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Theory of International Relations 
PS 2501 
Fall 2026 

 
Course Description 
 
What drives state behavior in the international system? What are the major causes 
of international and civil conflict? Why do states cooperate with one another on 
issues such as trade, migration, human rights, and peace? How does power, 
hierarchy, gender, and race shape global politics? What does the future look like 
for international relations? 
 
Theory is essential to answering these questions and explaining the complex 
dynamics of global politics. This PhD-level course is designed to prepare students 
to conduct research and coursework in international relations. The course 
introduces students to core theories and empirical analysis of international 
relations in a scientific and rigorous way.  
 
We begin the course with the fundamental concepts and theories of international 
relations. We then transition to an overview of what causes countries to engage in 
international conflict and cooperation. From there, we explore key themes and 
approaches within the subfields of international organizations, international 
political economy, and conflict and political violence. We conclude with a 
discussion of where international relations theory should head next. 
 
The course centers on active participation, discussion, and student collaboration. 
Each week, students will complete the assigned readings, provide insights on the 
topics, and work together on interactive activities. Students will learn how to 
evaluate theoretical arguments with empirical evidence, identify new research 
questions, and use theoretical frameworks to analyze current and historical events. 
 
Learning Objectives 
 
Upon completion of this course, students should: 
 
• Be familiar with current theories and empirical analysis within the subfield 

of international relations. 
• Be able to evaluate the main assumptions, logic, critiques, and supporting 

evidence of different theoretical arguments. 
• Be able to identify linkages across studies and identify current shortcomings 

and areas for future research. 
• Be able to apply existing explanations from international relations literature 

to the understanding of real-world scenarios. 
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Required Textbooks and Materials 
 
Dunne, Tim, Milja Kurki, and Steve Smith. 2021. International Relations Theories: 
Discipline and Diversity (5th edn). Oxford University Press. 
 
Copies of the textbook and journal articles are available to students for free via the 
University of Pittsburgh Library System. 
 
Course Requirements 
 
Assignments 
 

1. Active Participation (25% of your grade): Regular attendance and 
participation in student-led discussions is essential to your success in this 
course. Research shows that students learn more and develop greater 
critical thinking skills when they actively participate in their learning through 
discussions.  Students are expected to 1) complete the assigned readings 
before class, 2) provide insights on the topics during discussions in class 
and online via the discussion board, and 3) work together on interactive 
activities. Students will always be asked to back up their ideas with empirical 
evidence but are not always expected to be right—sometimes there are no 
right answers. Classroom discussions should be civilized and respectful to 
everyone and relevant to the topic that we are discussing. Students are also 
expected to arrive in class before the start of the class period. 

 
In addition to completing the course readings and actively participating in 
class discussions and interactive activities, students will take turns to 
present the main premises from a reading and apply them to a relevant 
news article.   
 
Guides on how to read in graduate school, how to approach political science 
research, and how to write well are posted on Canvas. 

 
To assist you in critically evaluating the readings, try to identify the following 
aspects of each text in your notes: 

- What are the main terms or concepts covered by the text? 
- What are the main questions that the author tries to answer? 
- What are the main arguments of the text? 
- What evidence does the author use? 
- What aspects of the text do you agree and/or disagree with? 
- What questions would you like to ask the author? 
- What future research questions stem from the text? 

2. Critical Literature Review (50% of your grade): Write two 4,000-word 
critical literature reviews on the assigned readings for a particular week. A 
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good literature review should be driven by a clear research question and 
should explicitly state and discuss one or more hypotheses. The research 
question and hypotheses should not be new or novel, but rather should 
come from your reading of the existing literature. A literature review 
describes the main themes, research, findings, and critiques related to your 
topic. Your literature review is a short bibliographical essay where you 
identify linkages across studies, explain what existing research says about 
your research question, and identify current shortcomings.  
 
- First deadline (25% of your grade): October 18. 
- Second deadline (25% of your grade): November 22. 
 

3. Take Home Exam (25% of your grade): Complete a take-home final exam 
on key issues in international relations theory. The exam questions will be 
released seven days in advance of the deadline. 

 
- Deadline (25% of your grade): December 13. 

 
All take-home assignments must be written in Google Docs. When submitting 
through Canvas, please provide a shareable link to the Google Doc. Revision 
history must be visible when shared. 
 
Late assignments: Written assignments are due on the date assigned, in the form 
specified. Students who submit their assignments late will have points deducted 
from their assignment (10% within 1 hour, 25% within 12 hours, 50% within 24 
hours, 75% within 48 hours, 100% more than 48 hours). I reserve the right to make 
exceptions to this policy as circumstances warrant, usually only with prior approval 
or under instances of extreme emergency or serious illness. 
 
Feedback and grading: I will aim to return grades and provide any written 
feedback on assignments within two weeks of the submission deadline. 
 
Statement on Use of Generative AI: Generative AI tools can be a helpful 
resource in this course, and you are welcome to use it in appropriate ways. 
Generative AI can assist with brainstorming ideas, organizing your thoughts, or 
checking grammar and typos. However, it must not be used as the primary source 
for your ideas, analysis, or references. The content of your work must be your own. 
For example, you could use generative AI to help you better understand the course 
readings after you have read them or to improve the clarity of your writing, but you 
may not use it to answer in-class quiz questions or to write your entire essays or 
film responses. Please be aware that AI can make mistakes, and AI-generated 
content should be verified against reputable sources. Any text you include that is 
generated by AI must be cited, paraphrased, and reviewed thoroughly to ensure 
the responses are aligned with your understanding. If you use generative AI in your 
coursework, you must include a brief note explaining how you used it. Any use of 
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generative AI outside of this permission constitutes a violation the University of 
Pittsburgh’s Policy on Academic Integrity. 
 
Student Hours: Students are required to meet with me during our student hours 
twice in the semester. Student hours benefit students academically and 
professionally by providing you with the opportunity to ask questions about the 
course content, gain feedback on your research and coursework ideas, and build 
a professional relationship with the Professor. If you would like me to provide 
specific feedback on your work during our student hours, you should send the 
relevant materials 48 hours in advance via email. I am committed to answering 
your questions and concerns and look forward to getting to know you.  
 
Discussion Calendar 
 
Week 1 (August 25): What is International Relations Theory and Why Should 
We Study it? 
 

1. Kurki, Milja and Colin Wight. 2021. “International Relations and Social 
Science.” In Dunne, Tim, Milja Kurki, and Steve Smith. International 
Relations Theories: Discipline and Diversity (5th edn). Oxford University 
Press. Chapter 1. 

2. Maliniak, Daniel, Amy Oakes, Susan Peterson, and Michael Tierney. 2011. 
“International Relations in the US Academy.” International Studies Quarterly 
55(2): 437–464. 

3. Jackson, Patrick Thaddeus and Daniel Nexon. 2009. “Paradigmatic Faults 
in International Relations Theory.” International Studies Quarterly 53: 907–
930. 

4. Zinnes, Dina. 1980. "Three Puzzles in Search of a Researcher." 
International Studies Quarterly, 24(3): 315–42. 

5. Zvobgo, Kelebogile and Meredith Loken. 2020. “Why Race Matters in 
International Relations.” Foreign Policy. June 19 2020. 
 

Week 2 (September 1): Power, Hierarchy, and Anarchy 
 

1. Barnett, Michael and Raymond Duvall. 2005. “Power in International 
Politics.” International Organization 59: 39-75. 

2. Mattern, Janice Bially and Ayse Zarakol. 2016. “Hierarchies in World 
Politics,” International Organization 70: 623–654. 

3. Milner, Helen. 1991. “The Assumption of Anarchy in International Relations 
Theory: A Critique.” Review of International Studies 17: 67-85. 

4. Wendt, Alexander. 1992. "Anarchy is What States Make of It: The Social 
Construction of Power Politics." International Organization, 46(Spring): 391-
425. 

5. Simmons, Beth A. and Hein E. Goemans. 2021. “Built on Borders: Tensions 
with the Institution Liberalism (Thought It) Left Behind.” International 
Organization 75(2): 387–410. 

https://www.provost.pitt.edu/info/ai1.html
https://www.provost.pitt.edu/info/ai1.html
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Week 3 (September 08): Realism, Liberalism, and Constructivism 
 

1. Mearsheimer, John J. 2021. “Structural Realism.” In Dunne, Tim, Milja 
Kurki, and Steve Smith. International Relations Theories: Discipline and 
Diversity (5th edn). Oxford University Press. Chapter 3. 

2. Russett, Bruce. 2021. “Liberalism.” In Dunne, Tim, Milja Kurki, and Steve 
Smith. International Relations Theories: Discipline and Diversity (5th edn). 
Oxford University Press. Chapter 4. 

3. Fierke, K. M.. 2021. “Constructivism.” In Dunne, Tim, Milja Kurki, and Steve 
Smith. International Relations Theories: Discipline and Diversity (5th edn). 
Oxford University Press. Chapter 9. 

4. Lake, David A. 2011. “Why “isms” are Evil: Theory, Epistemology, and 
Academic Sects as Impediments to Understanding and Progress.” 
International Studies Quarterly 55(2): 465-480. 

5. Kristensen, Peter Marcus. 2018. “International Relations at the End: A 
Sociological Autopsy.” International Studies Quarterly 62(2): 245–59. 

 
Week 4 (September 15): Gender and International Relations  
 

1. Tickner, J. Ann and Laura Sjoberg. 2021. “Feminism.” In Dunne, Tim, Milja 
Kurki, and Steve Smith. International Relations Theories: Discipline and 
Diversity (5th edn). Oxford University Press. Chapter 10. 

2. Caprioli, Mary. 2004. “Feminist IR Theory and Quantitative Methodology: A 
Critical Analysis,” International Studies Review 6: 253-269. 

3. Cohen, Dara Kay and Sabrina M. Karim. 2022. “Does More Equality for 
Women Mean Less War? Rethinking Sex and Gender Inequality and 
Political Violence.” International Organization 76(2): 414-444. 

4. Tickner, J. Ann and Jacqui True. 2018. “A Century of International Relations 
Feminism: From World War I Women's Peace Pragmatism to the Women, 
Peace and Security Agenda.” International Studies Quarterly 62: 221–233. 

5. Weber, Cynthia. 2016. “Queer Intellectual Curiosity as International 
Relations Method: Developing Queer International Relations Theoretical 
and Methodological Frameworks.” International Studies Quarterly 60: 11–
23. 

 
Week 5 (September 22): Race and International Relations 
 

1. Shampa Biswas. 2021. “Postcolonialism.” In Dunne, Tim, Milja Kurki, and 
Steve Smith. International Relations Theories: Discipline and Diversity (5th 
edn). Oxford University Press. Chapter 12. 

2. Acharya, Amitav. 2022. “Race and Racism in the Founding of the Modern 
World Order.” International Affairs 98(1): 23-43. 

3. Freeman, Bianca, D.G. Kim, and David A. Lake. 2022. “Race in 
International Relations: Beyond the ‘Norm Against Noticing’.” Annual 
Review of Political Science 25: 175-196. 
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4. Nunn, Nathan and Leonard Wantchekon. 2011. “The Slave Trade and the 
Origins of Mistrust in Africa.” American Economic Review 101: 3221–3252. 

5. Oksamytna, Kseniya and Sarah von Billerbeck. 2024. “Race and 
International Organizations.” International Studies Quarterly 68:2. 

 
Week 6 (October 29): Rational Choice Theory 
 

1. Fearon, James D. 1995. “Rationalist Explanations for War.” International 
Organization 49(3): 379-414. 

2. Elizabeth N. Saunders. 2009. "Transformative Choices: Leaders and the 
Origins of Intervention Strategy," International Security, 34(2): 119-61. 

3. McDermott, Rose. 2004. “Prospect Theory in Political Science: Gains and 
Losses from the First Decade.” Political Psychology 25: 289-312. 

4. Hafner-Burton, Emilie M., Stephan Haggard, David A. Lake, and David G. 
Victor. 2017. “The Behavioral Revolution and International Relations.” 
International Organization 71(S1): S1-S31. 

5. DeMeritt, Jacqueline H. R. 2015. “Delegating Death: Military Intervention 
and Government Killing.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 59(3): 428–54. 

 
Week 7 (October 6): Why Do Countries Go to War? 
 

1. Leeds, Brett Ashley. 2003. “Do Alliances Deter Aggression? The Influence 
of Military Alliances on the Initiation of Militarized Interstate Disputes.” 
American Journal of Political Science 47(3): 427-439. 

2. Tomz, Michael and Jessica L P Weeks. 2021. “Military Alliances and Public 
Support for War.” International Studies Quarterly 65(3): 811–824. 

3. Hyde, Susan D. and Elizabeth N. Saunders. 2020. “Recapturing Regime 
Type in International Relations: Leaders, Institutions, and Agency Space” 
International Organization 74(2): 363-395.  

4. Bils, Peter and Spaniel, William. 2017. "Policy Bargaining and Militarized 
Conflict." Journal of Theoretical Politics 29(4): 647-678.  

5. Jervis, Robert. “Cooperation under the Security Dilemma.” World Politics 
30(2): 167-214.  

 
Week 8 (October 13): No Class (Professor attending conference) 
 
Deadline: First Critical Literature Review due on October 18. 
 
Week 9 (October 20): Why Do Countries Cooperate With One Another? 
 

1. Erskine, Toni. 2021. “Normative International Relations Theory.” In Dunne, 
Tim, Milja Kurki, and Steve Smith. International Relations Theories: 
Discipline and Diversity (5th edn). Oxford University Press. Chapter 13. 

2. Hay, Colin. 2021. “International Relations Theory and Globalization.” In 
Dunne, Tim, Milja Kurki, and Steve Smith. International Relations Theories: 
Discipline and Diversity (5th edn). Oxford University Press. Chapter 15. 
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3. Cordell, Rebecca and Kashmiri Medhi. Forthcoming. “Transnational 
Repression: International Cooperation in Silencing Dissent.” International 
Studies Quarterly.  

4. Kelley, Judith. 2007. “Who Keeps International Commitments and Why? 
The International Criminal Court and Bilateral Nonsurrender Agreements.” 
American Political Science Review 101(3): 573-589. 

5. Hafner-Burton, Emilie M. 2012. “International Regimes for Human Rights.” 
Annual Review of Political Science 15(1): 265-286. 

 
Week 10 (October 27): International Organizations 
 

1. Jennifer Sterling-Folker. 2021. “Neoliberalism.” In Dunne, Tim, Milja Kurki, 
and Steve Smith. International Relations Theories: Discipline and Diversity 
(5th edn). Oxford University Press. Chapter 5. 

2. Koremenos, Barbara, Charles Lipson, and Duncan Snidal. 2001. “The 
Rational Design of International Institutions.” International Organization 
55(4): 761-799. 

3. Vreeland, James Raymond. 2019. "Corrupting International Organizations." 
Annual Review of Political Science 22: 205-222.  

4. Boyes, Christina, Cody D. Eldredge, Megan Shannon, and Kelebogile 
Zvobgo. 2024. “Social Pressure in the International Human Rights Regime: 
Why States Withdraw Treaty Reservations.” British Journal of Political 
Science 54(1): 241-259. 

5. Cordell, Rebecca, Thorin M. Wright and Paul F. Diehl. 2021. “Extant 
Commitment, Risk and UN Peacekeeping Authorization.” International 
Interactions 47(1): 135-160. 

 
Week 11 (November 3): No Class (Professor attending conference) 
 
Week 12 (November 10): International Political Economy 
 

1. Simmons, Beth A. and Zachary Elkins. 2004. “The Globalization of 
Liberalization: Policy Diffusion in the International Political Economy.” 
American Political Science Review 98(1): 171–189. 

2. Gartzke, Erik, Quan Li, and Charles Boehmer. 2001. “Investing in the 
Peace: Economic Interdependence and International Conflict.” International 
Organization 55(2): 391-438. 

3. Cao, Xun and Aseem Prakash. 2012. "Trade Competition and 
Environmental Regulations: Domestic Political Constraints and Issue 
Visibility." The Journal of Politics 74(1): 66-82. 

4. Fitzgerald, Jennifer, David Leblang, and Jessica C Teets. 2014. “Defying 
the Law of Gravity: The Political Economy of International Migration.” World 
Politics 66(3): 406–45. 

5. Morse, Julia C. 2019. “Blacklists, Market Enforcement, and the Global 
Regime to Combat Terrorist Financing.” International Organization 73(3): 
511–45. 
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Week 13 (November 17): Conflict and Political Violence 
 

1. Davenport, Christian. 2007. “State Repression and Political Order.” Annual 
Review of Political Science 10: 1-23. 

2. Thomas, Jakana. 2014. “Rewarding Bad Behavior: How Governments 
Respond to Terrorism in Civil War.” American Journal of Political Science 
58(4): 804-818. 

3. Valentino, Benjamin A. 2014. “Why We Kill: The Political Science of Political 
Violence Against Civilians.” Annual Review of Political Science 17: 89-103. 

4. Denny, Elaine K. and Barbara F. Walter. 2014. “Ethnicity and Civil War.” 
Journal of Peace Research 51(2) 199-212. 

5. Savun, Burcu. 2022. “Welcoming the Unwelcome: Refugee Flows, Refugee 
Rights, and Political Violence.” International Studies Quarterly 66(1): 1-14.  

 
Deadline: Second Critical Literature Review due on November 22. 
 
Week 14 (November 24): No Class (Thanksgiving Break) 
 
Week 15 (December 1): The Future of International Relations 
 
Students nominate the readings for the final week of class. 
 
Week 16 (December 08): No Class (Exam Week) 
 
Deadline: Take home exam due on December 13. 


