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Abstract
There has been a resurgence of interest in the role of scientific knowledge and expertise 
in International Relations, but it is not clear what the theoretical value-added of this 
work is. This article places recent work on scientific knowledge and expertise in a 
longer-term perspective. The history shows that knowledge has played an important 
role in International Relations theory since Carr and Morgenthau, but that thinking has 
been trapped within a simple conceptual framework centered on tracing how knowledge 
shapes the beliefs and interests of international subjects. This mode of theorizing first 
entered International Relations via Mannheim and has been further developed by 
Foucauldian and practice-based approaches since the 1990s. Outlining the history of 
knowledge from Carr through Haas to the present makes it possible to identify the 
distinctive contribution of recent work: whereas International Relations has focused on 
how knowledge shapes subjects such as states and international organizations, recent 
work by Corry, Sending, and others reorients International Relations to the constitution 
of governance objects. On the object-centered view, knowledge plays a key role in the 
construction of the hybrid entities like the economy and the climate that structure the 
landscape of international politics.
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Introduction

There has been a resurgence of interest in the role of scientific knowledge and expertise 
in International Relations (IR).1 Recent studies have drawn on work by Bourdieu, 
Foucault, Latour, and science and technology studies to theorize how scientific knowl-
edge and expertise shape international politics. Bueger (2014) has helped make sense of 
this work by distinguishing between three generations of scholarship on expertise. The 
first generation conceptualized experts as actors that had identifiable causal effects on 
policymaking. A second generation examined discourses of expertise to theorize how 
epistemes shaped and stabilized international politics. Finally, Bueger argues, a third 
generation has shifted the unit of analysis from discourses to practices of expertise. Here, 
scholars offer detailed investigations of the activities and artifacts that assemble govern-
ance arrangements by linking agencies, epistemes, and technologies of governance.

Bueger’s classification is helpful, but on his schema, it is not clear what the theoretical 
value-added of recent work is. Bueger suggests that recent work has added discourses 
and practices to our conceptual toolbox for the study of knowledge and expertise, but 
these have been part of IR for some time. Ruggie (1975) theorized a role for epistemic 
discourses in the 1970s and Ashley (1989) foregrounded the role of “knowledgeable 
practices” in producing international structure. New studies have clearly produced 
important new insights, but they do not constitute a major break insofar as they maintain 
a focus on how knowledgeable practices shape the interests and actions of international 
subjects.

In what follows, I build on Bueger’s insight by investigating the history of scientific 
and expert knowledge in Western IR theory. By excavating ideas about science and 
expertise in the work of Carr, Morgenthau, Haas, Keohane, Oye, and other leading fig-
ures, I show that concepts of knowledge have long been an important component of 
debates about power, interests, cooperation, and the structure of the system. In addition, 
I demonstrate the persistence of a subject-centered conceptual framework that focuses on 
tracing how knowledge shapes the beliefs, interests, and practices of international sub-
jects such as policymakers, international organizations (IOs), and states. Thus, Bueger 
has identified three movements within what Corry (2013: 31–37) identifies as the reign-
ing subject-centered framework.

With this history in hand, it is easier to identify the distinctive contribution of some 
recent work by Olaf Corry (2013), Eva Lövbrand (Lövbrand et al., 2009), Mikael Rask 
Madsen (2011), Ole Jacob Sending (2015), and others. Following Corry’s articulation of 
an object-centered turn, I demonstrate that this work shifts IR from subjects to objects. 
These approaches have not just changed the unit of analysis, but challenged the basic 
ontological and epistemic assumptions of IR theory. Corry’s proposed turn is concerned 
with far more than re-theorizing the role of knowledge in IR. Nonetheless, an investiga-
tion into the history of knowledge reveals the distinctive contribution that a turn to 
objects can make in a specific domain. In short, I suggest that rather than focusing on 
how knowledge shapes subjects, new work analyzes the place of knowledge in the con-
stitution of international objects. International objects include the economy, the climate, 
global public health, the balance of power, and the international system itself. Objects are 
hybrid entities comprised of ideas, artifacts, physical phenomena, and practices. For 
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example, the economy is not reducible to its representation in statistical tables or news-
paper articles. Rather, it is the product of yoking together quantitative representations, 
ontological distinctions, colonial governance practices, and monetary transactions 
(Mitchell, 2002, 2005).

The historical analysis that follows makes a number of other contributions. First, it 
shows that recent turns to the sociology of knowledge and reflexivity are as old as the 
discipline itself.2 However, different vocabularies have hidden what are essentially simi-
lar theoretical moves over five decades of scholarship.3 This means, for example, that 
few realize that rationalists like Oye and Keohane recognized a central role for knowl-
edge in constituting international politics. Second, the article shows that Karl Mannheim 
is an important figure in the history of IR theory. Work on knowledge up through the 
1970s operated within a discursive space structured by Mannheimian categories and 
frames. Finally, it builds on Levine’s close reading of Ernst Haas (Levine, 2012; Levine 
and Barder, 2014). However, whereas Levine focuses on the ethical-political side of 
Haas’s thought, here I develop the theoretical side, showing that his insights led him to 
the cusp of an object-centered theory.

Particular ideology: Mannheim in Carr and Morgenthau

Existing histories of knowledge in IR theory often begin with the functionalist line of 
thought that was reconstructed by Ernst Haas and introduced into rationalist and epis-
temic community arguments (Bueger, 2014; Cross, 2013; Mayer et al., 2014). However, 
careful attention to the work of Carr and Morgenthau reveals that knowledge has been 
central to thinking about stability and conflict in international order since the early days 
of Anglo-American realism. This early history is important because Carr and Morgenthau 
brought knowledge into realism as “particular ideology” by drawing on the work of Karl 
Mannheim.4

The recent historiography of realism has identified Karl Mannheim as an important 
influence on the development of Carr’s and Morgenthau’s thought (Breiner, 2014; Frei, 
2001: 38–39; Gismondi, 2007: 139–142; Jones, 1998: 127; Molloy, 2006: 38–39). It is 
likely that this influence was established through personal relationships. Carr and 
Mannheim were both members of “The Moot,” a British discussion group of prominent 
scholars and intellectuals in the 1930s (Shils, 1995: 228). Morgenthau and Mannheim had 
met earlier, in Frankfurt, where Mannheim was chair of sociology and Morgenthau was 
serving as a clerk to Hugo Sinzheimer (Frei, 2001: 38–39).

As recent scholarship has shown, Mannheim’s sociology of knowledge influenced 
Carr’s and Morgenthau’s ethical-political positions about the role of intellectuals in soci-
ety (Breiner, 2014; Gismondi, 2007; Jones, 1998; Molloy, 2006). Mannheim’s (1997 
[1936]) sociology of knowledge was built on two claims: (1) all knowledge emerges 
from a set of concrete historical circumstances; but (2), nonetheless, intellectuals can 
have an important, autonomous influence on social and political action. Further, 
Mannheim insisted that social scientists should apply the sociology of knowledge to their 
own traditions. By examining the conditions in which their own thought developed, 
social scientists could obtain a form of reflexive objectivity, “not through the exclusion 
of evaluations but through the critical awareness and control of them” (Mannheim, 1997 
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[1936]: 5). Along these lines, Carr and Morgenthau believed they should play a role in 
public debates. Carr rejected the observer–observed distinction and saw himself as an 
advocate for a particular form of political knowledge that he hoped would change the 
conduct of international politics itself (Molloy, 2006: 30–38). Similarly, Morgenthau 
saw his own position as conditioned by social forces and hoped to shape US foreign 
policy (Molloy, 2006: 48). In short, both aimed to produce knowledge that would alter 
the beliefs of relevant subjects (leaders, diplomats, and policymakers) and change the 
course of international politics.

While the influence of Mannheim on Carr’s and Morgenthau’s ethical-political ori-
entation is well-established, less is known about his influence on Carr’s and Morgenthau’s 
empirical analyses. Mannheim’s empirical sociology was designed to contest the 
Marxist analysis of ideology by developing the Weberian analysis of ideas (Breiner, 
2014: 42). Mannheim agreed with Marxists that all thought was shaped by social and 
economic conditions, but worried that the Marxist analysis of ideology had reduced 
academic debate to the reciprocal unmasking of all knowledge as “bourgeois ideology.” 
Instead, Mannheim (1997 [1936]: 1–11) wanted to defend an important role for a “free 
intelligentsia” that would provide “scientific guidance” for society.

In advancing this argument, Mannheim distinguished between “particular” and “gen-
eral” ideology. Particular ideology is defined as “more or less conscious disguises of the 
real nature of a situation, the true recognition of which would not be in accord with his 
interests” (Mannheim, 1997 [1936]: 49). The study of particular ideology is a form of 
psychological analysis that generalizes “[t]he distrust and suspicion which men every-
where evidence toward their adversaries” (Mannheim, 1997 [1936]: 61). Mannheim 
(1997 [1936]: 63) places Marxism itself within such an analysis by tracing the historical 
processes by which “suspicion and scepticism toward public utterances developed into a 
methodical search for the ideological element in all of them.”

By contrast, a general ideology exists when false beliefs structure the world view of 
an age. Whereas particular ideology is concerned with an individual’s beliefs, general 
ideology is concerned with the “total Weltanschauung” (Mannheim, 1997 [1936]: 50). 
Thus, the analysis of general ideology focuses on the general “characteristics and com-
position of the total structure of the mind of this epoch or group” (Mannheim, 1997 
[1936]: 63). Mannheim argues that the origin of the crisis in European thought lay in the 
merging of particular and general ideology. The distrust or suspicion of others’ beliefs so 
central to the unmasking of particular ideologies had been generalized into the suspicion 
that all thought merely expressed the ideology of the age.

Mannheim’s solution was to dissolve the analysis of ideology into the sociology of 
knowledge. Methodologically, this meant reconstructing “the relations between cer-
tain mental structures and the life-situations in which they exist” (Mannheim, 1997 
[1936]: 71). With Hegel, Mannheim foregrounded how knowledge, conceptualized 
broadly as “mental structures,” changes over time (Mannheim, 1997 [1936]: 238). 
However, the fact that all knowledge is rooted in shifting life-situations is not “a 
source of error” (Mannheim, 1997 [1936]: 71). Even though “all historical knowledge 
is relational knowledge,” it could nonetheless maintain “intimate contact” with reality 
and thereby reveal its meaning (Mannheim, 1997 [1936]: 71, 72). With this historical-
sociological analysis in hand, the intellectual could then move onto the “normative” 
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analysis of the values and ethical principles at stake in a given life-situation 
(Mannheim, 1997 [1936]: 71).

Carr and Morgenthau both used Mannheim’s sociology to critique liberal rationalism. 
Carr’s (1939) Twenty Years’ Crisis explicitly acknowledges the influence of Ideology 
and Utopia and sets out to found International Relations “as a critical and profoundly 
historical social science of the kind envisaged by Mannheim” (Jones, 1998: 133).5 Carr’s 
(1939: 22–30) diagnosis of the interwar crisis unfolds as a history of how scientific and 
rationalist knowledge shaped international politics. On Carr’s (1939: 22–23) account, 
19th-century liberal thinkers like Bentham and Mill supposed that “[r]eason could deter-
mine what were the universally valid moral laws … [and] once these laws were deter-
mined, human beings would conform to them just as matter conformed to the physical 
laws of nature.” Carr (1939: 27–28) argues that the League of Nations was bound to fail 
because it embodied these utopian liberal-rationalist ideas. The League was overly 
dependent on standardizations and abstractions and so “lost all contact with reality” 
(Carr, 1939: 30). Carr hoped that this history would reveal liberal thought as a utopian 
ideology and clear the way for a pragmatic, realistic, and yet moral approach to interna-
tional politics.6

Following Carr, Morgenthau conceptualizes knowledge as particular ideology and 
argues that liberal rationalism hid the role of power in social and political life. Thus, in 
both Scientific Man (Morgenthau, 1946) and Politics Among Nations (Morgenthau, 2006 
[1948]), Morgenthau seeks to “unveil liberal ideology in order to reveal the nature of 
political reality” (Frei, 2001: 198).7 In his account, scientific rationalism served the inter-
ests of the rising bourgeois class in the 18th and 19th centuries (Morgenthau, 1946: 19; 
cf. Guilhot, 2011: 144; Williams, 2005: 94–101). Liberals then transposed these ideas 
onto international affairs in what Morgenthau calls the “repudiation of politics.” At the 
1815 Congress of Vienna, the “science of peace” reduced the balance of power to an 
exercise in calculation delegated to a statistical commission (Morgenthau, 1946: 95). 
The League of Nations, in turn, was designed to replace power politics with a rational 
system of law. On the liberal view, “[p]olitical maneuvering should be replaced by the 
scientific ‘plan,’ the political decision by the scientific ‘solution,’ the politician by the 
‘expert,’ the statesmen by the ‘braintruster,’ the legislator by the ‘legal engineer’” 
(Morgenthau, 1946: 29). This was problematic because there was bound to be a “perma-
nent gap” between liberal rationalism and the realities of power politics:

[t]he liberal ideologies … are bound, because of their very abstractness, generality, and claim 
for absolute validity, to be kept alive after they have outlived their political usefulness and thus 
to be disavowed by the realities of international politics, which, by their very nature, are 
concrete, specific, and dependent upon time and place. (Morgenthau, 1946: 73)

Just as Carr hoped to shape British foreign policy, Morgenthau aimed to influence 
American attitudes toward international politics. He had concluded that American 
thought contained naive tendencies toward rationalism that made the country susceptible 
to liberalism (Frei, 2001: 182). To counter this, he offered a political doctrine rooted in 
the animus dominandi and the Weberian vision of politics as a realm of struggle 
(Morgenthau, 1946: 217; cf. Guilhot, 2011: 131). This alternative vision, Morgenthau 
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hoped, would temper the ambitions of American liberalism. This position reveals a ten-
sion in Carr’s and Morgenthau’s views on expert knowledge. In taking the time and 
effort to critique liberal-rational knowledge as particular ideology, they acknowledged 
that it could shape diplomatic practice and even produce a crisis in international politics. 
However, they also argued that liberal knowledge could not transform the world so  
completely as to eliminate the realities of power politics. As Carr (1939: 27) concluded, 
“[r]ationalism can create a utopia, but cannot make it real.”

Nonetheless, both Carr and Morgenthau presupposed that their own expert knowledge 
could have effects on diplomatic practice. Since power politics could not be eliminated 
by rationalist formulas, leaders needed to adopt a prudential, realist approach to the man-
agement of international order. That is, they sought to contest liberal-rationalist ideology 
with a realist variant of rationalism. Liberals might have responded that realism itself 
was ideological cover for the interests of intellectuals or conservatives. It is not clear on 
what grounds Carr and Morgenthau would be able to respond that their own knowledge 
escaped the constraints of particular ideology such that it could make the realist vision of 
politics reality.

In sum, both Carr and Morgenthau acknowledged the importance of knowledge in 
international politics. In the Mannheimian frame, knowledge was important because 
it could constitute and change the beliefs of diplomatic subjects. Their basic empirical 
strategy of tracing the influence of ideas was consistent with the conceptual frame-
work laid out in Mannheim’s appropriation of Hegel: the sociology of knowledge 
should show how the ideas of subjects change over time. As we shall see, this basic 
conceptual framework remained intact in IR theories about knowledge from the 1940s 
through the 1990s.

Ernst Haas and the problem of ideology

In the 1950s and 1960s, Ernst Haas defended liberalism from Carr’s and Morgenthau’s 
critique by demonstrating the importance of scientific knowledge and technical exper-
tise. In the 1970s, Haas declared his own neofunctionalist theory obsolete, and through-
out the 1980s and 1990s, he articulated a more subtle and fragmented liberal international 
theory centered on knowledge. While Haas’s work on knowledge exhibited both a broad 
scope and empirical nuance, it remained largely within the subject-centered conceptual 
framework that entered IR via Mannheim. However, following Levine, I suggest that a 
shift in Haas’s thought around 1975 opened the possibility of moving beyond the 
Mannheimian conceptual framework toward what I am calling the object-centered view 
(Levine, 2012: 202–203). However, Haas did not take up this alternative project and 
returned to a subject-centered analysis of knowledge in the 1980s and 1990s.

Haas’s doctoral work on the balance of power reflects the influence of Mannheim. 
In a 1953 article, Haas shows that the balance is variously invoked as a description, a 
prescription, an analytical concept, and propaganda or ideology. Haas (1953: 460, 
463) draws on Mannheim’s concept of general ideology to distinguish ideological 
from propagandistic uses. The balance is used as propaganda when deployed as “the 
justification for policies not ipso facto related to balancing anything” (Haas, 1953: 
462). The balance serves as ideology when objectively “false” beliefs form the basis 
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of a “total myth system” that underwrites the cohesion and self-confidence of ruling 
groups (Haas, 1953: 463). For Haas, general ideology is propaganda transformed into 
collective self-deception.

In the article, Haas aims to move beyond critique toward a theory of international 
politics that takes the intentions and meanings of policymakers seriously. For this task, 
the study of self-deception induced by general ideology is important because even self-
deceptions have “causative significance” for international outcomes (Haas, 1953: 476). 
That is, even if policymakers’ ideas about the balance did not correspond to an equal or 
stable distribution of power in the real world, those beliefs could have important effects.8 
Thus, Haas proposes a subject-centered study of how scientific knowledge shapes the 
world views of policymakers and states.

In this vein, Haas’s work on European integration in the 1950s and 1960s takes the 
form of a Mannheimian sociology of knowledge designed to trace the effects of experts 
and scientists on state interests. Beyond the Nation-State argues, in the spirit of Carr and 
Morgenthau, that David Mitrany’s functionalism rests on both a “utopian vision of tech-
nocratic progress” and lofty assumptions about human nature as “good, rational, and 
devoted to the common weal” (Haas, 1964: 34, 8). Nonetheless, Haas aimed to recon-
struct the functionalist argument and demonstrate that knowledge could be more than 
particular ideology. As Levine (2012: 205) points out, Haas wanted to show that consen-
sual knowledge could underwrite a politics based not on pure domination, but on some 
form of morally defensible progress. He conceded that ideology and knowledge were not 
“absolutely different” but nonetheless wanted to maintain that political choices informed 
by consensual scientific knowledge were preferable to those based on power and interest 
alone (Levine, 2012: 205). In this way, he aimed to avoid the relativist implications sug-
gested by the Mannheimian sociology of knowledge.9

Haas’s (1964: 34) strategy was to divorce functionalism from Mitrany’s utopianism 
and reconfigure it as a liberal theory of interest group politics. In Haas’s (1964: 35) 
account, experts do not displace politics, but facilitate the convergence of interests nec-
essary for lasting cooperation by shaping the “give-and-take” of political contestation. 
On the one hand, Haas maintains that, in some cases, experts and scientists help states 
overcome conflict by transforming political issues into technical ones. For example, he 
suggests that epidemics in 1893 and 1897 forced Britain, Turkey, and Persia to reconcile 
their differing medical views and agree on a program of quarantines, ship disinfections, 
standardized inspections, and so on (Haas, 1964: 15). The case shows that when experts 
reach consensus on causal beliefs, they can facilitate coordination. On the other hand, 
this optimistic story is contrasted with the nuclear test ban treaty negotiations. Whereas 
the US sent technocrats to negotiate in the spirit of the Baruch Plan, the Soviets sent 
scientists with political instructions to take technical positions that bolstered Soviet inter-
ests. Soviet scientists were deployed as a veil for Soviet interests (Haas, 1964: 23–24).10 
Haas, then, concedes that knowledge sometimes serves as propaganda or ideology that 
covers state interests.

Nonetheless, Beyond the Nation-State is a direct response to realists, who “assert the 
primacy of the political and take for granted the presumed hard outer shell of the sover-
eign nation-state” (Haas, 1964: 23). Haas (1964: 34) contends that states choose to inte-
grate not because welfare trumps politics or because of “a spontaneous surrender to the 
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myth of the common good,” but because states, under the influence of consensual knowl-
edge, come to perceive that their interests converge. However, since interests rest on 
values and values change slowly, the convergence of interests is a long-term process. In 
the end, functional cooperation on “organizational,” not technical, tasks is an important 
driver of convergence in Haas’s theory (Haas, 1964: 35). The power of experts cannot be 
taken for granted, but neither can state interests, which change in a process of learning 
(Haas, 1964: 48).

In the mid-1970s, Haas declared the neofunctionalist program obsolete (Haas, 1975, 
1976). The problem was that neofunctionalism was, as Levine and Barder (2014: 871) 
put it, “predicated upon notions of state and political community with their roots in the 
19th century” that “were unequal to the emerging political forms and orders of the 
1970s.” As a result, Haas loosened the constraints on his own theorizing so that he could 
build models to accommodate the indeterminacy and complexity of emerging regimes 
(Haas, 1975: 179; 1976: 847–856; cf. Levine, 2012: 202–203). In his contribution to the 
1975 International Organization special issue on epistemic communities, Haas analyzes 
the problem of “wholes”: “If we are to have politically acceptable master constructs they 
must be fashioned out of parts which are based on a consensus shared by scientists and 
laymen, not wholes deduced from the order of nature” (Haas, 1975: 828). The problem, 
Haas maintains, was that unitary representations of systems, structures, and evolutionary 
processes were often used to hide the “holes” in empirical knowledge of increasingly 
complex international regimes. Haas rejects these images in favor of a more fragmented 
picture of the whole:

There are no structures, just aggregates linked by a changing appreciation of cause–effect 
chains. There is no global system, just sub-systems which tend to rearrange themselves without 
central guidance. There is no overall complexity, merely successive and fallible human efforts 
to understand interdependence. I can see no overriding evolutionary dynamic, only isolated and 
lonely thrusts into more elaborate forms of survival in one area of concern or another. The very 
ephemeral and temporary quality of these wholes, and of the fluctuating organizations to which 
such conceptions must give rise, depends heavily on the changing character of knowledge. 
(Haas, 1975: 870–871)

So, Haas aims to retain a sense of the whole while leaving room for its indeterminate and 
dynamic character.

Haas’s solution is to posit a “technology-task-environment” as the relevant whole for 
the analysis of international regimes. The technology-task-environment was a “concate-
nation of technologies and purposes” that arises under the conditions of interdependence 
(Haas, 1975: 872).11 The ocean, global food production, and the global energy system all 
counted as technology-task-environments. What Haas proposed, but never came back to, 
was the study of change in technology-task-environments that tracked alterations in pur-
pose, technology, and organizational forms (Haas, 1975: 873–874). Such a study would 
allow for the dynamic analysis of regimes focused on their problem-solving capacities. 
Had Haas pursued the idea further, it might have led him away from the subject-centered 
sociology of knowledge and toward the study of objects. In effect, Haas’s idea was to 
place the problems themselves (conceived as configurations of physical phenomena, sci-
entific knowledge, political pressures, and institutional rules) at the center of the 
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analysis. This would have been a departure from his earlier work, which sought to explain 
the origins of intentions, interests, and cooperation. However, Haas never pursued a 
detailed historical analysis of how technology-task-environments emerge and structure 
regimes.

Instead, Haas’s work in the 1980s and 1990s returned to a subject-centered mode, 
specifying the conditions under which we can expect either adaptation or learning in 
regimes and IOs (Haas, 1980, 1982, 1990). This work suggested that the central task for 
a theory of knowledge in IR was to examine how science and expertise shaped problem 
definitions, interests, and policies. Haas remained focused on how science could be 
traced to subjects. Thus, it unfolded within the same conceptual universe as the 
Mannheimian sociology of knowledge from whence Haas began. However, within the 
idea of the technology-task-environment was the possibility of a creative break. As we 
shall see, such a research program might have expanded IR theory to include how sub-
jects make and constitute objects comprised of amalgamations of purposes, technolo-
gies, institutions, rules, and norms.

Epistemes and interests: Knowledge in the 1980s and 1990s

Haas’s work responded to the realist claim that expert or scientific knowledge was just 
particular ideology by showing how consensual knowledge shaped patterns of conflict 
and cooperation. In this section, I show how others extended Haas’s basic argument in 
the 1980s and 1990s. This history shows two things. First, despite its diversity, this work 
remained within the subject-centered frame of the sociology of knowledge. This is true 
of work across the theoretical spectrum, whether they were Haas’s students, rationalists, 
constructivists, or critical theorists. Second, there is a lot of theoretical continuity 
between work in this period and the recent work on discourses and practices highlighted 
by Bueger. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, scholars highlighted how discourses and 
knowledgeable practices constituted the mental structures and behaviors of subjects.

First, Haas’s student John G. Ruggie (1975) generalized neofunctionalism beyond 
integration theory. Ruggie’s contribution to the 1975 special issue of International 
Organization began with a Haasian puzzle: technological change did not always lead to 
positive collective action, as functionalism suggested. Ruggie’s explanation hinges on 
whether the response to technology was collective or individual and scientific or politi-
cal. Ruggie introduces the concept of “epistemic communities” to account for the collec-
tive, scientific responses in which common “cognitive beliefs” are institutionalized. 
Ruggie (1975: 569–570) borrows the concept “episteme” from Foucault, defining it as “a 
dominant way of looking at social reality, a set of shared symbols and references, mutual 
expectations and a mutual predictability of intention.” He then defines an epistemic com-
munity as the “interrelated roles which grow up around an episteme” (Ruggie, 1975: 
570). Read expansively, Ruggie’s formulation defines epistemic communities not in 
terms of actors that share causal beliefs, but as actors oriented to or drawing from the 
same body of knowledge conceptualized as an episteme.

This Foucauldian approach to knowledge was taken up by constructivists and critical 
theorists in the 1980s and 1990s. For example, Ashley’s (1989) application of Foucault 
and Bourdieu to IR contends that the construction of an international order depends on a 
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hegemonic definition of reality. Such a definition is maintained by imposing a common 
purpose backed by “knowledgeable practice” (Ashley, 1989: 254). These practices 
underwrite “rituals of power” that deploy “universal standards of truth and meaning” to 
ground and naturalize order (Ashley, 1989: 261, 264). Similarly, Karen Litfin (1994: 13) 
argues that knowledgeable practices shape environmental discourses. For her, discursive 
practices were not “free-floating,” but “embodied in technical processes, institutions, 
and pedagogical forms that impose and maintain them” (Litfin, 1994: 190). In showing 
how knowledgeable practices shaped ozone politics, Litfin prefigured themes in the new 
literature on epistemic practices.

Jens Bartelson’s (1995) Genealogy of Sovereignty went further. The book traces the 
emergence of sovereignty to the rise of mathesis, an epistemic discursive formation that 
promotes “problem-solving analysis in the knowledgeable practice of statecraft” 
(Bartelson, 1995: 144). This formation constituted a particular regime of sovereignty and 
made possible a whole set of interest-based calculations. The mathesis episteme allowed 
the international system to be divided into a table of states, subdivided into their constitu-
ent parts:

if one possesses accurate knowledge of the size of a country, its natural resources and the size 
of the royal revenue, the number of its inhabitants and their natural inclinations, one 
simultaneously possesses a fair estimate of its military strength and hence of its interests. 
(Bartelson, 1995: 162)

Thus, in Bartelson’s account, knowledge constituted the very foundation of the interna-
tional system, reorienting states to the calculation of interests instead of the quest for 
glory.

By 1990, Haas himself came to see knowledge in discursive terms as “a shaper of 
worldviews” in which “the intellectual commitments of the seventeenth-century scien-
tists and mathematicians penetrated the way political economists and their disciples in 
governments began to see the world” (Haas, 1990: 22). For Haas, as for Ruggie, Ashley, 
Litfin, Bartelson, and others, knowledge could operate as a form of productive power.12 
Bueger (2014: 45–47) suggests that these Foucauldian studies shifted the unit of analysis 
from subjects to discourses. However, the central aim of these studies was to show how 
epistemes and knowledgeable practices shaped the subjectivities of policymakers and 
states.

In another intellectual tradition, rationalists drew on Haas’s insights to theorize the 
role of information and common knowledge in game-theoretic analyses of international 
politics. To the rationalist scholars challenging neorealism, Haas was cited and engaged 
as a fellow liberal interested in how interdependence produced regimes and dampened 
the struggle for power. For example, in After Hegemony, Keohane (1984: 132; cf. 
Goldstein, 1989) cites Haas when he argues that interests are malleable and can be 
changed by a process of learning. Moreover, he suggests that “information,” understood 
as common knowledge, can help establish property rights and reduce transaction costs, 
thereby facilitating cooperation (Keohane, 1984: 87).

In the hands of Kenneth Oye (1985), this concession was translated into an argument 
with important similarities to the Foucauldian idea that knowledge is a form of 
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productive power. Oye argues that states can reach cooperative outcomes in competitive 
distributional games like the Prisoners’ Dilemma if they find a way to alter pay-off 
structures, lengthen the shadow of the future, or reduce the number of players. Famously, 
Oye shows how institutions perform these tasks. However, he also draws on Haas and 
Ruggie to theorize how expert knowledge can serve each of these functions. First, he 
argues that Ruggie’s article on embedded liberalism demonstrates “how the diffusion of 
liberal economic ideas increased the perceived benefits of mutual economic openness 
over mutual closure (CC-DD), and diminished the perceived rewards from asymmetric 
defection relative to asymmetric cooperation (DC-CD)” (Oye, 1985: 5).13 Second, 
experts can lengthen the shadow of the future by providing information about past inter-
actions. Experts can also facilitate cooperation by clarifying what counts as cooperation 
and defection and thereby facilitate reciprocity. Finally, experts within institutions can 
reduce the number of players by defining membership and excluding some states from 
the games.

Moreover, Oye argues that expert knowledge can transform competitive cooperation 
games into games of harmony. For Oye, Haas’s work shows that scientists facilitate 
cooperation by creating “cognitive congruence”: “The diffusion of common conceptions 
of the nature and effects of technology enhanced perceived gains from cooperation and 
diminished perceived gains from defection, and may have transformed some Prisoners’ 
Dilemmas into Harmony” (Oye, 1985: 9).14 In a similar example, Oye (1985: 6) goes 
even further:

pure economic liberals — more common on economics faculties than in trade ministries — 
believe that unrequited openness is preferable to unilateral protection. Irrespective of the 
actions of others, a liberal believes that openness is best. In a world of pure liberals, policy 
coordination will not be necessary to the realization of openness.

Oye’s argument here mirrors the Foucauldian claim that epistemes constitute interna-
tional politics. First, in Oye, experts not only grease the wheels of cooperation, but struc-
ture the game itself by altering preferences. Thus, epistemic ideas can determine the 
structure of the game, and even if a game needs to be played in the first place. If knowl-
edge alters perceptions and understandings on a fundamental level, it may not just help 
states realize pre-existing joint gains, but may produce their interests and thereby con-
struct or create joint gains. If knowledge can influence what kind of game states play or 
if they play at all, then it has an autonomous power to constitute politics. His argument 
that experts can create games of harmony reminds us that not all interesting outcomes in 
international politics can be accounted for within theories of cooperation. Some of the 
most powerful outcomes in international politics are in harmony and deadlock games, 
where interests diverge or converge because of the underlying structures of ideas.

However, other rationalist strands dismissed or downplayed the role of knowledge by 
resurrecting the old realist notion that knowledge was merely particular ideology that 
served to veil interests. Morrow’s (1994) analysis of knowledge as “cheap talk” formal-
izes this claim. In cheap-talk games, players can send costless signals to each other. 
Morrow (1994: 390) suggests that this formalizes “how regimes help actors share infor-
mation and knowledge to create shared understandings of their situation,” as laid out by 
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Haas and Ruggie. Morrow (1994: 400) interprets knowledge broadly “in the way Ernst 
Haas does … [as] a guide to the solution that is better for the actors.” He cites Peter 
Haas’s work on Mediterranean environmental cooperation as an example of how knowl-
edge can facilitate coordination by creating “common views on what regulations are 
needed and how national policies should enact those regulations” (Morrow, 1994: 411). 
However, in the end, the results of the analysis are more about the effects of communica-
tion than about knowledge per se: actors send messages to one another to figure out what 
kind of game they are in (Morrow, 1994: 408). Here, knowledge merely helps actors 
realize pre-existing joint gains in coordination games.

Morrow (1994: 405) shows that while information can help solve coordination games, 
in games that combine coordination and distributional problems, information cannot 
eliminate barriers to cooperation. In coordination games without distributional conse-
quences, honest communication is possible. However, where distribution and coordina-
tion come together, actors cannot trust the signals they receive, and barriers to cooperation 
persist. So, knowledge is limited to facilitating coordination or to functioning strategi-
cally as cheap talk. Here, as in Mannheim’s analysis of the politics of ideology, Morrow’s 
actors must regard others with suspicion and distrust. Whereas in Mannheim’s analysis, 
knowledge and public utterances are suspect because they are shaped by class interests, 
in Morrow, the knowledge an actor shares with others is suspect because they have an 
explicit interest in giving false information. Mannheim is not cited here, but what 
Morrow’s work shows is the persistence of a subject-centered frame in which it is natural 
to be suspicious of the knowledge possessed by agents.

It was in this context that Peter Haas reconstructed and refined the neofunctionalist 
argument within the epistemic communities framework. Just as Ernst Haas had 
worked against the realist view of knowledge as particular ideology, Peter Haas 
(1992b), Emanuel Adler (1992), and others set out to demonstrate the value of knowl-
edge against the view of knowledge as ideology or cheap talk. How can knowledge 
matter when states face incentives to believe and spread information that conforms to 
their interests? Haas (1992a: 2) contends that “epistemic communities” or “networks 
of knowledge-based experts” play an important role “in articulating the cause-and-
effect relationships of complex problems, helping states identify their interests, fram-
ing the issues for collective debate, proposing specific policies, and identifying salient 
points for negotiation.” In the ozone case, Haas (1992b) shows how academic and 
corporate scientists, IO bureaucrats, and US government officials worked together to 
produce authoritative reports that convinced states of the importance of producing a 
robust regime to regulate the chlorofluorocarbons that cause ozone depletion. This 
argument was largely consistent with the rationalist arguments put forward by 
Keohane and Oye. 

While there was disagreement between Haas’s followers and skeptics like Morrow, 
each of these arguments worked within the subject-centered frame articulated by 
Mannheim. The skeptics posited that knowledge merely hid interests, but they 
remained focused on explaining the behavior of subjects. The Haasians demonstrated 
the importance of knowledge as more than particular ideology in the face of the skep-
tical critique, but they did not fundamentally shift the empirical or conceptual catego-
ries of the sociology of knowledge in IR. They still operated in the Mannheimian 
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mode because they traced the direct influence of knowledge on the beliefs and prac-
tices of subjects.

The turn to objects

Over the last decade, a diverse group of scholars has expanded the study of knowledge 
and expertise by drawing on Bourdieu, Foucault, Latour, new materialism, and science 
and technology studies.15 This work provides new, fine-grained empirical analyses of the 
dynamics of knowledge. However, it is not immediately clear what this recent literature 
has added to IR theory since, as we saw, the literature in the 1980s and 1990s was already 
quite diverse. In this section, I argue that Bueger’s contention that IR has moved from an 
actor-centric theory to a discursive and practical conception of knowledge actually 
understates the theoretical significance of some recent work.16 Building on Olaf Corry’s 
(2013) articulation of an object-centered turn in IR, I contend that new approaches are 
most significant not when they simply shift the unit of analysis from actors and episte-
mes to practices, but when they challenge IR’s subject-centered focus. Innovative studies 
foreground objects and, with them, how the space of the international is constituted and 
populated with common problems and imperatives. I see this as picking up Haas’s 
neglected proposal to place the history and operations of technology-task-environments 
at the center of IR.

Objects are concatenations of knowledges, artifacts, physical phenomena, and prac-
tices that have been yoked together and constituted as an entity distinct from other objects, 
events, and actors.17 Anything might become a governance object provided it can be des-
ignated, rendered governable, and problematized (Corry, 2013: 87; Allan, 2017: 137–38). 
This conception of objects encompasses the focus of the new materialist literature — 
physical objects and artifacts — but the emphasis here is less on material things than on 
how such entities are yoked into malleable problems that can be governed by states and 
other international actors. Objects of global governance include the economy, economic 
development, the climate, gender, guns, drugs, human rights, terrorism, public health, and 
international trade. Such objects structure the fields in which international political action 
unfolds (Sending, 2015: 25). They serve as the orienting problems and focal points around 
which actors coalesce and interact.

This approach to objects builds on Michel Foucault’s work on the formation of objects 
in The Archaeology of Knowledge (Foucault, 1972) and the Lectures at the Collège de 
France (Foucault, 2007, 2008). The Foucault that emerges from my reading of these 
texts is distinct from the Foucault that we were introduced to earlier. While those schol-
ars drew on Foucault’s concept of knowledgeable practices, here I show how Foucault 
integrated those practices into a study of epistemic objects. In Archaeology, Foucault 
revisits his earlier historical analyses of the epistemic objects madness, disease, and the 
human. He suggests that these studies placed too much faith in the existence of some real 
thing that lay beneath the epistemic objects (Foucault, 1972: 14–15, 46). Looking back, 
Foucault (1972: 48) now rejects the idea that some stable psychological phenomena 
might have served as “the ground, the foundation” for the history of madness. Instead, he 
seeks to theorize the conditions of possibility for the emergence of objects like madness 
in the first place (Foucault, 1972: 41–42).
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On his conception, objects are formed systematically by discursive practices (Foucault, 
1972: 49). That is, objects represent a “regularity of practice” rather than the unity of some 
static thing that imposes itself on discourse from the outside (Foucault, 1972: 79). Such 
objects have a dual relation to knowledge (Foucault, 2008: 2–18). On the one hand, they 
are formed by knowledgeable practices. On the other hand, the emergence of new objects 
makes possible new forms and domains of knowledge. For Foucault, as for Corry, the 
constitution of objects is important because new objects reconstitute the landscape of 
subject positions, knowledges, and practices. For example, in the Lectures, Foucault 
argues that transformations in the object “population” made possible new techniques of 
government and new forms of knowledge (political economy) that redefined modern poli-
tics (Foucault, 2007: 68–79, 106).

In his early historical analyses, Foucault treats discourse as largely textual.18 
However, in Archaeology, Foucault (1972: 45) explicitly argues that objects are con-
stituted by a set of relations “established between institutions, economic and social 
processes, behavioral patterns, systems of norms, techniques, types of classification, 
modes of characterization,” and so on. So, objects cannot be captured in purely idea-
tional terms because they depend on material processes and practices. Along these 
lines, Mitchell has recently argued that objects like the economy are made from both 
ideational and material elements. Working with and against Foucault, Mitchell 
argues that “the economy” only emerged as an entity distinct from other entities like 
“society” and “nature” in the 1930s (Mitchell, 2002, 2005). It was then that transfor-
mations in economic theory, the availability of statistical data, colonial governance, 
and the circulation of money were brought together in a new entity. For Mitchell, this 
was not merely a process of naming something that already existed, but part of a 
larger process in which economic processes and monetary flows were constituted 
and shaped.

The production of this new object reoriented the political world along a “new axis” 
(Mitchell, 2002: 93). The making of the economy bolstered the authority of economists, 
who, in turn, designed tools to explain and manage the entity.19 The economy was thereby 
translated into a governance object that states and IOs sought to know and control. The 
economy could now underwrite new political imperatives, such as the necessity of pro-
moting economic growth and international trade. Policies created on this basis further 
expanded and reconstituted the object’s constituent transaction flows and practices 
mapped by statistical and theoretical tools. Thus, objects are co-productions that emerge 
from the complex interaction of expert knowledge, political interventions, and everyday 
practices or transaction flows. As such, they are contingent and shifting entities, consti-
tuted and reconstituted through time.

In his highly original book Constructing a Global Polity, Corry (2013) generalizes the 
Foucauldian framework into a new image of the international system as a global polity 
centered on “governance objects.” For Corry, previous attempts to make sense of the 
complexity of global politics have failed because they inevitably rest on state-centric 
assumptions. Thus, they slide back into “anarchy-plus” and fail to adequately account for 
the messiness and multiplicity of international order. On the other hand, most theories 
that take complexity seriously are themselves messy and lack a simple image of the sys-
tem that can form the basis of parsimonious insights (Corry, 2013: 1–6). In place of the 
anarchy assumption, Corry (2013: 86) posits the image of a series of actors (states, IOs, 
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non-governmental organizations (NGOs), etc.) oriented to a shared governance object. 
Corry’s innovation here is to completely flatten the system, forcing us to reintroduce 
traditional theoretical elements like power, interest, and knowledge within a new object-
centered frame.

Expertise and scientific knowledge are constituent elements of this theory 
because they underwrite the designation, translation, and problematization of 
objects as distinct entities subject to political interventions (Allan, 2017). For 
example, the work of Lövbrand and other Foucauldian studies of climate govern-
ance have shown how carbon dioxide has been translated into an abstract, com-
modified unit, “tonnes of CO2-equivalent” (Corry, 2013: 9; Lövbrand et al., 2009; 
Oels, 2005). The creation of this and other epistemic objects contributes to the 
constitution of “the climate” itself as a distinct, governable entity. The climate can 
then be manipulated and controlled by neoliberal strategies such the construction 
of carbon markets and the cultivation of carbon-conscious consumers. Knowledge 
and expertise play a central role in these processes: knowledge renders new phe-
nomena and practices visible and is used to design rationalities and technologies of 
intervention (Lövbrand et al., 2009: 8).

Other IR scholars have arrived at the analysis of objects following Bourdieu. 
Madsen (2011) foregrounds objects in his application of Bourdieusian reflexive sociol-
ogy to the global history of human rights. Madsen (2011: 262) argues that any attempt 
to explain the rise of human rights leads to the reflexive analysis of how a community 
of lawyers, scholars, and activists constituted the object “human rights.” After all, enti-
ties such as “human rights” and “the international” alike are the product of political 
contestation over who gets to define and represent those objects. In Madsen’s history, 
expert knowledge plays a central role not in constituting subjects, but in producing a 
new international political object, the bundle of principles and practices known now as 
human rights.

Sending’s (2015) Bourdieusian analysis foregrounds the importance of contestation 
and competition in the process of constituting objects. On his account, there is “always 
some body of knowledge (scientifically produced or not) involved in claims about how 
to define and act on governance objects” (Sending, 2015: 8). Thus, all objects and their 
attendant orders are the product of some actors succeeding in “presenting their interests 
and attendant categories as natural and universal rather than arbitrary and particular” 
(Sending, 2015: 11; cf. Ashley, 1989: 258–259). Objects are linked to authoritative 
knowledge in an endogenous, iterative process whereby objects define the world in such 
a way as to confer authority on some categories, actions, and actors rather than others 
(Sending, 2015: 28). Thus, the construction of objects has real power because it trans-
forms the landscape of reality and the landscape of authority that structures political 
contestation (Sending, 2015: 41–54).

IR theorists inspired by Latour and the new materialists have also turned from sub-
jects to objects (Aradau, 2010; Du Plessis, 2017; Leander, 2013; Mayer and Acuto, 2015; 
Salter, 2014; Schouten, 2013; Shah, 2017). These studies focus on physical phenomena, 
technologies, artifacts, and infrastructures to highlight the agency and autonomy of 
material things. Such arguments are a useful corrective to ideational or discursive argu-
ments that ignore the properties of things and systems in themselves. However, an exclu-
sive focus on material entities has limits as well. After all, when they play a role in global 
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politics, natural systems like the climate must have a hybrid character. To become objects 
of governance, entities must become bound up with knowledgeable practices that consti-
tute those phenomena as  problems for policymakers and publics (Allan, 2017).

In this vein, some new materialist work draws attention to how material things and 
processes combine with human knowledge to form hybrid configurations. For example, 
drawing on Karen Barad’s Bohrian metaphysics, Aradau (2010: 499–500) argues that 
“[o]bjects do not pre-exist but are constituted through intra-action between different 
material-discursive practices.” As such, the materiality of infrastructures “emerges in 
intra-action with material-discursive practices about the ‘foundations’ of society, spread 
of bio-threats, preparedness measures, medical knowledge, design and engineering 
expertise, and police and military expertise, as well as nodes, flows, soils, building mate-
rials, etc” (Aradau, 2010: 503). So, for Aradau, the governance and securitization of 
“critical infrastructure” in the War on Terror must be studied as a genealogy of how these 
diverse elements were brought together into a stable configuration.

However, some new materialist work has the potential to disrupt the anthropocentric 
terms of object analysis thus far. Du Plessis (2017), for example, argues that microbes 
have bordering effects that are independent of humans. That is, they have direct effects 
on the acts and dispositions of humans that do not pass through human knowledge per se. 
This raises the possibility that microbial DNA is information relevant to the constitution 
of international objects and patterns of behavior. New materialism may push us to expand 
the domain of knowledge beyond the human estate.

The turn to objects redefines the role of knowledge from serving as a source of sub-
jective beliefs and purposes to acting as an element in the production of objects that 
structure the landscape of politics. Here, the analysis of objects is compatible with what 
Bueger (2014: 48) calls discursive and practical approaches to the study of global 
knowledge. However, not all such studies of practice make the shift from subjects to 
objects. While they contain new insights that follow from unpacking the black box of 
knowledge and expertise or decomposing macro-historical processes into their constitu-
ent elements, many of these studies proceed within the subject-centered, Mannheimian 
mode. The object-centered approach requires and builds on this idea that knowledge is 
bound up with the discourses and practices that constitute the world — but it goes fur-
ther. It draws our attention to how knowledge combines with natural systems, socio-
technical landscapes, and political alignments to structure wholes that are nonetheless 
fragmented and contingent.

In the subject-centered discourse, subjects possess knowledge of objects in the 
world. The turn to objects, by contrast, places knowledge in objects as a constituent 
element. On this account, objects like the climate are hybrid concatenations of physi-
cal phenomena (natural systems and entities), technologies (elements of energy sys-
tems), institutional contexts (rules and organizations), and knowledges (climate 
science, policy expertise). So, the study of objects draws on the idea that discourses 
and practices matter in international politics. However, the study of objects fore-
grounds how those elements are combined into stable configurations that constitute 
the landscape of problems and issues.20

Another point of difference can be seen in how the two approaches define structure. 
The subject-centered view defines structures in terms of subjects and their relations. By 
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contrast, Corry (2013: 85) presents a conception of structure that begins with objects. 
Corry’s idea of structure begins with an object around which actors are arranged and 
connected. He then translates this image into a break with the anarchy assumption by 
flattening traditional distinctions between anarchy and hierarchy, states and non-state 
actors, and so on. For him, the ordering principle of the global polity is not anarchy, but 
the orientation of multiple kinds of actors toward a common object. Corry (2013: 95) 
contends that a shared object orders the system because it “categorizes and organizes 
the elements in a system in a particular way.” That is, it defines common practices and 
informs the rules that structure international orders (Corry, 2013: 91–92). In outlining 
these structuring effects, Corry focuses on the role of the object and its accompanying 
discursive frame. However, discourses are not the only elements that constitute objects 
and their ordering effects. As practice theorists and the new materialists would point 
out, natural systems, artifacts, techniques, and other elements also constitute objects 
and concomitant structures.

Building on Corry, we might say that the basic structure of the system is constituted 
by a “system-object.” The basis of a system-object is an idea about what the space of the 
international is.21 As Corry (2013: 37) argues, a concept of the system makes a system 
real “in so far as the world is ordered through processes that constitute and order objects 
and subjects” as being in one kind of system rather than another. Prior to the emergence 
of the idea of the international in the 19th century, European relations were structured by 
an idea of Europe as a republic (Sending, 2015: 34–36). Subsequently, the object inter-
national was invoked by actors seeking to establish their authority (Sending, 2015: 41–
54). More recently, the concept global has been invoked to legitimate IOs, non-state 
actors, and transnational projects (Corry, 2013: 100–105). Other non-Western systems 
were centered on alternative concepts. For example, Islamic polities from the 7th through 
the 12th century arranged their affairs around the concept of the Caliphate. Later, the 
Ottomans used the concept nizam-i-alem (“order of the world”) to speak of international 
relations.22 The ancient East Asian system was built on the idea that China was at the 
center of tanxia (“all under heaven”).

System concepts enter into configurations of knowledge, technology, power dis-
tribution, territoriality, practice, and institutional arrangements to form system-
objects. System-objects underwrite inter-polity fields of action and competition. 
Each system-object implies a different ordering of international politics. For exam-
ple, the international legitimates the centrality of nation-states, while Europe privi-
leged transnational aristocratic norms and traditions. Within a coherent system, 
processes of contestation and production will determine which governance objects 
emerge to orient common action and interventions. So, systems are populated by a 
series of problems around which actors, knowledges, institutions, practices, tech-
nologies, and artifacts coalesce.

Conclusion

The history of knowledge in Western IR theory reveals four central ways in which 
expert knowledge has been theorized. First, realists saw knowledge as particular ideol-
ogy and rationalists later reprised this as cheap talk. In this account, scientific and 
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expert knowledge is an unstable foundation for cooperation and order. Second, Haas 
argued that consensual, scientific knowledge could ground stable world orders by driv-
ing the convergence of interests. Third, Haas, Ruggie, Oye, and others theorized 
knowledge as an episteme that constituted not only interests, but basic representations 
of reality. These Mannheimian and Foucauldian approaches shared a focus on tracing 
how the production of knowledge in scientific and expert spheres entered into the 
political realm, thereby altering the ideas held by international subjects — states, IOs, 
and policymakers. Finally, recent approaches have combined insights from existing 
theories to reorient the study of knowledge to the constitution of international objects. 
These approaches step outside the subject-centered frame to show how expert knowl-
edge is deployed in configurations of diverse elements. Those working from an object-
centered approach still need to show how their approach can address the classic 
questions of agency, power, policymaking, conflict, and cooperation. Nonetheless, the 
object-centered view provides an exciting new terrain for theorizing.

One important implication is that the object-centered view entails a new concept of 
international structure on which actors are united into a system or field when they orient 
themselves to the same object. Thus, the realm of the international is constituted by  
the production of system-objects. What this means is that elements of Waltz’s (1979) 
structure — units and ordering principles — are, in part, constituted by the system-object 
and its concomitant elements. The central question here is how the dynamic, ongoing 
constitution of system-objects has persistent structuring effects that produce a stable sys-
tem. This alternative systems theory would have to be worked out in a research program 
on the historical constitution of international systems. Such a program would of neces-
sity have to compare how different system-objects have played a role in constituting 
inter-polity systems throughout world history.

Second, the turn to objects presents a new way of linking the micro-, meso-, and 
macro-level dynamics of knowledge into a coherent theoretical framework. Macro-
level phenomena like the economy or the international become neither purely analyti-
cal nor spatial entities, but historically constituted fields built around objects. These 
fields structure action for micro- (individual) and meso-level (organizational and insti-
tutional) actors. However, macro-level objects are themselves continuously produced 
from the yoking together of micro- and meso-level activities. So, in order to under-
stand either agents or structures, we need to look at the dynamic processes of object-
constitution that bring those agents together into a coherent field in the first place. In 
such an analysis, the study of subjects has an important role, but it is subordinated to 
the study of how subjects participate in the configuration of entities. For example, the 
interests and purposes of the United States in making the international economy in the 
post-Second World War era are still of paramount importance. However, the point is 
that we cannot understand those interests and purposes except in reference to the pro-
duction of the object in the first place.

Third, the turn to objects foregrounds a distinct set of normative issues and policy 
prescriptions. Haas’s ethical-political views were animated by the belief that consensual 
knowledge drives international policy change over the long run (e.g. Haas, 1975: 849–
852; cf. Ruggie et al., 2005: 286). On the subject-centered image, the world can be 
improved by bringing actors’ beliefs into line with reality. Although Haas saw the 
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process by which knowledge could shape beliefs for the better as nonlinear and complex, 
he nonetheless believed that a better understanding of problems would force political 
action. In Haas’s terminology, political elites and experts would come together in a pro-
cess of learning that improved policy.

By contrast, the object-centered view does not posit that change in knowledge will 
drive subjects to change. Instead, on the object-centered view, policy emerges from the 
dynamic interaction of object-constitution and subject-formation (Neumann and Sending, 
2010; Sending, 2015). Each of these is, in turn, a configuration of knowledges, technolo-
gies, natural systems, political interests, international rules, and so on. Problems in poli-
tics arise not from the lack of knowledge about reality, but from a specific configuration 
of things. The solution is less to make subjects believe new things than it is to rearrange 
the elements to destabilize political traps, realign interested actors, make new possibili-
ties seem more obvious, or introduce new forces. That is, the world is changed by remak-
ing the configurations of elements that constitute it.

Finally, the turn to and historicization of objects complicates the epistemological 
subject–object distinction. Recent work by Madsen, Corry, and Sending does not 
eliminate this distinction between observer and observed. Rather, it transforms it into 
an empirical question in which the role of academic knowledge in the constitution of 
objects can be empirically traced. On the new view, the very objects of study (the 
international, the economy, etc.) are, in part, produced by efforts to define and stabi-
lize those objects in academic knowledge. This returns IR theory to the conception of 
observer and observed held by Carr, Morgenthau, and Haas. They, like the more 
recent view, held a more complex image on which observers could shape the knowl-
edge that informed the processes they studied. As Molloy (2006: 48) puts it, for both 
Carr and Morgenthau, the “academic observer is so rooted in the supposed ‘object’ of 
IR that he becomes part of the object in terms of his engagement of it.” Thus, the 
recent reflexive turn is not a departure from IR, but a return to IR as practiced by some 
of its ablest articulators (Levine, 2012).

The object-centered approach thereby foregrounds the reflexive role of IR in shaping 
its object, international politics, from within its empirical and methodological orienta-
tion. In short, IR theory itself has a role in the constitution of “the international” and its 
various governance objects. Here, reflexivity is not an afterthought or an ethical-political 
constraint to be imposed from outside. Rather, it arises from efforts to trace how knowl-
edge has become bound up in the constitution of the world (Hamati-Ataya, 2012: 681). 
IR theorists must become attentive to the ways in which IR theory participates in the 
definition and constitution of its objects (e.g. Guilhot, 2005). It is hard to say, prior to a 
careful analysis of the effects of IR theory on its objects, precisely what care, if any, IR 
theorists need take in the realm of theory as a consequence.
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Notes

 1. For reviews, see Cross (2013), Haas (2014), Mayer, Carpes, and Knoblich (2014), and Bueger 
(2014).

 2. This builds on a suggestion by Shilliam (2014). For recent articulations of the sociology of 
knowledge in IR, see the special issue following Adler-Nissen and Kropp (2015).

 3. I am grateful to Daniel Levine for this formulation.
 4. My claim here is less that many IR theorists were faithful disciples of Mannheim than that 

Mannheim distilled the central ontological and epistemological issues that have dominated 
social-scientific thought since Weber’s response to Marx. From this vantage point, Mannheim 
and IR theories of knowledge are both shaped by a persistent underlying discourse.

 5. For a full account of Mannheim’s influence on Carr, see Jones (1998: 127–143).
 6. My reading here is slightly different from Jones (1998: 127) and Gismondi (2007: 138). Jones 

and Gismondi suggest that Carr reads utopianism as ideology, but as I read him, Carr portrays 
liberal rationalism as both ideology (because it hides power realities) and utopian (because it 
posits an unrealistic program). It makes more sense to say he conflates the two concepts.

 7. Morgenthau (2006 [1948]) only cites Mannheim explicitly in Politics Among Nations, but 
Frei shows the Mannheimian influence on the earlier work as well (see also Breiner, 2014).

 8. As Shilliam (2014: 352) points out, this central tenet of IR constructivism entered from the 
sociology of knowledge.

 9. On relativism in Mannheim, see Molloy (2006: 71) and McCourt (2011: 53–55).
10. For a related argument about control over experts, see Johnson (1975).
11. Haas’s (1975: 871) full definition is: “a cluster or bundle of separate technologies linked 

by political actors in a single program of action on the supposition that the pieces somehow 
cohere for purposes of optimal utilization.”

12. On productive power, see Barnett and Duvall (2005). For similar arguments, see Adler and 
Bernstein (2005) and Barnett and Finnemore (2004).

13. For a similar argument with a nuanced position on knowledge, see Simmons and Elkins (2004).
14. Oye references Haas, Williams, and Babai (1977).
15. For works drawing on Bourdieu, see Berling (2017), Hughes (2015), Madsen (2011), and 

Sending (2015). For works inspired by Foucauldian governmentality studies, see Lövbrand, 
Stripple, and Wiman (2009) and Neumann and Sending (2010). For applications of Latour 
and Actor-Network Theory, see Aradau (2010), Mayer (2012), Mayer and Acuto (2015), 
and Porter (2014). For new materialist perspectives, see Aradau (2010), Du Plessis (2017), 
Leander (2013), Schouten (2013), Salter (2014), and Shah (2017). For a review of science and 
technology studies applications, see Mayer, Carpes, and Knoblich (2014).

16. The key problem, I suggest, stems from Bueger’s conflation of the move to practices with 
the move to arrangements. The former is subject-centered; the latter is part of a much deeper 
ontological challenge than the move to practices.

17. See Corry (2013: 87). This definition contains many similar elements to Bueger’s (2014: 48) 
definition of practices. However, the focus there is on how all these elements shape behavior 
(i.e. subject-centered analysis).

18. See Foucault’s (1972: 71–72) autocritique of his early work in Archaeology.
19. For similar views of structural effects, see Foucault (2007: 76–77) and Sending (2015: 11–13).
20. For a related account, see Eyal (2013).
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21. On spatial concepts of the international, see Shah (2012).
22. I am indebted to Ayşe Zarakol for introducing me to his concept.
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