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International Relations (IR) scholars have persistently drawn attention to the 
role of race and racism in explaining international politics.1 Recently, amid 
‘challenges’ to the liberal international order (LIO) and the revival of questions 
of institutional racism, some have called for greater attention to the role of race 
and racism in the formation of the LIO.2 Indeed, within global governance and 
law, managing international problems around race—such as transnational and 
domestic racism, apartheid and colonial occupation—has a history that overlaps 
with the mid-century building of the LIO.3

However, the nature of this relationship remains uncertain. For some, strug-
gles for racial equality are constitutive of the LIO. For others, these anti-racist 
mobilizations constitute an alternative vision of international organization that 
sits outside liberal forms of political order. However, both positions tend to focus 
on politico-normative contestation waged by states, explaining the dynamics 
between anti-racist coalitions and the LIO in terms of the changing balance of 
ideological interest within institutions such as the United Nations. To be sure, 
the rise of newly independent African and Asian states did allow for opportunities 
for anti-racist coalitions to emerge and articulate what I would term democratic 
demands for equality. However, missing in these accounts is an appreciation of 

* I am deeply indebted to participants of the March 2023 ‘Race and International Relations’ workshop held 
at the University of Notre Dame, especially feedback from Amoz Hor, Austin Carson, Oumar Ba and 
Zoltán  Búzás. Further debts are owed to participants of the ‘Global Policy North’ workshop and several 
colleagues at Durham University, including Jutta Bakonyi, Ilan Baron, Oliver Belcher, Kodili Chukwuma, 
Jack Copley, Alice Finden, Cameron Harrington, Kyriaki Nanou, Simon Taylor, Seun Twins, John Williams 
and Chenchen Zhang. Gratitude is also owed to Emma Lecavalier for organizing a panel at the 2022 ISA on 
global governance objects, where a nascent iteration of the article received constructive feedback from Ole 
Jacob Sending. Finally, my thanks to Tarek Tutunji for our productive but most importantly enjoyable read-
ing group on race and IR, Afropessimism and Black political thought. Errors remain mine.

1 Robbie Shilliam, ‘Race and racism in International Relations: retrieving a scholarly inheritance’, International 
Politics Reviews 8: 2, 2020, pp. 152–95, https://doi.org/10.1057/s41312-020-00084-9.

2 Amitav Acharya, ‘Race and racism in the founding of the modern world order’, International Affairs 98: 1, 2022, 
pp. 23–43 at p. 24, https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiab198.

3 Zoltán  I. Búzás, ‘Racism and antiracism in the liberal international order’, International Organization 75:  2, 
2021, pp. 440–63, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818320000521. There is debate on the analytical utility of the 
concept of ‘liberal international order’, including where we might place its origins. Certainly, the production 
of liberal norms and institutions internationally has a lengthy history, deeply interwoven in the building of 
empire. Because space does not permit fully engaging with these debates, I provisionally accept that the post-
Second World War period was indeed an important formation of liberal order-building (but not ‘the origin’) 
that continues to have relevance for contemporary international politics.
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epistemic conflicts over ‘race’ as a scientific object for parsing human diversity 
and their connections to normative, legal and institutional outcomes. During 
mid-twentieth century formations of LIO, we see not only actors mobilizing to 
place the norm of racial equality within key institutional sites but a set of debates 
problematizing the object of race that shaped the character of these mobiliza-
tions. The central contention in this article, then, is that the institutionalization 
of international norms and law around racial equality cannot be properly grasped 
without attending to epistemic contestation and contradictions around the object 
of race. Race and (anti-)racism are linked.

How did questions about the ‘truth’ of race and racial hierarchies shape norma-
tive struggles over the institutionalization of racial equality in the LIO? To answer 
this question, I adopt an object-orientated approach, which foregrounds knowl-
edgeable practices in the constitution of epistemic and global governance objects 
and highlights the ways in which the specific production of an object shapes 
political possibilities. However, I conceptually advance this literature by drawing 
out the productive role of epistemic ambiguity. Typically, object-orientated 
accounts focus on how knowledgeable practices make objects legible in distinct 
ways, reducing uncertainty and distributing political possibilities. But what about 
objects that are rendered as ambiguous, whose epistemic borders are contested or 
blend into other similar objects? What happens when scientific or expert discourses 
do not converge on the contours of an object, but diverge? What effects result?

I theorize that the ambiguous epistemic constitution of objects does not (neces-
sarily) mean that such objects are politically irrelevant; rather, ambiguity generates 
elasticity in how actors struggle over norms and their institutionalization. Specifi-
cally, I argue that in mid-century discourses race became a problematic object, 
due to the rise of novel theories of race and the moral wake of Nazi Germany’s 
genocidal programme, which was premised on state racism. The result was not 
clarity over the nature of race4 but an ambiguous and contentious split among 
social scientists who viewed it as a social construction (with no real biological 
referent), those who pushed further to view it as a specious category produced by 
European imperialism and chattel slavery, and natural scientists who maintained 
that race remained a useful analytical category. By the middle of the twentieth 
century, ‘race’ was an ambiguous object without clear distinctions between it 
and related objects such as ethnicity, culture, colour or national origin. Based on 
this work, I demonstrate how anti-colonial actors mobilized epistemic concerns 
linking imperialism to racial hierarchy, repositioning concerns about racial equality 
into trenchant critiques of colonial domination. However, the ambiguity of race 
meant that such strategies were constrained and that they proceeded alongside the 
reproduction of colonial logics within the LIO.

In this article I do not offer an answer to the question ‘what is race?’, but I show 
how unresolved debates around this question shaped the institutionalization of 
norms of racial equality in international law and global governance. In the next 

4 See Robbie Shilliam, ‘Race and research agendas’, Cambridge Review of International Affairs 26: 1, 2013, pp. 152–8 
at p. 153, https://doi.org/10.1080/09557571.2013.770298.
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section, I situate a conceptual concern with epistemic ambiguity in the literature 
on political objects before making a case that there is insufficient attention paid 
to the ambiguity of race in mid-century LIO. I then discuss how race became 
an ambiguous object and chart its effects, taking care to delineate the work that 
ambiguity performs as opposed to other possible constructions of race. Finally, 
I conclude by outlining my theoretical contributions and discussing normative 
implications for policy-makers concerned with the future of international order 
amid the rise of majority-world powers and alternative demands for how we 
collectively live in the world.

Knowledge, epistemic objects and international order

This article posits that we can better understand the historical relationship between 
anti-racism and the formation of LIO via recourse to epistemic questions around 
race. That knowledge shapes international politics and the production of polit-
ical order is hardly a novel claim, but further consideration could be afforded to 
theorizing the political work of epistemic ambiguity, particularly in relation to 
the connection between race and the formation of the mid-century LIO.

Ambiguous objects and international orders

To think on epistemic ambiguity and its effects on international order, I work 
from an object-orientated framework, or a set of approaches that foreground 
how knowledge constitutes political objects.5 Rather than start with key actors or 
discursive formations that produce subjects’ identities and interests, object-orien-
tated literature focuses on the constitution, transformation and death of epistemic 
categories and concrete problems of governance. From this view, knowledgeable 
practices create objects (such as migration, development and the economy)6 that 
come to orientate diverse actors and stabilize political order. At once ontologi-
cally material and ideational, an explicit focus on the constitution of objects that 
orientate political action places greater attention on the ways in which discourse 
and materiality co-produce the world, refusing to resolve either as fundamen-
tal.7 Such objects are always incomplete—only a ‘temporarily stable’ entity that 

5 Claudia Aradau, ‘Security that matters: critical infrastructure and objects of protection’, Security Dialogue 41: 5, 
2010, pp. 491–514, https://doi.org/10.1177/0967010610382687; Alejandro Esguerra, ‘Future objects: tracing the 
socio-material politics of anticipation’, Sustainability Science, vol. 14, 2019, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-019-
00670-3; Bentley B. Allan, ‘From subjects to objects: knowledge in International Relations theory’, European 
Journal of International Relations 24: 4, 2018, pp. 841–64, https://doi.org/10.1177/1354066117741529.

6 On migration, see Corey Robinson, ‘Making migration knowable and governable: benchmarking practices 
as technologies of global migration governance’, International Political Sociology 12: 4, 2018, pp. 418–37, https://
doi.org/10.1093/ips/oly020; on development, see Kavi Joseph Abraham, ‘Modeling institutional change and 
subject-production: the World Bank’s turn to stakeholder participation’, International Studies Quarterly 66: 3, 
2022, https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqac032; on the economy, see Timothy Mitchell, Rule of experts: Egypt, 
techno-politics, modernity (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2002), ch. 3.

7 Claudia Aradau, ‘The promise of security: resilience, surprise and epistemic politics’, Resilience 2:  2, 2014, 
pp. 73–87, https://doi.org/10.1080/21693293.2014.914765; Jane Bennett, Vibrant matter: a political ecology of things 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010); Christian Bueger, ‘Making things known: epistemic practices, 
the United Nations, and the translation of piracy’, International Political Sociology 9: 1, 2015, pp. 1–18, https://
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requires ‘ongoing maintenance work’8 or fundamentally open and ‘unfolding 
structures’9—but the working presumption is that epistemic practices are impor-
tant in that they shore up borders for objects for some period of time.

An object-orientated approach is attentive to the problematization of specific 
issues, but it also clarifies broader effects on the way these problems come to be 
governed.10 That is, most accounts share an obvious commitment: knowledge 
helps to render the world and our identities legible, permitting different kinds 
of political actions or interventions. For instance, Bentley Allan argues that the 
climate is an object of governance co-produced by scientists and states that shaped 
global climate policy.11 He shows that a geophysical model of the climate, with its 
emphasis on ‘prediction and control’, has pushed governance towards regulating 
greenhouse gas emissions rather than experimenting with solutions that address 
broader ecological challenges.12

But what happens when objects are ambiguously produced? If epistemic 
practices are never complete, there may be ambivalences, uncertainties and 
deliberate silencing in the constitution of objects that inform how actors engage 
with them over time. This claim is taken up by those interested in epistemo-
logical ignorance, or the ways in which strategic silence or a willing unknowing 
is deployed to reproduce institutional hierarchies. Charles Mills’s racial contract, 
for instance, is premised on an active forgetting of racism, slavery, genocide and 
imperialism in the representations of our world, making possible the reproduction 
of white supremacy.13

To be sure, there is a growing literature on epistemological ignorance.14 Within 
political science and IR, studies of ignorance can run the empirical gamut: from 
governance of finance and neoliberalism15 to war.16 Typically, strategic forms of 
ignorance are analysed. Jutta Bakonyi argues that ignorance is strategically used in 
peacekeeping missions,17 and Jacqueline Best shows how ambiguity and ignorance 
function together within the World Bank, shaping development discourse.18 Most 

doi.org/10.1111/ips.12073; Olaf Corry, Constructing a global polity: theory, discourse and governance (London: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).

8 Bueger, ‘Making things known’, p. 7.
9 Karin Knorr Cetina, ‘Sociality with objects: social relations in postsocial knowledge societies’, Theory, Culture 

& Society 14: 4, 1997, pp. 1–30 at p. 15, https://doi.org/10.1177/026327697014004001.
10 See also Christian Bueger and Timothy Edmunds, ‘Pragmatic ordering: informality, experimentation, and 

the maritime security agenda’, Review of International Studies 47: 2, 2021, pp. 171–91, https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0260210520000479.

11 Bentley B. Allan, ‘Producing the climate: states, scientists, and the constitution of global governance objects’, 
International Organization 71: 1, 2017, pp. 131–62 at p. 154, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818316000321.

12 Allan, ‘Producing the climate’, p. 154.
13 Charles W. Mills, The racial contract (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1997), pp. 17–18.
14 Shannon Sullivan and Nancy Tuana, eds, Race and epistemologies of ignorance (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2007).
15 William Davies and Linsey McGoey, ‘Rationalities of ignorance: on financial crisis and the ambivalence of neo-

liberal epistemology’, Economy and Society 41: 1, 2012, pp. 64–83, https://doi.org/10.1080/03085147.2011.637331.
16 Brian Rappert, ‘States of ignorance: the unmaking and remaking of death tolls’, Economy and Society 41: 1, 

2012, pp. 42–63, https://doi.org/10.1080/03085147.2011.637334.
17 Jutta Bakonyi, ‘Seeing like bureaucracies: rearranging knowledge and ignorance in Somalia’, International 

Political Sociology 12: 3, 2018, pp. 256–73, https://doi.org/10.1093/ips/oly010.
18 Jacqueline Best, ‘Ambiguity and uncertainty in international organizations: a history of debating IMF 

conditionality’, International Studies Quarterly 56:  4, 2012, pp.  674–88, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-
2478.2012.00744.x.
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recently, Christina Boswell and Elisabeth Badenhoop consider states of ignorance 
in relation to governance of migration in the United Kingdom and Germany,19 
and Claudia Aradau and Sarah Perret discuss varied modes of ‘non-knowledge’.20

Epistemic practices, then, not only assemble distinct objects of governance, 
but the silences and exclusions that precipitate are also significant. While episte-
mological ignorance focuses on strategic absences, there is a related analytical 
question of ambiguity in the epistemic production of objects. Scientific exper-
tise is not uniform, and heterogeneous practices, tools, disciplinary contexts and 
technologies may arrive at multiple and competing representations.21 Indeed, 
Marina Pagliarello maintains that boundary objects, or objects that are imbued 
with multiple and contradictory meanings, provide the very drivers of ambiguity 
in policy settings.22

While epistemic debate is inherent to the process of object constitution, such 
debate often produces distinct or clearly defined objects. But as I discuss below, 
debate may be interminable or may produce incommensurate meanings among 
different actors. Of course, many epistemic categories could be considered ambigu-
ous in the sense that they are always exceeded by a hybrid, shifting terrain of multi-
ple intersecting identities.23 As postcolonial scholars such as Homi Bhabha have 
argued, clear and stable epistemic categories are always disrupted by a ‘third space’ 
defined by cultural hybridity and ambivalence.24 Here, however, I present epistemic 
ambiguity not in a phenomenological sense, in the ambivalence of how we experi-
ence scientific objects or the gaps between epistemic objects and a hybrid world 
in constant flux, but as contestation and ambiguity in the very production of these objects.

I identify two processes that produce ambiguity. First, epistemic contesta-
tion around the nature of objects may not lead to consensus but stalemate. In an 
object-orientated approach, as Ole Jacob Sending argues, expertise is the product 
of recognition struggles wherein actors compete to define objects in particular 
ways, with some able to leverage their positions or capital to produce hegemonic 
understandings.25 However, I contend that persistent disagreement or a plurality 
of epistemic positions may result when institutional infrastructures support 
incommensurability. For instance, disciplinary siloing can erode the capacity of 
powerful actors to advance their framing of an object as universal or uncontested, 
allowing for competing framings and approaches to persist. Second, there may be 

19 Christina Boswell and Elisabeth Badenhoop, ‘“What isn’t in the files, isn’t in the world”: understanding state 
ignorance of irregular migration in Germany and the United Kingdom’, Governance 34: 2, 2021, pp. 335–52, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/gove.12499.

20 Claudia Aradau and Sarah Perret, ‘The politics of (non-)knowledge at Europe’s borders: errors, fakes, and 
subjectivity’, Review of International Studies 48: 3, 2022, pp. 405–24, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210522000080.

21 This is the fundamental novelty of ‘boundary objects’ as defined by Susan Leigh Star and James R. Griese-
mer, ‘Institutional ecology, “translations” and boundary objects: amateurs and professionals in Berkeley’s 
Museum of Vertebrate Zoology, 1907–39’, Social Studies of Science 19:  3, 1989, pp.  387–420, https://doi.
org/10.1177/030631289019003001.

22 Marina Cino Pagliarello, ‘Unpacking ambiguity in ideational change: the polysemy of the “Europe of Knowl-
edge”’, West European Politics 45: 4, 2022, pp. 888–9, https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2021.1918429.

23 Kimberlé Crenshaw, On intersectionality: essential writings (New York: New Press, 2017).
24 See multiple essays in Homi K. Bhabha, The location of culture (London: Routledge, 1994).
25 Ole Jacob Sending, The politics of expertise: competing for authority in global governance (Ann Arbor, MI: University 

of Michigan Press, 2015), pp. 23–6, 28–9.
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several overlapping objects that complicate or otherwise muddy the socio-material 
borders of an object. The nature of object constitution involves distinguishing an 
object from other things and processes in the world, but this may not always be 
clearly delineated. Epistemic objects may blend into or otherwise overlap with 
different types of objects.

In some circumstances, lack of consensus on the boundaries of an epistemic 
object may simply mean that it does not get lodged as a problem of governance, 
remaining outside the agendas of states and other political actors. But the situation 
for already existing objects that are integral to institutional practices and order will 
be more complex when problematizations lead to ambiguous borders. By the twen-
tieth century, for instance, race was materially embedded within infrastructures of 
colonial occupation, capitalist trade relations and intergovernmental organizations. 
Amid epistemic challenges, such an object may not simply disappear but generate 
more complex effects on political contestation and global governance.

What precise effects would result? Epistemic ambiguity generates elasticity, 
allowing for both the reproduction of hierarchical relations and interruptions 
to such orders. On the one hand, ambiguity permits a wider latitude of gover-
nance practices that allow for the reproduction of inequality within changing 
political orders. Lack of clarity can be productive for actors to reproduce hierar-
chical relations. As Ann Stoler argues, European empires—or what she terms 
imperial formations—were not coherent hub-and-spoke systems with clear and 
unchallenged lines of authority, but uneven, shifting and contradictory messes 
of practices that depended upon ambiguity for reproducing colonial rule in different 
parts of the world.26

On the other hand, the same ambiguity of epistemic objects also permits 
creative resistance to inequalities in political order. Ambiguity loosens the hold 
that ontological categories have in defining actors’ identities and place in the world, 
providing ‘slack’ to experiment outside established normative frameworks.27 Such 
uncertainty and ambivalence in epistemic objects allow for latitude in how actors 
can recombine and reframe strategies of resistance to upend inequality. As Tiffany 
Lethabo King demonstrates with the concept of the ‘shoal’, an unruly meeting 
place of water, sand, rock and reef that ‘exceeds full knowability/mappability’ and 
is always unstable, such ambiguity can be productive for collective encounters that 
disrupt colonial logics.28

Thinking with these positions, then, I maintain that there is an irreducible 
complexity in the effects of ambiguous objects—both the reproduction of unequal 
order and opportunities to resist. The task at hand is not to theorize linearly 
efficient effects of ambiguous objects but to map the ways in which ambiguity 
emerges and shapes political struggles to reproduce or interrupt political order, 

26 Ann Laura Stoler, ‘On degrees of imperial sovereignty’, Public Culture 18: 1, 2006, pp. 125–46, https://doi.
org/10.1215/08992363-18-1-125.

27 William E. Connolly, ‘Discipline, politics, and ambiguity’, Political Theory 11: 3, 1983, pp. 335–7, https://doi.
org/10.1177/0090591783011003002.

28 Tiffany Lethabo King, The Black shoals: offshore formations of Black and Native studies (Durham, NC: Duke Univer-
sity Press, 2019), pp. 2–3.
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taking care to delineate how these effects are distinct from unambiguous objects. 
As I elaborate in the next section, the object of race is a fruitful one to unpack this 
theoretical position.

Mid-century international order: theories of race and norms of racial equality

There are different literatures that consider the relationship among race, racism 
and the LIO.29 Postcolonial and decolonial accounts have been integral to under-
standing how post-Cold War global governance, orientated around liberal norms 
and institutions, is not inimical to but implicated in imperial dynamics and racial 
hierarchies.30 Other accounts trace the imperial and racial constitution of liberal 
institutions and norms in the early to middle years of the twentieth century.31 All 
of these approaches highlight the way in which liberal forms of political order are 
entangled with colonial practices and racial hierarchies.

Recent work attends to the struggles over the place of racial hierarchies and anti-
racist norms within order-building. Marcos Tourinho, for example, sees postwar 
order as co-constituted by the United States and its allies and anti-colonial actors 
(states and transnational movements).32 Here, Tourinho positions the latter’s efforts 
as being against the interests of western states but logically internal to liberal order. 
Zoltán Búzás, meanwhile, addresses the evolution of the LIO through ‘racial diver-
sity regimes’,33 arguing that the settlement of such regimes depended upon the 
contests between a traditional coalition, made of colonial powers, and a transforma-
tive one. For Búzás, these struggles to advance racial equality within international 
order involved political contestation within and outside emerging institutions of 
the LIO.

Amitav Acharya departs from both positions to emphasize the extent to which 
norms around racial equality formed the basis ‘of an alternative conception of world 
order’, itself built by anti-colonial actors articulating ‘an intrinsic link between 
colonialism and racism on the one hand, and between decolonization, racial equality 
and human rights on the other’.34 Echoing Adom Getachew’s impressive recovery 
29 On race and international order, generally, see Owen R. Brown, ‘The underside of order: race in the consti-

tution of international order’, International Organization 78:  1, 2024, pp.  38–66, https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0020818324000018.

30 Antony Anghie, Imperialism, sovereignty, and the making of international law (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2005); Branwen Gruffydd Jones, ‘“Good governance” and “state failure”: genealogies of imperial 
discourse’, Cambridge Review of International Affairs 26:  1, 2013, pp.  49–70, https://doi.org/10.1080/09557571
.2012.734785; Siba N’Zatioula Grovogui, Sovereigns, quasi sovereigns, and Africans: race and self-determination in 
international law (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1996).

31 Alexander Anievas, Nivi Manchanda and Robbie Shilliam, Race and racism in International Relations: confronting 
the global colour line (Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 2015); Mark M. Mazower, No enchanted palace: the 
end of empire and the ideological origins of the United Nations (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009); Duncan 
Bell, Dreamworlds of race: empire and the utopian destiny of Anglo-America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2020); Jacob Kripp, ‘The creative advance must be defended: miscegenation, metaphysics, and race war in Jan 
Smuts’s vision of the League of Nations’, American Political Science Review 116: 3, 2022, pp. 940–53, https://doi.
org/10.1017/S0003055421001362; Srdjan Vucetic, The Anglosphere: a genealogy of a racialized identity in International 
Relations (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2011).

32 Marcos Tourinho, ‘The co-constitution of order’, International Organization 75: 2, 2021, pp. 258–81, https://
doi.org/10.1017/S0020818320000466.

33 Búzás, ‘Racism and antiracism in the liberal international order’.
34 Acharya, ‘Race and racism in the founding of the modern world order’, p. 24.
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of anti-colonial thought and practice in the twentieth century,35 these initiatives sat 
outside the emerging institutional framework of the LIO. Indeed, for Acharya (and 
others), the building of the LIO following the Second World War did not represent 
a ‘fundamental break’ with what came before.36 Rather, as postcolonial theorists 
have long argued, imperial practices persisted into a world of juridically equal states.

This literature demonstrates the role of western states in supporting and 
imperfectly reproducing imperial relations and white supremacy within nascent 
institutions of LIO while also attending to simultaneous struggles to upend such 
projects. Implicit, here, is that there are traditional/colonial and transformative/
anti-colonial coalitions of states, and that we can understand the relationship 
between racism and LIO in terms of the shifting ideological power of newly 
independent states or the ‘revolt against the West’.37 However, what is missing 
is sustained attention to the role of epistemic contestation and its connection to 
order-building.38 Alongside anti-colonial praxis pushing to inscribe the value of 
racial equality and upend colonialism was epistemic contestation over the very 
category of ‘race’. Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, both racial 
hierarchy and racialism, or the scientific legitimacy of characterizing human diver-
sity in terms of race, were called into question. There was deep disagreement 
among experts over the meaning of race—whether it was a useful analytical 
category that grasped genetic difference and phenotypical markers or a social 
construct, limited in utility compared to similar concepts such as ethnicity, and 
possibly derivative of European colonialism and the transatlantic slave trade. 
While cultural anthropologists, sociologists and philosophers began to dissociate 
race from biological referents, presenting it as a social construct, physical anthro-
pologists and geneticists held on to race to parse human diversity. These were 
not narrowly ‘academic’ concerns detached from broader political issues; rather, 
epistemic contestation ran through different institutional sites, including the 
newly created United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO). At issue amid postwar order-building was not just its architecture—
still rooted in white supremacy—but the socio-material fact of human diversity 
still ontologically set within racial categories. The relationship between race and 
racism, then, the discourse around the quality of human difference (i.e. racialism) 
and whether that difference mattered for human intelligence and achievement (i.e. 
racial supremacy), were necessarily interwoven.

35 Adom Getachew, Worldmaking after empire: the rise and fall of self-determination (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2019).

36 Acharya, ‘Race and racism in the founding of the modern world order’, p. 33.
37 On the concept of ‘revolt against the West’ in British thought, see Ian Hall, ‘The revolt against the West: 

decolonisation and its repercussions in British international thought, 1945–75’, The International History Review 
33:  1, 2011, pp.  43–64, https://doi.org/10.1080/07075332.2011.555377. On how race and empire figure in 
contemporary theorizing on international order, see Tim Dunne and Christian Reus-Smit, eds, The globaliza-
tion of international society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017).

38 Acharya’s ‘Race and racism in the founding of the modern world order’ is a contribution to a special issue on 
knowledge production and colonial order, and he maintains a link to epistemic communities. But in present-
ing the struggles of postcolonial actors to institutionalize racial equality against the colonial currents in liberal 
internationalism, he does not give full attention to the linkages between debates about the nature of race and 
politico-normative struggles of worldmaking.
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Below, I work through the argument that epistemic contests were linked to 
politico-normative struggles over racial equality in two steps. First, I historically 
chart the shift from a relatively stable object of race in the nineteenth century, 
noting how biological conceptions of race produced specific effects, to the 
production of its ambiguous character in the twentieth century. Here, I focus on 
UNESCO’s statements on race, which constituted an attempt both to define race 
and to dispute the scientific basis for racial hierarchies. Second, I demonstrate the 
work that epistemic ambiguity performs in the governance of racial discrimina-
tion by showing how a lack of clarity over the object of race shaped its making. 
The political effects of ambiguous objects are not efficient; instead, epistemic 
ambiguity led to multiple and contending practices. It permitted the reproduc-
tion of colonial logics of government within a nascent LIO, but it also offered 
space through which anti-racist coalitions could articulate the problem of racism 
as epistemically linked to imperialism. The resulting international legal instru-
ment (which focused on states taking measures to address racism within their own 
borders) might have been a weak tool that did little to address structural racism 
within international order.39 But we should understand the mixed outcome of 
this instrument, the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), as not simply a result of negotiations between 
contending coalitions, but constrained by the ambiguity of race.

In focusing on these sites, my intention is not to dismiss other areas in which 
anti-colonial actors articulated properly decolonial practices of ‘delinking’ from 
colonial structures, such as at the Bandung Conference of  195540 or the Asian 
Women’s Conference of 1949.41 Instead, I discuss the ways in which anti-colonial 
actors made democratic demands against the inequalities of liberal order-building. 
Contra Tourinho, these demands were not co-constitutive of liberalism, but 
democratic interruptions that challenged liberal institutions and values.42

Producing an ambiguous object

From biological fact to ‘ethnic fiction’: race prior to the Second World 
War

There is debate on the origins of ‘race’. Some argue that racial thinking was 
operative in medieval Europe,43 while others hold that the systematic classifi-
cation of humanity along racial lines only emerges during the rise of modern 

39 Búzás, ‘Racism and antiracism in the liberal international order’, p. 454.
40 Walter Mignolo, ‘Foreword: on pluriversality and multipolarity’, in Bernd Reiter, ed., Constructing the pluriv-

erse: the geopolitics of knowledge (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2018), p. ix.
41 Elisabeth B. Armstrong, Bury the corpse of colonialism: the revolutionary feminist conference of 1949 (Oakland, CA: 

University of California Press, 2023).
42 While space does not permit lengthy discussions of what democracy means, I fall within a tradition of agonis-

tic and radical democrats that make clear the distinction between democracy and liberalism. Democracy, then, 
is not a system of institutional rules around representation, accountability, and transparency, but a disruptive 
practice premised on inscribing equality into an otherwise unequal political order—whether liberal or not.

43 Geraldine Heng, The invention of race in the European Middle Ages (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
2018).
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European imperialism, capitalism and the transatlantic slave trade.44 Widely 
accepted, however, is that with the institutionalization of biological sciences in 
the nineteenth century, race in European discourse was figured as a scientific 
concept that parsed biological differences among people. For Europeans, the 
world consisted of a handful of races, determined by blood, which marked out 
capabilities and constraints: suitability for different environments, propensities to 
cultural practices, and—significantly—degree of intelligence for self-governance. 
Scientific racism constituted the epistemic foundations of thinking on race, insti-
tutionalizing white supremacy in western academia, imperial and domestic gover-
nance, public sentiment, and international order.45

So deeply ingrained was scientific racism that by the middle of the nineteenth 
century, as Alexander Barder argues, ‘race as a concept …  made the world 
intelligible’.46 Scientific racism posed races as not merely distinct variations of 
humanity, but fundamentally different and ‘incompatible’ species, a particular 
construction of ‘race’ that made possible concrete effects.47 It gave rise to the 
political problem of race war, permitting a range of policy practices such as the 
expansion of imperialism and genocidal violence. Rendered in the language of 
object-orientated IR, Barder, then, provides insight into how the clear epistemic 
borders of race as a biologically determined category generated a set of violent 
political practices.48

This epistemic view of race was hegemonic until the period between  1920 
and 1940 when there was a ‘Copernican revolution’ in scientific thinking on race.49 
The idea that human capacities were constrained or otherwise created by blood 
was scrutinized by social scientists in general and Black scholars in particular. 
Energized by Franz Boas’s interventions in anthropology that collapsed distinc-
tions between race and ethnicity, the object of race as a meaningful category of 
human difference was problematized.50 Rather than biological fact, something 
static and constraining, human difference became increasingly seen as a matter 
of heterogeneous and dynamic material and cultural practices. Alain Locke, for 
instance, not only dissociated race from biological referents but made a clear case 
for the social, political and historical production of race in  1916 by setting the 
specious concept of race as derivative of imperial conquest.51

44 Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial formation in the United States: from the 1960s to the 1990s (New York 
and Abingdon: Routledge, 1994), pp. 61–2; Walter Mignolo, The darker side of western modernity: global futures, 
decolonial options (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011), p. 8.

45 Alexander D. Barder, Global race war: international politics and racial hierarchy (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2021), p. 50.

46 Alexander D. Barder, ‘Scientific racism, race war and the global racial imaginary’, Third World Quarterly 40: 2, 
2019, pp. 207–23 at p. 209, https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2019.1575200.

47 Barder, Global race war, p. 211.
48 The relationship is not necessary, of course, as some scientific racists argued against the expansion of empire, 

as discussed by John M. Hobson, The Eurocentric conception of world politics: western international theory, 1760–2010 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2012).

49 Michael R. Winston, ‘Foreword’, in Alain LeRoy Locke, Race contacts and interracial relations: lectures on the theory 
and practice of race, ed. Jeffrey C. Stewart (Washington DC: Howard University Press, 1992), p. ix.

50 Jeffrey C. Stewart, ‘Introduction’, in Locke, Race contacts and interracial relations, pp. xxiii–xxv.
51 Locke, Race contacts and interracial relations, p. 11.
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UNESCO statements on race: epistemic contestation

The problematization of race deepened after the Second World War when—
on the recommendation of the Second Session of the Commission on Human 
Rights52—the UN Economic and Social Council requested UNESCO to study 
the question of race. UNESCO assembled an international group of scientific 
experts from the biological, social and philosophical sciences (though it ended 
up largely consisting of social scientists), to definitively affirm the nature of race, 
the myth of racial hierarchy and solutions to problems of racial prejudice. The 
impetus to do so was complex, involving a collective sense of responsibility for 
the Holocaust and, importantly, the contradictions of liberal invocations of a new 
international order amid the continuation of European colonialism and US segre-
gation.53 The turn to science to dissolve racist thinking indicated how much faith 
was placed in this kind of expertise postwar. As Michelle Brattain writes, ‘science’ 
promised an anti-racist knowledge that would both dismiss scientific racism and 
highlight a more plastic understanding of how environmental and genetic factors 
produced ‘human variation’.54

In 1950 UNESCO put out its first statement on race.55 The statement begins 
boldly and unequivocally: ‘Scientists have reached general agreement that 
mankind is one: that all men belong to the same species, Homo sapiens.’56 Rejecting 
the idea that races were distinct species, the statement affirms that from ‘the 
biological standpoint’, race may refer to several different populations that consti-
tute humanity, but whatever the physical differences, they are ‘variations’ upon 
‘a common theme’.57 Genetic concentrations in these populations exist, but they 
change and disappear over time.58 As such, for many, save the biologists studying 
genetics, the related object of ‘ethnic group’ is more suited to orientate discussions 
around national, religious, cultural and other forms of social difference. Indeed, 
for ‘all practical social purposes “race” is not so much a biological phenomenon 
as a social myth’.59

Cultural ‘achievements’ are, therefore, not attributable to genetics, and 
the statement highlights that the ‘one trait which above all others has been at 
a premium in the evolution of men’s mental characters has been educability, 
plasticity’, something that ‘all human beings possess’.60 The statement concludes 

52 United Nations, Economic and Social Council, Official Records, third year, sixth 
session: supplement no. 1, report of the Commission on Human Rights, 1948,  
 https://research.un.org/en/undhr/ecosoc/6 (Unless otherwise noted at point of citation, all URLs cited in 
this article were accessible on 15 May 2024.)

53 Perrin Selcer, ‘Beyond the cephalic index: negotiating politics to produce UNESCO’s scientific statements on 
race’, Current Anthropology 53: S5, 2012, p. S175, https://doi.org/10.1086/662290.

54 Michelle Brattain, ‘Race, racism, and antiracism: UNESCO and the politics of presenting science to the post-
war public’, The American Historical Review 112: 5, 2007, pp. 1386–413, https://doi.org/10.1086/ahr.112.5.1386.

55 On this history, see Donna Haraway, The Haraway reader (New York and London: Routledge, 2004).
56 Jean Hiernaux and Michael Banton, Four statements on the race question (Paris: United Nations Educa-

tional, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 1969), p.  30, https://www.filosoficas.unam.mx/docs/608/
files/4statementsRACE.pdf.

57 Hiernaux and Banton, Four statements on the race question, p. 30.
58 Hiernaux and Banton, Four statements on the race question, p. 31.
59 Hiernaux and Banton, Four statements on the race question, p. 33.
60 Hiernaux and Banton, Four statements on the race question, p. 32.
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with an ethical commitment to human equality that ‘in no way depends upon the 
assertion that human beings are in fact equal in endowment’. Individual and group 
differences exist, but the latter has been ‘exaggerated’ to ‘[question] the validity 
of equality in the ethical sense’.61 As Sonali Thakkar argues, the 1950 statement, 
alongside others, is less about a ‘paradigmatic shift’ when it comes to natural 
scientific thinking on race than an ‘ethicopolitical aspiration’ and pedagogical tool 
premising anti-racism on the educability of all.62 Rather than a fundamental break 
from the logic of colonial orders, it reproduced a familiar liberal justification of 
empire in that all were educable.63

As discussed in prefatory notes,64 the 1950 statement did not represent the view 
of physical anthropologists and geneticists, resulting in a further statement in 1951. 
There was deep contestation over the nature of race as viewed from different disci-
plines.65 Though Ashley Montagu, an anthropologist who studied under Ruth 
Benedict and who found the concept of race scientifically useless, was a promi-
nent contributor to the first statement and is credited for reducing the impor-
tance of race as a scientific concept in the statement, his views were not shared by 
all.66 Indeed, the 1950 statement was contentious among the transnational scien-
tific community, with many European physical anthropologists and geneticists 
rejecting the idea that race was more ‘social myth’ than ‘biological fact’.67

Perrin Selcer uncovers the complexity of this contest, discussing how physical 
anthropologists were at a particular ‘vulnerable moment’ wherein dismissals of 
taxonomic classifications of races threatened their disciplinary ‘turf ’ and the rise 
of population genetics promised more sophisticated approaches to understanding 
the dynamics of human diversity.68 Thus, in the 1951 statement representing the 
natural sciences, the sweeping claim to sameness across humanity is qualified by 
raising the question of how ‘different human groups diverged from this common 
stock’69 and affirming that race ‘is unanimously regarded by anthropologists’ as 
a productive tool to classify humanity and study its evolution.70 Humanity, the 
statement maintains, can be classed into three major groups despite the complexity 
of differences.71

Robbie Shilliam reads the 1950 and 1951 statements as evidencing the under-
lying episteme of postwar order-building, one that separated ‘race from politics’ 
and ‘allowed no place for the ongoing story of the sufferers [of colonial subjuga-
tion] and their epistemic and practical strategies for the meaningful re-humaniza-

61 Hiernaux and Banton, Four statements on the race question, p. 34.
62 Sonali Thakkar, ‘The reeducation of race: from UNESCO’s 1950 statement on race to the postcolonial 

critique of plasticity’, Social Text 38: 2, 2020, pp. 73–96 at p. 75, https://doi.org/10.1215/01642472-8164764.
63 On liberal empire, see Uday S. Mehta, ‘Liberal strategies of exclusion’, Politics & Society 18: 4, 1990, pp. 427–54, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/003232929001800402.
64 Hiernaux and Banton, Four statements on the race question, pp. 36–7.
65 Brattain, ‘Race, racism, and antiracism’, pp. 1387–8.
66 Brattain, ‘Race, racism, and antiracism’, p. 1393.
67 Brattain, ‘Race, racism, and antiracism’, p. 1398.
68 Selcer, ‘Beyond the cephalic index’, p. S178.
69 Hiernaux and Banton, Four statements on the race question, p. 38.
70 Hiernaux and Banton, Four statements on the race question, p. 38.
71 Hiernaux and Banton, Four statements on the race question, p. 40.
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tion and reclamation of personhoods’.72 Attending to the link between epistemic 
questions and the creation of political order, Shilliam argues that these statements 
enabled western states at once to ‘sweep away’ their own sins and ignore the 
ongoing racial orders that continued to shape domestic and imperial relations.73 

UNESCO published four statements on race, in  1950, 1951, 1964 and  1967, 
each one implicitly or explicitly representing either a sociological or biological 
emphasis. While Shilliam and Thakkar rightly identify the ways in which imperial 
relations were reproduced, reading all four UNESCO statements complicates a 
linear narrative of uncontested reproduction of colonial logics and attunes us 
to the epistemic divisions underpinning these statements. The 1964  proposal, 
premised on outlining the ‘biological aspects’ of race, reduces the concept of race 
as ‘purely biological’, concluding that the biological data do not support racism.74 
The 1967 statement on ‘race and race prejudice’, however, focuses on racism as a 
product of imperialism and slavery, sharpening a particular sociological critique 
of the West.75 The problem of racism is a false discourse claiming a scientific or 
biological basis for human difference—one that has emerged from ‘the conditions 
of conquest, out of the justification of Negro slavery and its aftermath of racial 
inequality in the West, and out of the colonial relationship’.76

Rather than an emerging consensus, multiple statements evidence the split 
among social and natural scientists and, therefore, the production of an ambig-
uous epistemic object. Foregrounding the knowledgeable practices that constitute 
objects, I argue, demonstrates how ambiguity is generated by the unclear distinc-
tion between related objects such as ‘ethnicity’ and interdisciplinary contests. A 
split was emerging between the social and natural sciences (and indeed between 
physical anthropologists and geneticists) over the epistemic quality of race and its 
analytical utility: whereas social scientists sought to abandon the concept, prefer-
ring related ones like ‘ethnic group’,77 natural scientists affirmed its analytical 
utility. The epistemically ambiguous nature of race was not just differing ideas 
about humanity but was embedded in material practices and supported by insti-
tutional investments that made scientific divergence possible. UNESCO itself was 
administratively ‘divided between departments of natural and social sciences’.78 
Moreover, different practices around the study of racial differences continued, as 
was the case with the State Institute for Human Genetics and Race Biology in 
Sweden, led from 1935 to 1956 by Gunnar Dahlberg, an author of the 1951 state-
ment. The institute oversaw the continuation of race science even as it claimed an 
orientation to population genetics.79

72 Shilliam, ‘Race and research agendas’, p. 153.
73 Shilliam, ‘Race and research agendas’, pp. 153–4.
74 Hiernaux and Banton, Four statements on the race question, pp. 47–8.
75 Hiernaux and Banton, Four statements on the race question, p. 52.
76 Hiernaux and Banton, Four statements on the race question, p. 51.
77 This was an apolitical strategy since ethnic group did not imply hierarchy, according to Shilliam, ‘Race and 

research agendas’, p. 153.
78 Selcer, ‘Beyond the cephalic index’, p. S175.
79 Martin Ericsson, ‘What happened to “race” in race biology? The Swedish State Institute for Race Biology, 

1936−1960’, Scandinavian Journal of History 46: 1, 2021, pp. 125–48, https://doi.org/10.1080/03468755.2020.1778
520.
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If these statements help us understand the production of ambiguous objects, 
what effects result? Getting at the complex and contradictory effects of the state-
ments entails contending with the work that epistemic ambiguity performs. As 
theorized above, epistemic ambiguity permits elasticity in how actors wage 
politico-normative contests, allowing for both the reproduction of domination 
and strategies of resistance. In the next section I turn to these effects, arguing that 
we cannot account for the relationship between racism and the LIO through the 
changing balance of ideological power brought on by newly independent African 
and Asian states. Exploring the counterfactuals, I show how the making of the 
ICERD was shaped by ambiguity in the meaning of race.

Legislating anti-racism: ICERD, race, and overlapping objects

The ambiguities of race and its political effects appear in 1965 with ICERD, an 
instrument that continues to serve as the core international institution for governing 
racism.80 Widely ratified by states (though with reservations from several western 
states about regulating speech),81 the Convention commits states to the project of 
anti-racism.82 A handful of African states put this problem on the international 
agenda, arguing that dealing with racial hierarchy was indeed intimately related to 
maintaining peace and cooperation in the world.83 Drawing on principles laid out 
in the UN’s Declaration on Human Rights (UNDHR, 1948), as well as previous 
declarations against racism in employment and education and against colonialism, 
the Convention makes clear the fundamental equality of all and puts the onus on 
states to eliminate all forms of racial discrimination within their borders. That 
is, alongside the UNDHR, the Convention is a legal instrument that takes the 
individual rather than the state as the rights-bearing subject of international law.84

Immediately, though, ambiguities in terms of what race signified enveloped 
early discussions. Precursors to the Convention, for instance, included a rise in 
anti-Semitism in 1959–196085 leading to the pairing of racial and religious intoler-
ance in UN spaces, but a decision was taken to separate religious discrimination 
from racial discrimination, with the latter taking precedence.86 But parsing race 
from religion was only one of the epistemic issues that shaped governance of racial 
discrimination. Those involved in drafting the Convention found it difficult to 
disentangle race from other related objects, especially as they involved different 

80 For its legal history, see Michael Banton, The international politics of race (Cambridge UK: Polity, 2002); Patrick 
Thornberry, The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination: a commentary 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).

81 The United States, for instance, only ratified the Convention in the 1990s, maintaining reservations on articles 
that would undermine free speech.

82 However, few states adhere to its strict reporting requirements of once every two years. For instance, the latest 
report by the US in 2021 came seven years after the previous one. India, meanwhile, last reported in 2006.

83 Matthew J. Whitehead II, ‘The elimination of racial discrimination: the United Nations’ proposed solution’, 
Howard Law Journal, vol. 11, 1965, p. 584.

84 Whitehead, ‘The elimination of racial discrimination’, p. 592.
85 Egon Schwelb, ‘The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimina-

tion’, International & Comparative Law Quarterly 15: 4, 1966, pp. 996–1068 at p. 997, https://doi.org/10.1093/
iclqaj/15.4.996.

86 Schwelb, ‘The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination’, p. 999.
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material meanings in different places. ICERD, for instance, begins by noting that 
‘racial discrimination’ refers to ‘any distinction, exclusion, restriction or prefer-
ence based on race, colour, descent, or national or ethnic origin’.87 As such, racial 
discrimination was not only about ‘race’ per se, but skin colour, ‘descent’, nation-
ality and ethnicity.

Such ambiguous overlap with other epistemic objects prompted sustained 
debate. National origin, for instance, generated confusion over the idea of nation-
ality as a ‘politico-legal’ term referring to membership of a state, common in 
international law, or a ‘historico-biological’ one, common in the social sciences.88 
Legal opinion at the time noted inconsistencies and ambiguities in the final text, 
arguing that both senses are apparent.89 But the inclusion of national origin may be 
a link to other similar conventions on human rights, civil and political rights, and 
employment and occupation.90 Other terms that are connected to ‘race’ include 
‘descent’—a category that is not found in other similar conventions and does not 
specify its meaning against other categories91—and ‘ethnic origin’.

Indeed, slipperiness between race and ethnicity occurs in article 1, paragraph 4 of 
the Convention, where ‘special measures’ are permitted to promote the ‘advance-
ment of certain racial or ethnic groups or individuals’ without it being classified 
as racial discrimination, so long as it does not ‘lead to the maintenance of separate 
rights for different racial groups’.92 Why both racial and ethnic—but not national 
or other terms—are used here is not clear. Similarly, article 7 references the neces-
sity for states to advance education and information that combat racial discrimi-
nation and promote ‘understanding, tolerance and friendship among nations and 
racial or [ethnic] groups’ in accordance with similar legal instruments. Here, the 
collapsing of race and ethnicity in relation to national origin is apparent though, 
again, the politico-epistemic rationale is obscure.93

Not only was race scientifically ambiguous, but linguistic differences also 
came to make the fundamental object of race a difficult one to define, further 
evidencing the material complexities of diplomatic practice in addressing gover-
nance problems. In discussing article 1, the representative of Poland at the UN 
General Assembly cautioned that different cultural communities epistemically 
viewed the same concept differently, noting that in ‘English and French, “race” 
represented a sociological concept and “colour” an anthropological one, while in 
other languages, such as Polish, “race” and “colour” were concepts of physical 

87 United Nations, ‘International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination’, 
adopted 21 Dec. 1965, p. 2, https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/cerd.pdf.

88 Schwelb, ‘The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination’, p. 1006.
89 Schwelb, ‘The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination’, pp. 1008–

9; also see Whitehead, ‘The elimination of racial discrimination’, p. 592.
90 Schwelb, ‘The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination’, pp. 1001–

2.
91 India unsuccessfully attempted to add ‘caste’ to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, a move that 

Patrick Thornberry notes foreshadows political contestation around descent in the Convention. See Thorn-
berry, The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, p. 21.

92 United Nations, ‘International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination’, p. 2.
93 Other complications revolve around the term ‘descent’. While ‘descent’ is included in art. 1, it was deliberately 

not included in art. 5, where the Convention specifies the rights guaranteed to all.
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anthropology exclusively’.94 In other places, distinctions between ‘sociological’ 
and ‘legal’ concepts were discussed.95

Crucially, it was not only the ambiguous overlap of multiple objects that gener-
ated governance constraints in the making of ICERD. There was also the question 
of whether racial differentiation itself constituted a form of discrimination. As 
Patrick Thornberry shows, drafters of the Convention grappled with whether 
‘doctrines’ of racial differentiation and racial superiority were to be rejected as 
scientifically false or whether the root cause of discrimination depended only on 
the latter.96 Both sides of the debate drew from the UNESCO statements to stake 
their claims, with some pointing to the clear existence of racial differentiation and 
others pointing to the idea that ‘race’ itself was scientifically false. The preamble 
of the Convention ultimately only identifies racial superiority based on racial 
difference as a problem, leaving open whether race could be a meaningful object 
to categorize human diversity.

While ICERD marks the emergence of racism as an object of global gover-
nance, the epistemic object of race complicated its legal institutionalization. Race 
had different epistemic and legal meanings depending on geography, making it 
difficult to arrive at some common minimal understanding. That is, what race 
meant as opposed to other objects was unclear: it seemed to overlap with religious 
categories (some of which were posed in quasi-biological and physiological terms), 
nationalities (understood in legal and ‘historico-biological’ terms), and ethnic 
groups (defined culturally and geographically). Moreover, anti-racists who held 
on to a social notion of race found themselves in a difficult position: racial emanci-
pation implies uplift of particular racial groups that have faced discrimination, 
thereby reinforcing the idea that race is a meaningful way to organize human 
diversity. In other words, those parties playing an active role in drafting the 
Convention could not reasonably define race in a legible and universal way, such 
that one could know when discrimination targeted a ‘racial’ group as opposed to 
some other kind of social group, as this would imply that there are meaningful 
and relatively fixed racial groups rather than a singular or common humanity.

While we cannot discount how the shifting balance of ideological power at 
the UN helps to explain the fraught integration of anti-racism into international 
law and institutions of the LIO, I maintain that more is needed to understand the 
complex unfolding of this relationship. Epistemic ambiguity provided opportu-
nities and constraints for postcolonial actors to make democratic demands in this 
historical formation of LIO.

The significance of epistemic ambiguity can reasonably be evidenced by 
exploring counterfactuals.97 Had the object of race been clearly bordered—
hegemonically defined such that there existed some shared criterion of what race 
meant—governance of racial discrimination would look different. For instance, 

94 UN General Assembly, General Assembly, 20th session, 3rd Committee, 1304th meeting, held in New York 
on 14 Oct. 1965, p. 83, https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/806678.

95 UN General Assembly, General Assembly, 20th session, p. 84.
96 Thornberry, The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, p. 76–7, 87.
97 Allan, ‘Producing the climate’, p. 152.
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had it been bounded as a biological thing, the Convention may have focused 
on promoting educational and welfare policies that ensured equal opportunity 
to genetically distinct, minority populations. Were it clearly defined as a social 
fiction in which theories of racial differences were rendered as false, policies may 
have been orientated towards denying the use of race as a classification of people 
within state policies, scientific research and educational content. Yet, we do not 
see such specificity in how states should tackle racism.

Similarly, were deliberate ‘silencing’ of race significant as might be expected in 
the literature on epistemological ignorance, we would expect a different outcome 
in relation to ICERD. To consider this counterfactual, we might look to the 
example of post-revolutionary Cuba, where the state claimed that socialism had 
dissolved racial antagonisms.98 Analogously, we might expect strong resistance to 
formulating international law on racial discrimination or claims that other liberal 
instruments such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights were already 
sufficient. At the very least, we might expect limited mechanisms for collecting 
information on race and racial discrimination, but here the Convention is relatively 
robust, requiring biannual reporting on actions taken by party states to address 
racism.

Thus, epistemic ambiguity does not mean there are no links between knowl-
edge and politics or that in such situations actors revert to other political calcula-
tions, but it allows for both novel intensifications of political domination and new 
opportunities for contesting domination. The ambiguity of race, and its perme-
able boundaries with respect to other categories, both allowed colonial powers 
to reproduce imperial relations in the postwar order and provided the means by 
which postcolonial actors could contest this order. Such a meeting of ‘traditional’ 
and ‘transformational’ coalitions, however, cannot be fully mapped without 
attending to the epistemic contestations over race that underpinned this meeting.

Conclusion: race and racism in the future of international order

This article theoretically and empirically contributes to the literature on race, 
racism and the LIO. Theoretically, the article contributes to the growing litera-
ture on object-orientated IR by theorizing the drivers of epistemic ambiguity and 
its political effects. I show how ambiguous objects—particularly when an object 
already structures international order—are produced when multiple related 
objects also exist and when disciplinary fragmentation is supported by institu-
tional infrastructures (like disciplinary silos). In such situations, we expect to see 
wider flexibility in how actors engage in politico-normative struggles.

Empirically, this article provides the story of how scientific struggles around 
race shaped the institutionalization of anti-racist norms, bringing to the fore a 
divide in how different scientists and political actors thought about race. Though 
historical in approach, this argument suggests areas of further research and entails 

98 Anne Garland Mahler, From the tricontinental to the global South: race, radicalism, and transnational solidarity 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2018), p. 165.
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normative implications for today. First, while this article does not offer an answer to 
the question: ‘What is race?’, it does ask IR scholars to take this question seriously 
in contemporary analysis of race, racism and international politics. While many 
social scientists such as Debra Thompson hold that race is a social construct, ‘a 
powerful set of ideas or norms about the identity, difference and organization of 
a society and its constituents’,99 others continue to think about race or related 
objects in biological terms. Fields such as epigenetics and public health implicitly 
or explicitly make use of race. As Stefanie Marie Fullerton argues, population 
genetics, which dismisses a ‘typological ontology of race’ nonetheless finds that 
genetic variation does correlate with geography and, while ‘such differences are 
typically matters of degree rather than kind … such differences are widely recog-
nized and the continuing object of scientific and clinical attention’.100

According to Fullerton, ‘race’ in some form remains an object of analysis for 
several scientific fields and the reduction among social scientists and humanists 
to locating the category as purely ‘social’ ignores the socio-material making of 
racial distinctions, reinscribes an unhelpful nature/culture divide, and ‘leaves 
the ongoing scientific construction of racial biology immune from evaluation, 
critique, and correction’.101 Moreover, as Zakiyyah Iman Jackson argues, the recent 
rise of epigenetics, which investigates how social behaviours and environments are 
imbricated with gene expression, is sold as posing the end of ‘biocentric concep-
tions of race’.102 But in so far as it is bound to genetics, it is necessary to see how it 
might be entangled in biopolitical and necropolitical projects.103 The question of 
what race is in some ways still persists. IR, then, needs to attend to how different 
scientific communities use race and their connection to international politics.

Second, there are normative implications for policy-makers. Today, there is 
robust discussion about the ‘challenges’ and ‘threats’ to the LIO. Such challenges 
are largely—though certainly not exclusively—orientated around the rise of 
powers such as China, India and a resurgent Russia, and what such multipolarity 
might entail for liberal order. Frequently, academic policy discussions involve 
questions about whether the LIO can withstand such challenges, or whether its 
constituent institutions are resilient enough to accommodate shifting material 
power dynamics as well as alternative ways of organizing international life.

Western anxieties of pluriversality echo mid-century fears of decoloniza-
tion that promised challenges to international hierarchies and bipolar competi-
tion. Today, as before, these anxieties express themselves as cultural and material 
threats to the seemingly neutral, open and rules-based order, a sentiment that 
ignores 1) the entanglements between liberal political order and colonial/neoco-

99 Debra Thompson, ‘Through, against and beyond the racial state: the transnational stratum of race’, Cambridge 
Review of International Affairs 26: 1, 2013, pp. 136–7, https://doi.org/10.1080/09557571.2012.762898 (emphasis in 
original).

100 Stefanie Marie Fullerton, ‘On the absence of biology in philosophical considerations of race’, in Sullivan and 
Tuana, Race and epistemologies of ignorance, pp. 242 (emphasis in original).

101 Fullerton, ‘On the absence of biology in philosophical considerations of race’, p. 242.
102 Zakiyyah Iman Jackson, Becoming human: matter and meaning in an antiblack world (New York: NYU Press, 2020), 

p. 201.
103 Jackson, Becoming human, p. 202.
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lonial relations and 2), as demonstrated in this piece, the ways in which the LIO 
has always incompletely dealt with the problem of race and racism. Policy-makers 
and those concerned about the institutions, norms and principles that make up the 
LIO must take more seriously how these institutions are not separate from racial 
orders, that issues around negotiating racial difference and addressing racial hierar-
chies were integral to an historical formation of the LIO. Calls for ‘decoloniza-
tion’ of the histories of international order104 or demands for epistemic justice105 
are necessary practices to negotiate and cultivate a world of difference.

104 Navnita Chadha Behera, ‘Globalization, deglobalization and knowledge production’, International Affairs 97: 5, 
2021, pp. 1579–97, https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiab119.

105 Meera Sabaratnam and Mark Laffey, ‘Complex indebtedness: justice and the crisis of liberal order’, Interna-
tional Affairs 99: 1, 2023, pp. 161–80, https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiac233.
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