 38) argue that, 
when it comes to “doxa, the ‘common sense’ that indicates an unspoken submission to 
everyday life” and “reinforces the status quo that benefits dominant actors,” Bourdieu “is 
quite close to other thinkers … especially … neo-Gramscian analysis of hegemony.” 
Moreover, IR scholars find Bourdieu useful in developing their own accounts of hegem-
ony that de-center the state. Adler-Nissen (2012[AQ: 9]: 9) invokes Bigo on a “field of 
European ‘insecurity professionals’ … with a high degree of hegemony over European 
security knowledge.” McNamara (2015) argues for the European Union as a source of 
seemingly banal everyday symbols and practices that generate political authority at the 
European level.

Studying embodiment and disposition in relatively bounded social settings provides a 
straightforward way of bringing hegemony into the study of practices. These experience-
near approaches (Jackson and Nexon, 2013: 556–558) focus on either specific hegem-
onic relations — among, say, professionals and diplomats — or the micro-level translation 
of regional and global power relations among states into specific organizational and local 
settings (see Adler-Nissen, 2016; Bueger, 2015; Neumann, 2002, 2012; Pouliot 2010, 
2011, 2016).

Indeed, most influential uses of Bourdieu in IR scholarship focus on clearly identifi-
able institutional contexts (Leander, 2005), and communities of professionals and experts 
(Bigo, 2013; Matthijs and McNamara, 2015). As there is no ex ante way to identify a 
field, relatively bounded settings provide good candidates for closer research; they pro-
vide nodes from which to trace how field effects spread and taper off. This is how we 
may establish where a field ends. Bourdieu (1996 [1989]: 132) sees the limit of a field as 
the point where the effects of its actors and institutions cannot be found: “For example, 
the absence of such effects leads us to doubt that organizations within a particular city, 
administrative region or (in the United States) state, constitute a field.”

How do we deploy the concepts of field, capital, and meta-capital beyond localized 
— or, at least, national — settings (Neumann, 2013)? Indeed, all practice-oriented theo-
ries face challenges when “scaling up” to macro-level processes (Nexon and Pouliot, 
2013: 344). Bourdieu cannot help us here; he maintains a territorial focus in determining 
the social space constituted by the state — state-building amounts to a bounded social 
process. However, Bourdieu (2015 [2012]: 161) does point us in the direction of more 
macro-level analysis; as he notes, at “the level of relations between states you find the 
same problems that you find within the state.”

The straightforward answer, then, is to allow for the possibility of fields at scales 
familiar to analysts of world politics. Scholars study fields that operate within and among 
international organizations, transnational professions, and the like. We simply recognize 
the empirical likelihood of regional, interstate, and global fields of various kinds.8 As Go 
(2008: 209) argues:

[T]hinking of the global environment as a field alerts analysts to features of the global space that 
might be otherwise overlooked. It orients analysts to multidimensional objective configurations 
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of positions and the subjective dimensions that serve as the “rules of the game” and as cultural 
or symbolic capital (rather than just “norms” or taken-for-granted models). It also orients 
analysts to processes and mechanisms that might be elided in existing approaches. By 
highlighting conflict and strategy, it maintains that actors’ “moves” are driven by the accumulation 
of various capitals while recognizing that the strategies they pursue are dependent upon the 
particular configuration of the field and the content of capitals available at any given point in the 
“game.” It also stresses that fields enable capitals to be convertible to each other, which is 
partially why actors might struggle for a variety of capitals rather than only a single type.

Similarly, we can incorporate power resources, capabilities, and performances generally 
associated with macro-level IR frameworks. Bourdieu, as noted earlier, already refers to 
military capital. This opens up the possibility of regional, interstate, and global military 
fields with, for example, aerospace and nuclear subfields. We might add economic fields 
at these scales, with, say, financial, trade, and other subfields. In many contexts, these 
fields might intersect with, say, global fields of great-power competition. The point here 
is not to specify the scope and domain of all relevant fields and capital ex ante, but to 
stress that a field-theoretic approach can take up rather traditional concerns in the study 
of state-centric hegemonic-order theory — including the texture of international orders 
themselves.

Hegemonic-order theory recast

Hegemonic-order theories build from this basic analogy: hegemons are to international 
order as states are to domestic order. As Lemke (2002: 22) notes: “Relations within 
power transition theory’s power hierarchy are not anarchical … power transition 
describes international behavior as falling into established patterns or international 
orders enforceable by the dominant power.” Gilpin (1981: 230, 228) argues that hegem-
onic orders involve “similarities in control mechanisms of domestic systems and interna-
tional systems.” Hegemons are international quasi-states, able to use their preponderant 
economic and military power to take on some of the functions that governments perform 
in domestic politics.

We simply extend this analogy. Viewing hegemonic powers as international quasi-
states implies that hegemons possess meta-capital by virtue (at least) of their dominant 
positions in international — whether global or regional — economic and military fields. 
To the extent that their possession of military and economic capital renders hegemons 
like states, it does so by translating into a privileged position in the “field of power.” 
Hegemons possess a plurality of meta-capital and therefore: shape — deliberately or 
inadvertently — fields from the global to the micro-level; influence the exchange rate of 
different kinds of capital within and across fields; and “infuse” specific kinds of capital 
— generated from objects, relations, and performance — with symbolic significance. 
So-called “soft power” resolves as — often, but not always, cultural — capital that 
obtains such symbolic significance in particular fields.

Does stressing the significance of military and economic capital in generating meta-
capital contravene practice-turn sensibilities (cf. McCourt, 2016)?9 In some respects, it 
reflects a straightforward recoding of conventional hegemonic-order theories. However, 
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we think it a reasonable empirical wager. The weight of research suggests that some 
degree of preponderance in military and economic fields is historically associated with 
hegemonic ordering. This was certainly the case for Roman hegemony, and it remains 
true for more recent US hegemony. This might derive from the objective fungibility of 
military and economic capital; it might also reflect a deep historical structuring of inter-
national fields to render those forms of capital of high symbolic value. Regardless, our 
framework allows for either possibility — or both.10

Hegemons rarely possess anything close to a monopoly on either meta-capital or 
underlying capital — military and economic, among others — that Bourdieu assigns to 
the state. Hegemons typically face more rivals than, in principle, national states do in 
domestic fields. How hegemons shape and transform order depends very much on pre-
existing global fields (Go, 2008), the ongoing contention and cooperation of other states 
— and even potentially a wide variety of non-state actors and forces (Berling, 2012). 
Hegemons make and shape fields, but not entirely as they please.

Moreover, hegemonic meta-capital does not always operate through conscious 
agency. Roman leaders had no way of knowing that north of the Baltic Sea, everyday 
utensils were being molded after Roman models, or that ownership of Roman weapons 
yielded considerable cultural capital already in the first and second centuries AD; at that 
time, Romans even lacked knowledge about the existence of such a place (Shetelig and 
Falk, 1937: 198). At present, states often pursue deliberate policies of promoting their 
cultural capital (Castillo, 2005; Heng, 2010; Otmazgin, 2008; Saunders, 2013). However, 
as already noted, some of the value of US cultural capital derives from a process similar 
to that of commodity fetishism, in which tokens — and performances — of US culture 
become conflated with its economic and military standing. Moreover, the spread of US 
consumer culture — and its various markers — involved the activities of corporations 
and businesses whose overseas penetration was facilitated by Washington’s economic 
and military might (Kuisel, 2000).

If world politics is characterized by complex hierarchies — a wide variety of discrete 
and overlapping patterns of super- and subordination that operate among and across 
states — then we can think of those hierarchies in terms of fields — global or otherwise 
(Barder, 2016; Donnelly, 2015; Bially Mattern and Zarakol, 2016). Hegemons use their 
superior position in global, or regional, military and economic fields — the meta-capital 
that their outsized capabilities provide them with — to create, shape, and shove other 
fields — each of which involve patterns of super- and subordination derived from the 
possession of field-relevant capital. That is, they shape international order.

There are (at least) as many hierarchies in world politics as there are fields; pro-
cesses of differentiation — some involving US hegemonic ordering — proliferate the 
number of fields (Buzan and Albert, 2010). For example, there exist many economic 
fields that operate at global levels — such as those of finance, petroleum, and high-
tech manufacturing. Consider global finance. At the micro-level, we examine these 
fields in terms of the various professionals and practices that constitute them. However, 
as we scale up our analysis, we find a hierarchy of cities and states in terms of domi-
nance of financial markets — one both cause and consequence of US hegemonic 
ordering (Fichtner, 2016; Norrlof, 2010; Oatley et al., 2013). This, in turn, provides 
field-relevant capital for the kind of aggregate “economic field” associated with 
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hegemonic-stability and power-transition theory — that is, rankings of states in an 
international hierarchy of economic resources. In this way, we can subsume hegemony 
within a broader understanding of hierarchies in world politics.

Legitimation and status

For Bourdieu, the social struggle that takes pride of place at the present historical junc-
ture is the one between what he calls economic capital and cultural capital.11 Bourdieu’s 
concern dovetails nicely with work by IR scholars on hegemony (see Nye, 2004). 
Economic capital does not map directly onto military preponderance, but it does capture 
the material thrust of realist hegemony theory. Cultural capital — all the resources that 
accrue from knowledge production, expertise, verbal skill, and aesthetic judgment — is 
the stuff that Gramscian hegemony is made from.

Hegemonic-order theories stress that pre-eminent powers allocate status and prestige. 
This process proves crucial to power-transition dynamics: states often become revision-
ist because they desire greater status than the order affords them. Scholars examine vari-
ous ways that dominant powers may accommodate status-seeking states and how those 
states may find alternative means of enhancing their status (Larson and Shevchenko, 
2010; Volgy and Mayhall, 1995; Ward, 2013; Wohlforth, 2009). However, the logic of 
status allocation remains decoupled from the theoretical infrastructure of hegemonic-
stability and power-transition theory.

A field approach integrates the two via the field–capital–hierarchy nexus. More spe-
cifically, status in a particular field is a function of holding field-relevant capital — and, 
for some, having control over the terms of exchange among different forms of capital. 
Something like generalized status has to do with the terms of exchange among fields — 
or social stratification related to fields of fields. The process by which particular forms 
of capital become symbolic matters a great deal.

Hegemons — whether deliberately, inadvertently, or some combination of the two 
— play a major role here. When hegemons allocate status and prestige, what they do is 
endow certain kinds of performances, resources, and relations with symbolic impor-
tance. Roman examples include naming a barbarian leader a Friend of Rome or declaring 
a foedus with a certain barbarian group (Heather, 2001). In the contemporary interna-
tional military field, specific subspecies of military capital — such as aircraft carriers 
— take on significance for position well beyond the capabilities that many countries 
derive from them. This is not because Americans hold a meeting and designate aircraft 
carriers as symbolic capital, but rather because of the long-standing role of aircraft carri-
ers in the hegemon’s practices of power projection and its global presence (see Eyre and 
Suchman, 1996).

Consider also US security agreements. They not only enhance the military capital of 
many partner states — both directly and indirectly (Cooley and Nexon, 2013) — but also 
involve various bargains that help constitute exchange rates across different forms of 
capital. What is an important geopolitical position worth in market access, economic aid, 
and so on? What are contributions to US uses of force worth? In turn, what kinds of 
assets shape a state’s value in international military and security fields such that the 
hegemon assigns different levels of priority to the relevant relationships?
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Indeed, a field-theoretic approach stresses the role of cooperation and contention. 
States, as well as other actors, may jockey for position by seeking to accumulate field-
relevant capital, such as Olympic medals, United Nations Security Council seats, over-
seas bases, alliances, and trade agreements. That capital often implicates a number of 
fields simultaneously. However, states and other actors may also try to alter the terms of 
exchange within and among fields through a variety of strategies, and using a variety of 
different instruments — such as those derived from military, diplomatic, economic, and 
cultural capital (Adler-Nissen, 2014; Goddard and Nexon, 2016; Towns, 2009; Zarakol, 
2011). A field-oriented approach therefore provides a unified analytic for tackling not 
just hegemony, but also the politics of international order, as well as the process whereby 
a hegemon structures emergent international order.

Scaling hegemonic politics

A focus on micro-politics, as we noted earlier, provides the most intuitive way to cash out 
practice-turn approaches to hegemony. That is, for example, how America’s hegemonic 
position operates via the habitus, and practices of individuals operating in diplomatic, 
commercial, academic, and other more localized settings. This raises the question of how 
we may link analyses of hegemony on the micro-, meso- and macro-levels.

These levels of analysis are not fully autonomous. Dynamics in localized contexts 
may implicate the macro-politics of hegemony, and the macro-level dynamics of hegem-
ony and hegemonic orders certainly play out in those settings (Adler-Nissen and Pouliot, 
2014; Pouliot, 2010, 2016). This is not just a matter of practices in international organi-
zations producing policy outcomes that implicate hegemonic order. For instance, to the 
extent that there exists a transnational field of journalism (Christin, 2016: 214), it often 
becomes a site of power-political struggle in which private journalists, state-sponsored 
journalists, and direct agents of the state operate. The apparent “weaponization” of 
Wikileaks by Russian intelligence — in an effort to, at minimum, undermine the legiti-
macy of the US political system and, at maximum, facilitate the election of Donald 
Trump — illustrates how struggles within a particular field may combine with the poli-
tics of hegemony in ways that elude conventional hegemonic-order theories (see Shane 
et al., 2017).

These macro-level and micro-level dimensions of the politics of hegemony converge 
in more orthodox ways. They do so when they involve fields created — or structured 
— by a hegemonic power or a dominant coalition of actors. Consider the study of how 
the US, or its agents, exercise power over the disposition and position of individuals 
beyond its borders — what Ikenberry and Kupchan (1990) call “hegemonic socializa-
tion.” Instead of treating such socialization as simply transmitting bundles of values, we 
might also consider how it structures the habitus of non-US diplomats, military person-
nel, and organizations.

Indeed, with respect to the meso-level, Washington maintains a web of institutions 
and practices that contribute to these dynamics. These include Department of Defense 
education and training programs, defense institution-building programs, joint military 
exercises, routinized bilateral consultations (Kreiger et al., 2015), and Department of 
Energy programs that train foreign counterparts in nuclear security procedures. Some of 
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these vectors of hegemony are more diffuse — and less centered on Washington. They 
operate through, for example, international organizations, such as the International 
Atomic Energy Agency and the World Bank. While global governmentality approaches 
often stress disciplining effects on states (Neumann and Sending, 2010), we can extend 
macro-level analysis by delving into the micro-level and meso-level questions of how 
hegemonic socialization shapes the habitus of individual actors or, say, ministries of 
foreign affairs. As traditional Bourdieusian fields are often meso-level phenomena — 
changes within which are fully attributable neither to overarching structures nor to the 
interaction of independently constituted actors — field analysis provides one way of 
cutting into such phenomena (Sending, 2015: 27–28).

Moreover, these kinds of institutional sites and fields are part of the infrastructure of 
US hegemony. When they work as intended, they themselves serve as important sources 
of capital — social, military, economic, and so forth — that contribute to US power and 
influence. It takes perpetual work on the international order to maintain hegemony, and 
such activities influence hegemons themselves.

First, the capital generated on the meso-level often depends on the interpersonal and 
inter-organizational relationships embodied on the micro-level. Like any other kind of 
jointly produced capital — such as in alliances — the capital generated within the institu-
tions and organizations that make up the meso-level of hegemony creates interdependen-
cies between “stronger” and “weaker” powers. Second, it also enhances field-relevant 
capital for other participants. This may take the form of voting rights in multilateral 
forums, social capital derived from routine interactions among states, or the ability to 
generate symbolic capital via field-relevant performances.

Consider democratic institutions and performance as a form of symbolic capital. 
Despite hypocrisy on this front, for much of the post-war period, the US routinely pointed 
to having a democratic government as an important attribute for international standing. 
It issues regular reports on respect for liberal-democratic rights, and often — if some-
times opportunistically — invokes violations of those rights as justifications for slowing 
or suspending assistance (Meernik et al., 1998).12

Through such processes, Washington rendered the performance of democracy a form 
of capital that shapes position in a number of distinctive global fields. Georgia, under 
Mikheil Saakashvili, exploited this to enhance its leverage in Washington — it posi-
tioned itself as a “success story” for the Bush administration’s freedom agenda in an 
effort to make itself a critical asset for the US (Cooley and Nexon, 2016). While such 
actions qualify as a deliberate effort to make “democracy” a source of relevant capital in 
various international fields, the effects of these efforts are strong enough that many auto-
cratic regimes “ape” democratic processes and procedures for reasons of domestic and 
international legitimacy (Cooley, 2015).

These examples illustrate how a field-theoretic hegemonic-order theory opens up 
dynamics at the macro-level and micro-level. They raise questions about how fields, 
dispositions, and practices at different levels potentially interact. The backgrounds of 
officials in the Georgian government — many of whom were Western-educated and 
cultivated ties with Western policymakers — provided them with social and cultural 
capital that they used to help garner military and economic capital from the US in the 
form of aid and training. Georgia also “plugged into” a variety of institutional fields of 
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defense cooperation that further enhanced its status with Washington (Cooley and 
Nexon, 2016).

Overall, then, we have a story about a hegemon shaping international fields in ways 
that shaped how the leadership of a small state pursued domestic and foreign policy 
goals, which, in turn, allowed that state to influence the policies of that hegemonic power. 
These dynamics take place at multiple levels of analysis and scale upwards and down-
wards. For example, Romans knew that new barbarian leaders usually came from estab-
lished royal lines; when possible, they not only boosted certain candidates, but also saw 
to it that young members came to reside within the Empire so that they could be placed 
in power if a vacuum opened up. When Arminius of Teutoberg Forest fame became 
leader of the Cherusci in AD 6[AQ: 10], the Romans not only strongly backed his 
father-in-law and his brother, but also, once they had conquered Arminius, saw to it that 
his wife, who carried their unborn child, escaped and settled in Ravenna, whence he 
could be mobilized as a potential Germanic leader if the occasion arose (Todd, 1992: 85). 
By the sixth century, Byzantium had routinized a practice of keeping a member of suze-
rain royal families in Constantinople, not only as a potential hostage, but also as a pos-
sible new ruler in case an opening emerged (Chrysos, 1992: 35).

Insofar as this kind of meso-level infrastructure diffuses competencies, relationships, 
and material capital, it may even contribute to transformations in hegemonic orders. 
Consider the creation of alternative international institutions by China, Russia, and other 
states. These could facilitate exit from various aspects of “liberal international order” and 
therefore amount to the creation of alternative fields — with different symbolic capital 
and terms of exchange (Barma et al., 2009). Change may also come from within, as par-
ticipants use the infrastructure of US hegemony and liberal order in ways that erode 
Washington’s meta-capital.

Finally, at all these levels of aggregation, we find non-state actors — media, advocacy 
groups, corporations — and broader processes at work in constituting fields, symbolic 
capital, and terms of exchange. Just as a field-theoretical approach may assist us in inte-
grating different forms of power and dimensions of hierarchy into hegemonic-order the-
ory, it should also facilitate locating these actors and processes into a shared analytic.

An illustration: Roman hegemonic ordering

The micro- and meso-level practices of the Roman Empire, as well as its continuous 
afterglow in Western history, provide key examples of how a Bourdieusian approach to 
hegemony continuity may complement conventional hegemonic-order theory. It also 
allows us to discuss cross-scale and cross-field dynamics. During the fourth century AD, 
Rome built an “international” order, in the sense that its very existence structured its 
environment. To its south-east, the Parthian Empire formed as a rival. To its north and 
north-east, tribal polities sought to inhabit its border zones in order to raid and trade — 
and congealed in ever-larger alliances to raid more efficiently. In doing so, they trans-
formed themselves on Roman models, most pronouncedly by becoming “peoples” (gens) 
under kings and so recognizable as “proper” polities in a Roman hegemonic optic. 
Political institutions, most obviously in the form of law, were also taken over (Wirth, 
1997; Wormald, 2003).
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We find hegemonic socialization across different scales in clear evidence. “In the late 
fourth century it becomes difficult to identify holders of the most senior military posts 
who were certainly not Germans” (Todd, 1992: 60), but this elite group remained well 
integrated. The masses, however, proved slower to socialize:

Military units stationed along the frontiers, the limitanei, turned into a sort of home guard, 
composed of local recruits, primarily the sons of soldiers. Since these were the least Romanized 
portions of the Empire’s population, these frontier units became increasingly indistinguishable 
from the barbarians against whom they were to be defending the borders. (Geary, 2002: 91)

The arrival of two sizeable groups of barbarians on Roman soil in 375–380, and then 
405–408, further hampered socialization. As a result, agriculture — the key tax base of 
the Empire — in these areas suffered. As productivity diminished, tax revenue could no 
longer pay for the upkeep of a Roman army capable of maintaining social and “interna-
tional” order — particularly regarding imperial–barbarian relations along the north-
western border (Heather, 2005; Ward-Perkins, 2005).13 With large swaths of the Empire 
settled by barbarians who did not pay taxes, and with others deserted by people fleeing 
increased taxation, Rome could no longer afford adequate levels of military vigilance. In 
turn, barbarians proved able to increase pressure on the landed gentry and their villas.

Thus, villa owners — who, as a landed gentry, made up the backbone of the Roman 
social order locally — rather than appealing to increasingly unreliable central authorities 
for military protection, sought local accommodations with barbarian kings and under-
kings. The economic and military power of the imperial core over its provinces decreased 
further. Parallel to this, Roman cultural capital withered. What was the point in erecting 
statues of emperors or building new baths for the public when the status of benefactor 
declined in meaning locally, and no central officials would see the symbolic power on 
display? The meaning and even relevance of Roman identity or Romanitas declined.

As Geary (1988) notes, while it is true that barbarians were being Romanized, it is 
also true that Rome was being barbarized. In Bourdieu’s terms, when economic capital 
was no longer being converted to cultural capital at the same scale, hegemony declined. 
That is, a decline in hegemonic economic and military capital on the macro-level trans-
lated into declining cultural capital on the meso-level (landed gentry) and micro-level 
(individuals), which translated back to further decline in hegemonic capital on the 
macro-level.

The lessening of tax income (economic capital) and authoritative cultural standards 
(cultural capital) changed international order: Roman hegemony faded. Field-theoretic 
accounts of the importance of changing international order — in both social and political 
terms — allow for factoring in cultural dynamics. They account more fully for the inter-
play between these and economic and political factors than can traditional hegemonic-
order theories.

Such erosion did not eliminate the importance of Roman trappings as a source of, 
among other things, symbolic capital, that is, the importance of memorized Roman inter-
national order for subsequent attempts at building and sustaining hegemony in Europe. 
Roman hegemony maintained a post-mortem — or simulated — presence in the West. 
The new international order that emerged was constituted by polities that developed 
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along emulated Roman lines. Although effective control by Roman authorities over the 
Western part of the empire tapered off during the fifth century, it seems that, for a number 
of both citizens and invading barbarians, the presence of the Empire was still being felt 
(Wickham, 2009). In the year 800, Charlemagne decided to stage not only an imitatio 
imperii — which Franks had been doing since the fifth century — but also a translatio 
imperii, and had himself crowned emperor. The imagined Roman order provided a prop 
for strengthening Carolingian hegemony from the English Channel in the West to the 
Pontic steppe in the East.

Hundreds of years later, the European renaissance not only emphasized Greek culture, 
but also an imagined Roman social and political international order. American 18th- and 
19th-century state builders followed suit. With the second wave of European imperialism 
in the 19th century, Roman order once again became a prop. This is an ongoing story. 
Almost every European — in the broad sense — contender for hegemony cultivated and 
deployed cultural capital modeled after Rome. At the extreme, Dandelet (2014: 3) argues:

The revival and imitation of the memory, texts, cultural forms, intellectual accomplishments, 
and political aspirations of the Roman Empire animated imperial pursuit and distinguished 
Western Europe from any other part of the early modern world…. [T]he widespread dissemination 
of imperial literacy, political, and aesthetic ideals deriving from ancient Roman precedents 
created a common political culture and ambition throughout Western Europe that provided the 
broad foundation for the first global empires of Spain, Portugal, France, and Britain.

Whether or not the revival of the cultural capital of Rome explains European imperial-
ism, its persistent influence is undeniable. To this, one may add the effects of the after-
glow of Byzantium, the Roman Empire’s eastern and surviving part. In the two centuries 
leading up to its fall in 1453, Byzantium was, arguably, commanding respect from its 
neighbors, first and foremost, for its cultural capital, as opposed to its economic and mili-
tary capitals, which were seriously depleted. After its fall, the Russian Empire consid-
ered itself, at least from the 19th century onwards (Kalb, 2008; Poe, 2001), the inheritor 
of the eastern Roman Empire and thus Moscow as the “Third Rome.” This idea is now 
being resuscitated by Russian nationalists, which means that Roman translatio imperii is 
cultural capital in use as we speak (Neumann, 2017).

Indeed, Roman cultural capital — in republican, imperial, or both guises — continues 
to have symbolic purchase in the fields of great-power and imperial politics more than 
1500 years after the fall of Rome. This is obvious from monumental buildings, to the 
titles of rulers, to military iconography. While the Roman legacy is always reinvented 
and reconstituted, this is a remarkably long period of time for a past hegemon to influ-
ence international order — although one might also compare Chinese dynasties, or 
Egyptian ones. A field-theoretical approach to hegemony, with its focus on the whole 
gamut of types of capital at stake in hegemonic ordering, may catch this analytically.

Conclusion: Beyond hegemonic “blank slates”

Hegemonic-order frameworks provide, perhaps, the most venerable approach to sys-
temic change in IR. We attempted to expand its analytical purchase by recasting it in 
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field-theoretic terms drawn from prominent practice approaches. Along the way, we 
stressed a critical implication of a field-theoretical account of hegemony: that hegemons 
emerge in pre-existing fields and often lack sufficient meta-capital to restructure them 
completely. This insight stands at the center of Go’s (2008: 202, 223) “global fields” 
approach, which seeks to explain why British hegemony manifested as formal empire 
while post-war US hegemony “tended toward the informal mode” of control.

Go (2008: 223) does not connect hegemony to meta-capital, but his analysis implies 
it: “unlike the British … the United States entered a field fully populated by allied sov-
ereigns and their respective empires.” The US therefore used “preexisting imperial net-
works to accrue economic and security capital”[AQ: 11]. Moreover, “unlike Britain, the 
United States entered a field wherein anti-colonial nationalism had proliferated around 
the globe”[AQ: 12]. Theorizing explicitly about hegemons as possessing some — but 
far from unlimited — meta-capital allows us to see them as both shaped by, and shapers 
of, international order. It also facilitates treating international order not as a hodgepodge 
of rules and norms, distributions of material power, and modes of production (cf. Gilpin, 
1981). We can view all of these through the lens of field theory, whose concepts of field, 
capital, and meta-capital incorporate existing insights into a single heuristic.

This stress on causal interdependencies and constitutive relationships between hegem-
ons and fields implies an important break from mainline hegemonic-order theories. 
These approaches tend to stress hegemonic war as a kind of “field clearing” event — a 
critical rupture — that allows hegemons to remake international order in their own 
image. While victory in major-power war obviously opens up space for structuring inter-
national order, these theories struggle with the continuity that we also observe during 
power transitions. Neither do they venture much beyond the macro-level of explanation, 
or changes outside of the dynamics of power transitions (cf. Buzan and Lawson, 2013; 
Nexon, 2009). This is particularly noticeable regarding the downstream effects of 
hegemony, which may remain in evidence for centuries, or even millennia.

Treating states not simply as competing for economic and political resources — or 
capital — but also as embedded in social orders from which, for example, they can draw 
cultural capital, may account for greater variation in hegemonic orders. Cultural capital 
furnishes additional power resources for forging and maintaining — or challenging — 
hegemony. The notion of symbolic capital helps link different forms of capital into a 
common rubric for understanding power-political competition. Alternatively, and as dis-
played in the short discussion of the Roman Empire, changes in international order may 
deplete cultural capital and weaken hegemony. However, even after their collapse, 
empires and hegemons may still remain part of the fields that make up subsequent inter-
national orders, and so be used as symbolic capital in the forging of new hegemonies. 
Field theory can therefore add much-needed insights into how hegemons cobble together 
their own international orders.
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Notes

 1. For aspects of the following, see Gilpin (1981), Ikenberry (2001[AQ: 13], 2005[AQ: 14], 
2011), Keohane (1980), Lake (1993), Lemke (2002), Nexon (2009: ch. 2), Nexon and Wright 
(2007), Oatley (2015), Pedersen (2002), Yuan-kang (2012), and Zhang (2015).

 2. Accounts of US hegemony stress Washington’s pivotal role in establishing the International 
Monetary Fund, the institutions that became the World Bank, and the General Agreement on 
Tariffs and Trade system — and later the World Trade Organization.

 3. Roman soft power derived from elite culture and US soft power derives from consumer cul-
ture. Indeed, in neo-Gramscian reckonings, the latter is both the product and vector of post-
war capitalism. Per Murdock (2006: 10): “The ‘soft power’ exercised by consumer cultures’ 
‘ability to entice and attract’ played a pivotal role in [the] battle to globalize the American 
Way.” The generation of soft power entails the kind of “manufactured compatibility” stressed 
in neo-Gramscian theories of hegemony.

 4. Bourdieu (1986 [1979]: 206) mentions other forms of capital. For example, body capital 
refers to physical frames that fit beauty ideals. He always stresses how such capital is, first 
and foremost, raw material. A beautiful body cannot be put to work in the fashion industry 
before it has received the right habitus (Neumann, 2017). Body capital is enhanced and made 
convertible to economic capital by an infusion of cultural capital. This follows the formula 
([habitus] [culture]) + field = practice (Bourdieu, 1986 [1979]: 101).

 5. Bourdieusian accounts of inequality often focus on how individuals and social groups may 
use differences among fields to reinforce their overall social standing. “Old money” may 
deploy their superior position in the cultural field to diminish the standing of the nouveau 
riche — while “new money” may seek to marry into the old aristocracy so that their descend-
ants have access to its cultural capital. The bourgeoisie may develop mechanisms to restrict 
access to prestigious educational institutions — and with it, to cultural and social capital — in 
order to maintain their position in the economic field.

 6. Given the importance of US cultural capital to questions of contemporary hegemony, this 
observation has relevance not only for the US, but also for the question of US hegemony.

 7. As Sending (2015: 127) reminds us, however, “we should be attentive not so much to whether 
an actor represents a state or some other type of actor, but rather to the shared registers within 
which any type of actor can possibly succeed in claiming competence on what is to be gov-
erned, how, and why.” The history of a field determines authority structures within it, and 
states have the power to fold non-state agents into a state agent and make them contrib-
ute to US hegemony; Sending’s example concerns how Cold War demography work by the 
Rockefeller Foundation became folded into US hegemonic policies.

 8. Methodologically, however, we come up against a challenge here, for with no equivalent of 
the state in evidence, there is no default delineation of a field (Bucholz, 2016). This challenge 
should not be exaggerated, though, for even where national fields are concerned, it is an empir-
ical question where they end. The key is to trace effects by: first, analyzing the field in question 
in relation to the general social field; second, mapping relations between actor positions; and, 
third, analyzing the dispositions of field actors (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 105).
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 9. However, it is consistent with Bourdieu’s own treatment of economic capital and of the coer-
cive capacity of the state.

10. It could also turn out that conventional accounts downplay the underlying importance of other 
forms of capital in establishing a hegemonic position in some, or many, fields.

11. Witness, for example, the way in which he transforms Weber’s classic definition of the state 
by stating that “the state is an X (to be determined) which successfully claims the monopoly 
of the legitimate use of physical and symbolic violence over a definite territory and over the 
totality of the corresponding population”[AQ: 15] (Bourdieu, 1994: 3[AQ: 16]).

12. The effects of the 2016 US election on these dynamics bear watching, both in terms of how 
Trump’s election may directly shape the symbolic value of liberal democracy, and also in 
terms of whether changes in US policy lead to important field effects.

13. However, without the threat posed by the rise of Parthia, the decline in tax revenues could 
have been somewhat offset by moving soldiers from the eastern to the north-western border.

References

Adler-Nissen R (2008) The diplomacy of opting out: A Bourdieudian approach to national integra-
tion strategies. Journal of Common Market Studies 46(3): 663–684.

Adler-Nissen R (2014) Stigma management in international relations: Transgressive identities, 
norms, and order in international society. International Organization 68(1): 143–176.

Adler-Nissen R (2016) Towards a practice turn in EU studies: The everyday of European integra-
tion. Journal of Common Market Studies 54(1): 87–103.

Adler-Nissen R and Pouliot V (2014) Power in practice: Negotiating the international intervention 
in Libya. European Journal of International Relations 20(4): 889–911.

Baldwin DA (1989) Paradoxes of Power. Cambridge: Basil Blackwell.
Barder AD (2016) International hierarchy. In:[AQ: 17] The International Studies 

Encyclopedia.[AQ: 18] Blackwell Publishing.
Barma N, Chiozza G, Ratner E et al. (2009) A world without the West? Empirical patterns and 

theoretical implications. The Chinese Journal of International Politics 2(4): 525–544.
Berling TV (2012) Bourdieu, international relations, and European security. Theory and Society 

41(5): 451–478.
Bially Mattern J (2005) Why soft power isn’t so soft: Representational force and the sociolinguis-

tic construction of attraction in world politics. Millennium 33(3): 583–612.
Bially Mattern J and Zarakol A (2016) Hierarchies in world politics. International Organization 

70(3): 623–654.
Bieler A and Morton AD (2001) The Gordian knot of agency–structure in International Relations: 

A neo-Gramscian perspective. European Journal of International Relations 7(1): 5–35.
Bigo D (2013) Security. In: Adler-Nissen R (ed.) Bourdieu in International Relations: Rethinking 

Key Concepts in IR. London: Routledge, pp. 114–130.
Bourdieu P (1977 [1972]) Outline of a Theory of Practice. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press.
Bourdieu P (1986a [1979]) Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. London: 

Routledge.
Bourdieu P (1986b) The forms of capital. In: Richardson JG (ed.) Handbook for Theory and 

Research for the Sociology of Education. New York, NY: Greenwood Press, pp. 241–258.
Bourdieu P (1991 [1982]) Language and Symbolic Power. Cambridge: Polity.
Bourdieu P (1994) Rethinking the state: Genesis and structure of the bureaucratic field. Sociological 

Theory 12(1): 1–18.
Bourdieu P (1996 [1989]) The State Nobility: Elite Schools in the Field of Power. Stanford, CA: 

Stanford University Press.



Neumann and Nexon 21

Bourdieu P (2007 [2002]) The Bachelors’ Ball: The Crisis of Peasant Society in Béarn. Chicago, 
IL: University of Chicago Press.[AQ: 19]

Bourdieu P (2015 [2012]) On the State: Lectures at the Collège du France 1989–1992. Cambridge: 
Polity.

Bourdieu P and Wacquant LJ[AQ: 20] (1992) An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology. Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press.

Bucholz L (2016) What is a global field? Theorizing fields beyond the nation-state. In: Go J and 
Krause M (eds) Fielding Transnationalism. Malden, MA: John Wiley & Sons, pp. 31–60.

Bueger C (2015) Making things known: Epistemic practices, the United Nations, and the transla-
tion of piracy. International Political Sociology 9(1): 1–18.

Burnham P (1991) Neo-Gramscian hegemony and the international order. Capital & Class 15(3): 
73–92.

Butt AI (2013) Anarchy and hierarchy in international relations: Examining South America’s war-
prone decade, 1932–41. International Organization 67(3): 575–607.

Buzan B and Albert M (2010) Differentiation: A sociological approach to International Relations 
theory. European Journal of International Relations 16(3): 315–337.

Buzan B and Lawson G (2013) The global transformation: The nineteenth century and the making 
of modern international relations. International Studies Quarterly 57(3): 620–634.

Castillo G (2005) Domesticating the Cold War: Household consumption as propaganda in Marshall 
Plan Germany. Journal of Contemporary History 40(2): 261–288.

Chapman TL, McDonald PJ and Moser S (2015) The domestic politics of strategic retrenchment, 
power shifts, and preventive war. International Studies Quarterly 59(1): 133–144.

Christin A (2016) Is journalism a transnational field? Asymmetrical relations and symbolic domi-
nation in online news. In: Go J and Krause M (eds) Fielding Transnationalism. Malden, MA: 
John Wiley & Sons, pp. 212–234.

Chrysos E (1992) Byzantine diplomacy, A.D. 300–800: Means and end. In: Shepard J and Franklin 
S (eds) Byzantine Diplomacy: Papers from the Twenty-Fourth Spring Symposium of Byzantine 
Studies, Cambridge, March 1990. Aldershot: Variorum, pp. 25–39.

Clark I (2009) Towards an English School theory of hegemony. European Journal of International 
Relations 15(2): 203–228.

Cooley A (2015) Countering democratic norms. Journal of Democracy 26(3): 49–63.
Cooley A and Nexon D (2013) “The empire will compensate you”: The structural dynamics of the 

U.S. overseas basing network. Perspectives on Politics 11(4): 1034–1050.
Cooley A and Nexon D (2016) Interpersonal networks and international security. In: Avant D 

and Westerwinter O (eds) The New Power Politics: Networks and Transnational Security 
Governance. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, pp. 74–102.

Couldry N (2003) Media meta-capital: Extending the range of Bourdieu’s field theory. Theory and 
Society 32(5/6): 653–677.

Cox RW (1987) Production, Power, and World Order: Social Forces in the Making of History. 
New York, NY: Columbia University Press.

Dandelet TJ (2014) The Renaissance of Empire in Early Modern Europe. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Donnelly J (2009) Rethinking political structures: From “ordering principles” to “vertical differen-
tiation” — and beyond. International Theory 1(1): 49–86.[AQ: 21]

Donnelly J (2015) The discourse of anarchy in IR. International Theory 7(3): 393–425.
Eyre DP and Suchman MC (1996) Status, norms, and the proliferation of conventional weapons: 

An institutional theory approach. In: Katzenstein PJ (ed.) The Culture of National Security: 
Norms and Identity in World Politics. New York, NY: Columbia University Press, pp. 79–
113.



22 European Journal of International Relations 00(0)

Fichtner J (2016) Perpetual decline or persistent dominance? Uncovering Anglo-America’s true 
structural power in global finance. Review of International Studies 43(1): 1–26.

Geary PJ (1988) Before France and Germany: The Creation & Transformation of the Merovingian 
World. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Geary PJ (2002) The Myth of Nations: The Medieval Origins of Europe. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press.

Gill S (ed.) (1993) Gramsci, Historical Materialism and International Relations. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Gilpin R (1981) War and Change in World Politics. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.
Go J (2008) Global fields and imperial forms: Field theory and the British and American empires. 

Sociological Theory 26(3): 201–227.
Go J (2012) Patterns of Empire: The British and American Empires, 1688 to the Present. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Go J and Krause M (2016) Fielding transnationalism: An introduction. In: Go J and Krause M 

(eds) Fielding Transnationalism. Malden, MA: John Wiley & Sons, pp. 6–30.
Goddard SE and Nexon DH (2016) The dynamics of global power politics: A framework for 

analysis. Journal of Global Security Studies 1(1): 4–18.
Greybiel AM (1998) The basic ganglia and chunking of action repertoires. Neurobiology of 

Learning and Memory 70(2): 119–136.
Guzzini S (1993) Structural power: The limits of neorealist power analysis. International 

Organization 47(3): 443–478.
Haynes K (2015) Decline and devolution: The sources of strategic military retrenchment. 

International Studies Quarterly 59(3): 490–502.
Heather P (2001) The late Roman art of client management: Imperial defence in the fourth century 

West. In: Pohl W, Wood I and Reimitz H (eds) The Transformation of Frontiers. From Late 
Antiquity to the Carolingians. Leiden: Brill, pp. 15–68.

Heather P (2005) The Fall of the Roman Empire. A New History. London: Macmillan.
Heng Y-K (2010) Mirror, mirror on the wall, who is the softest of them all? Evaluating Japanese 

and Chinese strategies in the “soft” power competition era. International Relations of the 
Asia-Pacific 10(2): 275–304.

Hopf TC (2017) Microfoundations for the practice turn: The cognitive and social neuroscience of 
practices. Unpublished manuscript.

Hui VT-b (2004) Towards a dynamic theory of international politics: Insights from comparing 
ancient China and early modern Europe. International Organization 58(1): 175–205.

Hui VT-b (2005) War and State Formation in Ancient China and Early Modern Europe. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Ikenberry GJ (2001a) After Victory: Institutions, Strategic Restraint, and the Rebuilding of Order 
After Major War. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.[AQ: 22]

Ikenberry GJ (2001b) American power and the empire of capitalist democracy. Review of 
International Studies 27(Special Issue): 191–212.[AQ: 23]

Ikenberry GJ (2004) Liberalism and empire: Logics of order in the American unipolar age. Review 
of International Studies 30(4): 609–630.[AQ: 24]

Ikenberry GJ (2011) Liberal Leviathan: The Origins, Crisis, and Transformation of the American 
World Order. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Ikenberry GJ (2014) Power, order, and change in world politics. In: Ikenberry GJ (ed.) Power, 
Order, and Change in World Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 1–16.

Ikenberry GJ and Kupchan C (1990) Socialization and hegemonic power. International 
Organization 44(3): 283–315.



Neumann and Nexon 23

Jackson PT and Nexon D (2013) International theory in a post-paradigmatic era: From substantive 
wagers to scientific ontologies. European Journal of International Relations 19(3): 543–565.

Kalb JE (2008) Russia’s Rome: Imperial Visions, Messianic Dreams, 1890–1940. Madison, WI: 
University of Wisconsin Press.

Keohane RO (1980) The theory of hegemonic stability and changes in international economic 
regimes, 1967–1977. Center for International and Strategic Affairs, University of California.

Kindleberger C (1973) The World in Depression 1929–1939. Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press.

Krahmann E (2005) American hegemony or global governance? Competing visions of interna-
tional security. International Studies Review 7(4): 531–545.

Kreiger M, Souma SLC and Nexon D (2015) US military diplomacy in practice. In: Sending OJ, 
Pouliot V and Neumann IB (eds) Diplomacy and the Making of World Politics. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, pp. 220–255.

Kuisel R (2000) Commentary: Americanization for historians. Diplomatic History 24(3): 509–515.
Kupchan CA (2014) The normative foundations of hegemony and the coming challenge to Pax 

Americana. Security Studies 23(2): 219–257.
Lake DA (1993) Leadership, hegemony, and the international economy: Naked emperor or tat-

tered monarch? International Studies Quarterly 37(4): 459–489.
Lake DA (2009) Hierarchy in International Relations. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
Larson DW and Shevchenko A (2010) Status seekers: Chinese and Russian responses to U.S. 

primacy. International Security 34(4): 63–95.
Leander A (2005) The power to construct international security: On the significance of private 

military companies. Millennium — Journal of International Studies 33(3): 803–825.
Lemke D (2002) Regions of War and Peace. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
McCourt DM (2016) Practice theory and relationalism as the new constructivism. International 

Studies Quarterly 60(3): 475–485.
McDonald PJ (2015) Great powers, hierarchy, and endogenous regimes: Rethinking the domestic 

causes of peace. International Organization 69(3): 557–588.
MacDonald PK (2009) Those who forget historiography are doomed to republish it: Empire, impe-

rialism and contemporary debates about American power. Review of International Studies 
35(1): 45–67.

MacDonald PK and Parent JM (2011) Graceful decline? The surprising success of great power 
retrenchment. International Security 35(4): 7–44.

McNamara KR (2015) The Politics of Everyday Europe: Constructing Authority in the European 
Union. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Matthijs M and McNamara KR (2015) The Euro crisis’s theory effect: Northern saints, Southern 
sinners, and the demise of the Eurobond. Journal of European Integration 37(2): 229–245.

Meernik J, Krueger EL and Poe SC (1998) Testing models of US foreign policy: Foreign aid dur-
ing and after the Cold War. The Journal of Politics 60(1): 63–85.

Mendelsohn B (2009) Combating Jihadism: American Hegemony and International Cooperation 
in the War on Terrorism. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Mérand F (2008) European Defence Policy: Beyond the Nation State. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press.

Murdock G (2006) Marx on Commodities, Contradictions and Globalisation: Resources for a 
Critique of Marketised Culture.[AQ: 25] E-Compós.

Neumann CEB (2017) A dangerous subject: The fashion model and the beauty/narcissism double 
bind. Hypatia. Epub ahead of print 12 February, DOI: 10.1111/hypa.12319

Neumann IB (2002) Returning practice to the linguistic turn: The case of diplomacy. Millennium 
— Journal of International Studies 31(3): 627–651.



24 European Journal of International Relations 00(0)

Neumann IB (2012) At Home with the Diplomats: Inside a European Foreign Ministry. Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press.

Neumann IB (2013) Foreword. In: Adler-Nissen R (ed.) Bourdieu in International Relations: 
Rethinking Key Concepts in IR. London: Routledge, pp. xiii–xiv.

Neumann IB and Sending OJ (2010) Govering the Global Polity: Practice, Mentality, Rationality. 
Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.

Nexon DH (2009) The Struggle for Power in Early Modern Europe: Religious Conflict, Dynastic 
Empires, and International Change. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Nexon DH and Pouliot V (2013) “Things of networks”: Situating ANT in International Relations. 
International Political Sociology 7(3): 342–345.

Nexon DH and Wright T (2007) What’s at stake in the American empire debate. American Political 
Science Review 101(2): 253–271.

Norrlof C (2010) America’s Global Advantage: US Hegemony and International Cooperation. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Nye JS (2004) Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics. New York, NY: PublicAffairs.
Oatley T (2015) A Political Economy of American Hegemony. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press.
Oatley T, Winecoff WK, Pennock A et al. (2013) The political economy of global finance: A net-

work model. Perspectives on Politics 11(1): 133–153.
Otmazgin NK (2008) Contesting soft power: Japanese popular culture in East and Southeast Asia. 

International Relations of the Asia-Pacific 8(1): 73–101.
Pedersen T (2002) Cooperative hegemony: Power, ideas and institutions in regional integration. 

Review of International Studies 28(4): 677–696.
Poe M (2001) Moscow, the third Rome: The origins and transformations of a “pivotal moment.” 

Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas 49(3): 412–429.
Portes A (1998) Social capital: Its origins and applications in modern sociology. Annual Review 

of Sociology 24: 1–24.
Pouliot V (2010) International Security in Practice: The Politics of NATO–Russia Diplomacy. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Pouliot V (2011) Setting status in stone: The negotiation of international institutional privileges. 

In: Paul TV, Larson DW and Wohlforth W (eds) Status in World Politics. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, pp. 192–218.

Pouliot V (2016) International Pecking Orders: The Politics and Practice of Multilateral 
Diplomacy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Pouliot V and Mérand F (2012) Boudieu’s concepts. In: Adler-Nissen R (ed.) Bourdieu in 
International Relations: Rethinking Key Concepts in IR. New York, NY: Routledge, pp. 
24–44.

Ruggie JG (1982) International regimes, transactions, and change: Embedded liberalism in the 
postwar economic order. International Organization 36(2): 379–415.

Saunders FS (2013) The Cultural Cold War: The CIA and the World of Arts and Letters.[AQ: 26] 
The New Press.

Sending OJ (2015) The Politics of Expertise. Competing for Authority in Global Governance. Ann 
Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.

Shane S, Mazzetti M and Goldman A (2017) Trump adviser’s visit to Moscow got the F.B.I.’s 
attention. The New York Times, 19 April. Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/19/
us/politics/carter-page-russia-trump.html

Shetelig H and Falk H (1937) Scandinavian Archaeology (trans. Gordon EV). London: Oxford 
University Press.

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/19/us/politics/carter-page-russia-trump.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/19/us/politics/carter-page-russia-trump.html


Neumann and Nexon 25

Steinmetz G (2007) The Devil’s Handwriting: Precoloniality and the German Colonial State 
in Qingdao, Samoa, and Southwest Africa. Chicago, IL: Chicago University Press. 
[AQ: 27]

Steinmetz G (2014) On Bourdieu, Sur l’État: Field theory and the state, colonies, and empires. 
Sociologica no 3. Available at: http://www.sociologica.mulino.it/journal/article/index/Article/
Journal:RWARTICLE:79484/Item/ (accessed 9 November 2016).[AQ: 28]

Suganami H (1984) Japan’s entry into international society. In: Bull H and Watson A (eds) The 
Expansion of International Society. Oxford: Clarendon, pp. 185–100.

Swartz D (1996) Bridging the study of culture and religion: Pierre Bourdieu’s political economy 
of symbolic power. Sociology of Religion 57(1): 71–85.

Todd M (1992) The Early Germans. Oxford: Blackwell.
Towns A (2009) The status of women as a standard of “civilization.” European Journal of 

International Relations 15(4): 681–706.
Van Appeldoorn B (2002) Transnational Capitalism and the Struggle over European Integration. 

London: Routledge.[AQ: 29]
Volgy TJ and Mayhall S (1995) Status inconsistency and international war: Exploring the effects 

of systemic change. International Studies Quarterly 39(1): 67–84.
Ward S (2013) Race, status, and Japanese revisionism in the early 1930s. Security Studies 22(4): 

607–639.
Ward-Perkins B (2005) The Fall of Rome and the End of Civilization. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press.
Watson A (2009) The Evolution of International Society: A Comparative Historical Analysis. New 

York, NY: Routledge.[AQ: 30]
Wickham C (2009) The Inheritance of Rome: A History of Europe from 400 to 1000. London: 

Penguin.
Williams MC (2007) Culture and Conflict: Symbolic Power and the Politics of International 

Security. London: Routledge.
Wirth G (1997) Rome and its Germanic partners in the fourth century. In: Pohl W (ed.) 

Kingdoms of the Empire: The Integration of Barbarians in Late Antiquity. Leiden: Brill, 
pp. 13–56.

Wohlforth W (2009) Unipolarity, status competition, and great power war. World Politics 61(1): 
28–57.

Wohlforth W (2014) Hegemonic decline and hegemonic war revisited. In: Ikenberry GJ (ed.) 
Power, Order, and Change in World Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 
109–130.

Wormald P (2003) The Leges Barbarorum: Law and ethnicity in the post-Roman West. In: Goetz 
H-W, Jarnut J and Pohl W (eds) Regna and Gentes: The Relationship between Late Antique 
and Early Mediaeval Peoples and Kingdoms in the Transformation of the Roman World. 
Leiden: Brill, pp. 21–54.

Yuan-kang W (2012) Managing regional hegemony in historical Asia: The case of early Ming 
China. The Chinese Journal of International Politics 5(2): 129–153.

Zarakol A (2011) After Defeat: How the East Learned to Live with the West. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Zhang F (2015) Chinese Hegemony: Grand Strategy and International Institutions in East Asian 
History. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

Zhang X (2004) Land reform in Yang Village: Symbolic capital and the determination of class 
status. Modern China 30(1): 3–45.

http://www.sociologica.mulino.it/journal/article/index/Article/Journal:RWARTICLE:79484/Item/
http://www.sociologica.mulino.it/journal/article/index/Article/Journal:RWARTICLE:79484/Item/


26 European Journal of International Relations 00(0)

Author biographies

Iver B. Neumann is Professor at the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs, Norway, and the 
outgoing Montague Burton Professor of International Relations in the Department of International 
Relations, London School of Economics, UK. His book (with Einar Wigen), Politics on 
Horseback: The Eurasia Steppe Tradition and European State Building, is in press with 
Cambridge University Press.

Daniel H. Nexon is Associate Professor in the Department of Government and the School of 
Foreign Service, Georgetown University, USA.




