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For over two decades American foreign policy has been the subject of
protracted conflict. Deep divisions exist over the uses of American power.
This study argues that this conflict is regional in nature and is part of a
larger struggle over national priorities between the nation’s oldest and
newest industrializing regions. Using Congress as a proxy for the national
polity, I employ a spatial model to describe and analyze the regional bases
of legislative voting over foreign policy. I show that since the late 1960s
conflicts over foreign policy matters have pitted the “manufacturing belt”
against the “sunbelt.” I argue that this regional conflict goes a long way in
explaining the difficulty America’s political leaders have experienced in
articulating a vision of the national interest that inspires broad domestic
support.

Introduction

In most accounts of American foreign policy, sectionalism or regionalism is viewed
as a relic of the past. Once assigned a prominent place in studies of foreign
policy-making, sectionalism rarely figures into accounts of contemporary debates
and conflicts over “the national interest.” Students of American foreign policy
remain reluctant to interpret the politics of recent controversies over the use of
American power in regional terms. This reflects a widely accepted belief among
foreign policy analysts that politics in the United States has become increasingly
“nationalized.” The regional struggles that shaped the debates over tariff policy,
territorial expansion, and naval power in the nineteenth century are generally
assumed to have gradually disappeared in the twentieth century with the closing of
the national frontier, America’s rise as a global power, and its integration into the
world economy. Analysts have turned to the study of ideological and institutional
cleavages at the national level to interpret and explain patterns of conflict,
consensus, and stalemate over foreign policy.
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174 Sectionalism and American Foreign Policy

Is sectionalism an anachronism? In this paper, I argue that a closer look at the
patterns of political conflict over foreign policy shows that sectionalism is alive and
well. For over two decades American leaders have experienced great difficulty in
articulating a vision of the national interest that inspires broad domestic support.
Since the late 1960s, questions of foreign policy have been the subject of pro-
tracted political debate (Kegley and Wittkopf, 1983; Destler, Gelb, and Lake, 1984;
Holsti and Rosenau, 1984; McCormick and Wittkopf, 1990). Most analysts argue
that there was a consensus over foreign policy in the 1940s and 1950s and that its
breakdown was largely the result of the Vietnam War. There is no agreement, how-
ever, when it comes to explaining why recent administrations have been unable to
forge a new consensus. I argue that a geographically based approach can shed new
light on the difficulties American leaders have experienced in managing the
nation’s foreign policy. My main claim is that conflicts over foreign policy are
grounded in a struggle between the nation’s oldest and newest industrializing
regions: the “manufacturing belt” and the “sunbelt.”

My approach builds on a large literature in political geography on the role of
sectionalism in the United States. A common theme in this work is that the
national political economy is undergoing a fundamental process of change that
can best be thought of in regional terms.. Political geographers have shown that
since the 1960s American politics has been shaped by a struggle for national wealth
and power between states in the Northeast (the manufacturing belt) and states in
the South (the sunbelt).! The crux of my argument is that this struggle between
the manufacturing belt and sunbelt has found expression in conflicts over the
nation’s foreign policy. Since the late 1960s debates over foreign policy have pitted
the Northeast against the South. Support for an ambitious and expensive foreign
policy agenda has been strongest in the sunbelt. Politicians from the manufac-
turing belt have favored a more restrained and cost-conscious approach to foreign
policy. I argue that this conflict over foreign policy is part and parcel of a larger
regional struggle over national priorities. It reflects the regionally uneven nature of
development in the national polmcal economy.

The central empirical task in this paper is to show that the recent pattern of
conflict over American foreign policy is regional in nature. When did this pattern
of regional competition over foreign policy first emerge? How stable or durable
has this regional cleavage been? These questions are addressed through an analysis
of roll call voting in the House of Representatives. I treat the Congress as a proxy
for the national polity and reconstruct patterns of regional conflict and coopera-
tion from “key” congressional roll call votes on foreign policy. The core of the
paper consists of a longitudinal or serial portrait of the voting alignments over
foreign policy from the Truman through Reagan years. These data are used to
identify foreign policy coalitions, uncover their regional bases, and pinpoint
breakpoints in the structure of domestic competition over foreign policy. I show
two things: first, that there was a realignment in congressional voting over foreign
policy in the late 1960s, and second, that since that time elected representatives
from the manufacturing belt and sunbelt have defined the nation’s strategic
interests and objectives in fundamentally different ways.

The manufacturing belt, or Northeast, is defined here as a region that spans New England, the Middle Atlantic,
and the Great Lakes. The states in this region include Connecticut, Delaware, Illinois, Indiana, Maine, Maryland,
Massachusetts, Michigan, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Vermont, and
Wisconsin. The sunbelt is defined here as a region spanning the Southeast and Southwest. It includes the following
states: Alabama, Arizona, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, New Mexico, North Carolina,
Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West Virginia. The Midwest comprises Iowa, Kansas,
Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, and South Dakota. The West includes California, Colorado, Idaho,
Montana, Nevada, Oregon, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming. Since Alaska and Hawaii were not states during part of
the study period, they were dropped from the data analysis.
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Establishing three points at the onset will set the framework for the analysis.
First, the historical scope of the analysis makes it necessary to use a unit of analysis
that is stable over time. States are a logical choice for such purposes. The boun-
daries of legislative districts change; state boundaries do not. States are also
important politically. States choose presidential electors and state delegations have
long operated as “informal” institutions within Congress. Second, my decision to
focus on the House, as opposed to the Senate, is largely one of analytic conve-
nience. Since “states” are the unit of analysis, the size of state delegations in the
House makes them more suitable from a methodological standpoint. Finally, I
assume that elected officials are motivated by electoral imperatives, and that in
pursuit of reelection they are responsive to prevailing economic conditions and
political currents in their home states. This assumption is consistent with a large
body of literature in American politics that views legislators as single-minded
seekers of reelection. )

Sectional Strife and Foreign Policy

Since the nation’s founding, regional politics has played a prominent role in
debates over foreign policy. This is particularly obvious in periods of flux. After
America won its independence, the Northeast and South divided over how the new
nation would use its powers (Varg, 1963; Lynd, 1970). The intense conflicts over
foreign trade, American involvement in European affairs, and continental expan-
sion found expression in debates over the scope of American participation in the
world economy. Debates over American imperialism at the end of the nineteenth
century were also shaped by regional rivalries between northern industrial and
financial interests and southern agricultural and raw materials producers (Rystad,
1975; Bensel, 1984). This regional cleavage structured debates over the tariff, the
modern Navy, and overseas expansion. Well into the twentieth century, regional
strife continued to play a prominent role in debates over foreign policy
(Grassmuck, 1951; Turner, 1966). In the wake of the Great Depression, the axis of
conflict shifted along coastal-interior lines. The Midwest and West clashed with
states from the Atlantic seaboard, the Gulf Coast, and the Pacific Rim over the
White House’s efforts to centralize foreign policy-making power and to stimulate
and regulate American involvement in the world economy.

These moments of transition and flux in American foreign policy reveal a truth
that- is often obscured during times of stability and consensus: “the national
interest” has a geographic dimension. During periods of consensus, when national
leaders enjoy substantial latitude in conducting foreign policy, the domestic
political circumstances that confer such authority on statesmen recede from view.
Support for policy initiatives is sufficiently broad, and the policy-making process
works with enough regularity, to permit analysts to speak about the national
interest as though it were somehow suspended above politics. In times of crisis, this
comfortable illusion about the foreign policy-making process dissolves and the
inherently political nature of the national interest is revealed in stark form. We see
the regional imperatives and alignments that make consensus over foreign policy
possible in some periods and not in others. In each of these periods, issues of
foreign policy were the subject of intense and protracted regional conflict.
Regional fights took on strongly emotional and symbolic overtones. At issue were
questions of relative gain—political as well as economic.

That questions of foreign policy should figure into regional struggles over wealth
and power is not really surprising. Decisions over the nation’s strategic goals,
market orientation, and military posture are not geographically neutral. The late
nineteenth century, for example, was marked by a struggle between the industrial
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heartland in the Northeast and the agrarian hinterland of the South for political
dominance and control over the national state. This regional conflict permeated
both foreign and domestic policy issues (Burnham, 1981; Bensel, 1984; Brady,
1988). The Republican “core” sought to extract tribute from the Democratic
“periphery” in the form of tariffs for northern industry and pensions for Union
veterans. At the same time, the Republican core sought to expand its political and
economic power by colonizing foreign lands, modernizing the nation’s military,
and revising federal electoral laws. Elites from the periphery sought to limit the
transfer of wealth and power to the core, and to limit the scope of northern control
of the national political system, through strategic maneuver and political obstruc-
tion. Still chafing from the legacy of reconstruction and seeking alternative indus-
trial markets for their goods, the periphery sought to limit the centralization of
power at the national level and favored free trade instead of imperialism.

Sources of sectional strife in the United States are both economic and political.
The regionally uneven nature of economic growth and development often means
that the costs and benefits of national policies are spread unevenly across the
nation. Regional political competition is the result (Turner, 1932; Key, 1964;
Bensel, 1984). The spatially decentralized structure of political representation in
the United States heightens the role of territoriality in national politics by forcing
politicians to organize on a geographic basis to compete for political power at the
national level (Archer and Taylor, 1981). American party leaders have a long if
inglorious record of playing on regional antipathies and sensitivities to mobilize
electoral support and marginalize political opposition. The effects of federalism
are compounded by the fragmented structure of the federal government itself.
What some have defined as the inherent “weakness” of the American state provides
regionally based groups and movements a large number of access points to exert
political pressure and influence national policy-making (Duchacek, 1970; Beer,
1973; Paddison, 1983). Such groups and movements help define, shape, and artic-
ulate regional sentiments and mobilize regional interests for collective action.

It is surely no accident that past periods of flux and crisis over the nation’s
foreign policy coincided with shifts in the underlying distribution of regional power
at the national level, the erosion of existing regional alignments in the party system,
and acute political struggles between coalitions advancing conflicting regional
agendas. In more recent times, political and economic geographers have seen the
1960s as a watershed, the beginning of another era of regional restructuring in the
national political economy. Many volumes have been written about the decline of
the nation’s industrial heartland and the rise of the southern periphery, and the
reemergence of sectional strife over domestic policy. In this paper, I show that this
axis of regional competition and conflict has also surfaced in the area of foreign
policy. As in previous periods of flux and transition, the current struggle over “the
national interest” is structured along regional lines and grounded in conflicting
sectional imperatives.

Research Design and Methods

My approach to American foreign policy builds on this regionally grounded
approach to understanding national politics. I seek to show that the structure of
domestic competition over foreign policy changed in the 1960s, and that since that
time conflicts over foreign policy have pitted the manufacturing belt against the
sunbelt. One way to test these propositions is to examine how members of
Congress vote on foreign policy matters over time. For present purposes I analyze
voting behavior in the House of Representatives from the Truman through Reagan
years. Two different methods are used here to reconstruct and analyze congres-
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sional voting behavior: principal components analysis and multidimensional
scaling. Principal components analysis is used to identify temporal groupings of
Congresses. Multidimensional scaling is used to identify geographical groupings of
congressional or state delegations.

The data set consists of roll call votes defined as “key” votes by organizations that
monitor political activity in Congress on a regular basis. These organizations
include Americans for Democratic Action, Americans for Constitutional Action,
and Congressional Quarterly.2 Each group publishes an annual list of congressional
votes on important national issues, foreign as well as domestic. These votes
constitute a test of legislators’ policy preferences and their positions on issues
whose political significance is unlikely to be lost on elected officials. Votes used
here cover a wide range of foreign policy issues. The overwhelming majority falls
-into the following categories: foreign trade, overseas investment, defense spending,
military assistance, arms control, foreign aid, military alliances, military interven-
tion, covert operations, international institutions, arms sales, and presidential
powers. The data set includes all of the major foreign policy initiatives undertaken
by a president that required approval by the House and votes on every major
foreign policy issue that reached the House floor. All of the roll call votes included
in the analysis were weighted equally.

The roll call votes were used to construct two different measures. The first mea-
sures support for Cold War internationalism. I define this concept as support for
policies and programs designed to promote an open, interdependent world econo-
my and isolate or “contain” the Soviet bloc. For each of the postwar presidencies
(Truman through Reagan) a composite index was constructed using the key votes
described above.3 A vote for any of the following was considered a vote in support of
Cold War internationalism: free trade, overseas investment, economic aid, military
aid, arms sales, military alliances, military intervention, covert operations, defense
spending, international institutions, and presidential prerogative in the making of
foreign policy. Votes against such initiatives, including votes for arms control, were
treated as votes against Cold War internationalism. The:position of each member of
Congress on these votes was identified# A mean support score for Cold War
internationalism was calculated by averaging across the votes. A state mean was then
formed by averaging the scores of all members of a congressional delegation.5

The second measure is an index of voting similarity between congressional dele-
gations. For each of the eight presidencies, voting similarity or agreement scores
were calculated for all pairs of state delegations using a modified version of the

2The Americans for Constitutional Action began publishing an annual list of key votes in 1960. For the 1947-59
period, the roll calls selected by the Americans for Democratic Action and Congressional Quarterly were supplemented
by those chosen by the New Republic. Since the Americans for Democratic Action was created in 1947, votes for the
79th Congress (1945-46) were drawn from Congressional Quarterly and the New Republic. 1 was unable to obtain key
votes for the 99th Congress (1985-86) from the Americans for Constitutional Action. For this Congress, the list of
votes from Congressional Quarterly and the Americans for Democratic Action was supplemented by those used by the
National Journaliin rating legislators. '

3The analysis is based on key votes from 1945 through 1986 (i.e., the seventy-ninth through ninety-ninth
Congresses). The following timeframes are used to classify the votes by presidency: Truman (1945-52); Eisenhower
(1953-60); Kennedy (1961-63); Johnson (1964-68); Nixon (1969-74); Ford (1975-76); Carter (1977-80); Reagan
(1981-86).

“Following convention, paired votes and announced positions were treated as formal votes.

5As noted earlier, the longitudinal nature of this study makes it necessary to use a unit of analysis that is stable
over time. Hence the decision to use states as opposed to districts. Aggregating to the state level involves some cost in
analytic precision. States are not completely homogeneous, economically, socially, or politically. In some states like
California and New York that have complex economic and partisan profiles, there may be important policy
differences at the district level that are lost by using the average state score. One should not, h , overemphasi
this problem. In most cases, there was a relatively high degree of policy consensus within the state delegations.
Moreover, I focus here on general tendencies within broadly defined regions.
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pairwise agreement index. This index is normally used to measure voting similarity
among individual members of Congress. Here, state delegations, not individual
representatives, are the unit of analysis. Each state delegation’s position on a vote
was based on the majority position in the delegation voting yea or nay. The voting
similarity index measures the percentage of agreement between each pair of state
delegations over all of the key foreign policy votes during a presidency. The score
is one hundred when there is perfect agreement between the majority posmons of
two state delegations; it is zero if there is perfect disagreement.

These two measures are used to capture different properties of House voting
over foreign policy. A measure whose substantive meaning is relatively fixed or
constant over time is used to determine whether the structure of political competi-
tion over foreign policy changed, and if so when. Principal components analysis is
an appropriate technique for this purpose. 6 It is used here to determine whether
the structure of House voting cha.nged in the late 1960s and early 1970s and to
determine how stable House voting was in the 1970s and 1980s. In the principal
components analysis, the presidencies are the variables and state delegatlons are
the analytic units. If there were a realignment in House voting, then it will be
apparent in the factor loadings of the presidencies. Multidimensional scaling is an
appropriate method to analyze proximity structures such as legislative voting
alignments and coalitions. Multidimensional scaling is used here to uncover the
geographical alignment of state delegations at different points in time. Together,
these methods produce a compelling portrait of voting patterns over foreign policy
issues in the House.

Analysis of House Voting on Foreign Policy -
The results of the principal components analysis are summarized in Tables 1 and 2..
The analysis points to a realignment in the structure of state support for Cold War
internationalism. A relatively clear two-dimensional pattern is apparent, with the
first and second dimensions collectively explaining 73.9 percent of the total
variance in the data. Of that total, 52.3 percent of the variance is attributable to the
first dimension and 21.6 percent is attributable to the second. A third dimension
accounts for only an additional 9.3 percent of the variance. With the exception of
the Reagan years, every presidency has at least 60 percent of the variance accounted
for by the component analysis. During the Reagan presidency a substantial 58.4
percent of the variance is still explained. An examination of the factor loadings in
the varimax rotation indicates that the pattern of state support for Cold War
internationalism changes. The shift occurs during the Nixon years.” The Truman,

50ther factor analytic procedures could be used. However, my purpose here is to show that the pattern of House
voting is in fact highly structured, that the structure changed around the late 1960s and early 1970s, and that the new
structure persisted into the Reagan years. Principal components analysis is an appropriate procedure to use for this
purpose. In applying this technique, I start from the assumption that voting over foreign policy during the era of the
so-called postwar consensus was relatively stable. The notion of a “consensus” itself captures the stability and
durability of voting cleavages from the late 1940s into the early 1960s. Principal components analysis allows me to
determine whether this structure gave way to another, similarly stable structure of voting. If it did not (i.e., if the post-
1970 structure of House voting were based on random or short-term factors), principal components analysis would
produce several components; collectively, these components would explain little variance. For a discussion of the
appropriateness of principal components analysis for dealing with similar issues of su'ucmml change see Rabinowitz,
Gurian, and Macdonald (1984) and Rabinowitz and Macdonald (1986).

7The precise timing of the change in House voting cannot be determined from the data presem.ed here because 1
have aggregated Houses by presidency. A similar analysis was conducted House by House for the study period. The
results are consistent with those described here. With respect to the realignment, the pivotal House appears to be the
91st (1969-1970).
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TABLE 1. Summary of principal component analysis.

Cumulative
Percent Variance Percent Variance
Component Eigenvalue Explained Explained
1 4,187 52.3 523
2 1.729 21.6 73.9
3 0.745 09.3 832
4 0.516 06.4 89.6
5 0.354 04.4 94.0
6 0.227 02.8 96.8
7 0.152 01.9 98.7
8 0.089 01.3 100.0

Source: Based on recorded roll call votes in the United States Congress.

TABLE 2. Varimax rotated coefficients and variable communalities.

Percent Variance
Presidency Dimension 1 Dimension 2 (100 x Communality)
Truman 318 Jm 60.7
Eisenhower -.295 879 86.0
Kennedy -.320 800 74.3
Johnson -.596 .686 82.6
Nixon .818 -.052 67.2
Ford 898 -.064 81.1
Carter 875 -216 81.2
Reagan 739 -196 : 58.4

Source. Based on recorded roll call votes in the United States Congress.

Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson presidencies load on the second dimension;
the Nixon, Ford, Carter, and Reagan presidencies load on the first dimension.

The principal components analysis offers some support for the widely held view
that the Vietnam War reshaped patterns of congressional voting over foreign policy.
The shift in House voting during the Nixon years occurs at about the same time that
Vietnam emerges as a major issue on the House floor. This issue has been discussed
in some detail by Sinclair (1982) and Clausen (1973), both of whom have shown
that a new cluster of foreign policy issues surfaced by the mid-1960s.8 They indicate
that the range of issues that made up the House agenda in the 1970s was much
broader than those under consideration before the escalation of the war in
Vietnam. In the 1940s and 1950s, the legislative agenda was dominated by issues and
votes pertaining to economic development in Europe and Asia, the reduction of
international barriers to the movement of goods and capital, and the creation of
military alliances and overseas bases. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, a new cluster
of issues arose concerning cuts in defense spending, reductions in military aid and
sales to the Third World, and executive discretion in the use of force abroad.

8Their studies are not strictly comparable to the present one. They rely on individuals, as opposed to states, as the
unit of analysis; they use different criteria to select votes; and they employ a different methodology. Nevertheless,
their studies of legislative voting raise an important issue that is relevant here.
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My own reading of the key votes used in the present analysis squares with their
conclusion. The composition of the votes changes over time as the proportion of
votes dealing with national security issues, as opposed to foreign economic issues,’
increases. This process began in the late 1960s. As Sinclair and Clausen argue, this
suggests that there is some “reorientation” in the nature of legislative voting in the
foreign policy domain during this period. In my terms, what this implies is that new
issues were pushed on to the House floor as the pattern of state support for the
Cold War changed.? The question is why? Can the shift or realignment in the
pattern of state support for Cold War internationalism be understood solely in
terms of the debates over national security policy that arose over the Vietham War?
Or was this realignment over foreign policy grounded in a more pervasive regional

- struggle over foreign policy? I deal with this question in the next section. First,
however, it is necessary to provide a geographic breakdown of the pattern of voting
described above and to determine the extent to which the domestic realignment
over foreign policy is regional in character.

Multidimensional scaling is used to reconstruct and analyze the geography of
House voting over foreign policy. The basic goal of this scaling technique is to
describe the empirical relationship between some set of objects in a space of fixed
dimensionality. Widely used in the field of psychology, multidimensional scaling is

- also now employed by political scientists. A number of analysts have demonstrated
its utility for analyzing political attitudes and recovering legislative voting patterns
(Weisberg, 1968; MacRae, 1970; Rabinowitz, 1975; Hoadley, 1980; Easterling,
1987). Here I use the simplest nonmetric version to provide a spatial display of the
voting alignment among congressional or state delegations over foreign policy at
different points in time. The states (i.e., state delegations) are represented as
points in the space, and distance is an analog for similarity (or dissimilarity). The
goal is to find the configuration of interpoint distances between state delegations
that corresponds as closely as possible to the similarities among the voting behavior
of these delegations.

A number of issues must be addressed in interpreting the results obtained
through multidimensional scaling. First, the quality of a solution, or the fit between
the data (voting agreement scores) and the configuration, must be determined. In
the program used here, ALSCAL, the quality of a solution is defined by RSQ, which
measures the degree to which the configuration reproduces accurately the relation-
ships present in the data. Second, the appropriate dimensionality must be deter-
mined with respect to RSQ, In principle, a solution can be derived in any number
of dimensions, and RSQ will be higher when a higher dimensionality is allowed.
Since multidimensional scaling works in a space of fixed-dimensionality, it is neces-
sary to determine the most appropriate dimensionality, recognizing that there is a
trade-off between the quality of fit (high RSQ) and parsimony (a small number of
dimensions). Finally, the interpretation of a configuration involves a search for
meaningful patterns, usually defined as dimensions or clusters. While dimensional
structure is often emphasized, it is equally valid to focus on clusters of objects in the
configurations.!0

The results of the scaling analysis are summarized in Table 3. Configurations
were generated in one, two, and three dimensions. The two-dimensional configura-
tion was selected as the best representation of voting patterns in each of the eight
presidencies. On average, the two-dimensional solutions account for 94.3 percent
of the variance. A third dimension improves the fit by only 2.2 percent on average.

®In other words, the change in the House agenda was itself a reflection of new cleavages in the Congress. See the
interpretation of the results that is provided in the next section.
10For a good discussion of this issue see Kruskal and Wish (1978).
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TABLE 3. Summary of multidimensional scaling solutions.

RSQ STRESS
Dimensions Dimensions

Presidency 1 2 3 1 2 3

Truman 850 926 .961 225 130 084
Eisenhower .808 .896 936 255 .148 099
Kennedy .846 960 978 227 096 064
Johnson 940 984 99 .146 068 047
Nixon 843 928 957 233 130 090
Ford 944 966 979 142 094 067
Carter 854 924 948 221 133 099
Reagan 929 966 974 156 097 077

Source: Based on recorded roll call votes in the United States Congress.

(ALSCAL also generates an alternative “badness of fit” function, known as STRESS,
which is presented along with RSQ in Table 3.) In some cases, the one-dimensional
configurations would be adequate on the basis of RSQ, but there is no particular
advantage in restricting the figures to a single dimension. Since voting alignments
are easier to visualize in a plane, the two-dimensional solutions are presented here.
For present purposes, I limit the discussion to the voting patterns in the Truman,
Nixon, and Reagan years (Figures 1 through 3). A detailed analysis of House voting
during each of the postwar presidencies is not necessary to capture the regional
properties of the realignment revealed by the principal components analysis. The
Truman and Reagan years bracket the analysis historically; the Nixon map is used
to highlight the regional bases of the realignment in House voting.

~ The vertical and horizontal dimensions in the three configurations are not
labeled and are not interpreted here in terms of two orthogonal linear dimensions.
A dimensional interpretation is appropriate in certain instances, but it does not
provide the best description of the patterns in the figures. The configurations

Key: Manufacturing Belt Suabels Other

Source: Derived from multidimensional scaling of key roll call votes in the United States Congress: 1945-52.

FiG. 1. Voting Alignment on Foreign Policy Issues for Truman Years
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Fic. 2. Voting Alignment on Foreign Policy Issues for Nixon Years
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Source: Derived from multidimensional scaling of key roll call votes in the United States Congress: 1981--86.

FiG. 3. Voting Alignment on Foreign Policy Issues for Reagan Years

should be interpreted as clusterings of states in a two-dimensional space. Those
states (congressional delegations) which agree most often in voting on foreign
policy issues are closest to each other in the configurations. Those which disagree
most are farthest apart in the space. A closely grouped cluster of states indicates a
cohesive voting bloc. State delegations from the manufacturing belt (the
Northeast) are depicted in bold typeface. Those from the sunbelt (the Southeast
and Southwest) are indicated in italics. States from the Midwest and West are in
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regular typeface. State support scores on the Cold War internationalism index
described above are used to help interpret the clustering patterns in the
configurations. Those state delegations that scored in the top quartile on the index
are underlined. Those states in the lowest quartile are in brackets.

A visual examination of the three configurations reveals several things. First, a
large proportion of the state delegations cluster at opposite ends of the horizontal
axis in each of the figures. The pattern of clustering is loosely bipolar, although it
is more well-defined in the Nixon and Reagan years than during the Truman years.
Second, it is also apparent that the pattern of interstate alignment has shifted over
time and that this change can be characterized in broad regional terms. A com-
parison of the Truman and Nixon configurations makes this clear. During the
Truman years, the pattern of alignment runs along interior—coastal lines. In the
Nixon years questions of foreign policy divide the nation along north—south lines.
Third, it is evident that there is a great deal of similarity in the pattern of alignment
during the Nixon and Reagan presidencies. The north-south cleavage is starker
during the Reagan years, but this fault line is already fully evident by the Nixon
years. The coastal-interior axis of conflict underlying debates over American
foreign policy during the height of the Cold War in the late 1940s and early 1950s
is a thing of the past.

Like the principal components analysis, the multidimensional scaling analysis
points to a realignment in the House voting structure. The principal components
analysis suggests that this realignment occurred in the late 1960s and early 1970s,
and that the alignment that emerged persisted into the 1980s. The multidimen-
sional scaling analysis offers additional support for this finding, but takes us one
step further. It is now clear that this realignment in House voting was regional, and
involved a change in the geographic bases of support for Cold War interna-
tionalism. A large proportion of the state delegations that make up one of the two
voting blocs in the Nixon and Reagan years are from the manufacturing belt.
Support for Cold War internationalism is weakest in this bloc. The other voting
bloc is heavily populated by congressional delegations from the sunbelt. Support
for Cold War internationalism is strongest in this bloc. When the three figures are
viewed sequentially, it is evident that the most profound change in policy orien-
tation occurred in the Northeast. The position of state delegations from the South
in the three figures appears to be much more consistent.11 The pattern of support
in the Midwest and West is much more mixed.

A number of conclusions emerge from the analysis in this section. It is quite clear
that whereas the Cold War “consensus” that arose after World War II did span
much of the nation, it did not include all parts of the country. The analysis provides
support for previous accounts that emphasize regional differences in explaining the
foreign policy debates of the 1940s and 1950s, and that define those conflicts along
interior-coastal lines (Grassmuck, 1951; Huntington, 1961; Rieselbach, 1966;
Turner, 1966; Schurmann, 1974; Chester, 1975; Doenecke, 1979; Eden, 1984). The
analysis also indicates that since the Nixon years the regional alignment over
foreign policy has remained relatively stable and that the regional breakdown is
quite consistent with the popular distinction drawn between the manufacturing belt
and the sunbelt.!2 Finally, it is apparent that the regional realignment was driven by
rising opposition to Cold War internationalism in the manufacturing belt. It would

During the Eisenhower and Kennedy years there is more variability in the position of state delegations from the
South.

12This is partially revealed in the multidi ional scaling analysis. It is also evident in the principal components
analysis which shows that the structure of House voting is relatively stable during the 1970s and 1980s. The fact that
House voting in both the Nixon and Reagan years was organized along north-south lines suggest that since the
Nixon years, the structure of regional competition over foreign policy has not changed very much.
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be difficult to explain this realignment without reference to changes that occurred
in the 1960s in the Northeast’s political agenda, and the various economic, elec-
toral, and ideological forces that shaped it.

Interpretation and Discussion

The preceding analysis provides some support for the conventional wisdom that
the Vietham War eroded the Cold War consensus. The shift in House voting over
foreign policy does, generally speaking, coincide with the debate that surfaced in
the late 1960s and early 1970s over the costs and legitimacy of the war. Still, there
are problems with such an account. To begin with, one must explain why the war
produced stark regional cleavages over foreign policy. Why was opposition to the
war concentrated in the manufacturing belt? There is also the issue of duration.
Why did the pattern of regional conflict over foreign policy that surfaced in the
1970s persist into the 1980s, long after the turmoil surrounding the Vietnam War
subsided? Finally, there are issues of underdetermination. Any interpretation
associated with changes in House voting that crystallized in the 1970s is equally
plausible, provided that it can account for the emergence of a new axis of regional competi-
tion. An interpretation that identifies America’s changing geography as the source
of the foreign policy realignment is consistent with the data analysis and with a
broad literature on regionalism and politics in the United States.

For some time, older centers of industrial production in the Northeast have been
losing much of their economic base to other parts of the country (Bluestone and
Harrison, 1982; Agnew, 1987). The remarkable migration of jobs and people from
the manufacturing belt to the sunbelt since the 1960s is one indication of the rapid
economic growth of the sunbelt. Whereas many states located in the industrial core
experienced sluggish growth rates and economic stagnation, many in the South
and West became more prosperous and diversified (Norton and Rees, 1979;
Keinath, 1985; Wheat, 1986; Smith and Dennis, 1987). The erosion of American
commercial power in the international economy has also had uneven conse-
quences. Since the 1960s, larger parts of the manufacturing belt have suffered
disproportionately from the decline in sales of heavy industrial goods in world
markets, and to a lesser extent from foreign penetration of the domestic market in
many key nonagricultural sectors (Glickman and Glasmeier, 1989; Markusen and
Carlson, 1989). The manufacturing belt’s declining competitiveness is tied to the
expansion of American firms overseas and the rise of Western Europe and Japan as
industrial competitors. It also reflects the increasing mobility of capital and
technological diffusion within the United States.

This process of regional change is as much political as it is economic. With shifts
in population have come shifts in political power. The Northeast and Midwest have
lost congressional seats to the South and West through reapportionment. At the
same time, the regional bases of the national parties have undergone considerable
change since the 1960s when the New Deal party system started to come apart at
the seams. As liberal Democrats gained greater control over the party’s national
agenda, they pressed for an end to the Vietham War and cuts in the military
budget. They also pressed for the “nationalization” of civil rights, “right to work”
laws, and the social welfare state. When this happened, the party fractured along
north-south lines (Sundquist, 1983; Bensel, 1984; Black and Black, 1987). The
emergence of this fault line in the Democratic party became increasingly difficult
to paper over as a growing number of political organizations (like the Americans
for Democratic Action, the AFL~CIO, and later the Northeast-Midwest Institute)
exacerbated regional tensions within the party by calling attention to perceived
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regional inequities in federal policies and by mobilizing political and economic
interests in the manufacturing belt (Gillon, 1987; Markusen, 1987). As a result, the
center of the Democratic party began to shift into the Northeast, while the
Republican party began to penetrate the once solid Democratic South (Reinhard,
1983; Rae, 1989; Himmelstein, 1990). As party leaders have exploited this new
regional cleavage, sectional antagonisms were institutionalized in the party system.

This process of regional restructuring in the United States is complex. It cannot
be captured completely in a manufacturing belt/sunbelt model. The current party
system is not as regionally polarized as it was in the 1890s. Moreover, as the eco-
nomic resurgence of New England in the early 1980s and persistence of economic
“backwardness” in parts of the South make clear, there are intraregional disparities
in economic growth and development. Nevertheless, a tworegion model does
square with popular political perceptions about America’s changing regional
landscape. Indeed, for over two decades this view of the nation’s regional geog-
raphy has run like a dark thread through American political discourse. At the
center of this debate lies questions of regional equity, and specifically, the issue of

urported transfers of economic wealth and power from the manufacturing belt to
the sunbelt (Dilger, 1982; Bensel, 1984; Markusen, 1987).13 In the domestic arena,
the reemergence of sectional strife has colored a broad range of issues, which
themselves have changed over time. In most accounts, the 1960s mark the
beginning of this process, when regional divisions within the Democratic party
found expression in debates over civil rights, entitlement programs, and union-
ization. By the 1970s the scope of these debates expanded as politicians from these
regions locked horns over rising energy costs, capital flight to the sunbelt, and
regional bias in federal tax and spending policies. The pattern of conflict between
the manufacturing belt and the sunbelt continued through the 1980s, finding
expression in a wide variety of issues ranging from “deregulation” to “industrial
policy” to the “Reagan deficit.”

The struggle between the manufacturing belt and the sunbelt was not limited to
domestic policy matters. The widespread belief that the manufacturing belt was
paying more in federal taxes than the sunbelt (and receiving less in the way of
federal grants and spending) made the war in Vietnam, and more generally, the
military budget, an attractive target for criticism on the part of politicians from
areas of the country that depended heavily on social welfare subsidies (McCormick,
1989). In an era when much of the Northeast was experiencing hard economic
times, political representatives and interest groups from this region saw political
advantage in stressing the domestic “opportunity costs"—economic and social—of
military intervention, military spending, and military aid. In some cases, northern
urban interests, mostly represented by the Democratic party, sought to redistribute
military outlays to “labor surplus areas™—i.e., to the manufacturing belt (Bensel,
1984). More often, they tried to trim funding for military policies and programs
and to shift federal monies into social welfare accounts. This struggle over military
policy continued in the 1980s. Political opposition to the Reagan military buildup
was strongest in the manufacturing belt, whereas support was greatest in the South
and West (Trubowitz and Roberts, 1992). This conflict clearly reflected partisan
and ideological considerations. It also revolved around issues of regional bias in
federal spending policies and the opportunity costs of military spending for areas
of the country that no longer specialized in military-related production.

13This controversy gained notoriety in the mid-1970s with the publication of articles in the New York Times,
Business Week, and the National Journal on the regional flow of federal funds. The resulting debate over federal
revenue and spending was dubbed the “Second War between the States.” For a summary of the issues, see the
Advisory Commission on the Intergovernmental Relations (1980).
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Similar tensions surfaced in the area of foreign economic policy. The growing
vulnerability of many of America’s key industrial sectors (e.g., autos, steel, elec-
tronics, etc.) to global competition in the 1960s and 1970s further eroded support
for free trade in the Northeast. This change also made protectionism a more
credible political option in the Northeast (Bensel, 1984). Protectionism was less
popular in the South and the West, where labor costs were lower and where a
Republican party touting the virtues of “laissez-faire” and a “strong national
defense” was gaining electoral strength. These differences in regional comparative
advantage and national party strength influenced congressional voting in the 1970s
and 1980s over such issues as “trade reform,” “domestic content,” and “industrial
policy” (Sanders, 1986; Wade and Gates, 1990). Here, too, opposition to policies
that once enjoyed broad, although by no means universal, support after World War
II was centered in the manufacturing belt. The same appears to be true for foreign
investment. The rapid expansion of American investment overseas in the 1960s and
1970s penalized areas where a disproportionate share of the nation’s unionized
work force resided (Bluestone and Harrison, 1982). As early as 1970, labor unions
like the AFL-CIO and UAW began sending out distress signals, pointing to the
consequences of “capital flight” for the nation’s traditional manufacturing sectors.
In an effort to protect jobs, labor pursued a dual strategy: lobbying for common
wage standards at home and tighter controls on the outflow of capital abroad.

The empirical analysis has shown that there was a realignment over foreign
policy in the 1960s, and that this realignment was regional in nature. I have
interpreted these results to mean that the conflicts that arose over foreign policy in
the 1970s were part and parcel of a broader sectional struggle over regional equity
and national priorities.

Implications and Conclusions

One of the most distinctive features of American politics is its local or regional
nature. This analysis suggests that this is as true for foreign policy as it is tradi-
tionally assumed to be for domestic policy. Since the 1970s, debates over foreign
policy have been shaped by the conflicting political imperatives of the nation’s
oldest and newest industrializing regions. Neither the form nor the duration of this
conflict can be adequately explained by the turmoil surrounding the Vietnam War.
The debates that erupted over Vietnam are better seen as part of a broader
regional struggle between the manufacturing belt and the sunbelt over national
priorities—a struggle that began in the 1960s and crystallized in the 1970s. Like
other eras in American history when consensus over “the national interest” gave
way to conflict, issues of foreign policy were defined and debated in terms of their
impact on regional growth, stability, and power. Sectionalism is no anachronism.
For better or worse, regionalism remains an enduring feature of the politics of
American foreign policy making. '

This analysis raises a number of issues that are of interest to students of
American foreign policy and international relations. One of these concerns is the
relationship between domestic policy and foreign policy. Many analysts have high-
lighted the role that domestic politics plays in foreign policy making, and there are
good treatments of the ways in which state structures (Katzenstein, 1978; Krasner,
1978a), bureaucratic politics (Allison, 1971; Halperin, 1974), and interest groups
(Schattschneider, 1935; Pincus, 1977) influence policy making in this domain.
What has not been systematically explored by political scientists are the linkages
between the politics of domestic and foreign policy. These domains are assumed to
run on separate tracks, like two trains rushing past each other toward their own
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destinations. A regional framework illustrates that political issues in these two
domains are more interdependent than is commonly assumed. The domestic
alignments that emerge over foreign policy are shaped in fundamental ways by
conflicts that are typically assigned to the realm of domestic policy. Politicians
attend to the regional consequences of policies and issues, be they foreign or
domestic.

A regional perspective also has something to offer work on domestic political
responses to international change. Much of this research has defined the relevant
societal actors in broad sectoral terms, and stressed the importance of sectorally
grounded cleavages in explaining coalition-building and policy conflict (Ferguson,
1984; Gourevitch, 1986; Frieden, 1988; Milner, 1988). One of the virtues of this
“second-image reversed” approach is that it highlights the uneven economic effects
that changes in America’s position in the world economy have within the national
economy. This work is less successful in demonstrating how economic interests are
aggregated politically at the national level. A geographic model offers advantages in
this regard. Despite decades of increased capital mobility, the American economy is
still marked by a high degree of sectoral specialization among regions (Glasmeier,
1985; Markusen, 1985; Hall, 1988; Connaughton and Madsen, 1990). As a result,
regions also have distinctive and different interests in how the nation responds to
international challenges and opportunities. So do political representatives. If for no
other reason than winning reelection within spatially defined political units, they
must be sensitive to local economic and political circumstances and trends. The
mediations between international conditions and domestic responses are to be
found at this level, in the political process through which regional interests are
represented and articulated by elected officials.

My analysis also sheds new light on problems of coalition-building in the United
States today. Many analysts have argued that American leaders’ latitude in manag-
ing the nation’s foreign policy has declined and have attributed this development
to the erosion of American power in the international system. They argue that in
the 1940s and 1950s, America’s ability to absorb the domestic costs of international
military and economic competition made it easier for political leaders favoring a
bold and expansive role for America in world affairs to mobilize domestic support
(Block, 1977; Krasner, 1978b; Rapkin and Avery, 1982). Thus they were able to
overcome the obstacles that America’s divided constitutional order poses for
coherent and consistent national action. As the nation’s relative position in the
international system deteriorated in the 1960s and 1970s, and as the domestic costs
of adverse international trends and challenges increased, conflicts proliferated. For
these analysts, the problems American leaders have faced in mobilizing and
sustaining domestic support for their foreign policies is one consequence of the
decline of American hegemony.

An analysis of the regional bases of competition over American foreign policy
since World War II leads to a different interpretation. America’s dominant position
after World War II may have provided the nation’s leaders an opportunity to shape
the international system. Yet it was the hegemony of Cold War internationalism at
home that enabled American leaders to exercise hegemony abroad. The
“autonomy” that national leaders enjoyed in making foreign policy after World War
II reflected the dominance of a particular constellation of regional interests at the
national level—a coalition that embraced much of the Northeast, the South, and
the West. The same logic suggests that the erosion of American leaders’ autonomy
or political latitude since the 1960s is a consequence of the political divisions that
have emerged between the manufacturing belt and the sunbelt. As the costs of the
Cold War in the manufacturing belt began to outstrip the benefits, elected officials
from these regions saw less virtue in free trade, military spending, and overseas

Copyright © 2001. All Rights Reserved.



188 Sectionalism and American Foreign Policy

investment. By contrast, politicians from the sunbelt had less to lose, and much to
gain, in continuing to support the Cold War agenda.

American leaders’ autonomy in making foreign policy is contingent upon domestic
politics. This fundamental fact is obscured by accounts which point to America’s
international position as the critical variable in explaining the scope of authority
that political leaders enjoy in defining “the” national interest. What recedes from
view are the domestic struggles that structure the possibilities for coherent and
consistent foreign policy. In an era of “divided party government,” when regional
polarization in the party system is increasing, the problems posed by sectional strife
over “the national interest” are more difficult to manage and resolve. As the process
of regional restructuring continues, it seems unlikely that political leaders in the
1990s will enjoy great success in coalition-building. Questions of foreign policy will
continue to figure prominently in the struggle for regional advantage and power.
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