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Abstract How do racial stereotypes affect perceptions in foreign policy? Race and
racism as topics have long been marginalized in the study of international relations but
are receiving renewed attention. In this article we assess the role of implicit racial bias in
internal, originally classified assessments by the US foreign policy bureaucracy during
the Cold War. We use a combination of dictionary-based and supervised machine
learning techniques to identify the presence of four racial tropes in a unique corpus of
intelligence documents: almost 5,000 President’s Daily Briefs given to Kennedy,
Johnson, Nixon, and Ford. We argue and find that entries about countries that the US
deemed “racialized Others”—specifically, countries in the Global South, newly inde-
pendent states, and some specific regional groupings—feature an especially large
number of racial tropes. Entries about foreign developments in these places are more
likely to feature interpretations that infantilize, invoke animal-based analogies, or
imply irrationality or belligerence. This association holds even when accounting for
the presence of conflict, the regime type of the country being analyzed, the invocation
of leaders, and the topics being discussed. The article makes two primary contributions.
First, it adds to the revival of attention to race but gives special emphasis to implicit
racialized thinking and its appearance in bureaucratic settings. Second, we show the
promise of new tools for identifying racial and other forms of implicit bias in foreign
policy texts.

Leaders sometimes express sentiments with clear and explicit racial bias. Richard
Nixon, for example, was well known for invoking racial stereotypes while in the
White House, including use of antisemitic and other tropes.1 In recently declassified
White House tapes, for instance, Nixon combines racial and gender stereotypes in
describing women of India as “the most unattractive women in the world,” adding,

International Organization 78, Spring 2024, pp. 189–223
© The Author(s), 2024. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of The IO Foundation. This is
an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution, and reproduction in
any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. doi:10.1017/S0020818324000146

1. George Lardner Jr. and Michael Dobbs, “New Tapes Reveal Depth of Nixon’s Anti-Semitism,”
Washington Post, 6 October 1999, available at <https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/politics/daily/
oct99/nixon6.htm>.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
20

81
83

24
00

01
46

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2849-8408
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8258-2723
https://orcid.org/0009-0004-5933-7385
mailto:acarson@uchicago.edu
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/politics/daily/oct99/nixon6.htm
https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/politics/daily/oct99/nixon6.htm
https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/politics/daily/oct99/nixon6.htm
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818324000146


“the most sexless, nothing, these people. I mean, people say, what about the Black
Africans? Well, you can see something, the vitality there.”2

As jarring as such language is, racial bias may also affect the foreign policy views
and behavior of states in more subtle ways. Scholars of race outside of international
relations (IR) have long argued that, even if more explicitly racist commentary is sup-
pressed, racialized stereotypes often subtly affect perceptions and political conduct.3

Examples of implicit racial appeals, also from Nixon’s presidency, can be found in a
pair of written intelligence items from 1969. One passage about Egyptian president
Gamal Abdel Nasser describes a newspaper’s criticism of the United States but
claims such rhetoric “is probably another of Nasir’s celebrated tantrums.”4 A week
later, another intelligence item notes a history of assassinations and predicts that
the Jordanian king’s “current conflicts with the Palestinian terrorists have increased
the possibility that some rabid Arab may put a bullet into Husayn.”5 In both, language
interpreting events and people in the Middle East implies violence, irrationality, and a
lack of control. While the second example certainly uses stronger language and men-
tions an ethnic or racial category (Arab), the racialized nature of “rabid” is not readily
apparent without taking into account the historical dehumanization of non-Western
Others as animal-like.6 The use of a term like rabid to invoke a stereotype, then,
can be considered an implicit racial appeal.7

These two examples come from the President’s Daily Brief (PDB), a daily and
highly classified intelligence compilation prepared for top US leaders since the
early 1960s. The PDBs are among the closest-held national security documents. In
2016, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) completed a dedicated declassification
review of PDBs created for presidents Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon, and Ford. Our data
are built from the resulting 4,978 separate PDBs covering seventeen years (1961 to
1977). We find that assessments of events and actors in parts of the world that
were considered “racialized Others” are more likely to reference animal-based analo-
gies or otherwise use language that implies infantilism, belligerence, and irrationality.
While the language in such tropes can be used in nonracialized ways, our analysis
accounts for how terms and metaphors can be “read onto” different actors as part
of White supremacist and patriarchal systems of thought.8 Building on previous
work, we argue such racialized tropes reflect how attributes of human individuals

2. Gary J. Bass, “The Terrible Cost of Presidential Racism,” New York Times, 3 September 2020, avail-
able at <https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/03/opinion/nixon-racism-india.html>.
3. See, for example, Bonilla-Silva 2015; Frosh 2013; Hondius 2017; Mendelberg 2001.
4. President’s Daily Brief, DOC_0005976573, 21 January 1969. Note that each PDB was assigned a

unique identifying number (here, DOC_0005976573) by the Central Intelligence Agency at the time of
declassification and a digital PDF file posted to a corresponding URL (in this case <https://www.cia.
gov/readingroom/document/0005976573>). A data set of the extracted and cleaned text of every PDB is
available in this article’s replication materials.
5. President’s Daily Brief, DOC_0005976587, 28 January 1969.
6. Lajevardi 2020; White 2007.
7. It may be better to conceive of implicit and explicit racial communication as a continuum rather than a

dichotomy. For simplicity, we focus on implicit communication as defined by Mendelberg 2001.
8. Sjoberg 2013.

190 International Organization

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
20

81
83

24
00

01
46

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/03/opinion/nixon-racism-india.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/03/opinion/nixon-racism-india.html
https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/document/0005976573
https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/document/0005976573
https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/document/0005976573
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818324000146


or groups become associated with broader categories of social organization.9 We find
that such tropes appear more commonly in items about developments in the Global
South, for newly independent states emerging from decolonization, and for specific
regional groupings such as Asia. We also assess changes over time and find that the
peak use of the four racial tropes in our data varies and, in general, such tropes remain
prevalent into the late 1970s.
Our findings are especially striking because they feature highly vetted intelligence

summaries specifically designed for four very different American presidents. Off-the-
cuff remarks, like Nixon’s, do not show whether or how racial biases are baked into
the administrative mechanics of the state. But if events and leaders in some places in
the world are systematically portrayed as irrational or belligerent in carefully edited
intelligence documents, then this provides unique evidence of the deep internalization
of such belief systems. Moreover, while some scholars have focused on regime type
as a source of perceptual bias (dictators and other autocrats are seen as unpredictable
and unreasonable), our findings suggest that racial difference influences such trope
usage above and beyond regime type. In general, the patterns we find hold across
foreign policy topic and issue areas, suggesting a pervasive tendency to lean on racial-
ized tropes in interpreting a range of foreign developments in international affairs.
Overall, the patterns in racialized language we identify are robust to the inclusion
of numerous variables that could plausibly account for differences in language
across regime type, geopolitical relationship with the United States, presence of con-
flict, and topic/issue discussed.
Our analysis advances scholarship in three ways. First, we contribute to the study

of race and racism in IR by drawing particular attention to implicit expressions of
racial bias in bureaucratized settings. We show the prevalence of language that
invokes racial tropes of irrationality, belligerence, and analogies to children and
animals within a highly bureaucratized foreign policymaking process. Our approach
builds on a robust literature in the study of American domestic politics about the
racialized nature of public policy and the role of racial tropes in everything from
welfare to gun control.10 Yet we differ in highlighting private deliberations within
the foreign policy bureaucracy and implicit racial constructs that are applied to
foreign countries, populations, and leaders.11 Our article therefore complements a
growing literature in IR and long-standing work in American politics on explicit
racism in more public rhetoric and government policy.
Second, we demonstrate the promise in combining text-based tools at scale and a

corpus of unique archival material to identify subtle but important biases in originally

9. James 2013; Sjoberg 2013.
10. For example, see Filindra and Kaplan 2016; Hayes, Fortunato, and Hibbing 2021; Mendelberg 2001;

O’Brien et al. 2013; White 2007 on how racial priming impacts different racial groups’ political attitudes.
White, Nathan, and Faller 2015 discuss bias in public goods provision. Tesler 2012, 2020 explores how
ostensibly nonracialized policies become polarized according to race.
11. On how race influences public attitudes about war and international trade, see Green-Riley and Leber

2023; Mutz and Kim 2017; Mutz, Mansfield, and Kim 2021.
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classified deliberations. Our article is the first (to our knowledge) to use supervised
machine learning techniques on declassified bureaucratic outputs to analyze racial
stereotypes or any stereotype-driven interpretation regarding foreign affairs.
Assessing language patterns in tens of thousands of individual pieces of national
security writing—using tools that use but also go beyond dictionary-based measure-
ment—allows us to detect forms of implicit racial bias that would be simply imprac-
tical to measure with exclusively manual review. Our data and approach can be
straightforwardly adapted to documents from other bureaucracies and also to
assess gender, sexuality, class, and other forms of bias in foreign policy analysis.
Finally, our findings have significant practical implications. We build on research

that has firmly established how racially biased perceptions affect foreign policy
behavior. As Búzás summarizes, “by coloring the perceptions of decision makers,
racial identities can exert a direct influence on state behavior.”12 Racial stereotypes
and bias have been linked to a range of state behaviors, including territorial expansion
and empire building,13 alliances and other inter-state agreements,14 decisions to
revise the balance of power,15 the severity of wartime atrocities,16 the validity of
the democratic peace,17 and threat perceptions.18 Racial stereotypes have also been
linked to international trade19 and economic aid.20 Most recently, implicit racial
bias played an important role in responses to COVID-19.21 The significance of our
findings on analogies is also underscored by the separate literature on the impact
of analogies on foreign policy decision making22 and the fact that the intelligence
community considers the PDB “our most important product.”23 This article therefore
helps establish how implicit racial tropes structured the way the American foreign
policy bureaucracy understood events and informed leaders at the highest levels of
government during the Cold War.

Race, Perceptions, and the Foreign Policy Bureaucracy

Despite inattention to issues related to race and racism in the mainstream study of
IR,24 the foundations of the field feature important work on race. This work begins
with Black scholars addressing issues of race and politics in the twentieth century.

12. Búzás 2013.
13. Maass 2020.
14. Freeman 2023; Hemmer and Katzenstein 2002.
15. Ward 2013.
16. Dower 1986; MacDonald 2023.
17. Bell 2014; Vucetic 2011.
18. Búzás 2021.
19. Freeman, Kim, and Lake 2022; Mutz and Kim 2017; Mutz, Mansfield, and Kim 2021.
20. Baker 2015; Hanania and Trager 2021.
21. Dionne and Turkmen 2020.
22. Khong 1992.
23. Tenet 2007, 30.
24. Vitalis 2015.
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Academics like Merze Tate, Alain Locke, Ralph Bunche, and W.E.B. Du Bois wrote
extensively on the role of race in international affairs and global conflicts.25 Drawing
on these early innovators, more recent work critically analyzes paradigmatic concepts
and theories in the discipline. These authors find that many foundational theories
suffer from Eurocentric biases.26 Such biases remain despite advances in critical theor-
ies of race and racism.27 While race is not a biological reality, race as a global norm or
idea has both ontological and material consequences across the global and inter-
national context.28 Beyond these critiques and corrections to foundational theories,
more contemporary work explores the role of race in explaining specific empirical
phenomena in subfields such as international law,29 political economy,30 security,31

and the liberal international order more broadly.32

A prominent way that scholars analyze racially biased perceptions is through dis-
course. We take a similar approach by focusing on racial tropes in the internal
appraisal of foreign affairs by a state. We define racial tropes as “single words or
short phrases that only hint at familiar stories” with some form of racial link or con-
notation.33 Racial tropes often invoke “hegemonic stories where there is little ambi-
guity and everyone agrees on meaning.”34 The word trope—which encompasses
stereotypes and analogies—is useful for two reasons. First, it highlights how stereo-
types, analogies, and narratives can be activated with short words or phrases. We
intentionally include linguistic markers that feature analogies as well as ones that
invoke stereotypes without analogies. Thus we can identify racial bias in a passage
about a foreign leader even if the text features no analogies or metaphors. Second,
tropes are a useful lens for identifying implicit rather than explicit moments of racial-
ized thinking or writing.
The distinctions between explicit and implicit racial tropes are subtle. For

Mendelberg, explicit racial communication requires the use of racial nouns or adjec-
tives to express sentiments against racialized Others, while implicit racial communi-
cation conveys similar messages but “replace[s] racial nouns and adjectives with
more oblique references to race.”35 Such language invokes ostensibly race-free posi-
tions while alluding to racial stereotypes or perceived threats from racialized Others.
While the words themselves may not always be associated with racial bias, it is the
application of these words with reference to certain identity groups that makes

25. Bunche 1995; Du Bois 1915; Molesworth 2012; Tate 1943.
26. Bell 2020; Hui 2004; Kang 2003; Sampson 2002; Wohlforth et al. 2007.
27. Hobson 2012.
28. Brown 2024; Jones 2008; Thompson 2013.
29. Anghie 2007; Grovogui 1996; Pitts 2009, 2018.
30. Tilley and Shilliam 2018, 537.
31. Búzás 2013; D’Orazio and Salehyan 2018; Dower 1986; Meier 2020. See also the 2023 special issue

of Security Studies (32:4–5) on Race and Security.
32. Búzás 2021.
33. Sandberg 2016, 164.
34. Sandberg 2016, 165.
35. Mendelberg 2001, 8–9.
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implicit language racialized.36 Attending to more implicit ways in which racism oper-
ates is important since “the activation of implicit evaluations and associations can
influence, often without the individual’s awareness or intention, nonverbal behavior
in systematic ways.”37 We think this is especially relevant when assessing race in
writing composed by the foreign policy bureaucracy, where a professional or tech-
nical ethos combined with a bureaucratic vetting process may make explicitly
racist language rare. Within these contexts, scholars of race have recognized that
racialized thinking and racism operate through “organizational procedures” as well
as social behaviors.38

Racial tropes are often specific to both place and time.39 While our focus is foreign
policy in the 1960s and 1970s, scholars have long analyzed how US domestic policy
can become explicitly and implicitly racialized, as in debates on domestic welfare
policy, health care, and gun control.40 Moreover, the tropes we assess during the
Cold War period have deep roots. Doty, for example, shows that similar racial stereo-
types were routinely invoked regarding the Philippines during American colonial
occupation at the turn of the twentieth century.41 In what follows, we strike a
balance between analyzing racialized lenses that likely operated at a high level of
generality across a broad variety of racial Others (the entire Global South) as well
as more particular groupings (disaggregating by region). We also assess variation
over time of each of the racial tropes we develop.

Four Racial Tropes

Building on scholarship in political science, sociology, and psychology, we identify a
set of hypotheses about racialized tropes that may appear in foreign policy bureaucra-
cies. We focus on four distinct themes, informed by earlier work on common stereo-
types regarding racialized others.42 We argue that these racial tropes should be more
likely to be invoked in interpretations of foreign leaders and events in racialized
places. Thus, the final subsection discusses our expectation that tropes will be used
more frequently when analyzing developments in the Global South compared to
the Global North, for newly independent countries, and for particular regions trad-
itionally treated as racially different by US elites.

36. Frosh 2013.
37. Dovidio, Kawakami, and Gaertner 2002.
38. Bonilla-Silva 2015.
39. Omi and Winant 2008 discuss how racial formations are unique in the United States as compared to

other countries. As King and Smith 2005 and Lopez 1996 note, these formations may shift over time. That
said, racial formations can certainly contain continuities over time, especially as they relate to White
supremacy.
40. Filindra and Kaplan 2016; Gilens 2009; Hancock 2004; Tesler 2012.
41. Doty 1993, 1996.
42. The four tropes we address are simplifications of social life and do not exhaust the kinds of racialized

stereotypes that may be relevant.
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Infantilization.A common trope applied to subordinated social groups and classes is
what we refer to as infantilization. This is the attribution of concepts, behavioral
tendencies, and other features associated with children to a person or group. While
racialized Others are not the only marginalized groups that certain actors may infant-
ilize,43 scholarship spanning a diverse set of disciplines has established that super-
ordinate groups often stereotype racialized Others as childlike, usually to justify
subjugation or outside control.44 Research on racial discourses in foreign policy
has further confirmed this discursive pattern of comparing subordinated groups to
children.45 It can include implicit or explicit assumptions about mental abilities
(childlike wonder or naïveté) as well as more behavioral tendencies (throwing a
“tantrum”).46 For example, a 1967 PDB item observed that the president-elect of
El Salvador, Fidel Sánchez Hernández, would attend a meeting of American heads of
state in Punta del Este, Uruguay, allowing the current president, Julio Adalberto
Rivera, to “baby-sit at home with his vice president, whom he is afraid to leave in
charge.”47 To be clear, some qualities or behaviors potentially associated with chil-
dren, such as emotional outbursts, may appear in other categories. We therefore
define infantilization narrowly as instances when such traits are explicitly linked to
children or child-related concepts.
Animal Analogies. A second trope applied to racial or other subordinated groups

is dehumanization (the application of concepts and behavioral tendencies associated
with nonhumans to a person or group of people), specifically in the form of invoking
animal and animal-related analogies to behavior.48 Animal comparisons are a consist-
ent theme in work on the dehumanization of groups based on racial or ethnic iden-
tity.49 Such animal-related connotations or comparisons may be literal (as in an
attack during war being described as “like shooting fish in a barrel”) or implied.
One example from the PDB corpus on South Vietnamese leadership notes, “A
number of leading Khanh subordinates continue to growl about the way the
general is running things.”50 Use of the word growl in this case—an action asso-
ciated with aggressive and uncontrollable animals—is a less obvious but similarly

43. For instance, Mills and Lefrançois (2018, 503) argue that infantilizing metaphors contribute to the
“shaping of the material and discursive realities of racialized and colonized others as well as those who
have been psychiatrized and deemed ‘intellectually disabled’.”
44. Barker 2012; Levander 2006; MacDonald 2023; Mills and Lefrançois 2018; Nandy 1984; Rollo

2018. Indeed, for US domestic policy, Moore 2020 finds that paternalistic attitudes can predict support
for policies that target or impact Black people in discriminatory ways.
45. Doty 1993.
46. Hondius 2017.
47. President’s Daily Brief, DOC_0005968830, 11 March 1967.
48. Note that dehumanization is a broader phenomenon and may also be a product of treating individuals

or groups as inanimate objects rather than animals (“unfeeling as a robot”). We follow Jardina and Piston
(2021, 2) in focusing on “animalistic dehumanization applied specifically to racial” Others.
49. Doty 1996; Haslam 2006.
50. President’s Daily Brief, DOC_0005959172, 12 May 1964.
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important linguistic choice. An item from 1961 is especially blunt in describing Iraq’s
Abdul Karim Qasim as “half cuckoo and half fox.”51

Belligerence. Another important trope characterizes a racialized Other as
belligerent—that is, bellicose, aggressive, or unusually prone to violence. This
trope has been noted in work in IR on international policing and counterinsurgency52

and in the view of racialized Others in the American domestic political context.53

Scholarship on the history of British and French empires specifically notes stereo-
types of the colonial Other as rebellious and belligerent.54

In the American domestic context, many scholars have noted the ways in which
stereotypes of Black Americans as belligerent and/or more violent have directly
impacted individual policy preferences, especially among White respondents.55

Examples of aggressiveness or belligerence in the PDB corpus we analyze include
an entry on Cuba–Africa relations where a speech by Fidel Castro criticizing South
African presence in Angola “was couched in belligerent language.”56 In another
entry on “political deterioration in Singapore,” the entry describes the Malayan
prime minister as being “in a hostile mood.”57

The link to belligerence and racialized Others is complex. In fact, some racial
stereotypes feature the racialized Other as weak, lazy, or docile. For example,
American views of the Japanese before, during, and after World War II attributed
martial belligerence and docility in different eras.58 Other work on colonial history
notes that colonial powers had different perceptions of the degree of “martialness”
for different races and ethnicities.59 In one recent study that also focuses on patterns
in texts, Charlesworth, Caliskan, and Banaji find that the word belligerence is more
associated with the White identity group than the Black identity group in some eras
while rebellious and unruly have the reverse association.60 Despite these findings, on
balance, we expect attributions of belligerence to be positively associated with
measures of racialized Otherness in general, given that past research—especially
works that analyze colonialism and resistance to it—emphasizes this form of racial
trope. We then move beyond this basic expectation and provide some predictions
for regional variation in the attribution of belligerence.

51. President’s Daily Brief, DOC_0005958926, 29 June 1961.
52. Bachmann 2014, 126; Goddard and MacDonald 2023. See also racial tropes about terrorism in Búzás

and Meier 2023.
53. Hurwitz and Peffley 1997, 377.
54. Hale 2008; Waller 2006.
55. See Gilens 2009 and Hancock 2004 for work on how raced and gendered perceptions of “worthy”

citizens influence support for welfare policies in the United States. Also see O’Brien et al. 2013; Filindra
and Kaplan 2016; Hayes, Fortunato, and Hibbing 2021 for discussion of how race impacts public prefer-
ences for gun control policies.
56. President’s Daily Brief, DOC_0006015059, 19 March 1976.
57. President’s Daily Brief, DOC_0005959004, 16 August 1961.
58. Dower 1986.
59. Omeni, forthcoming.
60. Charlesworth, Caliskan, and Banaji 2022.
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Irrationality. As noted, critical scholarship on the West/non-West binary points to
the attribution of greater rationality to the West.61 Again, although attributions of
irrationality are not applied solely to racialized groups, the association often serves
to support systems of racialized oppression.62 In one of the earlier examples of schol-
arship on this subject, Edward W. Said delineated the association between the col-
onized or racialized Other and irrationality.63 Specifically, European discourse depicts
Europe as a “model of masculinity and modern rationality and order”64 while exclud-
ing others “from the realms of thought and rationality,”65 concealing the emotional
aspects of thought and reason.
We therefore assess the frequency of attributions of irrationality itself, in addition

to the irrationality implied by child- and animal-like comparisons. PDB entries that
showcase this stereotype may directly attribute irrationality—or related concepts
such as loss of temper or volatility—in the interpretation of events and specific
actors. If rationality assumes actors take into account all possible actions, outcomes,
and probabilities of success associated with these actions, PDB items may implicitly
or explicitly portray irrational actors as deviating from such a process. One example
from the PDB invokes the trope of irrationality by expressing surprise at what it views
as out-of-character rational behavior on the part of Laotian General Phoumi: “Phoumi
discussed the defense and interior posts problem in a rational manner for the first
time.”66 Another entry attributes paranoia to Cambodia: “The most disturbing
aspect of this dispute [between Cambodia and South Vietnam] is that it will
deepen Cambodia’s persecution complex.”67

Where and When? The Global South, Newly Independent States, Regions, and
Temporal Variation

Which kinds of events, people, and groups are most likely to be assessed using these
racial tropes? Tropes are about social collectives, yet the work of national security
bureaucracies is often structured in terms of governments. Indeed, state-centric an-
alysis is common in our data source, the PDB. We therefore need to operationalize
these constructs in the context of classified national security analysis that assesses
individual leaders, social groups, and states.

61. Some work on racialization favors the West/non-West while other work emphasizes a Global North/
South binary. We use both conceptual pairs and intend them to have equivalent meaning. We believe this is
appropriate given that both binaries refer more to social orientations toward other polities or peoples than to
literal geographic locations.
62. Frosh 2013, 143.
63. Said 1979.
64. Stern 2011, 47. We return to the importance of studying gender stereotypes and tropes in the

conclusion.
65. Ahmed 2014, 170.
66. President’s Daily Brief, DOC_0005992326, 1 May 1962.
67. President’s Daily Brief, DOC_0005992320, 27 April 1962.
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We do this in several ways, aiming for a balance between generality and specifi-
city. First, we explore how developments in countries in the Global South are
described versus those in the Global North. Work on security and North–South rela-
tions has found that Western states have constructed a binary identity in relation to the
non-West.68 While the dichotomous construction of West/non-West is overly simpli-
fied and strewn with contradictions in practice, this binary construction is an import-
ant theoretical starting point. We are interested in how this binary opposition may
appear in relatively “modern”US foreign intelligence discourse even if these categor-
ies are not mutually exclusive. The term “Global South” is not “a directional desig-
nation or a point due south from a fixed north” but rather “a symbolic designation
meant to capture the semblance of cohesion that emerged when former colonial
entities engaged in political projects of decolonization and moved toward the realiza-
tion of a postcolonial international order.”69 As we use the term, it refers to the actors,
individuals, states, or other entities living and acting in the geographic areas compris-
ing the Global South.70 We stress that our use of the terms “Global North” and
“Global South” is descriptive rather than prescriptive.71

The Global South comprises a multitude of political, social, and cultural traditions
and identities. To account for this variation we also use two other operationalizations.
In one, we focus on states in the Global South that were formerly colonized, using the
years since independence of the government being analyzed. Research suggests that
America’s own colonial past laid the foundation for some racial tropes, such as the
childlike qualities of Filipinos during the American colonial occupation of the
Philippines.72 These historical roots may have left a legacy in how American officials
interpreted events in recently decolonized polities. Postcolonial studies in IR also
note the importance of tropes about immaturity regarding formerly colonized
peoples and their connections to irrationality and naïveté. During decolonization,
Western observers often dismissed the legitimacy and abilities of newly independent
leaders.
Our third tactic is to analyze regional differences. Some racial tropes have been

conceptualized as universal, applied to any group categorized as a racial “Other.”73

Other racial tropes are unique to, or vary in strength regarding, different racial
groups and regions of the world. Our discussion of belligerence notes a history of dif-
ferential application across groups. Whether this differentiation will appear at a
regional level is an important empirical question with unclear implications. For

68. Stern 2011.
69. Grovogui 2011, 176.
70. Others usefully deploy the “Global South” concept to describe a movement to re-examine IR and

advance objectives like equality and freedom; see Grovogui 2011. Here we focus on the narrower idea
of actors that comprise the movement.
71. Dados and Connell 2012; Dirlik 2007.
72. Doty 1993; Go 2008. On paternalistic, racialized views of states hosting military bases, see Freeman

2023.
73. See, for example, discussion of animal analogies in Jardina and Piston 2021 and irrationality of the

racialized Other in Boatcă 2015 and Frosh 2013.
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example, we analyze a period in which the United States fought adversaries in Asia in
World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War. This might have sharpened the
salience of belligerence or other racial tropes regarding East and Southeast Asian
states compared to other regions. Yet at the same time, an important and large litera-
ture on the particular salience of the Black-versus-White racial binary in American
political culture suggests that tropes are especially common for developments in
majority-Black countries in Africa.74 Finally, geographic proximity could reduce
the frequency of racial trope usage if it generates a greater perceived closeness to
“Whiteness.” It is possible that some racial tropes are less associated with regions
geographically closer to Europe and North America, such as Latin America and
the Middle East.
In addition to considering where such tropes will be applied, we address when they

may appear. It is important to assess whether their use varies over time, especially
given work on the malleability of racial categories over time in the United
States.75 This is especially relevant for our data given the important milestones in
the domestic politics of racial discrimination in the 1960s and 1970s, including the
American civil rights movement and shifting immigration patterns.76 Given these
milestones, we might expect racial tropes to become less common over our study
period. With the legal advances made during the civil rights era, it is possible that
language in the foreign policy bureaucracy became more sensitive to racialization
and therefore used fewer tropes in the mid-1970s than in the early 1960s.
However, the persistence of such tropes even after formal legal reforms is consistent
with earlier work, discussed previously, on the durability of racial bias and implicit
racism. We assess these possibilities in a later subsection on temporal variation.

Methodology

Our present task is to assess whether racial tropes are more prevalent in private,
bureaucratized assessments by American officials of events, leaders, and peoples
in states of the Global South, in newly independent states, and in particular
regions. We use a unique corpus of intelligence assessments, tailored to four US pre-
sidents during the Cold War, which provides a window into possible implicit racial
bias in a key part of the foreign policy bureaucracy.
To assess this at scale and to maximize our ability to categorize the documents of

interest, we use dictionary-based and supervised machine learning models that
combine qualitative assessments of text with quantitative modeling. Many scholars
have addressed the fundamental tensions between quantitative social science and
studies of race. As Carbado and Roithmayr note, “On many occasions, social

74. Carbado 2015; O’Brien et al. 2013.
75. On evolution in the category of “White,” see Lopez 1996.
76. Frank, Akresh, and Lu 2010.
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science and its classifications have served the ideology of white supremacy.”77 We
contend that because our text analysis process focuses on “the social processes that
make race a salient social category”78 rather than treating race as an uncomplicated
independent variable, we avoid some of the basic issues with using quantitative an-
alyses to better understand race and processes of racialization. We agree with earlier
scholarship that quantitative social science is one method among many that schol-
ars can use to understand the role of race in IR. Furthermore, there is some precedent
for using machine learning methods to study racialized and gendered language in
ways that are attentive to these contradictions.79 To that end, we investigate a critical
government document now known as the President’s Daily Brief.

The President’s Daily Brief

The PDB is a type of intelligence report created by the CIA in 1961 and designed to
synthesize multiple information streams from around the world into a succinct and
accessible overview of new developments in global affairs.80 Each day, raw informa-
tion from a range of intelligence and diplomatic reporting—including local media,
reports from US outposts abroad, clandestine activities, and other efforts of countless
people—is gathered by the CIA. Items deemed the most pressing with respect to
global affairs are distilled into entries in the PDB. The document is delivered to
the president and a narrow circle of senior officials the following day, with follow-
up oral briefings taking place at a reader’s request.81

For much of their history, the PDBs have remained highly classified. This changed
dramatically in 2016, when the CIA declassified several thousand PDBs dating from
the Kennedy through the Ford administrations: from 17 June 1961 (the first PDB)
through 20 January 1977 (the final day of Gerald Ford’s presidential tenure).
The language in the PDB is ideal data by which to assess racial tropes for three

reasons. First, the PDB has been one of the most sought-after products of the intelli-
gence community. Its content was especially likely to influence how leaders per-
ceived and acted. It is therefore an ideal corpus in which to study racial tropes.
Second, the daily nature of the PDB permits granular quantitative analysis not as
readily tractable with other sources. Third, the PDB presents a remarkably “hard
case” for our hypotheses. Racial bias is most likely to appear in intimate and off-
the-cuff commentary. While its production process evolved over time, the PDB
was an all-source intelligence document built on inputs from hundreds of individual
analysts and carefully vetted by officers with an editorial role. Finding racial tropes in

77. Carbado and Roithmayr 2014, 158. See also Zuberi 2001 and Zuberi and Bonilla-Silva 2008.
78. Carbado and Roithmayr 2014, 157.
79. Jiwani and Al-Rawi 2021; Nelson 2021; Terman 2017.
80. Since 2005, the PDB has been produced by the Office of the Director of National Intelligence.
81. See Appendix 1 in the online supplement for a deeper historical overview and details on how the

PDB is made.
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this kind of material would show how deeply racial bias was ingrained in the every-
day bureaucracy of foreign policy during the 1960s and 1970s in one of the most
influential states in the international system.

Data Processing

The CIA released the PDBs as a series of images. Each PDB was converted into com-
puter-readable text using optical character recognition software. While the particular
format of the PDB varied over time, all documents were structured around what we
call “entries.” The vast majority of entries are short and separate updates about de-
velopments in a particular country, ranging from one sentence to several paragraphs.
A small fraction are much longer analyses of pressing situations, typically included as
annexes at the end of a PDB. We use a combination of automated processes and
manual review to split each PDB into its constituent entries. Our data include
4,978 PDBs comprising 45,872 individual entries.82

The average PDB in our data contains about 8.7 redactions, most of which are one
or two lines long. The CIA has made clear that redactions in historical documents are
intended to protect national security interests—not to conceal material that may be
normatively “inappropriate.”83 Indeed, over 90 percent of these redactions have clas-
sification codes that explicitly indicate the need to conceal names of or details on
sources, and not the core information itself.84 Redactions should therefore not be cor-
related with the prevalence of racial tropes.
Each entry discussed the activities in or involving at least one country or organiza-

tion. We harnessed a combination of automated methods and manual coding to iden-
tify these states or organizations. In total, 34,420 unique entries exist across our
PDBs, and these entries are converted into 89,446 country-entries, which serve as
our primary unit of analysis.

Identifying and Measuring Racial Tropes

Our goal is to identify language that uses tropes to reflect implicit racial biases. A
fully manual process where human coders classify over 34,000 entries covering
seventeen years for implicitly racialized language is prohibitively cumbersome and
likely to introduce large amounts of human error.85 We instead deploy two different
techniques to measure the presence of racial tropes without having to manually evalu-
ate each entry.

82. Appendix 1 illustrates an example page and the splitting procedure.
83. Cohen 1999.
84. Goldfien and Joseph 2023, 220.
85. See Katagiri and Min 2019, 162–63 for more discussion.
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The first is a dictionary-based approach. Words like crazy, hostile, or rabid are
some of the clearest reflections of racial tropes written on the page. For each trope,
we identify a small set of words most directly associated with the concept of interest
(Table 1). We then use a thesaurus to find all words and phrases synonymous with the
core terms.86 In the case of animal-based language, we also include a list of animals
and words associated with their actions (such as “crawl,” “howl,” and “slither”). We
take all the original terms and synonyms and convert them into their stemmed
formats. We then count the number of times any of these terms occurs in the
stemmed version of the PDB entries. This constitutes a dictionary- (and thesaurus-)
based count of racial tropes.
Straightforward counts of term instances are an intuitive measurement strategy but

likely underestimate the quantity of interest. Racial tropes can take a form that is
more subtle and based on broader linguistic context. For instance, an entry regarding
Uganda reports that Prime Minister “Obote has alienated every political grouping in
the country. He is being kept in office almost solely by the army and security forces,
to whom he must increasingly cater.”87 Obote’s alienation of all civilian supporters
and his falling subject to military pressure suggest a lack of political calculus.
However, the entry uses no words that our dictionary relates to irrationality.
To better measure this more complex expression of racial tropes, our second

method uses supervised machine learning. Three undergraduate researchers and
two graduate researchers were trained to manually code PDB entries for whether
they represented the tropes of interest (coded 1) or not (coded 0). The research assis-
tants were instructed to code an entry as featuring a trope irrespective of what particu-
lar actor—such as a head of state, other policymaking elite, political party, labor
union, or large mass of people—was being described. Each entry is therefore asso-
ciated with four binary variables, each of which indicates whether one of four
tropes is reflected in the text. Some, all, or none of these four tropes may be

TABLE 1. Original terms used with thesaurus to create dictionaries

Infantilization Animal Belligerence Irrationality

childish animal belligerent crazy
baby savage hostile irrational
naive [animal names] angry insane

whining [animal actions] volatile

Total stemmed synonyms 169 345 236 455
Instances in PDBs 3,204 2,912 17,328 15,304

86. We use the open-source Moby thesaurus. Appendix 2.1 gives complete lists of synonyms.
87. President’s Daily Brief, DOC_0005968237, 2 April 1966.
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present in a given entry. Our training data ultimately include 2,340 PDB entries that
were manually classified.88

We generate numerical representations of our entry texts using both a bag-of-
words approach and several forms of document embedding (which produce vector
representations of text that account for sequencing and semantic features of
words). To maximize predictive performance, we trained and tested a total of thirteen
representations of the PDB data on five different supervised learning models with
five-fold cross-validation. Each trope is therefore predicted in sixty-five different
ways. Further technical details on these two steps are available in Appendix 2.2.3.
The American civil rights movement, decolonization following World War II,

Cold War dynamics, and shifting immigration patterns over our period of study
may shape the language and norms Americans wielded when interacting with appar-
ent foreigners.89 To account for these fluctuations, all predictive models include a
cubic spline for time. As we have already intimated, presidents’ differing personal
beliefs, personalities, and styles may also impact the degree to which bureaucrats
opt to use racial tropes in their reports. We account for this possibility by adding
president fixed effects to all models.
Table 2 displays which combination of the PDB entry data and supervised models

produced the best predictions in terms of out-of-sample performance as measured
using kappa coefficients. These numbers reflect rather strong performance given
the difficult nature of coding for such implicit and intangible concepts. Appendix
2.2.4 supplies more information on model metrics and performance.
A more substantively meaningful way to validate the models’ performance is to

review the entries that score high on the predicted likelihood of racial tropes. For
each of the racial tropes, Table 3 displays a PDB entry that is predicted with a high
probability to reflect it. Each example aligns well with our intended concept. The
item on Kenya, for example, uses language (“bellicose,” “aggressive action”) which,
in this context, implies a tendency to use immediate violence in reaction to nonviolent
actions. The item on Chile references “volatile Latin youngsters”when describing anti-
American demonstrations. Both capture belligerence and irrationality well.90

Research Design

We test our argument using two sets of dependent variables. The first is the predicted
probabilities of each trope from our supervised learning models. Since these values
are between 0 and 1, we analyze them with quasibinomial regression models. The
second is the raw counts of keywords and synonyms associated with each trope.

88. See Appendix 2.2.1 for information on coding procedures and Appendix 2.2.2 for example codings.
89. King and Smith 2005; Lopez 1996; Omi and Winant 2008.
90. Appendix 2.2.5 presents examples of miscoded entries and discusses possible reasons for inaccurate

predictions.
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Poisson models are used to explore these values. Figure 1 displays the distributions of
these measures.

Explanatory Variables

Our overarching explanatory variable is the presence or absence of racialized Others
as the object of analysis by national security intelligence professionals. As noted, we
operationalize this concept in several ways. We first focus on whether a given intel-
ligence summary is addressing developments in countries associated with the GLOBAL

SOUTH (Figure 2a). This list encompasses members of the Group of 77 and China, as
listed by the United Nations. About 76 percent of our entries mention at least one
country in the Global South.
We also consider how recently the country obtained independence. Here we expect

that recently decolonized states are more likely to be described using racial tropes

TABLE 2. Performance of the highest-quality predictive models

Trope Representation Model Accuracy Kappa

Infantilization Document embeddings Gradient boosting 0.911 0.276
Animal analogy Synonyms only Gradient boosting 0.952 0.560
Belligerence Synonyms only Gradient boosting 0.848 0.542
Irrationality Bag of words + synonyms Random forest 0.968 0.458

TABLE 3. President’s Daily Brief entries with high predicted probability of exhibiting
key tropes

Trope Example

Infantilization Laos: Brown reports Phoumi may now be trying to undercut Souvanna by reviving the old idea of
persuading the King himself to accept the Prime Ministership. Meanwhile, the Princes are dickering
over a meeting date. (DOC_0005992083, 13 December 1961)

Animal
analogy

Indonesia: Anti-Chinese feeling is rising among the rabid Moslems in northern Sumatra despite army
efforts to tone this down. Overseas Chinese have been hounded through the streets, stripped, and
then painted red. Our consul in Medan feels that indignities of this sort are child’s play compared to
the major anti-Chinese riots he fears are coming. (DOC_0005968276, 25 April 1966)

Belligerence Kenya: The Kenyan Government is adopting an increasingly bellicose stance toward Somalia’s
propaganda broadcasts against President Kenyatta and the guerrilla raids being made into north-
eastern Kenya. This week Nairobi prohibited Somali citizens and airline flights from entering Kenya
and severed commercial relations with Somalia. Kenya’s defense minister has publicly called for
aggressive action against the guerrillas. (DOC_0005968384, 25 June 1966)

Irrationality Chile: We are expecting some anti-American demonstrations in Chile early next week when assorted
youth groups hold a three-day “conference” on Vietnam. These groups represent various shades of
the political left; Communist organizers have been imported. While there reportedly will be an effort
to restrain violence, volatile Latin youngsters could get out of hand very quickly.
(DOC_0005974084, 26 October 1967)
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than states with a very distant (or no) colonial history, in part because of the ideas
about readiness to govern or (im)maturity noted earlier. We thus identify the
country assessed in a given item, its status in or outside the Global South, and the
year in which it is assessed compared to its year of independence. For each
country-year, we calculate the (logged) number of years since independence using
the Issue Correlates of War Project’s Colonial History Data Set.91 We do this only
for states that obtained independence after World War I.92 Figure 2b illustrates this
measure of YEARS SINCE INDEPENDENCE. A subsequent section assesses racial trope
prevalence across different world regions.

Control Variables

The fully specified versions of our models control for various factors that could influ-
ence whether descriptions invoke our tropes of interest independent of implicit racial
bias. First, we account for any CONFLICT that may have occurred in countries around
the world because such events could easily lead to different language. We use the
Uppsala Conflict Data Program’s PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset.93

Second, we address differences in regime type. The literature suggests that non-
democratic states may be perceived by elites in democracies as especially aggressive,
irrational, or unpredictable. In an influential constructivist reformulation of the demo-
cratic peace, for example, Risse argues that leaders in Western democracies judge
foreign threats based on regime type and view autocratic states as part of an

Belligerence Irrationality

Infantilization Animal analogy
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(a) Predicted probabilities from supervised
     learning models

(b) Counts from synonym-based dictionaries;
       outliers beyond a count of 5 are not shown

FIGURE 1. Histograms of dependent variables

91. Hensel and Mitchell 2007.
92. Without such a cutoff, the United Kingdom (for example) would be counted as having become in-

dependent in 1066.
93. Gleditsch et al. 2002.
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Global
South

No Yes

0 2 6 19 54

Years
since
indep.

Note: Countries with the lightest shading were not independent or gained
independence prior to World War I.

(a) Map of the “Global South” (Group of 77 and China)

(b) Years since independence as of 1977

FIGURE 2. Depictions of explanatory variables
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Otherized collective identity with a “predisposition toward violence and, hence, the
feeling of being threatened.”94 Another account argues that “liberal elites view
other liberal states as reasonable, predictable, and trustworthy” while “illiberal states…
are seen as unreasonable, unpredictable, and potentially dangerous.”95 We there-
fore include a measure of the regime type of the country being assessed in the PDB.
We use the Polity data set,96 creating a dichotomous variable that is 1 for a country
that is a democracy (with a score of 6 or higher) and 0 otherwise.
Third, we add additional controls that account for leaders. Intelligence assessments

about specific individuals with dominant domestic control may be more likely to
highlight psychological dispositions (such as irrationality) or personality traits
(depending on context, belligerence), or invoke analogies.97 We capture
PERSONALISM using the Autocracies of the World Dataset.98 For each country-year,
the data set uses a three-tier measure for the degree of personalism in the regime.
Similarly, entries that specifically mention the leader of a state may use different
descriptive and perhaps intimate language. We use the Archigos data set to identify
any instances of a LEADER MENTION.99

Fourth, we account for each country’s relationship with the United States. Those
with extensive interactions with American officials could be discussed more sympa-
thetically and with more nuance. For example, the foreign policy bureaucracy may be
more likely to give allies the benefit of the doubt. Using data from Lebovic and
Saunders, we include measures of US TRADE and US MILITARY AID, and a binary variable
for whether the country has a US DEFENSE PACT.100

Fifth, longer passages inherently contain more words, and thus more room for
racial tropes or themes. We therefore include a measure of (logged) ENTRY

LENGTH.101 Finally, all our models include country fixed effects and cluster standard
errors by country.102

Results

Table 4 presents our primary findings for Global South and newly independent coun-
tries.103 Models 1 through 4 reflect quasibinomial regressions where our predicted

94. Risse-Kappen 1995, 507.
95. Hayes 2012, 780.
96. Marshall, Gurr, and Jaggers 2016.
97. McManus 2019.
98. Magaloni, Chu, and Min 2013.
99. Goemans, Gleditsch, and Chiozza 2009.
100. Lebovic and Saunders 2016.
101. See Appendix 3 for descriptive statistics of all aforementioned variables.
102. We do not include controls for presidential administration or time because these variables were used

in the supervised learning models to predict the prevalence of racial tropes in the first place. Appendix 4.2
shows that adding president fixed effects and cubic spline for time to the Poisson models does not affect our
results.
103. See Appendix 4.1 for full results.
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TABLE 4. Results of regressions on relationship between racial tropes in PDB entries and measurements of racialized Otherness

Quasibinomial Poisson

Infantilization Animal Belligerence Irrationality Infantilization Animal Belligerence Irrationality
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

GLOBAL SOUTH 1.691*** 1.758*** 3.648*** 1.179** 1.164*** 2.555*** −0.066 0.955***
(0.322) (0.514) (0.922) (0.518) (0.321) (0.747) (0.150) (0.226)

YEARS SINCE INDEPENDENCE −0.492*** −0.593*** −1.040*** −0.394*** −0.483*** −0.637*** −0.030 −0.315***
(0.079) (0.119) (0.221) (0.135) (0.078) (0.179) (0.036) (0.055)

CONFLICT −0.256*** 0.133** 0.0001 −0.231*** −0.058* −0.025 −0.023 −0.022
(0 .055) (0 .056) (0 .038) (0 .036) (0 .030) (0 .041) (0 .019) (0 .019)

DEMOCRACY −0.089 −0.103 −0.142 −0.176 −0.041 −0.015 0.035 −0.050
(0.105) (0.131) (0.130) (0.117) (0.088) (0.120) (0.064) (0.034)

PERSONALISM 0.024 −0.002 −0.012 −0.046 −0.042 0.123 0.054** 0.012
(0.054) (0.084) (0.063) (0.074) (0.030) (0.082) (0.025) (0.028)

LEADER MENTION 0.378*** −0.100*** 0.027 0.036* 0.020 0.014 0.056*** 0.133***
(0.025) (0.022) (0.022) (0.019) (0.040) (0.043) (0.018) (0.018)

US TRADE −0.197 −2.781* −2.023 −0.138 −0.801 −2.318* −0.443* −0.812***
(0.851) (1.632) (2.504) (1.102) (0.573) (1.230) (0.263) (0.266)

US MILITARY AID 0.023*** 0.010** 0.033*** 0.009 −0.0001 0.012** −0.0004 0.007***
(0.003) (0.004) (0.006) (0.009) (0.004) (0.006) (0.002) (0.002)

US DEFENSE 0.556*** 0.959*** 0.530** −0.263* −0.206 0.387** −0.088* 0.149
(0.088) (0.164) (0.260) (0.135) (0.161) (0.155) (0.052) (0.122)

ENTRY LENGTH 0.331*** −0.049*** −0.107*** 0.129*** 1.060*** 0.989*** 1.127*** 1.064***
(0.012) (0.015) (0.017) (0.021) (0.024) (0.020) (0.010) (0.008)

CONSTANT −2.510*** −1.401*** −0.184 −3.130*** −7.037*** −7.148*** −6.071*** −5.863***
(0.135) (0.258) (0.409) (0.263) (0.173) (0.148) (0.077) (0.053)

Observations 89,016 89,016 89,016 89,016 89,016 89,016 89,016 89,016
Controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Country FEs ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Clustered SEs (country) ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818324000146 Published online by Cambridge University Press
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probabilities from the supervised learning models are the dependent variable; models
5 through 8 report Poisson regressions using counts of words and phrases synonym-
ous with each trope. We first interpret the findings for our main independent variables
of interest, including substantive significance. We then discuss notable findings
regarding several control variables.
Overall, we see compelling evidence supporting most of our expectations. Across

nearly all specifications, we find the expected direction of association for analysis of
foreign policy development in Global South states and in newly independent states.
PDB entries discussing developments in countries associated with the Global South
are far more likely to contain language that invokes infantilization, animal qualities,
belligerence, or irrationality compared to discussions of Global North countries. The
negative coefficient for YEARS SINCE INDEPENDENCE suggests that racialized language is
more commonly used when interpreting developments in polities with fewer years of
independent rule. On average, as this interval increases, the four racialized tropes
appear less frequently. This is strong and consistent evidence of systematic differ-
ences in how the US foreign policy bureaucracy interpreted developments in states
they saw as racialized “Others,” as defined by the Global North/South binary and
by years since decolonization.
The sole model which does not conclusively conform to our predictions is model 7,

which assesses belligerence using a dictionary approach. Unlike the other tropes,
items associated with the Global South or newly independent states do not appear
to be associated with a greater number of dictionary-based belligerence terms in
this specification. There could be two reasons for this. First, given that model 3—
which relies on supervised learning methods to measure the presence of the belliger-
ence trope—does show a strongly positive correlation, a dictionary-based approach
may simply be insufficient to properly capture the concept and associated termin-
ology for belligerence.104 For example, there may be too much overlap in termin-
ology between items about conflicts in general and items that showcase the
belligerence trope. Second, this result may reflect the more complex relationship
between racial tropes and belligerence. Implicit bias may lead some groups of racial-
ized Others to be characterized in PDBs as effeminate or docile rather than belliger-
ent. Such an interpretation would cut against language that implies belligerence even
though implicit racial bias was having effects. Either way, we find quite strong
support overall for our theoretical predictions.
In terms of substantive significance, Table 5 presents results based on these main

effects, which speaks to the difference in racial trope frequency made by our core
independent variables. Assessing both GLOBAL SOUTH and YEARS SINCE INDEPENDENCE,
we take each model from Table 4 and ramp an explanatory variable of interest
from its minimum to maximum values while holding all other factors constant at

104. See Table A5 in Appendix 2.1.
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their mean values.105 The quasibinomial models, which use probabilities as the
outcome, offer the most intuitive evidence of meaningful effects.

First consider the GLOBAL SOUTH variable. The likelihood of seeing a racial trope is
between three and nine times higher for entries discussing the Global South than for
items about events in the Global North. In the Poisson models, which use counts, the
number of dictionary terms associated with racial tropes—with the exception of bel-
ligerence—increases by a factor of between 2 and 13 for interpretations of Global
South events and people compared to developments in the Global North.
Now consider the column labeled YSI (YEARS SINCE INDEPENDENCE). Here the

minimum refers to the first year after decolonization, while the maximum refers to
the longest observed duration after decolonization. The predicted values suggest
that states see dramatic declines in PDBs’ use of racial tropes as they accumulate
years since independence. For example, the propensity to see any of the four racial
tropes in internal American assessments falls by between 70 and 90 percent (again,
with the exception of model 7) as a state advances from initial independence to a
few decades of self-rule.
Several control variables merit discussion as well. Most surprising, we find a con-

spicuous absence of explanatory power for REGIME TYPE. As noted, some scholars of
the democratic peace posit that democratic observers see nondemocratic leaders as
unpredictable or unreasonable. One recent study specifically found that dictators like
Saddam Hussein have helped build an association “between regime type and percep-
tions of madness.”106 Our findings suggest irrationality and other tropes have racial
rather than regime-related roots. After accounting for whether countries in question
are in the Global South or are newly independent states, regime type does not seem
to affect the likelihood that American foreign policy observers perceive irrationality,
belligerence, or related qualities. This null result is potentially quite significant

TABLE 5. Predicted values from models in Table 4

Global South YSI

Model Trope Mean No Yes Min. Max.

1 Infantilization (probability) 0.241 0.149 0.487 0.466 0.105
2 Animal analogy (probability) 0.105 0.094 0.377 0.380 0.051
3 Belligerence (probability) 0.294 0.091 0.794 0.760 0.043
4 Irrationality (probability) 0.080 0.044 0.131 0.132 0.029
5 Infantilization (count) 0.098 0.047 0.150 0.169 0.023
6 Animal analogy (count) 0.086 0.026 0.331 0.258 0.019
7 Belligerence (count) 0.567 0.512 0.480 0.511 0.452
8 Irrationality (count) 0.478 0.269 0.699 0.700 0.192

105. We hold the country fixed as India.
106. McManus 2019, 1008.
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because it suggests that what has previously been attributed to domestic-institutional
difference was likely driven by racial difference. Put differently, when it comes to
invoking child-related metaphors or attributing irrationality, it may matter more that
Saddam Hussein is perceived as a racialized Other than that he is an autocrat.
Beyond regime type, we find evidence that the invocation of leaders, in general,

affects the likelihood of reaching for racial tropes.107 In more than half of our
models, entries that explicitly mention leaders are likelier to feature racial tropes,
with particularly consistent evidence for irrationality. One interpretation is that
writing which focuses on heads of state highlights a specific person and their actions,
to which they are more likely to assign trope-related qualities than a large group or a
less personalized institution (that is, the government). Note that even after accounting
for heads of state, our results for GLOBAL SOUTH and YEARS SINCE INDEPENDENCE persist.
We also assess whether geopolitics influence the way foreign policy events are

interpreted. We find that countries receiving military aid from or in defense pacts
with the United States consistently see more use of racial tropes. This is at odds
with an intuition that overlapping preferences and dense interactions might reduce
the use of stereotypes. One possible explanation is the frequent power asymmetry
between the United States and its allies. Compared to a random dyad, allies with a
security dependency on the United States during the Cold War might be more
likely to be seen as inferior and trigger an attitude of paternalism. We also assess
whether such tropes are more prevalent in PDB discussions of geopolitical conflict.
Our results here are mixed. In four of the eight models, we observe a negative rela-
tionship between presence of conflict and racial trope usage. In the others, no statis-
tically significant relationship exists. The former offers mild support for a
counterintuitive relationship in which more peaceful periods feature more frequent
references to irrationality, belligerence, and the animal- and child-related metaphors.

Robustness

One potential concern with our results is that what appears to be racialized use of
tropes is a byproduct of an association between countries and particular subjects or
topics in the PDB. For instance, discussions of certain topics (domestic unrest,
student-led protests, labor strikes) could be more common for Global South and
newly independent countries and more likely to feature language that implies belli-
gerence or irrationality.108 Accounting for the relative prevalence of topics would
allow a more precise estimate and address a possible false positive.

107. On leaders in PDB analysis, see Goldfien and Joseph 2023; Goldfien, Joseph, and Krcmaric 2023.
108. Note that racism and racial hierarchy may be one reason countries in the Global South or newly

independent states are more likely to feature conflict. This is distinct from the invocation of racial
tropes of interest here.
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As a robustness check, we address the frequency of substantive topics in the PDB
by incorporating the results of a sixty-five-topic structural topic model (STM) for the
text of the items in the PDBs.109 Our STM identified an array of substantive topics,
including naval affairs, ministerial politics, coups, oil, monetary affairs, and missiles.
We performed two tests to validate the coherence of our topics, as well as the labels
we created for each topic. Accuracy for both tests was around or above 90 percent. In
our statistical analysis, we include propensities for twenty-seven of the sixty-five
topics from the STM. The remaining thirty-eight topics were not included because
they were synonymous with countries (which we already capture using country
fixed effects) or identified technical aspects of the PDB rather than substantive
items.110 Figure 3 features both the estimated coefficients from the previous
models in Table 4 as well as coefficients from new models which include the
topic-prevalence measures. Our findings are unchanged by this addition.
A second concern with our approach is specific to decolonizing states. It is possible

that any linguistic patterns in remarks about these countries that we attribute to racial
tropes are actually driven by a view about new versus seasoned leaders that is unrelated
to race.111 This could mean that tropes are linked to individual people and based on
time in office rather than racial bias, though we suspect the latter still plays a role. In
Appendix 4, we show that our results are unchanged after accounting for leader
tenure. We also demonstrate that our results for YEARS SINCE INDEPENDENCE remain
unchanged when we analyze only countries that were formally decolonized, which
omits PDB entries where our measure of years since independence may be less reliable.

Regional Variation

We now assess the potential for heterogeneity in the use of racial tropes in reference
to different regions of the world. Doing so allows us to go beyond the more global-
level groupings in our previous analysis. Regional variation could reflect how some
racial stereotypes are about specific racial groupings. A belligerence trope may be
less likely in PDB discussions of states with a majority population that has been his-
torically stereotyped as peaceful or lazy. We also note the specific history of racial-
ized stereotypes of East Asians in the United States, both from its colonial period and
from later conflicts. Region-specific analysis also allows us to assess whether the
particularly salient Black-versus-White racial binary in American domestic politics
generates a more prevalent use of tropes for majority-Black countries in Africa.
Figure 4 depicts our initial disaggregation of countries by geographic region.112

109. Roberts, Stewart, and Tingley 2019.
110. Appendix 4.3 contains more details on the STM, discussion of topic inclusion in our models, and

validation checks for topic coherence and labels.
111. Goldfien, Joseph, and Krcmaric 2023. On age-related stereotypes of leaders, see Byun and Carson

2023.
112. In Appendix 4.6, we show that separating the Soviet Union and South Africa—which are unique for

geopolitical and racial reasons—from their respective regions does not impact our findings.
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The region-level results for our four tropes appear in Figure 5. The coefficient plots
are from regressions using REGION as the independent variable.113 While the full
results are in the appendix, we address several regions of interest here.
Interpretations of events in Asia appear to drive much of the positive findings.

Across all four tropes, the coefficient for Asia is especially positive. Regarding bel-
ligerence, these findings also suggest that a stereotype of passivity or pacifism is far
less potent than a racial trope of aggression and belligerence, perhaps influenced by
US conflicts before and during our study period. These results may be due to the con-
centrated US foreign policy focus in the region at the time, particularly concerning the
Vietnam War.114

The relative lack of racial tropes regarding two regions—the Americas and the
Middle East and North Africa—is important to note. For all four racial tropes, the
Americas display largely null or slightly negative coefficients for trope prevalence.
This provides some evidence that developments in Latin America, with its longer
history of independence and more complex racial categorization, are less subject to
racial tropes in the 1960s and 1970s. We also find evidence that racial tropes are
no more prevalent in the Middle East and North Africa. The specific focus of the
US foreign policy establishment on East Asia at the time may explain this null
finding. However, the particular time period also matters. We can only observe

Infantilization Animal Analogies Belligerence Irrationality

0 2 4 0 2 4 0 2 4 0 2 4

Years since
independence

Global South

Estimate

Model Probabilities
(Quasibinomial)

Counts
(Poisson)

Probabilities + Topics
(Quasibinomial)

Counts + Topics
(Poisson)

Note: Horizontal bars represent 95% confidence intervals. Points with squares represent
statistical significance at the 95% level.

FIGURE 3. Coefficient plots of regressions in Table 4 and additional models that
include topic-prevalence measures from the structural topic model

113. These include topic-prevalence measures from our STM. See Appendix 4.6 for full statistical
results.
114. Appendix 4.6 summarizes results for regional analysis when Vietnam is estimated separately from

the Asia region. We also include results when the USSR and South Africa are estimated separately from
their regions. Results remain largely unchanged.
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Infantilization Animal Analogies Belligerence Irrationality

−5.0 −2.5 0.0 −5.0 −2.5 0.0 2.5 −5 0 5 0 1 2

Years since
independence

Oceania

Asia

Sub−Saharan Africa

Middle East/Northern Africa

Eastern Europe

Americas

Estimate

Model Probabilities
(Quasibinomial)

Counts
(Poisson)

Note: Horizontal bars represent 95% confidence intervals. Points with squares
represent statistical significance at the 95% level.

FIGURE 5. Coefficient plots of regressions disaggregating countries by region

Region
Americas

Asia

Eastern Europe

Middle East/Northern Africa

Oceania

Sub–Saharan Africa

Western Europe

FIGURE 4. Geographical regions used in the analysis
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writing from the middle of the Cold War, but highly salient racial tropes relevant to
immigration from Latin America and the attacks on 9/11 arise after our data.115

The results for Sub-Saharan Africa are mixed. For some tropes, such as infantil-
ization, PDB items are more likely to reach for a racial trope when discussing
events in this region. We also see inconsistent evidence of greater likelihood to
invoke belligerence tropes (supervised learning model) and irrationality (diction-
ary-based model). For other models and for animal analogies, there is a null effect
or even a negative correlation.

Temporal Variation

Racial tropes and racial categories themselves are not immutable or permanent. In the
United States in particular, research on racial formations suggests the importance of
temporality in the categorization of racialized Others and the salience of particular
features and stereotypes. While our measures and analyses make efforts to account
for time’s impact on these overall prevalences, assessing temporal variation is espe-
cially important given our study period. The rise of the civil rights movement and
changes in immigration patterns during the 1960s and 1970s may have diminished
or altered the racial tropes in circulation within the US foreign policy bureaucracy.
To address this, we perform a rolling window regression. We repeatedly apply a

subset of our aforementioned models to all entries inside a seven-year window, shift-
ing it one year at a time from 1961–1967 to 1971–1977. Doing so allows us to assess
how a coefficient changes in a continuous manner across the temporal span of the
data. We focus here on the Global South operationalization.116

Figure 6 plots the series of coefficient estimates we obtain through this exercise,
including both supervised learning model and dictionary-based measures. We find
no clear evidence of a secular decline over time in the use of racial tropes to interpret
events in the Global South. The peaks of the four tropes differ in important ways. We
also see a continued positive correlation into the mid-1970s and, in some cases, an
increase in prevalence in this period.
Beyond these overall patterns, we find interesting results across measures and

within specific tropes. For most tropes, we see distinct patterns for the separate mea-
sures from probability-based and count-based models. While results largely overlap
for animal analogies, we observe stronger effects for belligerence and irrationality
measures derived from the supervised learning model approach. This suggests that
nations associated with the Global South were discussed using subtler expressions
of these tropes. A diverging pattern arises for infantilization, which may reflect a
shift from more implicit forms of racial bias to more overt ones that can be identified
through the use of specific words—an unexpected trend.

115. Lajevardi 2020.
116. See Appendix 4.7 for rolling window regression results regarding the YEARS SINCE INDEPENDENCE

variable.
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The temporal fluctuations for animal analogies, belligerence, and irrationality are
striking. Given the rising prominence of the civil rights movement and associated
changes in racial norms in the United States, we may expect high or even peak
usage of these tropes in the early 1960s. Instead, we often find null or even slightly
negative effects over this period; many of the strongest positive findings emerge in
the late 1960s and into the 1970s. For several of the tropes, the coefficients related
to the Global South peak around 1969–1971. A provisional interpretation is that
some constellation of events and American policy initiatives—for example, the
turn to exiting Vietnam and the rise of detente with the Soviet Union—created con-
ditions in which the use of tropes was more common.117

Conclusion

This article reports important and systematic evidence of implicit racial biases across
seventeen years of the President’s Daily Brief. Even when controlling for a range of
circumstances and other features that can affect language used in a foreign policy

Belligerence Irrationality
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Notes: Vertical bars represent 95% confidence intervals.

FIGURE 6. Coefficient estimates for the GLOBAL SOUTH variable, using a moving seven-
year window and full models accounting for topics

117. Appendix 4.7 shows very similar results for the YEARS SINCE INDEPENDENCE variable.

216 International Organization

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
20

81
83

24
00

01
46

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818324000146


bureaucracy, we find consistent evidence that foreign policy events are interpreted
using common racial tropes. Across several dimensions and using multiple measures,
we show that material crafted for top leaders in the United States was more likely to
use analogical and non-analogical expressions of immaturity, animal-like qualities,
belligerence, and irrationality when describing events in the Global South, newly
independent states, and for some regions.
Identifying such patterns in bureaucratic artifacts like the PDB is especially power-

ful evidence of how deeply ingrained racial tropes were in elite American views of
foreign affairs during the Cold War. We provide a unique form of evidence, using
a novel empirical method, that race and racism structured international politics at
the level of the foreign policy bureaucracy. Previous research has done much to estab-
lish the consequences of racialized perceptions for state behavior, including in
domestic policies, alliance dynamics, conflict behavior, and economic policy. Our
findings complement these, helping establish the particular form of racial bias and
its appearance in highly bureaucratized settings in the 1960s and 1970s. While we
do not test the downstream causal impact of these tropes, other work suggests that
they could have important effects on how leaders interpreted and responded to
foreign developments.
Beyond the academy, our findings are relevant to modern foreign policy debates.

When he was president, Donald Trump used explicitly racist language and supported
White nationalist groups in the United States. More subtle use of racialized and gen-
dered tropes also appears in contemporary foreign policy debates. These include the
themes we analyze, such as infantilization, animal analogies, irrationality, and belli-
gerence. For example, a Foreign Policy article on rebel group activity in the
Democratic Republic of the Congo said that low-ranking rebels “taking up arms
and being combatants is also simply what they do.”118 Even the language of the
United Nations can invoke related tropes. Former UN secretary-general Kofi
A. Annan adopted a paternalistic framing in saying that Haiti was “clearly unable
to sort itself out” and therefore required continued UN intervention.119 Scholarship
has also shown the role of racially inflected framing in the American wars in
Iraq.120 This and other studies which offer new ways to identify subtle forms of
racial bias can help inform the development of analytic and decision-making tools
that counteract these effects.
Our data and findings suggest several directions for future research. First, scholar-

ship could assess the generalizability of these findings to other parts of the foreign
policy bureaucracy and with respect to other dimensions of identity. The same
methods could be used on different corpora of declassified texts to assess the preva-
lence of tropes in diplomatic correspondence within the State Department, in private

118. Mélanie Gouby, “The Rebirth of Congo’s Rebellion,” Foreign Policy, 4 July 2022, available at
<https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/07/04/m23-rebel-group-congo-rwanda-uganda/>.
119. Kofi A. Annan, “In Haiti for the Long Haul,” Wall Street Journal, 16 March 2004, A20.
120. Kaufmann 2004; Rojo 1995.
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communications to allied foreign leaders or in embassy dispatches, and in military
writing. Such work could also help begin to trace how language infused with bias
based on race, gender, sexuality, or other dimensions moves within government
deliberations. Our findings cannot assess whether these racial formulations migrate
to venues like the National Security Council;121 future work could use linguistic simi-
larity to connect patterns across bureaucracies and within internal deliberative
settings.
Second, subsequent work should build on our findings to better understand region-

specific stereotypes and their change over time. For example, while we find null
results regarding PDB writing about Latin America, this is at odds with a long
history of American hegemony and racism toward Latin American countries,
leaders, and immigrants.122 A more focused analysis of this history and the tropes
and language it gave rise to might be able to identify other forms of implicit
racism we do not address. Similarly, research has noted a range of traits associated
with East Asian societies and immigrants, as triggered by the “yellow peril” construct
in early-twentieth-century America.123 Prospective work could focus more attention
on the varied, even contradictory tropes for this specific region. The addition of text
corpora specific to such regions, such as State Department regional desk records,
would help in this regard.
Third, scholars can do more to assess how racial tropes evolve. We find evidence

of distinct patterns among the four tropes we analyze from the early 1960s to the late
1970s, including several that peak around 1969. However, our ability to assess
change is limited by the seventeen-year period that our data capture. To address
how racialized thinking regarding foreign affairs has evolved, future work could iden-
tify corpora of declassified materials, such as the Foreign Relations of the United
States series, which speak to a much longer period in American history.

Data Availability Statement

Replication files for this article may be found at <https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/
EVKPL3>.

Supplementary Material

Supplementary material for this article is available at <https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0020818324000146>.

121. Jost et al. 2024.
122. Pike 2010.
123. Búzás 2013; Lee 2007.

218 International Organization

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
20

81
83

24
00

01
46

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/EVKPL3
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/EVKPL3
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818324000146
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818324000146
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818324000146
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818324000146


References

Ahmed, Sara. 2014. Cultural Politics of Emotion. Edinburgh University Press.
Anghie, Antony. 2007. Imperialism, Sovereignty and the Making of International Law. Cambridge
University Press.

Bachmann, Jan. 2014. Policing Africa: The US Military and Visions of Crafting “Good Order.” Security
Dialogue 45 (2):119–36.

Baker, Andy. 2015. Race, Paternalism, and Foreign Aid: Evidence from US Public Opinion. American
Political Science Review 109 (1):93–109.

Barker, Clare. 2012. Postcolonial Fiction and Disability: Exceptional Children, Metaphor and Materiality.
Springer.

Bell, Duncan. 2014. Before the Democratic Peace: Racial Utopianism, Empire and the Abolition of War.
European Journal of International Relations 20 (3):647–70.

Bell, Duncan. 2020. Dreamworlds of Race: Empire and the Utopian Destiny of Anglo-America. Princeton
University Press.
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