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Course information 2022-23 
IR2209 International Political Theory 
General information 

MODULE LEVEL: 5 

CREDIT: 30 

NOTIONAL STUDY TIME: 300 hours 

Summary 
IR2209 offers an introduction to international political theory (IPT). The course adopts a global, 
comparative, and historical approach exploring how international thought within and beyond 
Europe sits within global intellectual history, responding to world events, frequently shaped by 
patterns of imperialism, violence, and resistance. Students will be introduced to the main debates on 
the purposes and value of international thought; its relationship with international theory; and 
methods of interpretation and critique, including juxtaposing texts from different places and times. 
The course deals with debates and themes prompted by individual thinkers and key texts, and 
considers their location within the disciplinary history of International Relations, and the prevailing 
IR ‘canon’ including realism, liberalism, constructivism, and critical theory. Students will develop in-
depth knowledge of individual thinkers and key texts. Topics covered will include world order, 
sovereignty, law, the state, and war; international government, empire, and decolonisation; gender, 
race, and class.  

Conditions 
Prerequisite: If taken as part of a BSc degree, the following course(s) must be attempted before you 
can register on this course: 

• IR1198 International Relations: Theories, Concepts and Debates

Aims and objectives 
The aim and objectives of the course are to: 
• To develop student knowledge of international political theory beyond the ‘isms’ (realism,

liberalism, constructivism, post-colonialism) towards individual thinkers, key texts, and themes.
• To cultivate a critical awareness of how International Relations theory intersects with and

borrows from international political theory and international political thought.
• To develop tools of analysis and critique of international political theory, including

metatheoretical critique, historical critique, and comparative critique.
• To broaden the field of international political theory to thinkers beyond men from Europe and

North America
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Learning outcomes 
At the end of this course and having completed the essential reading and activities students should 
be able to: 

• describe and compare some of the existing texts in International Political Theory, and discuss
themes, concepts, and ideas contained within them.

• recognise prominent themes in the historical development of international political thought
relating to (for example) questions of order, power, community, race, gender, or subjecthood.

• differentiate between International Political Theory and the International Relations discipline,
as well as identify connections between IPT and IR Theory.

• recognise and apply existing methods and approaches in analysing and critiquing International
Political Thought, including traditionalist/canonical approaches, the contextualist approach,
the comparative approach, and approaches favoured by global intellectual history.

• demonstrate deeper knowledge of two or more key thinkers who have written on
international thought, including an ability to interpret and critique some of their ideas.

• use IPT to analyse and interpret historical and contemporary issues in world politics.

Essential reading 
Armitage, David. Foundations of Modern International Thought (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2012). 

Jahn, Beate, Steve Smith, and Thomas Biersteker. Classical Theory in International Relations 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).  

Keene, Edward. International Political Thought: A Historical Introduction (Cambridge, UK; Malden, 
MA: Polity, 2005). 

Owens, Patricia, S. Dunstan, K. Hutchings, and K. Rietzler. Women’s International Thought: Towards 
A New Canon. (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2022) 

Shilliam, Robbie. International Relations and Non-Western Thought: Imperialism, Colonialism, and 
Investigations of Global Modernity (Abingdon: Routledge, 2010). 

Assessment 
A three-hour unseen exam. Students will be required to answer three questions. 

Syllabus 
Lecture List: 

1. Introduction: International Relations Theory, International Political Theory, Historical
International Thought, and Comparative Political Thought

2. Reading and Critiquing International Political Thought: Some themes and Approaches

Part I. From ‘Ancient’ to ‘Classical’: International Political Theory and Global Intellectual History 

3. Social Order, World Order, and Universal Empire: All-under-Heaven, Ancient Greece, and
Khaldun

4. Warring States and Confederacies: Arthashastra and the Great Law of Peace
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5. Sovereignty, law and war: Grotius in the colonies
6. Hobbes, the state, anarchy, and savagery
7. Kant, Kang, and Cosmopolitan Peace
8. Global revolutionary thought: Haiti, Hegel, Marx, and Mao

Part II. The Global Birth of International Relations: War, Peace, Empire, and Resistance 

9. J. S. Mill, Liberalism, and Empire
10. Utopianism, Liberalism, and Realism (1900-1950)
11. Empire, race, and anti-colonial thought: Benoy Kumar Sarkar and W. E. B. Du Bois
12. Modernity, Empire & Race: Sun Yat-sen and the Kyoto School

Part III. Violence, Decolonisation and Post-western worlds 

13. Decolonisation: Fanon, Césaire
14. Violence: Hannah Arendt
15. The international thought of the Cold War: Modernisation theory and dependency theory
16. Gender and sexuality: Social movements and IPT in the 20th and 21st centuries
17. Planetary crisis: Environmentalism and the end of International Relations?
18. Science Fiction as IPT: ‘Black Panther’ and the ‘Three-Body Problem’
19. Conclusion
20. Revision Lecture
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