
Race and the Foundation of International
Relations: Uncovering the Intersecting
Histories
The study of international relations (IR) has traditionally focused on the
interactions between states, with little attention paid to the role of race. This
article challenges this narrow perspective by exploring the profound
influence that race has had on the development of IR as a discipline. We
argue that race is not simply a factor that can be added on to existing
theories of IR, but rather a fundamental organizing principle that has
shaped the way we think about and practice international politics.
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We begin by tracing the historical roots of race in IR, showing how it has
been used to justify colonialism, imperialism, and other forms of
domination. We then examine the ways in which race continues to shape
contemporary IR, both in terms of the theories that we use and the policies
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that we adopt. Finally, we offer some suggestions for how we can move
beyond a race-centric understanding of IR and create a more just and
equitable world.

The Historical Roots of Race in IR

The concept of race has its origins in the 15th century, when European
explorers began to encounter people from other parts of the world. These
encounters were often marked by violence and exploitation, and Europeans
quickly developed a system of racial hierarchy to justify their domination
over other peoples.

This system of racial hierarchy was based on the idea that white
Europeans were superior to all other races. This belief was used to justify
the colonization of Africa, Asia, and the Americas, as well as the
enslavement of millions of people of color.

The ideas of racial superiority that developed during this period had a
profound impact on the development of IR. The first scholars of IR, such as
Hugo Grotius and Emmerich de Vattel, were all white Europeans who
believed in the superiority of their own race. This belief led them to develop
theories of IR that were based on the assumption that white Europeans
were the only legitimate actors in international politics.

Race and the Development of IR Theory

The racist assumptions of early IR scholars had a lasting impact on the
development of the discipline. For centuries, IR theory was dominated by a
Eurocentric perspective that ignored the experiences and perspectives of
people of color. This perspective led to the development of theories that



were based on the assumption that the world was divided into two distinct
spheres: the civilized world of white Europeans and the barbaric world of
non-white peoples.

This Eurocentric perspective also led to the development of theories that
justified colonialism and imperialism. These theories argued that white
Europeans had a duty to "civilize" the non-white world and that colonialism
was a necessary step in this process.

The racist assumptions of early IR scholars also had a profound impact on
the way that IR was practiced. For centuries, IR was a discipline that was
dominated by white men. This led to the exclusion of women and people of
color from the field and resulted in a narrow and biased understanding of
international politics.

Race and Contemporary IR

In the 20th century, there was a growing challenge to the racist
assumptions of early IR scholars. This challenge came from a variety of
sources, including the civil rights movement in the United States, the anti-
colonial movements in Africa and Asia, and the rise of postcolonial studies.

As a result of these challenges, IR began to move away from its
Eurocentric and racist past. However, race continues to play a significant
role in contemporary IR, both in terms of the theories that we use and the
policies that we adopt.

For example, many of the theories that we use to understand international
politics are still based on the assumption that the world is divided into two
distinct spheres: the developed world of white Europeans and the



developing world of non-white peoples. This assumption leads to a
distorted understanding of international politics and makes it difficult to
address the challenges that we face in the 21st century.

Similarly, many of the policies that we adopt in the name of IR are still
based on racist assumptions. For example, the war on terror is often
justified as a necessary step in the fight against terrorism. However, this
war has disproportionately targeted Muslims and has resulted in the deaths
of thousands of innocent people.

Moving Beyond a Race-Centric Understanding of IR

It is clear that race continues to play a significant role in contemporary IR.
However, it is also clear that we need to move beyond a race-centric
understanding of IR if we want to create a more just and equitable world.
There are a number of ways that we can do this.

First, we need to decolonize our understanding of IR. This means
challenging the Eurocentric assumptions that have dominated the discipline
for centuries. We need to listen to the voices of people of color and
incorporate their experiences and perspectives into our theories and
policies.

Second, we need to develop new theories of IR that are not based on racist
assumptions. These theories should be more inclusive and should take into
account the experiences and perspectives of all people, regardless of their
race.

Third, we need to adopt policies that are not based on racist assumptions.
These policies should be designed to promote peace, justice, and equality



for all people, regardless of their race.

Moving beyond a race-centric understanding of IR will not be easy.
However, it is essential if we want to create a more just and equitable
world.

Race has had a profound influence on the development of IR as a
discipline. From the earliest days of the discipline, race has been used to
justify colonialism, imperialism, and other forms of domination. However, in
recent years, there has been a growing challenge to the racist assumptions
of early IR scholars. This challenge has come from a variety of sources,
including the civil rights movement in the United States, the anti-colonial
movements in Africa and Asia, and the rise of postcolonial studies.

As a result of these challenges, IR has begun to move away from its
Eurocentric and racist past. However, race continues to play a significant
role in contemporary IR, both in terms of the theories that we use and the
policies that we adopt. It is clear that we need to move beyond a race-
centric understanding of IR if we want to create a more just and equitable
world.
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