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Despite its relative economic decline, the United States remains the domi-
nant power in the world economy. The foreign economic actions taken by
American officials, whether they involve trade, technology transfer, or the
value of the dollar, continue to have profound consequences for other states
in the international system, as well as for American domestic politics and
economics. Thus, it is not surprising that the study of American foreign
economic policy attracts considerable scholarly attention, and presently
constitutes a major portion of the subfield of international political economy.

In constructing explanations of American foreign economic policy, schol-
ars have employed a range of analytical and theoretical approaches. Three
have major significance: system-centered, society-centered, and state-
centered approaches. International, or system-centered, approaches explain
American policy as a function of the attributes or capabilities of the United
States relative to other nation-states. In this view, government officials are
perceived as responding to the particular set of opportunities and constraints
that America’s position in the international system creates at any moment in
time.! Society-centered approaches view American policy as either reflect-
ing the preferences of the dominant group or class in society, or as resulting
from the struggle for influence that takes place among various interest

1. Examples and discussions of system-centered approaches include Charles Kindleberger,
The World in Depression (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973); Robert Keohane,
““The Theory of Hegemonic Stability and Changes in International Economic Regimes,’’ in Ole
Holsti, R. Siverson, and A. George, eds., Change in the International System (Boulder: West-
view Press, 1980); Stephen Krasner, ‘‘State Power and the Structure of International Trade,”
World Politics 28 (April 1976), pp. 317-43; David A. Lake, ‘‘International Economic Structures
and American Foreign Economic Policy, 1887-1934,”” World Politics 35 (July 1983), pp. 517-
43; and Duncan Snidal, ‘‘The Limits of Hegemonic Stability Theory,”” International Organiza-
tion 39 (Autumn 1985), pp. 579-614.
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groups or political parties. In either case, this approach explains foreign
economic policy essentially as a function of domestic politics.? Third, state-
centered approaches view foreign economic policy as highly constrained by
domestic institutional relationships that have persisted over time, and also
by the ability of state officials to realize their objectives in light of both
international and domestic constraints. This approach emphasizes the in-
stitutional structures of the state and the capacities of political and adminis-
trative officials who occupy positions within it.> Each of these three
perspectives is well-represented in the literature, and no single approach
currently dominates the field.

The contributions to this volume reflect and, in fact, highlight the existing
diversity in approach. The authors place varying emphasis on the signifi-
cance of state, society, and international system in their efforts to account
for different aspects of American foreign economic policy. In addition, the
authors reinterpret important historical episodes or circumstances of Ameri-
can policy that are not adequately explained in the existing literature. The
failure of the United States to assume leadership in the interwar period, the
persistence of a free-trade orientation in the 1970s and 1980s, and major
turning points in American energy and East-West trade policy are among
the issues for which the articles attempt to provide more compelling expla-
nations.

Collectively, the evidence cumulated from the papers suggests two impor-
tant findings. First, both system-centered approaches, which collapse the
distinction between state and nation-state, and society-centered approaches,
which tend to view the state as an arena for political conflict and a relatively
passive political actor, could be enhanced by focusing more explicitly and
positively on the role of state officials and institutions in the policy process.*
The volume, as a whole, suggests that the state serves as an important
independent or intervening variable between social and international forces,

on the one hand, and foreign economic policy on the other.
Both system- and society-centered explanations of foreign economic pol-

icy treat the policymaking process as a ‘‘black box.”” Such a conception is

2. Society-centered approaches include E. E. Schattschneider, Politics, Pressures and the
Tariff New York: Prentice-Hall, 1935); Jonathan J. Pincus, Pressure Groups and Politics in
Antebellum Tariffs (New York: Columbia University Press, 1977); Timothy McKeown, ‘‘Firms
and Tariff Regime Change: Explaining the Demand for Protection,”’ World Politics 36 (January
1984), pp. 215-33; and Peter Gourevitch, Politics in Hard Times (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1986).

3. On state-centered approaches, see Peter J. Katzenstein, ‘‘Conclusion: Domestic Struc-
tures and Strategies of Foreign Economic Policy,” in Katzenstein, ed., Between Power and
Plenty (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1978), and Small States in World Markets
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986); Stephen Krasner, Defending the National Interest
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1978); and G. John Ikenberry, ‘“The Irony of
State Strength: Comparative Responses to the Oil Shocks,’ International Organization 40
(Winter 1986), pp. 105-37. )

4. Jeff Frieden’s contribution to this volume is an exception, since it does not support this
general finding.
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most useful when it explains or predicts the pattern of a large number of
cases across time or space. However, it becomes less useful when analysis,
as in the present volume, focuses more closely on a small number of cases in
a single country over time. In that event, we need to understand the policy
process, and how domestic and international forces and constraints are
transmitted through the black box of government. The articles in this volume
provide insights about how one might disassemble the black box, as it were,
to explain specific episodes of American foreign economic policy.

Second, state-centered approaches are limited in their explanatory power
by the widespread conception of the American state as ‘‘weak’’ (that is, able
to do little more than register the demands of private actors) relative to its
own society. Several authors demonstrate empirically the limitations of the
weak state conception, and seek to determine the sources of state strength
and variations in it across time and issue-area. Overall, this volume suggests
that, in American foreign economic policy, the state matters more, and in
different ways, than previously has been appreciated. Greater attention, we
conclude, should be devoted to the role and efficacy of the state.

The weak-state conception is useful in situating the American state rela-
tive to those in other advanced industrial countries. Yet it tells us little
about variations in the role of the state across time and issue-area within a
single country. The contribution of these articles is that they provide de-
tailed analyses of when and how the American state has an impact on foreign
economic policy, both as an actor and as an institution.

The remainder of this introduction elaborates the points already made. We
examine the conceptual underpinnings of each of the three approaches, and
how each currently explains American policy. We also discuss how each
approach might be refined or modified, given the findings and arguments the
authors raise.

System-centered explanations

Systemic-level theories are the most distinctively ‘‘international’’ ap-
proaches to the study of world politics and international political economy.
Where both society- and state-centered approaches begin their analyses
within the nation-state, systemic theories abstract from domestic politics
and focus on the relative attributes of countries. In this perspective, theoret-
ical propositions are derived only from the interrelationships and interac-
tions among nation-states.’

In the explanation of foreign economic policy, some scholars argue that

5. See Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley,
1979), and Robert Keohane, ‘“Theory of World Politics: Structural Realism and Beyond,” in
Keohane, ed., Neorealism and its Critics New York: Columbia University Press, 1986).
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systemic theories deserve a certain primacy over other levels of analysis. As
Robert Keohane writes:

an international-level analysis . . . is neither an alternative to studying
domestic politics, nor a mere supplement to it . . . On the contrary, it is
a precondition for effective comparative analysis. Without a conception
of the common external problems, pressures, and challenges . . . we
lack an analytic basis for identifying the role played by domestic inter-
ests and pressures . . . Understanding the constraints imposed by the
world political economy allows us to distinguish the effects of common
international forces from those of distinctive national ones.®

The international system, in this view, is a necessary ‘‘first cut’’ in any
analysis of international or comparative politics. As such, it can explain
recurring international events and the commonalities in national foreign
policies. This is important even in the study of foreign economic policy in a
single nation-state, and it should lead the analyst to apply at least an implicit
comparative standard.

Several systemic theories of relevance to American foreign economic pol-
icy have enjoyed prominence over the last decade. In particular, world
systems theory, generally associated with the work of Immanuel Waller-
stein, explains foreign economic policy as a function of the processes and
contradictions within international capitalism. The literature on transna-
tional relations and economic interdependence examines how international
transactions, a systemic process, increase the sensitivity of one country to
developments in a second, and thereby render foreign policy more contin-
gent or strategic. And the burgeoning literature on international regimes
suggests that they may constrain national policy and facilitate greater inter-
national cooperation. All of these literatures have helped shape the research
agenda of international political economy, and are reflected in the articles to
varying degrees.’

More centrally, the articles directly or indirectly address the theory of
hegemonic stability. The theory is primarily intended to explain the rise and
fall of international economic regimes, but it is also important as an explana-
tion of foreign economic policy. In this context, the theory holds that a
nation-state’s position in the international economy decisively shapes its
foreign economic policy. More specifically, dominant or ‘‘hegemonic’’
states have a strong preference for liberal economic regimes and possess the
power to create and maintain such regimes, either by providing collective

6. Keohane’s statement is found in ‘“The World Political Economy and the Crisis of Embed-
ded Liberalism,”’ in John H. Goldthorpe, ed., Order and Conflict in Contemporary Capitalism
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984), p. 16.

7. See Wallerstein, The Modern World System, vols. 1 and 2 (New York: Academjc Press,
1974 and 1978); on transnational relations, see Edward Morse, Modernization and the Transfor-
mation of International Relations (New York: Free Press, 1976), and Robert Keohane and
Joseph Nye, Power and Interdependence (Boston: Little, Brown, 1977); on regimes, see
Stephen Krasner, ed., International Regimes (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1982).



