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Part 1. Course description 

1.1. General information 

Full course title: International Relation Theory: A Critical Introduction 

Type of course: Elective 

Level of education: Master Degree program 

Year of study: 1st 

Number of ECTS credits allocated: 3 

1.2. Course aims and expected outcomes 

The purpose of the discipline «International Relation Theory: A Critical 
Introduction» is to develop understanding of the leading theories, theoretical and 
methodological debates in Western IR theories, learn to use IR theories in 
understanding the contemporary international system. 

According to the purpose, the main objectives of the discipline are  
– Gain proficiency of social and epistemological conditions of IR theory 

formation; 
– Learn the main terms and categories of competitive IR theory approaches; 
- Learn linkages between IR theories/concepts and empirical realities. 
The course focuses on main theoretical approaches developed by scholars of 

international relations (IR). It discusses the IR theory’s developments as focused on 
structure, rules, and changes of the international system. The bulk of the course is a 
discussion of how different theories answer questions, such as “How is international 
system held together?”; “What are the forces responsible for the system’s formation, 
stability, and change?”; and “Which state foreign policies may be viewed as 
stabilizing and destabilizing the international system en large.” The course aims to 
introduce students to main traditions of thinking about international relations 
including, but not limited to realism, liberalism, constructivism, and post-
structuralism. It also reviews disagreements and debates within each identified 
tradition. Finally, it engages with a new debate about Western and non-Western IR 
theory and analyses the global versus local foundations of knowledge production. 

 

Learning outcomes: 

At the end of the course, a student is expected to: 

Code and name of the 

graduate universal 
Code and name of the universal competence 



competence achievement indicator 

Pc-2. Able to professionally 
analyze and explain the 
positions on major political 
issues 

PC-2.1 To know approaches to the analysis of 
factors that shape the positions on major political 
issues. 

 

 PC-2.2 To be able to professionally analyze and 
explain positions on major political issues. 

 

 PC-2.3 To be able to conduct business 
negotiations in a foreign language. 

PC-6. Has knowledge of the 
main political theories, 
domestic and foreign 
theoretical schools, the main 
directions of development of 
scientific political thought 

IPC-6.1 To know the main political theories, 
domestic and foreign theoretical schools, the main 
directions of development of scientific political 
thought. 

 

 IPC-6.2. To be able to use the main political 
theories, domestic and foreign theoretical schools, 
the main directions of development of scientific 
political thought. 

 

 IPC-6.3. To know political science methodology. 

 

1.3. Course requirements and grading plan 

Students are supposed to attend all seminars and lectures and be fully 
prepared for class discussions. Moreover, students are expected to read suggested 
materials that may assure their ability to make necessary and useful contribution to 
in-class discussions. Along with traditional forms of training – lectures and 
seminars, the following educational technologies are used: 

- Self-guided out-of-class work (with the subsequent check by the teacher) on 
search of factual information (statistical and textual) in the Internet 

- Discussion; 



- Interactive lecture. 
The list of disciplines that must be mastered to begin mastering this discipline 

includes “Politics and law”, “Philosophy”, “Stylistics and scientific editing”, 
“Theory of politics. Methodology of political science”, “History of socio-political 
doctrines of foreign countries: theory, methodology, application-oriented analysis”.  

Grading plan: 
30% - participation in class discussion;  
30% - in-class test (the exact date of the test is decided by lecturer, students 

are informed about the date in advance); 
40% - in-class individual presentation (presentation should include an 

independent research conducted by a student; presentation take no more than 15 
minutes);  

The lecturer reserves the right to reward exceptional effort in class with extra 
credit. 

 
 
 
 

2. Course content 

2.1. Forms of work  

Forms of work Academic hours Credits 
Total 126 3 
Total for lectures, seminars 54  
Lectures 18  
Seminars 36  
Homework 
(self-preparation, presentation-
related research) 

30  

Exam 42  
 

2.2. Discipline contents 

Units and topics Academic hours 

Lectures Seminars Homework Per 
unit/topic 

Western IRT Problematique & 
Russia 2 4 - 6 

Realism 
2 4 - 6 



Realism. Part II 
2 4 5 11 

Liberalism 
2 4 5 11 

Constructivism 
2 4 5 11 

Poststructuralism 
2 4 5 11 

From Western to Global IRT 
2 4 5 11 

Russian IRT: traditions & 
problematique 2 4 5 11 

Exam  
42   42 

Total 18 32 30 126 

 
 
2.3. Course in briefs  

1. Western IRT Problematique & Russia 

The course begins with a discussion of Western IRT problematique and its 

central issues (world system, order, & change). We will discuss these issues and 

historical and cultural origins of their emergence and development into central ones 

in IRT. We will also address the question of local and universal in perceiving these 

issues with a particular emphasis on Russia. 

Discussion Questions 

1. What is Western IRT problematique? Is it universal or specific to the West 

or both? 

2. Is there anything specific about Russia’s perception of IRT problematique? 

Why? 

 

2-3. Realism (Part 1 and Part 2) 

Next two lectures will focus on formation and development of realist tradition 

in both Western and Russian social and intellectual settings. The first lecture covers 



origins of realism’s emergence and its development from classical to structural 

realism. The second lectures covers neoclassical realist school and reception of 

Western realism in Russia. 

Discussion Questions 

1. What schools of realism can be identified? Which specific theories have 

been developed within each school? 

2. What explains the emergence of neoclassical realist school? What are its 

strengths and weaknesses in analyzing contemporary developments?  

 

4. Liberalism 

This lecture focuses on developments within liberal IR tradition from its 

emergence in the 19th century to contemporary schools and theories including 

neoliberalism, mixed approaches such the English School, and their development in 

Western and Russian settings. 

Discussion Questions 

1. What specific schools, figures, and theories of liberalism can be identified? 

Which ones have become prominent and which ones declined in Russia? Why?  

2. Please discuss theory of democratic peace. What are its strengths and 

weaknesses in analyzing contemporary developments?  

 

5. Constructivism 

This lecture discusses different approaches within constructivism and uses the 

opportunity to deepen student understanding of epistemological and methodological 

issues. It particular, the lecture engages with questions that separate mainstream and 

largely positivist version of constructivism from various critical approaches 

including feminism. The latter approaches are then taken for additional discussion 

by the following lecture on poststructural IRT. 

Discussion Questions 

1. Why is the notion of identity central to constructivist IRT? How does it 

separate constructivism from realism and liberalism? 

2. What tensions exist within constructivism? What can explain their 

emergence and development? 



3. What is the theory of international norms? What are its strengths and 

weaknesses in analyzing contemporary developments?  

 

6. Poststructuralism 

The lecture continues with issues of knowledge formation in IRT by 

discussing the centrality of modernity and structuralism in international relations. It 

briefly reviews traditional/Marxist and new critiques of modernity from various 

theoretical and social positions. In addition to the already introduced approaches, it 

discusses post-colonial approaches and their promise in global IRT. 

Discussion Questions 

1. Explain the significance of modernity project in IR. Why has it been 

received by various poststructural theories as the point of critical departure? 

2. What is postcolonialism? In what way has it contributed to our 

understanding of international relations? Does it apply to Russia? 

 

7. From Western to Global IRT 

This lecture revisits the question of global and local in IRT by reviewing 

various geocultural approaches to formation of knowledge about the world. It 

central analytical question is whether or to what extent IR knowledge can be called 

universal and whether IRT should even aim to produce universal and globally 

applicable knowledge.  

Discussion Questions 

1. Discuss conceptual differences and similarities between Western, global, 

and universal 

2. What are ways to reduce cultural ethnocentrism in IRT?  

 

8. Russian IRT: traditions & problematique 

The final lecture discusses Russian IR, its traditions, problems, and ways in 

which Russian IR is and is not a part of global IR conversations. It also addresses 

possible ways to develop Russian IR and facilitate dialogues across cultures and 

regions without losing coherence of global IRT as a discipline. 

 



Discussion Questions 

1. Which Russian IR theories and approaches can be considered influential? 

Why? 

2. Discuss the extent to which Russian realism a part of global IRT. 
 

3. Methodical provisions 

3.1. Presentation topics 

Students choose topics for presentation by their own and with advice and 

consent of lecturer. Possible topics for presentations or essays: 

1. Discussion of universal and specific components of Western IRT 

problematique; 

2. Reflection of Russia’s perception of IRT problematique and its historical 

and cultural origins; 

3. Identification and discussion of how different theories within realism 

support development of distinct schools within realism; 

4. Discussion of the emergence of neoclassical school in realist IR in 

comparison with relevant realist developments; 

5. Identification of three most important schools within liberalism and 

explain their rise and significance; 

6. Application of liberal theory of your choice to Russia and explain its 

relative strengths and weaknesses; 

7. Discussion of theory of democratic peace and its applicability to 

contemporary developments; 

8. Discussion of the notion of identity in constructivism and explain its 

significance; 

9. Comparison of basic assumption of constructivism relative to those of 

realism and liberalism; 

10. Reflection on substance and origins of tensions and contradictions within 

constructivism; 

11. Discussion of theoretical strengths and weaknesses of the theory of 

international norms; 



12. Explaining the significance of modernity project in poststructuralist IR; 

13. Reflection on identity and contribution of postcolonialist approaches to 

poststructuralist IR; 

14. Reflection on why Russia can or cannot be an object of postcolonialist 

analysis; 

15. Explanation of how ethnocentrism affects IR knowledge in Russia and the 

West; 

16. Discussion of the notion of geocultural in forming differences in setting 

theoretical agenda in Western and non-Western IR approaches; 

17. Reflection on importance and difficulties of global IR theory; 

18. Locate strengths and weakness of Russian realism and geopolitics within 

global developments in realism. 

 

3.2. In-class test 

Exemplary questions: 

1. What is the difference between norms and institutions in the constructivist school 

of thought? 

2. How many aspects of power realists usually enumerate (economic, military, etc.)? 

Explain your answer by referencing to classic realist texts. 

3. What are major features of complex interdependence theory? What is major 

difference between mutual sensitivity and mutual vulnerability? 

4. Explain the significance of modernity project in poststructural IR theories. 

5. What is postcolonialism and its contribution to IR theory?  

6. What are differences and similarities between Western, global, and universal? 

7. What are ways to reduce cultural ethnocentrism in IRT? 

 

3.3. Exam questions: 

1. What is Western IRT problematique? Is it universal or specific to the 

West or both? 

2. Is there anything specific about Russia’s perception of IRT 

problematique? Why? 

3. What specific theories and schools of realism can be identified?  



4. What is neoclassical realist school relative to others within realism?  

5. What specific schools, figures, and theories of liberalism can be 

identified?  

6. What is the theory of democratic peace and strengths and weaknesses?  

7. What is identity and why is it important in constructivist IRT?  

8. What are some of tensions and contradictions within constructivism?  

9. What are strengths and weakness of the theory of international norms?  

10. Is Russian IR theory development different from that in the West and, if 

so, why? 

11. What is Russian realism? How is it different from Western realism?  

3.4. Assessment of different types of works 

Type of work Grading system Criteria 

in-class test  

 

А (90-100%) Student answered correctly 9 or more 
questions out of 10. 

 B, C (75-89%) Student answered correctly 7-8 
questions out of 10. 

 D, F (60-74%) Student answered correctly 5-6 
questions out of 10. 

 E (less than 60%) Student answered correctly less than 5 
more questions out of 10. 

participation in 
class discussion,  

in-class individual 
presentation or 
essay  

A (90-100%) Outstanding presentation or essay of 
independent work, active participation 
and critical participation in the 
discussion 

 B (82-89%) Outstanding presentation or essay of 
independent work with limited 



participation in the discussion. 

 C (75-81%) Standard (sufficient) presentation or 
essay with limited participation in the 
discussion. 

 D (67-74%) Standard presentation or essay with no 
participation in the discussion. 

 E (60-66%) Standard presentation or essay with 
visible errors and no participation in 
the discussion. 

 F (less than 60%) Lack of understanding of the subject in 
the presentation, essay and discussions 

Exam A (90-100%)  Thought-provoking and informed 
answers to the questions in the ticket 
and two additional questions. 

 

 B (82-89%) Student gives correct answers to 
questions in the ticket and two 
additional questions. 

 C (75-81%) The correct answers to the questions in 
the ticket and to two additional 
questions are given, provided there are 
inaccuracies and occasional gaps in 
knowledge. 

 D (67-74%) The right answers for ticket questions 
are combined with inaccurate answers 
to additional questions. 

 E (60-66%) The correct answer to one of the ticket 
questions and one additional question. 



 F (less than 60%) Incorrect answers to ticket questions 
and additional questions. 
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5. Material and technical support 

Technical equipment is necessary for this course. Computer, projector, 

Microsoft PowerPoint software are needed for both lectures and seminars. Students 

may need access to Internet.  
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