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What is political economy? 
 
Respondent #1. The study of how politics affects the distribution of resources in, and 
between, societies. Political economy exists to problematise accounts of economic and 
social change that are purely technological, by continually asking “where’s the politics?”. It 
assumes that economic conditions are always mediated, if not created, by politics, and that 
they are therefore susceptible to policy-driven change. Political economy is also, unlike 
economics, methodologically diverse. 
 
2. At its core political economy simply draws our attention to the fact that all economic 
processes have political content. This answer therefore rejects the academic division that 
occurred during the late 19th and early 20th centuries when the separate disciplines of 
economics and political science were created. It calls for an emphasis to be placed on 
studying political economic phenomena in the spirit of classical thinkers such as Smith, 
Ricardo, and Marx; and then later by the likes of Schumpeter, Polanyi, etc. This is a simple 
answer to a complex question. However, I feel it is important to emphasise this ‘hard core’ of 
what political economy is. This is because there is a continued preponderance of the idea 
that technical economic interventions are meant to be to the benefit of every member of any 
given society, or to cut across such societies, through equally beneficial economic growth. 
This is the case when in fact I feel it is evident that all political economic outcomes are 
constituted by social power relations which are deep and intersecting across time and space. 
 
3. Political economy may be understood as an analysis of the overdetermined relationship 
between the political and economic realms, which has an emphasis on the power relations 
that influence actors within and between those realms, as well as the intended and 
unintended effects on wider society. 
 
4. In brief, a broad church. What is shared between political economists is a focus on the 
intersection of the economic and the political. Though such typologies and classifications 
always cause some disagreement (perhaps even offense), and many scholars’ approaches 
straddle multiple categories, I suggest that the core of political economy can be broken down 
into four main areas—the fourth of which is most distinctive:  

 positive political economy (PPE): understanding political institutions and outcomes 
with reference to `economic’ motivations. Almost always using methodological 
individualism, and usually game/decision theoretic approaches;  

 comparative political economy (CPE): how politics affects domestic economic policy 
and performance, and vice versa;  

 “American” international political economy (AIPE): like CPE but with an international 
political, economic or outcome focus; 

 Critical/”British” IPE (CIPE): studying the interaction of economics and politics at the 
international level, but typically with more normative goals and critical methods. 

 
5. Political economy is the study of processes of production, and the relations and practices 
that constitute these processes, including both the formal and informal (political) means by 
which these processes, relations and practices are both regulated and contested. This has a 
clear grounding in the classical political economy tradition of Smith, Ricardo, Marx, is distinct 
from economics in that it rejects the core assumptions of the discipline of economics 
(especially that of utility-maximising individuals and firms conceptualised as ahistorical 



automatons that can be modelled through formal mathematical models), and is usually 
focused on forms of inequality that are produced, reproduced and/or contested through the 
processes of production. 
 
6. Political Economy is the study of the myriad intersections between states and markets, the 
individuals, institutions, interests and ideas that inhabit them and the distributional order of 
political, economic and social power that they produce.  
 
7. To me Political Economy is a field of study that first of all aims to analyse and explain the 
interaction between political features and economic outcomes across different systems and 
across different countries. Second and related it researches the other side of the coin, 
economic influence and impact on political systems. Institutions, ideas and interests are 
very helpful subsets for IPE or CPE research. The discipline sets out to bridge the unnatural 
gap between often mathematized economics and often theoretical or at least topically 
unrelated political science. Core issues are the comparison of different institutional systems, 
the power of ideas, the influence of interests on political process and economic outcomes, 
the impact of economic conditions on political stability and government strategies. This 
includes comparisons of macroeconomic, tax, regulatory, electoral, welfare and fiscal policy. 
As a subject CPE and IPE are very well placed to combine empirical insights with 
theoretical knowledge and update methodology used to analyse both. 
 
8. I understand political economy broadly in terms of the dialectical relationships between 
economic, institutional and agential (including ideational) processes within a range of 
arenas, ranging from the global to the ‘everyday’ level. It is this diverse, multifaceted 
conception of PE, I feel, which can enrich our understanding of the world around us and help 
us comprehend the challenges of the PE. 
 
9. Political economy is the examination of economics and politics as it happens in the real 
world, not as it is imagined in textbooks. 
 
10. 

- A theory of capitalist development. Capitalism is best conceived as a system of 
production, consumption and distribution which both relies upon but can also colonise 
and undermine ‘extra-economic’ conditions which are crucial to its own survival 

- Capitalism relies upon state support (money/subsidies/healthcare/infrastructure 
spending) to function efficiently. 

- However, it can undermine these same extra-economic conditions insofar as it 
attempts to extend commodity form into them.  

- Political economy involves the study of this dynamic tension and the agency of actors 
seeking to advance their own projects within it. 

 
11. At its most fundamental political economy is the study of the relationship between politics 
and economics. Specifically, PE concerns itself with the interactions between markets and 
actors in the allocation of physical and monetary goods and resources. However, PE 
recognises that these interactions carry with them certain power dynamics which cannot be 
simply consigned to the realm of either politics or economics. 
 
12. Political economy is a discipline that allows the study of complex phenomenon through 
different analytical lenses, moving beyond strict methodological and disciplinary boundaries. 
Political economy is not simply a multi-disciplinary subject, it’s about how to convey existing 
analytical tools into one’s intellectual quest for discovery. In other words, political economy 
should not be seen as a subject “at the crossroad” between existing disciplines, but rather as 
a disciplinary field that allows to study a specific event in a relatively flexible theoretical 
environment, whereby existing subjects are at the disposal of the researcher in how he/she 
decides to conduct the study. 



 
13. In my view, political economy is fundamentally centred on analysing how resources are 
distributed. This fundamental concern over distribution contains many sub-questions that 
represent the meat and drink for most political economists: how is that distribution justified 
and legitimated? Who benefits from this order of things? What groups are systematically 
marginalised? Why do certain states or regions differ? How does incorporation into the 
global economy impact this? How are the conditions for productive economic activities 
socially reproduced? 
 
14. Political economy is the study of the contested politics of the material basis of life. Analytically 
it rejects the abstract assumptions on which economics as a discipline rests and seeks to explain 
that contest in historical time and place. 
 
15. Political economy encompasses any attempt to understand, critique and theorise 
capitalist modernity (it’s development, possibilities and limits; its durability and fragility; its 
ethical spirit) in ways which transcend the assumptions underpinning formalist equilibrium 
analyses of market price signals. Political economists understand the extra-economic 
aspects of capitalism (including its political and cultural institutions) as in essential interaction 
with its formally ‘economic’ aspects. Indeed, they understand these boundaries as 
themselves historically specific, political and contingent. 
 
16. Bob Jessop has suggested that scholars should be ‘pre-disciplinary in inspiration, trans-
disciplinary in perspiration and post-disciplinary in aspiration’. But to be ‘trans-disciplinary’ is 
already a struggle; most researchers will never fully master their original discipline of 
education, never mind others. Perhaps it would be better to reframe as ‘pre-disciplinary in 
inspiration, disciplinary in training, and trans-disciplinary in aspiration’. On core content, 
understanding political economy – when imagined in its broadest sense – demands insights 
from across the academy, including beyond the social sciences (arts, literature, everyday 
experience). In one respect, I envisage political economy as simply a shorthand for the study 
of the capitalist mode of production in all its diverse forms across time and territories. One 
could debate how practices associated with material life, to invoke Braudel’s phrase, 
certainly existed before the maturing of capitalism from the sixteenth century. But in my view, 
to follow Marx, political economy is largely preoccupied with trying to scientifically decipher 
the workings of the capitalist system. It also carries a normative argument that capitalism 
does not necessarily represent an endpoint and that human beings can or should create a 
better relationship between themselves, the natural world, and materiality. 
 
17. Political economy emphasises asking questions of political power, strategy and 
consequence to the issue of economics. It highlights that economics as a discipline does not 
take place in a vacuum, but rather that all economic action takes place within a political 
context which it is often greatly shaped by. Likewise, all economic action has political 
consequences. Importantly, political economy should question the inevitability of economic 
affairs, and highlight how temporal political developments have created the conditions for the 
economy as we see it. It should therefore seek to be critical; to explain the inter-relationship 
between the two spheres but also potentially to be normative, utilising other disciplines of 
political theory to ask questions of the economic and political norms of the time. Slightly 
implicit within my perception of political economy is a sense that the politics is somewhat a 
priori to the economics – that all economic relations are primarily political, a consequence of 
power, but not necessarily vice versa. 
 
18. Highly contested, and I think you would receive fundamentally different answers to this 
question were it posed to those trained in (American) economics who think of themselves as 
doing “political economy” compared to those of us trained in the British “new political 
economy” tradition from outside the economics discipline. I would imagine there is a 
significant degree of mutual unawareness (and disregard) between both. For me, political 



economy is fundamentally about uncovering the relationships of power that structure 
economic processes; it’s about not taking the market as read, and challenging the biases 
which reflect “common-sense”, market-centric ideas about the rationality of economic 
processes. It is also a field of study that is highly amorphous: Susan Strange’s “open range” 
which, in my view, transcends – and should transcend - most disciplinary boundaries, open 
to anyone studying political-economic interactions in their very broadest sense. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



How should political economy be studied? 

 
Respondent #1. By prioritising the teaching of undergraduates as the foundation of strong 
political economy departments that can then house great research. Undergrad teaching 
comes second to research in many disciplines, but for political economy in particular, this is 
a huge waste. Political economy should be about answering the biggest questions in social 
science, situating both contemporary events and specialist inquiry within great debates. In 
doing so, political economy can draw on a rich literature of classic social scientific thought. 
Both of those things – big questions and classic thinkers – are also characteristic of the best 
undergraduate teaching. If we, as political economy researchers, cannot make our work 
exciting and comprehensible to undergrads then we are getting it wrong. We may also find 
that expressing our research agendas in ways that relate to the foundational questions in a 
Political Economy 101 course may help us to improve and focus our own work. 
 
2. Globally. This answer at its core calls for an ontological commitment to be made. This 
commitment would ensure that analysis and explanation of political economic phenomena 
avoids privileging any particular geographical unit (i.e. the dominance in IR of focusing on 
nation-states) as the container of relevant social relations to the phenomenon under study. 
The study of the global political economy should then predominantly focus on answering the 
following questions to get to the heart of the substantive topics that interest us: who owns 
what? (the question of property rights); who does what? (the question of the social division of 
labour); who gets what? (the question of the social division of fruits of labour); and, what do 
they with it? (the question of social relations of consumption). At all times the phenomena 
related to these questions traverse scales from the local to the global in how they are 
produced and reproduced. And finally, these are related to material, institutional, and 
discursive dynamics.    
 
3. Pluralism is the key for studies of political economy, both in terms of the objects of study 
and the methods implemented to examine those objects. The objects (and subjects) of 
political economy can be examined in terms of ideological intentions, mechanisms of 
material implementation of that ideology, as well as the outcomes of relationships based on 
power. Additionally, there should not be an ontological or epistemological bias in the 
methods used to study political economy, as the development of a methodological pluralism 
could foster the progress of knowledge about the objects of examination. 
 
4. With methods appropriate to the question at hand, given the diversity of motivating 
research questions. 
 
5. We should seek to build theoretical approaches and make empirical observations, each 
informed by the other, with the aim of identifying ways in which human flourishing (suffering) 
can be maximised (minimised). 
 
6. Political economy should be studied by a mixed methods approach. Within this mixed 
methods approach, the primary research method should be qualitative. The results from the 
qualitative method should then be buttressed by findings from the quantitative method. If 
only one research method is chosen, it should be qualitative.  
 
7. I think there is value in teaching students some core elements of both economics and 
politics separately in the first year, i.e. macro and micro separate from IR theories, and 
history of political thought separate from history and concepts of economic thought. Where 
these clearly overlap, i.e. where realism has elements of mercantilism or where liberalism is 
based on economics and vice versa, let students by all means figure that out themselves at 
first. Then in 2nd and 3rd year bring in combined core IPE modules as well as critical 
modules, States & Markets and Global Capitalism etc. Whilst I am a strong supporter of 



studying the subject of IPE and combining economics and politics, I see a real danger in 
critically dismissing earlier versions or disciplines at a point where not all but many of the 
new students are ill-equipped to draw their own conclusions. Also, I think there should be a 
general methods course in first year both to prepare students for readings as well as to give 
students an overview of what is possible. 
 
8.  
- Critically and with methodological pluralism. Pseudo-scientific methodological 

frameworks were part and parcel of an epistemic community guilty of failing to anticipate 
(and indeed of contributing to) the financial crisis. Political economy must be studied 
critically and from a range of methodological vantage points in order for the tools to be 
made available for us to better understand it. 

- At multiple levels. From the global to the ‘everyday’, each level of the PE holds its own 
value, and can contribute to explanatory frameworks, and indeed our conception of the 
PE, in different ways. 

 
9. The purpose of political economy should be to shed light on the world around us. That 
means holding the dominant ideas and institutions of our age to account. To do this I would 
advocate critical political economists spends less time examining ‘who benefits?’ – the ends 
of policies – and more time instead asking ‘how do they benefit?’ – the means. This would 
allow for a more fine-grained, empirically sensitive account of the politics involved and may 
challenge the preconceptions that can occlude our understanding of the world. 
 
10.  

- Given the expansive nature of capitalist development, political economy should 
engage with two scales of analysis in particular: 

- Distributional questions: the allocation of resources to different social groups. This 
involves analysis of market allocation through investment/exchange decisions. It also 
involves analysis of political allocation: the way in which the state and other social 
actors intervene in this distributional process to achieve their political ends.   

- Macro-scale of development. Since capitalist development involves expansion of 
commodity form the horizon of analysis should always be to integrate ‘local’, 
‘regional’ and ‘particular’ instances of socio-economic organisation into a broader 
understanding of the social totality. 

 
11. Because the interactions with which PE concerns itself often move beyond the traditional 
disciplines of politics and economics it is important that we adopt a multidisciplinary 
approach when studying PE. Indeed, it is the willingness of PE scholars to not exclude 
themselves from wider debates within the social sciences, and beyond, which gives PE its 
unique understanding of the world in which we live. 
 
12. Given the high degree of disciplinary flexibility, the starting point for a political economy 
enquiry should begin by challenging one’s own assumptions. This process should be 
reiterated numerous times, even when a “definite” answer seems to have finally been 
obtained; this will allow to uncover the different theoretical and disciplinary assumptions 
about a specific issue. 
 
13. In regards to scholarly research, I am interested in the kind of political economy that is 
inclusive, multidisciplinary, and tackles big and important questions about the ideas and 
relations that underpin the political organisation of economies. I don’t think that it should 
matter whether that is done through quantitative, qualitative, theoretical, experimental, 
historical, whatever, etc. means. 
 
14. My preference is for historically grounded political economy in which present economic 
and political predicaments and crises are placed in a temporal perspective because the 



politics of the economic world inescapably has a history often through the consequences of 
the responses to past economic and political change and the impossibility of resolving 
political conflict around the production and distribution of material goods.  
 
15. Conceptually, it must move beyond the assumption – common since Susan Strange – of 
states and markets as the pre-given ontological reference points which the discipline is 
orientated towards. This potentially reifies analytical divisions instituted with the rise of 
market society itself, and hampers our attempts to think about and beyond it. 
Methodologically, it must deepen the techniques it employs to study this reality beyond both 
positivist statistical analysis and an equally narrow focus on texts and discourse, to embrace 
inductive qualitative study (including ethnographic accounts) of how contemporary capitalist 
reality is understood and enacted in irreducibly material and technologically mediated 
everyday practices. It must remain tolerant of epistemic diversity and eclecticism, including 
positions which situate social scientific theories inside the reality they describe, and be open 
to theorising the performative effects of these theories. Practiced in this way – as a diverse 
theoretical toolkit for re-thinking the study of market society in substantive ethical terms – 
political economy can remain a dynamic discipline full of lively and important insights. 
 
16. I do not see one single pathway towards the study of political economy. Legitimate 
enquires could emerge from many disciplinary starting points and involve a variety of tools 
and media. A pluralist worldview is essential in order to grasp the diversity found in 
capitalism. In my teaching, I try to wrestle with three issues related to such a question. First, 
there are conventional problems around theory and methods. This inevitably involves 
choices on where to draw the lines around what a course defines as ‘political economy’ 
(such as positivist vs. post-positivist leanings, ‘comparative’, ‘international’, or ‘heterodox’ 
specialisms etc.). It is important to justify such choices to students and not give the 
impression that the subject can only be studied in one way. Second, in my view, political 
economy is best understood historically and dialectically. Yet cultivating an historically 
curious and dialectical mind is a struggle. Very practical problems are part of these 
concerns, such as how much space to devote to history on introductory courses. Third, I try 
to convey to students that political economy is a lived experience and, therefore, does not 
simply ‘reside in’ their books and readings. Political economy can be studied by walking 
through the city, going to the supermarket, or experiencing a job loss. There are many 
sources of inspiration. 
 
17. The inter-relationship of politics and economics allows for a very broad range of studies: 
different levels of focus; different theoretical frameworks and methodologies; and different 
engagements with broader disciplines. It should not be prescriptive over any of these. The 
belief expressed in the Oxford Handbook of Political Economy that it is primarily a case of 
applying the methods of economics to the study of politics is therefore dangerously limiting in 
this sense. Political economy can encompass the local, regional, national, supra-national 
and global, and the relationships between these. It can focus on political ideas, and their role 
in shaping economic change, or vice versa on how economic strategies limit political 
change. It can focus on institutions, structures, agents and ideas, be positivist or 
interpretivist, explanatory or critical. Methodologically it can be qualitative or quantitative, and 
encompass a wide variety of techniques. At the undergraduate level, it is important to teach 
critical skills early, with a focus on exploring the political contexts in which economic events 
occurred, so as to minimise the tendency of economics students to view economic 
conditions as the explanation of outcomes and as something extrinsic to the political 
process. 
 
18. In a decentralised fashion. Any definition of “politics” must be wide ranging: it should 
incorporate any human interaction that is broadly structured by relations of power. It is 
therefore ubiquitous: politics shapes family relationships as much as it does the formal 
political sphere. The same is true of “economics” which, for me, is as much about the 



provision of any good, service or product, many of which are intangible and even invisible. 
So, when you put these things together, you have a far more wide-ranging understanding of 
political economy than in mainstream (and even some critical) perspectives. I personally 
favour a political economy that celebrates diversity and pluralism; that acts as a shelter for 
diverse studies of “the political” (defined extremely broadly) and “the economic” (again, 
defined extremely broadly) and that welcomes those we might not think of as doing political 
economy in the traditional sense of (common-sense understandings of) states, markets, 
finance, production; but who often challenge and problematize these categories. Ontologies 
are ultimately subjective anchors, and give rise to many valid epistemological and 
methodological approaches. A strong political economy is one that sees this as a strength to 
be nurtured, not a disease to be eradicated. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



What is the main barrier to the study of political economy? 
 
Respondent #1. The temptation to be more like economics, which can lead us to reward big 
data over big questions. 
 
2. Economics. I find it incredibly difficult to communicate to someone outside of academia 
why I can’t ‘solve’ the eurozone debt crisis (I am obviously overstating the nature of 
discussions to speak to a wider point). The response I receive to what I study is generally 
one that assumes the viability of technical ‘scientific’ responses and that I am somehow 
involved in formulating these. I feel that academia has then somehow institutionalised this 
confusion, diminishing the value of the study of political economy to some sub-field of the 
social sciences, as opposed to one of the most valuable foundations of it. The most pressing 
implication of this is obviously money, or the lack of it. And when it is available, the contrived 
way in which political economic study is forced into the myopic framework of providing 
‘impact’ only hinders its potential to be involved in emancipatory projects that assist in 
human flourishing and development in a number of multi-faceted ways which can be almost 
impossible to ‘evidence.’   
 
3. There are often high-level theoretical debates in political economy (especially in Critical 
Political Economy), which can limit the dissemination of results to a wider audience. Theory 
is important, but as a discipline, we need to show how the analyses we conduct can make a 
positive contribution, and that we are not just showing how bad modern capitalist society is 
and how it came to be that way. 
 
4. I don’t think there are too many distinctive barriers. One difficulty in the UK may be a 
continuing lack of effective communication between the CIPE and other areas; or the 
domination of particular departments/institutions by only one “kind” of my four areas. 
 
5. The main barrier is that the university, which typically provides the institutional home to 
the study of political economy, is essentially part of the capitalist state (at least in terms of 
funding, regulation and legitimation). Thus, the study of political economy finds itself faced 
with the contradiction whereby the logical ‘conclusion’ that sound political economy research 
would reach (the need to create non-capitalist processes of production) is also that which is 
ruled impermissible by virtue of political economy's institutional conditions of existence. 
 
6. The single biggest barrier to the study of political economy would be a lack of 
comprehension among the wider public as to what political economy actually is. This can be 
contrasted with economics, for example, where persons have a general idea of what the 
subject is and does (even if they do not understand it).  
 
7. One of the main barriers remains the historical divide between economics and political 
science as disciplines in much of the 20th century and therefore University culture. Some of 
the world’s best ranking Universities have much more to offer in separate research and 
teaching of politics and economics, with very specific small topic areas, rather than IPE or 
other prestigious combined courses. Great IPE research and courses are often found at 
younger Universities or less highly ranked ones, which may put students off but also may 
disadvantage IPE scholars in their career. It seems to me that another divide is the internal 
division between CPE, IPE, GPE as well as the fact that, it being so new a study, a lot of its 
key authors come from varied disciplines as backgrounds and therefore for students it is 
sometimes not evident what is part of political economy literature and what is not. 
 
8. Perhaps not the main barrier, but in light of the purpose of this specialist group, it is 
important to recognise the barriers which may prohibit greater comparative work. Especially 
if we take seriously the role that actors, their ideas, and the institutional setting play in 



shaping a political economy, it is clear that language and cultural understanding represent a 
barrier to comparative study. 
 
9. The very thing that makes political economy so powerful – its transdisciplinary quality – 
makes it incredibly difficult to define. Moreover, the key theoretical building blocs of political 
economic inquiry – the idea of states, the market, money, social reproduction – are 
themselves bound up with deeply-held preconceptions. For example, it is a very broad and 
underspecified idea of ‘the market’ that often anchors what we understand by the term 
‘neoliberalism’: To say neoliberalism is about ‘the use of the state to impose “market rule” on 
society’ actually clarifies very little about the politics of neoliberalism. More basically, the 
subject is too often male dominated (disproportionate even for the academy).  
 
10.  

- Too much focus on localised/micro-scale dimensions of political economic behaviour 
at present.  

- Lack of technical engagement with dominant economic institutions potentially blunts 
analysis.  

- Mainstream political science & reluctance to theorise distinctly capitalist power 
relations. 

 
11. One of the biggest barriers to studying PE is the need to consider both structure and 
agency simultaneously. Indeed, the relationships and interactions which PE studies must 
recognise that both structure and agency are not mutually exclusive and instead both shape 
and reshape one another, to quote sociologist Margaret Archer  ‘it is necessary to look at 
both faces of the same medallion at once’. 
 
12. The biggest barrier I have encountered is the potentially high number of different 
literatures and disciplines the researcher can engage with – When do you draw the line? 
What can or cannot be considered a political economy issue? 
 
13. For me, the main barrier to the study of political economy is what probably ought to be its 
greatest strength: its inherent interdisciplinary character. It is sometimes difficult to know 
where the field begins and end. Sometimes I suspect that there are parallel political 
economy debates occurring in many different disciplines. On the flipside, I find it frustrating 
that in the majority of British Politics/IR departments, political economy is typically subsumed 
under IPE – and is therefore organised around a series of teaching traditions and research 
institutions (BISA, IPEG, RIPE, ISA) that do not particularly speak to my (non-international) 
research agenda. 
 
14. I think there is an aversion among many who are drawn to studying politics and/or 
international relations to thinking about economic questions. It is partly the influence of 
ideational arguments and partly a very erroneous sense that the questions are dull, technical 
and intimidating.  
 
15. Firstly, The instrumentalisation of the UK higher education system (under REF and TEF) 
in a way which prioritises the mass production of ‘job-ready’ graduates equipped with the 
particular skills considered valuable by financial services and corporate management and 
‘policy relevant’ research, rather than an open space for critical enquiry. Secondly, Overly 
esoteric meta-theoretical debates and jargon-heavy navel gazing which fails to connect 
these debates to the empirical issues of the day or make their analytical value sufficiently 
evident. 
 
16. It is difficult to pose a single main barrier since it depends upon the context at hand. 
Among significant problems, one could note the often fraught nexus between ‘economics’ 
and how we might understanding ‘the economy’. The discipline of economics has tendencies 



towards insularity and professional closure, including resisting closer engagement with the 
broader tradition of political economy. The domination of economics is objectively 
represented in how it forms a model for evaluating statehood and wider organisational 
success. In turn, this can foster a subjective sense of authority and entitlement among many 
economists. For political economy which aims to have a public role and contest forms of 
power, confronting the structural, institutional, and ideological dominance of economics 
should be a central issue. Another problem concerns encouraging an ambitious sensibility 
among students to tackle big questions beyond narrower forms of specialisation. 
 
17. I don’t see too many barriers specific to political economy as a subject; like other areas 
of academic study there are questions of big data versus big theory, suitable frameworks of 
analysis and the challenges of demonstrating causality. Like other disciplines, then, the 
biggest challenges may be more related to suitable and successful dissemination of 
research, and using it to influence and support policy making. The structures of university 
funding and the metrics by which research staff are measured are perhaps not best aligned 
for these outcomes. The development of research clusters, inter-departmental and inter-
university collaboration as well as a diversifying of academic outcomes may be needed to 
help political economy be influential, applied, relevant but also critical and academic in 
quality. 
 
18. This very diversity is a problem to some who view the field as a narrow and self-
referential discipline. This has a number of consequences: a hegemony of mainstream, 
economistic analyses – particularly outside the academy, where the voices of political 
economists, and particularly radical ones, is difficult to translate and therefore rarely heard – 
as well as a constant degree of navel-gazing (as noted, for example, in Eric Helleiner’s 
contribution to the “American vs British” IPE debate). For me, there are other challenges too, 
and, again, these echo the criticisms made, especially, by feminists and thinkers at the more 
radical, post-structural end of international studies scholarship. One is the fact that, even 
within critical, “British” IPE/PE there is a hegemony of white, male scholarship and a heavy 
degree of Anglo-centrism, particularly when dealing with classical thinkers. There also tends 
to be an excessive focus on “big” countries and institutions without sufficient epistemological 
reflection on the validity of this. Some of the best “political economy” scholarship – although 
often not framed in those terms – comes from outside of these spaces, both intellectually 
and empirically, and even disciplinarily. It is frequently written by non-white (wo)men who 
should be celebrated far more as constituting the field than is presently the case. 
 
 
 

 


