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Abstract
In this article I consider religion in international political scholarship and suggest a study
of its epistemological politics and conceptual history. I argue that scholarship which
strives to ‘engage’ or ‘recognize’ religion in global politics remain ignorant of the costs
involved. Building on this argument, I ask if the troubles with recognizing religion reflect
more basic qualities of recognition scholarship. Following the work by Jacques Rancière,
Patchen Markell, Elizabeth Povinelli, and Jens Bartelson I argue that recognition has two
faces and that along with its frequently acknowledged empowering aspect, it also comes
with costs. In order to assess the costs of recognition I propose a study of its conditions
of possibility, that is, a study of the ways in which the subjects of recognition become rec-
ognizable as such. In the final section of the paper, I apply this to the example of religion
in global politics and the formation of the Muslim subject in the lead-up to the partition
of British India and the founding of Pakistan.
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Introduction
Throughout the last three decades religion has increasingly become part of a public
vocabulary to make sense of international conflict dynamics while also describing
the contours of cultural, epistemic, and ontological diversity.1 Governments, inter-
national organizations, and universities have invested vast resources in assessing
‘religious conflicts’ and in engaging with ‘religious’ institutions and actors, their
ideas, claims and visions of the world. While the place and role of religion in global
politics continue to be disputed, international policymakers and scholars alike agree
that one can no longer address world affairs without it: religion demands recogni-
tion.2 However, as decades of scholarship in religious studies has shown, religion –
just like sovereignty, democracy, or freedom – is an unstable concept encompassing
a shifting order, range and scope of social relations, actors, institutions, ideas, and
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1Connolly 1999; Thomas 2000; Luoma-Aho 2009; Barbato 2010; Gorski 2011; Sandal 2012; Hurd 2015;
Hussin 2016; Pasha 2017; Wilson 2017; Årsheim 2018; Lynch 2020; Birnbaum 2022.

2Philpott 2001, 2019; Fox and Sandler 2005; Cavanaugh 2009.
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practices. If the object to be engaged with – religion – is continuously shifting, then
what exactly should scholars engage with, recognize, or include in our studies, pol-
icies, and predictions?

In this paper I argue that there are costs involved in recognizing religion in global
politics that are neither sufficiently understood nor appropriately evaluated. These
stem, among other things, from the fact that recognition processes presuppose the
prior identification of entities and subjects ready to be recognized.3 Acts of recogni-
tion build upon an assumed ‘fact’ of recognizability and so, in order to become recog-
nized, a subject must be or become recognizable to a regime of knowledge.
Arguments that we should recognize religion in global politics ignore, therefore,
the conceptual, epistemological, and historiographical politics of recognition, instead
conceiving of religion as intelligible prior to recognition as something that can be
included or excluded, governed, managed, and engaged with.4

Building on this argument, I ask if the troubles with recognizing religion in the
study of International Relations (IR) reflect more basic qualities of recognition. After
an introduction to the arguments for the recognition of religion in global politics, I
study recent critical debates about recognition in relation to individuals and groups,
minorities, nations, empires, and states. Building on the work of Jens Bartelson,
Patchen Markell, Elizabeth Povinelli, James Tully, and Jacques Rancière, I argue that
recognition has two faces and that along with the frequently acknowledged empower-
ing and emancipatory aspect of recognition, the conditions for its possibility are also
bound up with costs. One of these conditions is that arguments for recognition both
presuppose and reproduce a differentiated social logic; that is to say, a logic which
assumes an identifiable and differentiated subject. This subject acts as a benchmark
for understanding whether or not a process of recognition has been successful. It
depends on a prior establishment of the criteria of recognizability that one can either
successfully meet or fail to meet. By studying the processes by which a subject becomes
recognizable we can start understanding the costs that accompany recognition.

I end the paper by giving an indication of what such a study might look like. I
examine the government of British India and the subsequent establishment of the
Islamic Republic of Pakistan. I show how the quest for statehood, the role of minor-
ities, political representation, and international border-making both shaped, and
were shaped by the concepts, agents and identities associated with ‘religion’ that
broke through the threshold of political recognition to establish themselves as
taken-for-granted political entities on the global stage. I illustrate how claims for
the recognition of religion are intimately connected to the colonial epistemological
politics through which such processes played out and which costs they carried.

Religion in global politics: narratives of exclusion and arguments for
recognition
In this section I look at arguments for the recognition of religion in global politics
as illustrated through narratives of its exclusion and arguments for its rehabilitation.
I point out that these arguments for recognition have costs as they both depend on

3Grzybowski 2019, 253.
4Hurd 2015; Sullivan et al. 2015; Mahmood 2016; Årsheim 2018; Hussin 2018; Hartikainen 2019;
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324 Maria Birnbaum

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1752971923000052 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1752971923000052


and reproduce an intelligible subject of religion as already available for recognition.
This is significant because scholars and policy makers alike use the conceptual
apparatus of religion to make sense of the dynamics of global political order,
including violent conflicts and peace building, state building processes, minority
protection claims and violations, and the development of democratic institutions
and aid programs. I end the section by suggesting that this is not exclusively a prob-
lem of religion in IR but is inherent in the grammar of recognition in a broader
sense.

During the early 2000s interest in religion and politics grew exponentially in
academia, as well as in policy circles and public discourse. With it a debate
moved center stage regarding the secular foundations of the liberal political (inter-
national) order.5 The debate outlined and critiqued various secularist assumptions
about political order and legitimate authority which explicitly saw religion on the
outside, often as defining the limits of the political and the public.6 According to
those critiques, religion was not as easily separated from politics as had been
assumed and liberal secularity, as we know it today, was argued to be the result
of a particular settlement in a particular historical period.7 The settlement was,
in this sense, neither universal nor neutral, and the fact that its idea had been
near to universalized via the institution of the liberal state did not make it a neces-
sary condition of liberal democracy. According to this position, the secularism(s)
underlying the Western liberal political order had a history, a genealogy, and was
to be studied in detail rather than used as a measurement for democratic
development.8

This secularism debate continued into the following decade and cleared space
for a new form of engagement with religion, both in scholarship and in policy cir-
cles.9 I focus here on the former. In an attempt to re-read international political
history and theory after the critique of secularism, Daniel Philpott saw religion
as constitutive of the current Westphalian international order of sovereign states,
since this order would never have emerged, were it not for the way in which the
Reformation and Protestant ideas of political authority shaped the states’ interests
in sovereign statehood.10 ‘No Reformation, no Westphalia’ is the short version of
the argument.11 Scott Thomas continued to argue that assumptions about a secular
Westphalian international system that had relegated religious conflict to the inner
life of states skewed the understanding of the ‘resurgence of religion’ in the Global
South, regions where religion had never lost its political and social salience.12 In

5Calhoun 2011; Dressler and Mandair 2011; Hurd 2012, 2015; Mavelli and Petito 2012; Mahmood 2016,
2017.

6Connolly 1999; Asad 1993, 2003; Braidotti 2008; Hallward 2008; Mahmood 2006.
7Connolly 1999; Thomas 2005; Hurd 2008.
8Asad 2003; Cavanaugh 2009; Hurd 2015.
9Religion in international security (Fox and Sandler 2005; Mavelli 2012, 2013; Sandal and James 2011;

Sheikh 2012; Hassner 2016, 2003); politics of religious freedom (Hurd 2015; Sullivan et al. 2015; Philpott
2019) in IR theory and history (Thomas 2005; Snyder 2011; Shani and Behera 2022); international ethics
(Lynch 2020); in international organizations (Haynes 2014; Årsheim 2018) religion and the nation state
(Cesari 2021); postsecular global politics (Barbato 2010; Mavelli and Petito 2012; Wilson 2014).

10Philpott 2002, 93; 2000, 244; 2002, 66f.
11Philpott 2000, 206.
12Thomas 2010, 507.
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this sense when scholars retained Westphalia as a symbol for secularized IR the glo-
bal resurgence of religion came to look like an internationalization of a private mat-
ter, threatening the international order.13 Following Thomas in an effort to
de-securitize religion, William Cavanaugh argued against what he called the ‘secu-
lar myth of religious violence’.14 He pointed to the ways in which the emerging
early modern state established a discourse of religious violence and the perceived
necessity to remove religion from the public in order to shift loyalties from the reli-
giously constructed identity of a community to the new territorial claim to power
and authority of the state. Elizabeth Shakman Hurd argued in Politics of Secularism
in International Relations that secularism cannot be written off as a fixed and final
achievement of European modernity, showing rather that secularism needs to be
considered a socially constructed and historically contingent form of religious gov-
ernance which has consequences for domestic and global politics. Once secularism
is seen as a mode of political governance rather than a stable and neutral solution to
the problem of religion in public, it is possible to start looking at the evolution of
different forms of secularism and their multi-faceted trajectories, histories, and pol-
itical consequences.15

Following the deconstruction of the secular ontology of IR, other scholars from a
variety of disciplinary backgrounds saw religion as potentially embodying the move
to a cultural and epistemic diversification in the field. In undoing the knowledge-
power regime of secularism IR scholars expected to broaden the range of actors,
arguments, ideas, institutions, and forms of knowledge, opening up to ‘otherwise
neglected forms of being, becoming and knowing’.16 Expanding the ‘hermeneutic
register’ to reach localized cultural markers or vernaculars17 or establish an ‘open
hermeneutic margin’ for non-Western actors to widen the resources of negoti-
ation,18 to pursue an ‘ethos of engagement’ with a plurality of previously untapped
moral resources,19 or alternative ontologies20 was considered a value in and of itself.
The value of diversity and plurality was particularly emphasized in relation to the
decolonization or provincialization of an otherwise Eurocentric framework of glo-
bal politics. ‘Taking views of other worlds seriously’, Erin Wilson writes, ‘requires
that we do not attempt to relate different ontologies to one another through lan-
guage and concepts that belong to only one of them’.21 Following the postsecular
account of Jürgen Habermas, Mariano Barbato argued, that the semantic figures
of religious communities might offer ‘resources for fueling deliberation processes
with notions of arguing beyond narrow concepts of self-interest’ broadening the
range of ethical possibilities that the instrumental reason of a secular system of
thought would be unable to respond to.22

13Thomas 2005.
14Cavanaugh 2009.
15Hurd 2008.
16Mavelli and Petito 2012, 942; Pasha 2012.
17Pasha 2018.
18Bettiza 2019.
19Connolly 2005.
20Wilson 2017.
21Wilson 2017, 1088.
22Barbato 2010: 552; see also Lynch 2020.
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This movement toward exploring previously excluded aspects of international
life, however, not only identified new perspectives, and increased the range of rele-
vant actors, institutions, or epistemologies but was also productive in defining who
and what would count as belonging to the category of religion and thereby as
worthy of recognition. In various ways but in a similar manner both the narratives
of exclusion tracing what had been lost due to the ‘secularist’ marginalization of
religion as well as restorative arguments and policies regarding what needed to
be ‘brought back in’ relied on particular notions of what counts as ‘religious’ and
what does not.23 In these cases ‘religion’ referred to difference – cultural, onto-
logical, or epistemic – which may not be fixed in substance but known when
seen.24 Even scholarship that pursued a more relational approach tended to treat
religious identities, ideas, norms, and practices as independently constituted, put-
ting pre-given actors, structures, and interest at the center of their analyses focusing
instead on what Jonathan Agensky has called their ‘interdependence and strategic
accommodation’.25

The productive power of exclusion narratives and recognition arguments

If global politics are to be governed through the category of religion – aiming to
solve ‘religious’ conflicts, engage with ‘religious’ actors, and protect ‘religious’
freedom – this will incentivize association accordingly.26 As Hurd puts it in relation
to the politics of religious freedom, ‘(g)overning religion as a right funnels indivi-
duals into discrete faith communities, empowers those communities and their spo-
kepersons, and marginalizes other modes of solidarity’.27 The risk of emphasizing
the ‘role of religion’, then, is that boundaries between groups are made more salient
and that this creates new forms of social friction defined by religious difference.28

Responding to and governing of religious difference further ‘puts pressure on non-
established, unorthodox, [or] nonconforming’ forms of religious life to yield to the
recognizable versions thereof or risk being rendered invisible.29 The burden of nor-
malization is thereby thrown onto those who find themselves outside the realms of
the intelligible, compelled to shape themselves in a manner that does not render
them imperceptible to the various available forms of recognition and empower-
ment. Anthropologist Elizabeth Povinelli writes in this vein regarding the recogni-
tion of the indigenous Australian population, noting that they are ‘called on to
perform an authentic difference’ and to ‘transport [their] ancient prenational

23For Philpott this was religious institutions and ideas, ‘feverish belief’, ‘ultimate concern’, or primordial
loyalties, for Thomas liberal mythologies of religion are replaced with communitarian ones, and religion is
conceived as ‘a type of social tradition’ as ‘religious traditions shape identity, thought, and experience’. This
way religious traditions are reified as culturally a priori makers of ‘situated selves’, for Lynch religious ethics.

24Cavanaugh 2009; Bettiza 2019; Lynch 2020; Troy 2020.
25Thomas 2005; Wilson 2014; Agensky 2017, 3.
26See debate between Hurd and Philpott on religious freedom. While Philpott contends the importance

of protecting religious freedom globally, Hurd argues that the politics of religious freedom is accompanied
with the risk of reifying religious subjectivities, religious differences, and conflicts that accompany them
(Hurd 2015; Philpott 2019).

27Hurd 2015, 48.
28See also Connolly 2005; Hurd 2015, 41.
29Hurd 2015, 112.
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meanings and practices to the present in whatever language and moral framework
prevails at the time of enunciation’.30 In order to be recognized, in other words, one
has to be recognizable and if this is not the case, one needs to become so. To accept
a process of recognition, as political theorist Sara Ahmed puts it, is to ‘value those
who can “be heard and act” under its name’.31 Subjects in global politics, therefore,
do not only exist by virtue of being recognized, but do so in a prior sense, by having
become recognizable.32 International organizations, governmental foreign policies,
local administration, and international law have shaped a new global politics of reli-
gion that defines the criteria of what it means to be recognizably religious and have,
as Hurd shows, created new categories of actors in world politics.33 Recognition as
an actor, then, depends on a prior establishment of the criteria of recognizability
that one can either successfully meet or fail to attain.34 In this way both the new
and never-conceived become ‘tied to that which is already cognized’.35

In a paper published at the height of international scholarship’s engagement
with religion, Robert M. Bosco described this move to ‘capture the “global resur-
gence” of religion’ as a persistent Orientalist discourse inhabiting the ability to
‘seamlessly appropriate new phenomena into received representations’ while con-
tinuously overlooking the politics of the definition of religion.36 The assumption
that it is possible to engage with ‘religions’ in a neutral manner, however, masks
the epistemic politics interwoven into the concept and its history.37 While agreeing
with Bosco that the integration of ‘religion’ into IR scholarship has been defined by
the appropriation of pre-determined conceptions of what ‘religion’ is supposed to
be and do, I argue that the engagement with ‘religion’ did not simply reproduce the
existing conceptions of the term and the political orders and hierarchies it served
but reflects a more basic problem with recognition. The point that I want to
make is that these are not random examples of the productive and reifying
power entailed in engaging religion in global politics and beyond. Rather, I see
the problems of recognizing religion as reflecting a more general issue with the
grammar of recognition, namely that recognition presupposes the prior identifica-
tion of entities and subjects ready to be recognized.38 The act of recognition, then,
depends on an established ‘fact’ of recognizability. It assumes a subject that can be
known and differentiated from that which it is not prior to the moment of recog-
nition. In order to understand how religion became available as an object of knowl-
edge that was possible to recognize and the marker of differentiation of subjects
claiming recognition, we must know more about how it became recognizable in dif-
ferent circumstances as distinct and identifiable, and somehow different from pol-
itics, law, or culture. Once we have a better grasp on how religion became

30Povinelli 2002, 6, my italics.
31Ahmed 2012, 29.
32Butler 2021 (1997), 5.
33See here Sending 2017 and Bourdieu’s conception of authority as the ability to set the evaluative cri-

teria structuring the granting or withholding of recognition.
34Hurd 2015, 113.
35Grosz 2001.
36Bosco 2009, 99–100.
37Hurd 2015, 81.
38Grzybowski 2019, 253.
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recognizable, we will be able to assess what costs accompanied those processes and
how these were distributed. As I will show in detail below, the costs of recognizing
religion in IR are on the one hand side epistemic in the assumption that there is an
identifiable and differentiable subject that can be extended recognition to, that is,
religious minority, religious argument, institution, or organization, a religious doc-
trine, idea, norms, or identity. Thereby, those outside this legibility scheme are
either forced to claw their way back into intelligibility by the means at their disposal
or risk remain unrecognizable. The costs are also context dependent and particular
to each case, referring, for example to the marginalization of unrecognizable
groups, the reification of social and legal structures and institutions, the heighten-
ing of conflict fault lines, and so on. I will return to the question of the costs of
recognition in the next section and continue to illustrate examples of specific
costs in the last section examining state-building efforts in South Asia.

Two faces of recognition
In his book Bound by Recognition, Patchen Markell illustrates the double nature of
recognition by drawing on an analysis of the emancipation of European Jews in the
late 18th and early 19th centuries. The emancipation had aspired for inclusion into
the ‘civic’ nation, which meant access to citizenship rights, education, and the
removal of discriminatory laws. However, the assimilation of Jews into the broader
structures of European political communities did not simply imply that Jewishness
was deemed irrelevant to political membership. Emancipation was, instead, both an
effort to remove restrictions on ‘Jewish life’ but also, ‘an active effort to reshape
Jewish … identity’.39 While emancipation had provided recognition and empower-
ment to the Jewish population, it had also conditioned that empowerment by
means of integration into a certain form of structure that encompassed political
institutions, an educational system, and legal norms. In Enlightenment in the
Colony Aamir Mufti continues that, as a recognized minority European Jews
became vulnerable in novel ways. They became identifiable, quantifiable and, in
a word, governable, as the contours of their communities were made more easily
known and detectable.40

As Markell puts it, by making the ‘distribution of resources and the institution-
alization of rights dependent upon one’s recognizability as the bearer of an identity’,
the politics of recognition ‘risks subjecting the very people whose agency it strived
to enhance to powerful forces of normalization’.41 Processes of recognition may
give shape to the existing political order but they are also making it governable,
helping to ‘create the world that [they] purport … to oversee’.42 The conditions
of empowerment are thereby also the conditions of control.

39Markell 2003, 131. Recognition, here, refers to epistemic recognition. That means that recognition is
not only claimed or extended to minorities or states but also concerns the concepts that define them.
Recognition, in the sense that I use it is about the possibility and ability to recognize, not just the extension
of rights to a minority.

40Mufti 2007.
41Markell 2003, 175.
42Hurd 2015, 111.
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Another example is the case of British Indian Muslims, to whom I will return
below. They gained political influence as colonial subjects of the British Empire
to the degree to which they were accountable and enumerable through, among
other instruments, the colonial census and the governmental logics that structured
it. Recognizing religious difference and the subjectivities tied to it empowered those
who were identifiable within the logics of the census. The recognition of religious
and cultural difference was, in this way, productive of the subjects that it named
while also binding them to existing systems and structures of power – extending rights,
legitimacy, and authority at the same time as implicating those subjects in its hierarch-
ical structure.43Adeeper understanding of these two sides of recognition – empowering
and subjecting – allows us to account for the costs that accompany it. Focusing on rec-
ognition or misrecognition as a ‘fact of rightly or wrongly cognizing and respecting an
already-existing identity’ distracts from the fact that this form of acknowledgment par-
takes in the constitution and government of the subjects in place.44

In the next section I look at recognition theories in IR, arguing that several
approaches incorporate and reflect this problematic assumption regarding the
nature of the subject of recognition. I contrast the accounts of recognition with
an alternative which echoes the shift from a struggle for recognition to a struggle
over recognition gestured to by James Tully in his later work. This means
that instead of arguing for the recognition of certain subjects – individuals,
communities, or states – my focus is on the struggle over recognition’s conditions
of possibility. I then proceed to illustrate what that looks like in practice linking it
back to the question of religion and the claims for recognition in the cases of British
India and Pakistan.

Actualizing the potential: the productive and performative power of international
recognition

During the 1990s, questions of recognition increasingly came into focus in political
and international political discourse in the wake of a flourishing discussion of
multiculturalism and identity politics at international and domestic levels.45 In
international political scholarship, this took the form of analyses of identity-based
conflicts, used to explain why actors sometimes seemed to act against their material
interests in pursuit of an identity-based goal.46 In contrast to prevailing realist and
liberalist approaches in IR, the focus on recognition emphasized the importance of
identities and subjectivities alongside the more traditional quest for power or wealth
and modes of coordination and cooperation beyond the state.47 Recognition
was considered, however, as not simply one goal among others, but a basic
need.48 Unlike other basic needs, such as shelter or food, that must be met to ensure

43See also Bartelson 2013, 2016, as well as Grzybowski 2019.
44Markell 2003, 59–60. For a critique of recognition in relation to indigenous rights in Canada and

beyond, see Coulthard 2014.
45Taylor 1994; Ringmar 1996, 2015; Honneth 2005; Hegel 1986; Hegel 1991.
46Greenhill 2008, 345; Onuf 2013.
47Ringmar 1996; Wendt 2003; Erman 2013.
48Taylor 1994; Honneth 2008. See Erman 2013 for the difference between declaratory and constitutive

recognition; Wendt 2003 and further Strömbom (2014) for the difference between ‘thick’ and ‘thin’
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the survival of the individual or collective subjects, the need for recognition was
considered different – its very fulfillment served to constitute the individual or col-
lective as a particular kind of actor. Recognition mattered in IR, because it
described the process through which actors came to exist as actors within the inter-
national system and to take on a particular role and place within that system.49 This
constitutive theory added the productive, relational, and social power of recognition
to declaratory or cognitive theories which relied much more heavily on an objective
set of criteria necessary to obtain the sought for recognition. In this sense, recog-
nition was not only cognitive of existing actors, but elevated into actorhood for
those international entities that were recognized by others.50

Recognition was considered in these accounts not only as part of the process
constituting the (collective) identities of international actors but also as an intrinsic
part of the dynamics of international politics and conflicts, and as a motor of
change.51 By struggling for recognition, actors were understood as challenging pre-
vailing political structures to establish a new order that better met their needs. This
changing order would be continuously challenged by others to include an ever-
growing community of recognized actors, perpetually developing toward ever-
increasing inclusion. One example is IR scholar Christian Reus-Smit’s book
Individual Rights and the Making of the International System, in which he draws
on Axel Honneth’s Hegelian study of struggles for recognition and argues that
the relational striving for, and realization of, individual rights has repeatedly driven
large-scale change in the international system.52 Reus-Smit’s argument is one
example of a longer tradition in IR of tracing international dynamics back to the
realization of a potential, imagined reality, or an as yet unrealized subjectivity
that is made realizable through struggles for recognition.53 Shannon Brincat also
draws on Honneth’s story of the subject’s journey toward a progressively successful
‘self-actualization’, reshaping it as a quest for the cultivation of cosmopolitan social
relations and an ethical life which ‘increases possibilities for social freedom’.54

A decade earlier Alexander Wendt had told a similar, teleological story about
self-realization and the historical evolution of the international state system from
one of differentiated entities into a single overarching Self in the form of the

recognition; Geis et al. for gradual and fluid, formalized and informal forms of recognition; Bartelson 2013
for the differentiation between moral, political, and legal recognition; Ricoeur for three forms: identifying
an object; self-recognition; of others, sociability a predisposition of the human; Hayden and Schick 2016 for
the difference between existential, Marxist, critical theoretical, feminist, poststructural, postcolonial, agon-
istic, and psychoanalytic; Ikäheimo and Laitinen 2011.

49Greenhill 2008, 344. For a discussion about the possibilities and limits of scaling up from the individ-
ual to the collective, see Honneth 2012, 28; Geis et al. 2015, 14; Brincat 2017; Zarakol, 2018, 851;
Lindemann and Ringmar 2012, 7; for a historical account of the extension from domestic recognition
within the state to the international level during the 19th century see Zarakol 2018.

50Bartelson 2013. For a critique of lack of acknowledgment of material inequality, the emphasis of iden-
titarian criteria and the risk of reification of identities, see Fraser 1995; Fraser and Honneth 2003.

51Reus-Smit 2011; see also Lindemann and Ringmar 2012; Sending 2017; Geis 2018; Adler-Nissen and
Zarakol 2021.

52Reus-Smit 2011.
53Honneth 2005; Reus-Smit 2013.
54Brincat 2017, 13.
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World State.55 Transcending the particular and developing into a universal entity,
as Wendt envisioned, however, assumes a starting point of clearly distinguishable,
bounded subjects – states in this case – that insist on being recognized in their par-
ticularity or difference. In other words, his teleology depends upon a preexisting
logic of differentiation. The central point here is that for these authors there is,
and needs to be, a difference that can be recognized and, subsequently, overcome
for the process to move forward. There needs to be a recognizable difference
between ‘Self’ and ‘Other’ before one can insist on the recognition thereof as a
step toward reconciliation as a higher level ‘We’. Without such difference there
would be no intersubjectivity but rather a form of radical fusion.56

While the teleological aspect of the approach adopted by Wendt and others can
be viewed as problematic in its own right, that is not my focus here. The important
point for my argument, rather, is that such approaches require and presuppose a
preexisting, latent subject, without which the struggle for recognition would not
be possible. They require a differentiated logic, a differentiated social ontology, in
order for the mechanisms of recognition to gain a foothold. With respect to schol-
arship positing recognition as a source of change and a means through which to
actualize a potential self, the question remains: from where does the potential sub-
ject emerge on behalf of which recognition can be claimed (or denied)? How does
that which is potential differentiate itself from that which it is not? How does one
traverse the threshold of recognition? There is a crucial step missing in the
recognition-based arguments considered above – namely an explanation for how
the subject on behalf of which recognition is claimed, granted, or denied can be
assumed.

As we saw above, in much of the scholarship on recognition in international pol-
itics, the game of recognition – demanding, extending, or receiving it – is conceived
of as part of the constant political activity through which agency is acquired and
identities formed. However, this is achieved via a vision of ‘identity as the always
already settled criterion of proper intersubjective relations’.57 An identity is asserted
and assumed that grounds and guides its carrier’s actions and, here I agree with
Jens Bartelson, such theories of recognition ‘assume that the entities to be … recog-
nized already are given, be they national communities or cultures’.58 That is, in
order to extend recognition to the multiple varieties of different states, communi-
ties, or cultures that demand and deserve it, they need to be distinguishable and
ready to be recognized. To put it succinctly, they need to be recognizable. As
Bartelson warns us, it is tempting, therefore, to argue that such subjects need to
have been politically recognized – making them legible and intelligible – before
they can be morally recognized as part of a larger diverse order. In Bartelson’s

55Wendt 2003. While Wendt’s teleological vision of the international future is quite specific to his work,
the understanding of recognition as positive empowerment by which the international system expanded
and evolved, possibly to a more peaceful state, runs through international scholarship on recognition
more broadly (Ringmar 1996, 188; Lindemann 2014; Honneth 2012; Onuf 2013, for other examples of tele-
ology, see Fukuyama 1992).

56For a critique on Honneth’s reading of Hegel and the bifurcation between recognition and reification
see Butler 2008, 106.

57Markell 2003, 59f.
58Bartelson 2013, 119, my italics.
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words, it is ‘tempting to argue that moral recognition actually depends on prior pol-
itical recognition of these entities, constituting them as bounded containers of dis-
tinct cultures’.59

While theories of international political recognition view acts of mutual political
recognition as constitutive – of, for example, the status of statehood, as we saw
above in Honneth’s reference to the ‘potential’ becoming ‘actual’ – they nonetheless
also assume an actor that can enter into these games of recognition. That is, pol-
itical recognition presumes the ‘existence of pre-constituted actors as a baseline
for [its] explanatory endeavour’.60 Or, as Oliver Kessler and Benjamin Herboth
put it, to ‘frame politics in terms of recognition is to presuppose a world a priori
divided into a multiplicity of distinct and separated collectivities’.61

The benchmark of misrecognition and the assumption of the subject

Recognition also can fail, according to the scholars that follow its dynamics in the
global realm.62 The need for recognition is universal and so are the consequences of
it failing.63 However, despite their attempt to avoid essentializing the identities that
were recognized, these scholars remained dependent on identity as a benchmark by
which to judge the various available recognitive structures.64 It is on the basis of
identity that the failure of recognition is measured; misrecognition is only intelli-
gible if recognition itself is a matter of the cognition of an identity that is in
some sense independent of the uncertainties of human interaction. Because, if iden-
tities were not independent in this way ‘they could not serve as reliable benchmarks
by which to judge the adequacy of particular recognitive act of structures’.65 For
Taylor, Honneth, Brincat, Reus-Smit, Wendt, and the large majority of political
and international political scholarship, misrecognition can be read as the failure
of recognition.66 The conventional idea of misrecognition as a failure to adequately
recognize others is further reflected in Axel Honneth’s argument, considered above,
about how recognition indicates the transition from a ‘potential’ to an ‘actual’ iden-
tity.67 The pre-existence of a ‘potential’ identity in this case is necessary as a criter-
ion for judging the adequacy of the act of recognition, which would, in turn, lead
into an ‘actualized’ identity.68 That is, in the interdependency of the development of
a ‘Self’ vis-á-vis an ‘Other’, this constructive theory of recognition still depends on
the existence of a ‘potential’ entity, identity, or subjectivity. Absent the potential
subject, there are no grounds on which to know if recognition has succeeded or

59Ibid., my italics.
60Bartelson 2013, 113, 114; Grzybowski 2019.
61Kessler and Herborth 2013, 157.
62Wolf 2014; Ringmar 2015; Geis 2018; Heins 2015.
63In global politics, failed recognition or non-recognition has further been considered a root cause of

violent conflict as actors struggle to claim what they consider rightfully theirs, be it positions of status,
membership, or name (Ringmar 1996; Ringmar and Lindemann 2012; Wolf 2014; Adler-Nissen and
Zarakol 2020).

64Lindeman and Ringmar 2012; Wolf 2014; Geis et al. 2015.
65Markell 2003, 59.
66Bailes 2015; Geis 2015; Ringmar 2015.
67Honneth 2002.
68Ibid.
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failed. Misrecognition assumes an existing identity as a benchmark for failed recog-
nition. When Honneth argues that the ‘path for civilizing international relations
primarily lies in sustained efforts at conveying respect and esteem for the collective
identities of other countries’,69 he is referring to the actualization of the potential
collective identities of these other countries. Or, as he argued, against Patchen
Markell, a few years earlier, ‘the struggle for recognition represents a struggle for
the social articulation of pre-existent knowledge’.70 The ‘pre-existing knowledge’
of a ‘potential’ subject carries the assumption of a pre-differentiated entity awaiting
recognition, a subject that is harmed should recognition fail.

I have argued that attempts to analyze international dynamics through the lens
of recognition assume a differentiated and recognizable subject. However, one
might suggest that IR’s constructive arguments of recognition – building on
Hegel and Honneth’s reading of him – do not assume a sovereign subject at all,
to the contrary. However, as I will show below, my point is not to say that
IR-scholars assume a sovereign subject but that they assume that sovereignty in
knowledge about the subject is possible and necessary in order to assess whether
or not recognition had succeeded or failed. They must assume a recognizable sub-
ject in order to proceed the analysis of the dynamics of recognition struggles. That
does not mean that the grammar of recognition is stuck with fixed or reified sub-
jectivities, but rather that it is dependent on an assumption that sovereignty in
knowledge is possible. If this were not to be the case, again, there would be no
way of knowing whether the suggested recognition of a known subject – substantive
or enacted – would have been successful or not.

Patchen Markell and James Tully: non-sovereign knowledge and
non-essential recognition
The pursuit of recognition in IR scholarship functions in a framework where know-
able and differentiable subjects are the conditions of possibility for intersubjective
relations. But through its aspiration and desire for epistemological sovereignty
the politics of recognition misses the constitutive vulnerability of subjectivity.71

Hegelian-inspired scholarship on recognition in IR often assumes the possibility
of knowing who we and others are; it assumes sovereignty in knowledge of identity,
and the recognition of this knowledge by others.72 It assumes that this identity will
guide and ground our actions and, moreover, that knowing the identity brings
knowledge of the actions. Thus, if we were to know who an actor is, it would be
possible to know what the actor would do. What this perspective elides is that
identity does not simply ground action but is constituted by it, including the
performative claims to recognition themselves. Further, since human action can
never rid itself of its non-sovereign character, neither can the identity and agency
that is formed by such action ever be fully sovereign. There is a limit to what we can
expect our knowledge of ourselves and of others to do for us.

69Honneth 2012, 35f.
70Honneth 2008, 356; Honneth 2010.
71Markell 2003, 5.
72Onuf 2013; Geis et al. 2015; Brincat 2017; Adler-Nissen and Zarakol 2021.
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IR scholarship on recognition often remains blind to the possibility of the ‘non-
sovereign’ character of human action and knowledge.73 Since action will always be
partly unpredictable the knowledge and subjectivities that emerge from it will
remain non-sovereign. In this sense, the subject is not lacking sovereignty due to
its dependency on an ‘Other’ but because it is performatively enacted and action
will inevitably remain partly unpredictable.74 Acknowledging the contingency
and chance of human action means acknowledging the vulnerability and practical
limits ‘imposed upon us by the openness and unpredictability of the future’.75

Politics, Markell writes, ‘is in part a response to the experience of vulnerability’
to the fact that our identities are shaped in part through the unpredictable
responses of other people. This is ‘what makes being recognized by others seem
so acutely important in the first place’.76 It is in reaction to the troubling unpredict-
ability of the responses of others that the politics of recognition demands ‘that
others recognize us as who we already really are’ be it an individual, a community,
or a state.77 It is because subjectivities are vulnerable and instable that the recogni-
tion of them appears critical. Recognition depends upon the impossible assumption
of sovereignty in knowledge over that which already is.78 The desire for sovereignty
performs the function of making the ever-ongoing project of identity seem to be a
stable and a steady ground for action.

I began this article by claiming that recognizing religion in global politics has
costs. This follows from the fact that recognition has costs, both ontological – in
the misrepresentation of the non-sovereign nature of human knowledge and sub-
jectivity – and epistemological – by obscuring those subjects and forms of knowl-
edge that fall outside of the currently recognizable, a point I will return to below.
One might contend that international political scholars arguing for the importance
of recognition do not assume this kind of sovereignty in a subject at all. In fact, a
point might be made saying that the very grounds for political claims for recogni-
tion is that a subject is not (yet) recognized; if there were a recognized subject, there
would be nothing to struggle for. As we saw above, recognition, in such arguments,
is the force of change both for agents and epistemic systems.79 My argument is,
however, not about whether a new political order is realized as a result of subjects’
struggles for recognition. My argument is that even absent its recognition, the

73Reus-Smit 2011; Erman 2013; Geis et al. 2015; Adler-Nissen and Zarakol 2021, for a critique see
Epstein et al. 2018.

74Markell 2003, 4–10. In searching for ways to understand the ‘non-sovereign’ character of human
action, knowledge, and life, Markell builds on the work by Hannah Arendt to give us a different reading
of Hegel’s Phenomenology of the Spirit. Against the interpretation that Hegel assumes recognition to be
a precondition of genuine agency and the action following from this agency as authentic, Markell argues
action outruns recognition, leaving it inevitably lagging (Markell, 94). Rather than simply originating
from identity, action and practices are constitutive thereof. Due to the inevitably unpredictable nature of
action, these performatively enacted forms of subjectivity as well as the knowledge that constitute them
must remain non-sovereign (Markell, 13).

75Markell 2003, 4f, 63, 89ff.
76Markell 2003, 14; see also Tully 2008, 168.
77Ibid., 14. Italics in original.
78See Epstein et al. 2018 and the special issue on Misrecognition in World Politics for an account of the

futility of the desire for recognition and sovereign agency in IR.
79Reus-Smit 2013; Honneth 2014; Ringmar 2016.
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subject is assumed to be there – the process of recognition assumes a subject that
can be known and differentiated from that which it is not prior to the process of
recognition. Such an approach begs the question: if claims or struggles for recogni-
tion are fueled by the fact that the subject is as yet unrealized, on behalf of what or
whom are these claims made? How did they become recognizable in the first place?

To return to the empirical example introduced above of Jews in 18th and 19th

century Europe; if recognition realized and constituted a European Jewish political
subject – through the emancipation of Jewish minorities into citizens – how could a
political subject be successfully recognized which did not yet exist in this manner?80

The obvious answer to that question seems to be the performative enactment of
Jewish subjectivities by individuals and groups claiming rights in the name of a
Jewish community, the Honnethian ‘potential’ subject. Similarly, British Indian
Muslims were vibrant communities prior to the allocation of rights and forms of
representation by the British colonial regime. Does the argument of the costs of rec-
ognition break down once the subjectivities are not assumed as reified identities,
but rather conceptualized as contingent and changing? In other words, what
about non-essentialist recognition? In proceeding to the second part of my argu-
ment which leads us to the building blocks for thinking differently about recogni-
tion in international scholarship, I turn to Canadian political theorist James Tully.
By identifying a shift in his work from what I conceptualize as an analysis of strug-
gles for recognition to struggles over recognition I show how I see the conversation
on recognition in IR moving forward.

From a struggle for recognition to a struggle over recognition

James Tully has increasingly featured in IR scholarship throughout the last decade,
mainly in reference to his agonistic approach to social and political theory but also,
prior to that, as a proponent for a ‘post-imperial cultural diversity’ defined by
mutual recognition.81 I will not be able to treat Tully’s work with the detail it
deserves.82 What I will do, however, is to use a shift in Tully’s scholarship to
show how an approach to recognition which does not depend on reified identities
but instead emphasizes non-essential subjectivities remain subject to the costs of
recognition I outlined above. What Tully helps me to do, then, is to move from
a framework focusing on the struggles for recognition – where non-essentialist rec-
ognition still assumes a differentiable subject tied to the existing categories of legi-
bility where costs are entailed – to a framework focusing on the struggles over
recognition, that is, the struggles in defining the conditions of possibility for recog-
nition and its epistemic frameworks of legibility. First, two words on Tully’s initial
position.

Published in 1995 back-to-back with Charles Taylor’s work on The Politics of
Recognition, James Tully’s book Strange Multiplicity takes a different approach
than its fellow Canadian counterpart. Here, the politics of recognition is described
as an ongoing process which values not the end-state of recognized subjects, but the
shared political activity of subjects that are both the authors of and constituted by

80See Lapidot 2020 for an argument against the claim that anti-Semitism created a unified Jewish subject.
81Tully 2000; Wiener 2018; Phillips and Reus-Smit 2020.
82Owen 2012; Livingston 2022.
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the engagement.83 However, when reframing the question of recognition as dealing
with performatively enacted subjects, as Tully does in his examples from North
American indigenous peoples, he is still aiming at a more than just a form of suc-
cessful recognition of subjectivities as they are.84 While Tully remains sensitive to
the risks of domination and effects of various power hierarchies on the course of
negotiations, he also slips back into a cognitive understanding of recognition,
that is, a position where the construction of the subject is performative but
where that performativity is still limited to the available categories of intelligibil-
ity.85 Non-essentialist recognition is not by definition free from costs, and Tully’s
earlier account echoes the dependency on an intelligible subject – even if it is ‘mul-
tiple, overlapping and contested’86 – and the reproductive power entailed therein. If
recognition is tied to the currently recognizable – reproducing the epistemic struc-
tures that enable it – what are the prospects for change?

In later work Tully enacts a useful shift in perspective from struggles for recogni-
tion, as in the case of peoples or nations, to the struggle over recognition. This implies
a new focus on challenges to the norms underpinning recognition practices as well as
the pathways to arriving at a place of legibility, of becoming recognizable. In his two-
volume Public Philosophy in a New Key he picks up where he left off in Strange
Multiplicity but highlights the contingent nature of the norms underpinning the pro-
cesses, practices, and claims for recognition within and between nations and states.
This contingency and the struggle to define the norms, subjectivities, and epistemic
frameworks is, however, not a problem. Rather, the struggles over intersubjective
norms of mutual recognition are necessary not only for the development of just social
and political relations but also for the prevailing legitimacy of social and political
order at large.87 It is, for Tully, therefore not enough for an existing legislation, set
of minority rights, or international covenants to recognize minorities or nations.
Instead, he points out, these social, political, and legal institutions need to contain
the conditions of possibility for change in the norms underpinning that legislation,
the minority rights, or covenants.88 If we take this agonistic idea of the centrality
of the struggle over recognition with us, emphasizing the importance of the possibil-
ity for change – both in the norms, the subjectivities, and in the epistemic framework
that holds them – how is that different from the approach to recognition in IR out-
lined above? For this, I turn to Jacques Rancière and Axel Honneth.

Axel Honneth, Jacques Rancière, and the possibility of epistemic change
Throughout the paper I have argued that the costs of recognition can be found,
among other things, in the ontological misrepresentation of the non-sovereign
nature of human knowledge and subjectivity. I have also gestured toward a second
argument to which I will now turn. Here, I show that while recognition depends on

83Tully 1995.
84Tully 1995, 24.
85Recognition is ‘a performative whose conditions of felicity include that it seems only to be a constative’

(Markell 2000, 503).
86Tully 2008, 181.
87Tully 2008, Chs. 7–9.
88Tully 2008, Chs. 4–6 and 2008, Chs. 1, 4, 5.
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a recognizable subject the framework of knowledge within which the subject has
become recognizable is also due to be reproduced through the recognition of
that recognizable subject. In other words, I am suggesting the contrary to IR scho-
lars who see recognition as a motor of change and emancipation; that recognition
has a reifying and potentially repressive element.89

In order to forward this argument, I turn to a notable debate between Axel
Honneth, whose reading of Hegel informs a large part, if not most, work on recog-
nition in IR, and the French philosopher Jacques Rancière. The book Recognition or
Disagreement was published in 2016 and captured a conversation between Honneth
and Rancière at the Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt am Main a few years
earlier. In Honneth’s description of the struggle for recognition, he presents previ-
ously excluded subjects as challenging the prevailing social and political order,
including the knowledge system that underpins it. Such challenges undermine and
change the epistemic range of whom can be included in a particular social and pol-
itical order, broaden its range of intelligibility – that is, they extend the range of that
or who is available for recognition.90 The inclusion of a new type of nation, for
example, changes the meaning of nationhood itself. Rancière’s critique holds that
the inclusion of new subjects will not change the range of the intelligible in any
way, since it is only possible to include into the new order those who are recognizable
as subjects to begin with.91 The established framework of knowledge, what Rancière
calls the ‘common sense’, will not change through the inclusion of that or those who
were previously excluded from it. A change in the framework of knowledge, Rancière
argues, does not come through the acknowledgment of the previously excluded but,
rather, through the enactment of a different reality altogether.92

Epistemological change – what Rancière calls a change in the ‘distribution of the
sensible’ – stands in stark contrast to theories of the transformative power of rec-
ognition, which take place within a certain normative and cognitive framework.
It is epistemological change that holds the possibility for transforming the workings
of such normative and cognitive frameworks,93 going ‘beyond given systems’ and
proposing a ‘new system of norms’.94 A change to the distribution of the sensible
is not a broadening to include that or those who were previously excluded, nor is it
the self-realization of a group becoming ‘aware’ of itself, finding its voice or impos-
ing its weight on society.95 It is not the acknowledgment of the grievances or suf-
fering of those on the wrong side of a hierarchical order that will change the range
of the recognizable; the wrong by which politics occurs is not ‘some flaw calling for
reparation’.96 A change in the foundations of knowledge comes, rather, through the

89Honneth 2008.
90Honneth 1995.
91Honneth and Rancière 2016.
92Rancière 1999.
93Ibid. Rancière 1999.
94Honneth 2014, 104, 112.
95Ibid., 40. Rancière makes a clear distinction between a struggle for the recognition of a sociologically or

culturally defined identity and a demand to be recognized in one’s capacity of ‘equal intelligence’, meaning
one’s equal ability to speak, recognized as a being with a logos. See Honneth and Rancière 2016, 38f.

96Grievances, as Frantz Fanon pointed out, do not need to accompany a hierarchical system of power –
such as colonialism or slavery – since the particular forms of recognition working within them will become
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interruption of the common sense by those and that which were invisible to it. This
is what Rancière calls the introduction of an ‘incommensurable at the heart of the
distribution of speaking bodies’.97

The range of what or who can count as a subject does not change through the
inclusion of those who are considered rightly worthy of a place, but through the
enactment of a different reality all together – acting as if one were a subject.98

Such an action is an intervention into the conditions of knowledge of what a subject
is and who is eligible to become one. A redistribution of the sensible means a
change in the framework of the intelligible – it makes ‘what was unseen visible’.99

For Rancière, the struggle for recognition in Honneth’s terms aims to change the
range of the recognizable by convincing or pressuring the arbiters of the boundaries
of that knowledge to expand them. By contrast, a change in recognizability, in
Rancière’s understanding, is about claimed space regardless of the arbiters or
boundaries – it is the change of terms altogether.100

As political theorist Hanna Pitkin noted in her analysis of Niccolò Machiavelli,
in order to communicate an alternative, one ‘wants not to convey new information
to (one’s audience), but rather to change the terms, the conceptual framework
through which they presently organize their information’.101 Referring this back
to the discussion of recognition the question is not ‘how does a subject become
recognized?’, but ‘how does it become recognizable?’. In the previous case of the
Jewish or Muslim subjects referenced below, how did those subjects become intel-
ligible as distinct from their surroundings, as something available for recognition?
How was this subjectivity stabilized and made coherent? What were the conse-
quences as to what or who could be included in the categories of ‘Muslim’ or
‘Jewish’ as those categories became linked to the minority, the nation, and the state?

Through Rancière’s critique we see that Honneth’s struggle for and achievement
of recognition is trapped within its own referential bubble. Requiring the assump-
tion of a subject or, in Hegelian terms, a consciousness for the relational process of
recognition between a Self and an Other, Honneth is unable to account for forms of
subjectivity other than those that are expected, those that are intelligible as subjects
from the start. Recognition might change the number of players in the recognition
game, but it will not be able to change the game itself. Rather, recognition will
reproduce the common sense, the established social and political order.

Turning back to the question of religion and the recognition of religious differ-
ence, a process that follow’s Honneth’s logic will extend acknowledgment and
empowerment to that or those who are already recognizable as religious, thereby
confirming powerful actors’ claims to represent religion, religious groups, and reli-
gious truths. Such a process marginalizes those who are outside of the spectrum of
the recognizably religious, writing out of the picture an entire range of possibilities

internalized by the subordinated and not necessarily questioned. Change within a system thus does not
need come through recognizing the rights of the suffering, since neither suffering nor rights are necessarily
available options in an oppressive political system (Fanon 2008 (1952)).

97Rancière 1999, 19.
98Ibid., Ch. 2.
99Ibid., 37–38, 55.
100Rancière 1999, 16.
101Pitkin, 1984, 291.
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while those who remain unrecognized struggle to achieve a place on the public regis-
ter of recognition. The requirement of an already-recognizable subject strengthens the
voices of conventional and established religion, and further hardens the boundary
between those included in that category and those who are not.102 It is, therefore,
not merely that the recognitive structures of social and political orders assume and
reproduce a knowable and differentiated subject, they are also risk reifying the struc-
tures and hierarchies of a given prevailing order.

If it is true then, as Axel Honneth put it, that ‘the struggle for recognition repre-
sents a struggle for the social articulation of pre-existent knowledge’ – that is, an
articulation of that which is, already, known – the question emerges as to how
that knowledge comes about? Returning to the example of the Jewish and
Muslim subjects, how does one know what or who is Jewish or Muslim, and
who is not? What are the processes that make the contours of a subject identifiable
and how is it differentiated from other subjects? How does it change regarding that
which is possible to recognize, and what are the social and historical forces affecting
that change? What are the consequences? And who pays – who carries the costs? By
examining in detail the conditions of possibility of recognition we gain a better
grasp of the costs that come with it. In the next section I illuminate the conditions
of possibility for the recognition of ‘religion’, and the recognition of ‘Muslim’ dur-
ing the establishment of the independent state of Pakistan. The line between reli-
gion and politics is, as Hussein Agrama points out, ‘historically connected with
modern state sovereignty and its constitutive indeterminacies’.103 Studying the
birth of a state claimed and recognized, in part, along the lines of ‘religious differ-
ence’ provides us with important resources for understanding the conditions and
the costs of that constitutive relationship between religion, state sovereignty, and
the system in which they are embedded.

Recognizing religion and postcolonial independence: India and Pakistan
In this final section I illustrate how ‘religion’ and a ‘Muslim’ nation came to form
part of a transnational vocabulary describing minorities, borders, and conflicts see
also: Devji 2013; Dubnov 2019; Kattan 2008. As I have shown elsewhere, the
British, Indian, and Pakistani state-building projects were grounded in a shared
assumption that a political and epistemic mastery of ‘religion’ was essential to
the working of political and legal governance.104 My approach to religion here
builds on and develops recent scholarship in political theory, anthropology, and
sociology.105 Religion is considered a ‘moving target’ shaped by, while simultan-
eously informing, broader social formations, nationalist agendas, and political
structures.106 Here, I study the road to recognizability of a Muslim subject and

102Sullivan et al. 2015; Birnbaum 2020, 2022.
103Agrama 2010, 503.
104See also Birnbaum 2022; Cohn 1996; Salomon 2016, 62. For Cohn colonialism was an ontological and

epistemological project, its ways of knowing were its ways of governing.
105Abeysekara 2002; Povinelli 2002; Roy 2004; Devji 2007; Mufti 2007; Adcock 2010; Bender and Klassen

2010; Batnitzky 2011; Dressler and Mandair 2011; Fadil 2011; Jansen 2011; Mahmood 2012; Hussin 2016,
2018; Salomon 2016; Aydin 2017; Marzouki 2017; Ingram 2018; Sullivan 2018 (2005).

106Hurd 2015; on Hurd’s analysis of religion as a ‘moving target’, see Birnbaum 2017.
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ask: how did the conceptual apparatus of religion develop to describe minorities,
borders, and conflicts? And how was that apparatus put to use in negotiating claims
for independence and various visions of statehood? How did it structure the ana-
lysis of conflicts and expectations about how those conflicts would develop? And
how did it feature in struggles about authority, legitimacy, and political order?
What were the consequences and costs of employing the vocabulary of religion
and how were they distributed?

In August of 1947, India and Pakistan became sovereign states, independent
from both the British Empire and from each other. The partition of South Asia
served as a resource for Middle Eastern state builders not only with respect to see-
ing partition as a solution to the problems of increasingly intense conflicts, the
administration of refugees and absentee property, but also in terms of the termin-
ology used to make sense of it.107 An example is ‘religion’ and a ‘Muslim subject’.
The partition of Bengal in 1905 set the precedent. In that case, the colonial govern-
ment had aimed to splinter and weaken political resistance to British power by div-
iding the province into an eastern part, where Muslims formed a majority, and a
western part, where non-Bengali Hindus dominated numerically. As Penny
Sinanoglou has argued, from the vantage point of later events in Palestine, the ‘par-
tition of Bengal is significant because it manifested the concept of dividing territory
and political representation along religious lines’.108

Although the partition of Bengal was reversed in 1911 in response to large-scale
protests, the principle of representation by religion had become an integral part of
Indian politics and law. The efforts to govern Bengal also further laid the ground-
work for the British understanding of Muslim governance and the ‘manner in
which Islam might be handled by the British Empire’ elsewhere.109 The party of
the All-India Muslim League was founded a year after the Bengali partition,
while in 1909 the Indian Councils Act (also known as the Morley–Minto reforms)
created exclusively Muslim electorates in provincial and central legislative councils.
The provisions, defined as protections for religious minorities, were developed and
embedded in the Indian political system through both the Montagu–Chelmsford
reforms of 1919 and the new constitutional framework developed in the 1935
Government of India Act.110 The rationale behind these ‘marked’ electorates was
to increase Muslim representation in the system of elective local government.111

At the same time, however, they also established a link between religion and polit-
ical representation, power, and patronage.

Connecting political power to one’s recognizability as a religious minority cuts
both ways; as Iza Hussin notes, ‘[a]t the level of legal and political discourse, the
ability to make claims on behalf of a Muslim interest required an acceptance of
the space within which Islam had been assigned, thereby often undermining the
logic and power of the claim itself’.112 In The Politics of Islamic Law, Hussin

107Dubnov and Robson 2019; Birnbaum 2022; Sinanoglou 2019.
108Birnbaum 2022; Sinanoglou 2019.
109Hussin 2016, 47, 199.
110Sinanoglou 2019, 159.
111Ahmed 1999.
112Hussin 2016, 210.
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shows how the realm of Islamic law became intelligible as a separate category of law
in Muslim societies under British imperial rule. Colonial encounters both subju-
gated Islamic law – detaching it from public politics and restricting it to the private
realm of family law – but also, through its reification, codification, and textualiza-
tion, gave Muslims (in courts and in larger society) concrete and legible references
for litigation, appeal, and reform. This made Islamic law a powerful tool in articu-
lating alternatives to and challenges to the authority of the colonial state.113 By
compartmentalizing religion into various domains, and ceding those domains to
the local elite, ‘(t)he colonial state in fact helped constitute the private domain
that Indian nationalists later cherished as free from colonial interference’.114

The processes of minoritization such as giving a ‘Muslim minority’ exclusive
electorates brought both access to power and subjugation to it. It granted access
to power by making the members of a population recognizable as political actors.
Yet, the condition of that access to power was subjugation or subjection to the par-
ticular form of knowledge that grants access – in this example becoming legible to
the apparatus of the state. Returning to the terminology of the discussion above,
recognition, in this sense, had a double face, making the conditions of empower-
ment simultaneously the conditions of control.

My point in drawing a parallel between the recognition of Islamic law and
minority recognition is to draw attention to the two faces of recognition.
Recognition brings with it access to power but also brings costs. The British colonial
state separated Islamic law, and the Muslim subjectivities connected to it, from
public political power. At the same time, the unification, codification, and reifica-
tion of Islamic law opened up space for anti-colonial actors to draw on those highly
specified codes and rules in order to articulate an alternative to British rule.
Similarly, the recognition of British Indian Muslims as a minority created a unified
actor with political access. At the same time, it limited that access to those who were
recognizably Muslim in the eyes of the colonial state and the technologies of cat-
egorization it used to visualize its subjects (such as the census or the law).115

The form of power expressed through the regimes of recognition thus both estab-
lished the subject and governed it at the same time.116

The same is true of the conditions of resistance to colonial rule. In order to be
recognizable to the state as opposing a certain policy on Islamic law or identity, it
was necessary to identify as an ‘Indian Muslim’ – an act which ‘brought [the cat-
egory] into being as a political and public reality’.117 That being the case, alterna-
tives to the colonial state still depended on them remaining legible to it; those who
resisted the state still had to align themselves along the unified categories of race
and religion in order to be recognizable to and recognized by the state. Even the
act of resistance against local and colonial elites helped, therefore, to reinforce
the idea of a unified ‘Muslim’ subject.118 At the same time, however, the second

113Ibid., 33, 147.
114Ibid., 137. See also: Birnbaum 2022.
115Ibid., 66.
116Foucault 1983, 208–26.
117Hussin 2016, 221; for a similar study of the role of jurisdiction and religion in Palestine and Israel, see

Shindler 2008, 78ff.
118Hussin 2016, 30f.
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role played by the bounded category of religion was the creation of this unified
Muslim subject, whose codification in law and representation in politics would
become a node in the anti-colonial resistance and claims to independence that
would follow. The imperial recognition of the Indian Muslim was, then, Janus-
faced, working both as a condition for government and power and as a resource
for challenging and opposing them.

Conclusion
The last decade has seen critical accounts add to the debate about recognition in
global politics.119 Jens Bartelson has argued that ‘international relations are mute
when it comes to the conditions of epistemic recognition, implying that the classi-
ficatory grounds for recognizing an entity as an actor of a certain kind already are
given or at least sufficiently unproblematic’.120 Janis Grzybowski has added that
recognition is reproductive of the ontology of the state and the state system, and
ignores ‘the prior question of what states actually are and how they can be identified
as such’.121 Ayse Zarakol, meanwhile, has joined Charlotte Epstein, Ole Jacob
Sending, and Thomas Lindemann in reversing the recognition ontology to one
of misrecognition, where global political subjects strive for, but can never achieve,
sovereign agency.122 Such perspectives hint at the futility of the strive and struggle
for recognition in global politics, suggesting that its effect is perpetuating order and
hierarchies, rather than challenging them.

In this paper, I have gone beyond the critique of recognition to argue for a study of
its costs. These are not the result of ‘recognition gone wrong’, or its ‘instrumentaliza-
tion’ in more intricate power games but can only be understood through an examin-
ation of recognition’s conditions of possibility. I have argued that recognition depends
on and reproduces a knowable and differentiable subject, without which it would be
impossible to evaluate the success or failure of recognition in the first place. By under-
standing how this subject became recognizable, it becomes possible to examine the
costs bound up with it. That means studying the vulnerability and governability
bound up with recognition – making visible the forgetting of certain histories, the
abandonment of certain practices, the silencing of certain voices, and the privileging
of certain forms or regimes of difference over others. Regarding the question of reli-
gion, it is by studying the path to recognizability, that is, the global epistemological
politics of religion that we can begin to understand the costs of its recognition.

Over the last 20 years an impressive body scholarship has taken shape in the fields
of anthropology, history, sociology, law, and political theory, tracking these product-
ive processes and their implications in detail. Winnifred Sullivan, Nadia Marzouki,
Iza Hussin, Benjamin Schonthal, Noah Salomon, Saba Mahmood, Elizabeth
Shakman Hurd, Ben Crosson, Amélie Barras, Joseph Blankholm, Justin Richland,
Meadhbh McIvor, Brannon Ingram, Teren Sevea, and many others have analyzed

119Agne et al. 2013; Bartelson 2013, 2016; Brincat 2017; Epstein et al. 2018; Zarakol 2018; Grzybowski
2019.

120Bartelson 2013, 109.
121Grzybowski 2019, 245.
122Epstein 2018; Epstein et al. 2018; Zarakol 2018.
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the dynamics of the co-constitutive relationship between modern national and inter-
national politics and religion illustrating in detail the ways in which the productive
and epistemic power of political and legal orders shape modern political, religious,
and legal subjects.123 This scholarship on religion and politics shares the critical the-
oretical, conceptual, and methodological groundwork of scholarship in International
Political Sociology, Historical IR, Postcolonial Global History and Decolonial Theory,
and any variety of Feminist approaches which have remained reluctant to engage
with scholarship on religion in IR since, as we saw above, a majority of this scholar-
ship remains locked into the epistemological trap of rehabilitating religion and its
accompanying hierarchies. IR does not need to recognize religion. Rather, inter-
national scholarship needs to engage with the costs of recognition by studying the
histories and global epistemological politics of religion that produces recognizable
religious and political subjects.
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