
INTRODUCTION: WHY 
YOU SHOULD BUY 
THIS BOOK 
(Or: Why Have I Written it?)

I have written this book with one very clear aim in mind: to help 
students new to the study of International Relations Theory (IRT) find 
their way in to what can be a beguiling, complex, yet ultimately fascina-
ting subject of study at university level. IRT is beguiling because there are 
so many different theoretical perspectives on offer, all claiming to offer 
important insights into what makes the world of international affairs 
‘tick’. How do we know which theory is ‘best’? IRT is complex because it 
is often a brand new field of study for students, even those who come 
from a Politics or History background. Many school- and college-level 
courses deal with issues in international relations such as globalization, 
war and peace, but the ‘theory’ element is the vital addition that sets 
university-level programmes in International Relations apart. And no 
one really enjoys doing theory, do they? If nothing else, I hope this book 
helps you lose all fear of theory, theorizing and, yes, theorists! 

And this is why IRT is fascinating. We might not realize it when we 
watch news reports about the Arab Spring, the War on Terror, or the crisis 
in the Eurozone, but underpinning all political and media cover age of 
global politics is a theoretical take on events. News media tell us which 
actors are important, frame how they are interacting on the global stage, 
speculate on their motivations for doing so and debate the possible out-
comes of the decisions they make. Sometimes these are routine, day-to-
day decisions, at other times they are hastily concocted in a crisis. The 
point is that in selecting to present the views of a few actors, in a certain 
way, and with an editorial slant that can cue you, the consumer of news, 
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to view some actors or causes more sympathetically than others, theore-
tical choices have been made. After reading this book you will, I hope, be 
in a better position to ‘see through’ some of the dominant ways in which 
the world is simplified for understanding through these significant but 
often hidden theoretical choices. As a result, the book should help you 
discover how and where you can acquire the skills of critical engagement 
with the world around you on your course in IRT. And let’s face it, if 
students of politics and international affairs can’t take a critically infor-
med perspective on those who govern us around the world, who can?

A note on terminology: ‘International Relations’, written with capitalized 
‘IR’, denotes the formal study of international relations: there is a dis-
cipline of International Relations which studies international relations 
going on ‘out there’ in the world. In different universities, courses in IR 
go by the names ‘international politics’, ‘global politics’ or ‘world poli-
tics’, each containing varying amounts of theory. This book abbreviates 
International Relations Theory to IRT.

The book has been explicitly written for the newcomer to IRT with the 
goal of helping you manage your learning on your IRT course. It has 
been structured to make it easy to dip in and out of, and might also be 
used either as a refresher or adjunct to courses that deal with interna-
tional affairs and which demand engagement with perhaps the odd 
popular theory such as Realism and Liberalism. The skills element (how 
to plan, research and write essays as well as revise for exams) is a hugely 
important feature of this book and, here, students from across politics 
and related disciplines should find something to help them through 
assessed and non-assessed work at university. 

It can be a daunting prospect beginning the study of new subjects. 
There are long reading lists to plough through, unfamiliar concepts to 
learn and apply, difficult ideas to digest and many new ways of thin-
king to master in a relatively short space of time. The volume of rea-
ding and the depth of information required to succeed can be 
overwhelming for any student. This book should help you navigate 
your way through the complexity of IRT in three main ways. First, it 
summarizes the main components of the key theories you are likely to 
encounter on your course. Second, it shows how all these theories 
interrelate and influence each other in constructive dialogue over 
time. Third, it introduces the background to each theory and gives you 
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a clear sense of how this apparent jumble all ‘fit’ together in the disci-
pline. The book provides you with a clear overview of your IRT course 
that will allow you to fill in the detail as and when required. 
Furthermore, it offers practical advice and guidance on putting toge-
ther assessed and non-assessed coursework (essays and presentations), 
and tips on how to do your best in exams.

HOW TO USE THE BOOK (OR: TAKING OWNERSHIP  
OF YOUR LEARNING ABOUT IRT)

This book is designed to help you succeed in your undergraduate or 
postgraduate level course in International Relations Theory. Theories of 
IR are likely to crop up in many and sometimes unexpected places 
during your degree programme; they are not only studied on courses 
specifically called ‘International Relations Theory’. Theory regularly 
features in courses variously titled International Politics, International 
Relations since 1945, World Politics since 1945, the Contemporary 
World Arena, Foreign Policy Analysis and Methods in International 
Relations. Any module on International Security or Security Studies is 
likely to have a strong theoretical component based around debates 
between Realists and ‘the rest’, on, for example, the utility of nuclear 
weapons as security guarantors in the modern world. Theoretical 
concerns underpin the material on all these courses, and this book 
should therefore be useful whether your course is specifically on IRT or 
whether you need it as a handy introduction to the theories that crop 
up on related Politics and IR degree level modules.

The principal aim of the book is to help you succeed at coursework 
assignments, pass your exams, and overall to get the best out of your 
course in IRT. It has been designed and written to provide you with an 
accessible guide to the topics, themes and issues you will encounter on 
a typical IRT course, and the ways of thinking, writing and presenting 
evidence your tutors will be looking to see when they assess your writ-
ten work and/or oral presentations (depending on the mode of assess-
ment for the module you are on). I have not written the book to be 
another textbook on IRT – there are plenty of very good ones on the 
market already. Nor is this book meant to be read instead of textbooks, 
academic journal articles and other wider readings for your course. 
Given the succinct ‘overview’ nature of my coverage of the theories, this 
book should be read as a basic introduction before, and, if necessary, 
alongside the more advanced and in-depth scholarship which you will 
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undoubtedly need to engage with to impress your tutors, who will be 
encouraging you to go beyond textbook treatments of all the subjects 
you take at university level. The introductory nature of my coverage 
together with the skills element of the book means that you should also 
find it useful to return to this book as you near the end of modules dea-
ling with IRT and/or as you begin preparing for essays, exams and other 
assessed work. In sum, I hope this book is both primer and refresher, 
and that it is easy to navigate in and out of when you need to support 
your learning about IRT.

Students of International Relations and International Relations 
Theory are well served by a host of textbooks coming at the subject from 
a range of perspectives. These textbooks, in turn, are synthesizing often 
dense and complex writings from academic research monographs and 
articles in scholarly journals, where you will find the latest cutting-edge 
research on the subject. This book is intended for use in supporting the 
information and learning skills you develop by reading the main course 
texts and the ‘original’ theoretical and empirical work on IRT. It will 
help familiarize you with the basics of the discipline and give you an 
‘insider’s’ (tutor’s) perspective on how to prepare effectively for putting 
together coursework essays and sitting exams. In terms of the key skills 
tested in such assessments, the book helps you organize your thoughts 
effectively, plan persuasive and logical arguments, and express those 
arguments clearly in speech and writing.

The aims of this book are:

 To introduce you to the subject matter of International Relations
 To survey the key theories of International Relations
 To provide help in developing the essential skills needed to meet the 

learning outcomes on courses in International Relations that have a 
theory component

 To act as a study aid alongside the textbook and more advanced 
reading you should be doing on your course.

There are many different theories of IR and it is rare to find a course that 
covers all of them. The time allowed at universities to deliver individual 
modules is very tight indeed and your tutor will have to make choices 
about which theories to teach you and which to leave out or cover only 
briefly. Tutors will not be expecting you to know everything about every 
theory, but they will be looking for a serious engagement with the theories 
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that are covered. I would strongly advise you to consult the information 
about your particular course in IRT as soon as it is available, and to com-
pare what you will cover on your course with the contents of this book. 
You will then only need to concern yourself with the chapters of the book 
that are directly relevant to your studies. In sum, it is unlikely that you will 
need to know each theory in detail, so concentrate your efforts only on 
the ones that are relevant to the course you are studying.

There are many more theories about international relations than there 
are weeks in the average semester to study them all. Make sure you 
know from the beginning of your course which theories you need to 
know in detail, and which are either not covered or less important to 
the overall make-up of your studies. Knowledge of other theories is 
useful but not a prerequisite for success, so plan your time and chan-
nel your energy and reading time wisely.

NAVIGATION AND MAIN FEATURES

This book is divided into four main parts. Part I gives you an orientation 
to the field of International Relations and International Relations 
Theory. Chapter 1.1 introduces the contested subject matter of IR, 
arguing that if you grasp the reasons for scholarly disputes over the 
object of study and how to study it, you will quickly understand why so 
many theories about IR have emerged and developed over the years. 
Chapter 1.2 begins by introducing why academics use theory and then 
focuses on why it is important to study International Relations theor-
etically. In Chapter 1.3 I sketch out what your course in IR theory might 
look like and what your tutor’s expectations of you will be in terms of 
effort, participation and workload. Chapter 1.4 expands on the main 
themes from Chapter 1.2 in that it gives a more formal introduction to 
the development of the discipline of International Relations after its 
foundation in 1919. By the end of Part I you should be comfortable with 
what to expect on your course and to have begun thinking about the 
big questions that animate scholars working in this fascinatingly diverse 
discipline.

Part II is the real nitty-gritty of the book where I present an overview 
of the main IR theories you will come across on your course. You may 
cover some, you may cover them all, so feel free to pick and choose the 
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relevant chapters as you see fit. Chapter 2.1 explores Liberalism, Chapter 
2.2 considers Realism, while Chapter 2.3 introduces the updated variants 
of each, Neoliberalism and Neorealism. Chapter 2.4 delves into English 
School theory and Chapter 2.5 summarizes Social Constructivism. 
After that we move to theories that deal with issues in IR overlooked or 
ignored by these earlier ‘mainstream’ theories. Chapter 2.6 is on Marxism, 
Chapter 2.7 covers Critical Theory, Chapter 2.8 examines Feminism, 
Chapter 2.9 introduces Postmodernism, Chapter 2.10 examines Post-
colonialism and, finally, Chapter 2.11 considers Environmentalism. 
By the end of Part II you should have a solid foundation of knowledge 
about each theory of IR and know where to look to find more detail 
about them.

Each chapter in Part II contains the following features:

 New terms appear in bold and their meaning is clearly explained in the 
Glossary at the end of the book.

 In order to highlight key points in each chapter I have inserted a series of 
‘Tips boxes’ (example below) which will help you remember the most 
important issues raised in each chapter.

Remember, this book should not be seen as a substitute for the cover-
age of the theories you will get from lectures, seminars and course 
readings but as an accompaniment to them.

 I have also included hints in the form of ‘Common pitfalls’ boxes. These 
come from my experiences of teaching IRT and watching how students 
learn about it (or not, as the case may be!) Avoiding these pitfalls will help 
you enormously.

 Scattered throughout the book are ‘Taking it further’ boxes (see p. 11), 
where issues of particular significance within the discipline are deve-
loped in a little more detail than in the body text. I hope these will be 
useful in stimulating you to read more widely around the issues they 
raise.

 For each of the chapters on the substance of IR theories I have provided 
a list of key terms associated with those theories. You might wish to make 
a list of these key terms with all the different definitions and interpreta-
tions placed upon them by IR academics, for two reasons. First, it will help 
you understand the ‘language’ scholars use to debate issues in IR and 
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IRT. Second, you will generate a stock of critical reference material for use 
in your coursework and exam essays.

 I have provided a series of ‘Questions to ponder’ at the end of each of the 
chapters, together with a brief overview of how you might wish to set about 
tackling each one. Thinking about how you carve up essay and exam ques-
tions is a real skill to develop at university and my summary of what tutors 
look for should help you appreciate where you need to be in your written work, 
empirically and theoretically but crucially also in terms of logic and argument.

 At the end of each chapter there are ‘References to more information’ 
where you will find a list of sources you could read to deepen your under-
standing of the issues raised in the chapter. Your tutor will doubtless 
provide you with an extensive reading list for each theory so the two toge-
ther should give you plenty to go on. I have tried to include less well known 
sources along with the canonical texts. It is usually obvious from the title 
what the book or article is about, but for several entries I have included a 
few pointers by way of explanation.

Part III is all about study skills. It offers advice and practical guidance 
in study, writing and revision skills so that you can present your 
knowledge in the most effective possible way in university level essays, 
exams and other coursework assignments, such as individual or group 
presentations. Chapters 3.1 and 3.2 explain how you can get the most out 
of university lectures and seminars by developing techniques and strate-
gies for critically engaging with the relevant material before and during 
lectures, and for consolidating your knowledge in seminars (or tutorials, 
depending on what your university chooses to call them). Chapter 3.3 
surveys the different types of feedback you will receive at university and 
how to get the maximum profit from it. Chapter 3.4 considers the diffi-
cult process of planning and writing academic essays. It encourages you 
to appreciate the importance of essay structure and modes of argumenta-
tion, and gives you practical steps to help deliver well balanced, well 
argued and clearly structured answers. Chapter 3.5 showcases examples of 
best practice in exam writing from real IRT essays I have marked in the 
past (and, yes, the students are still living to tell the tale). 

Developing good essay technique is vital for succeeding at courses in 
IRT. The ingredients of a good coursework essay are the same that go 
into cooking up a good exam answer.
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Chapter 3.6 considers an increasing bane of the modern marking and 
assessment experience for tutors: plagiarism. It explains in simple terms 
what plagiarism is, and, crucially, how to avoid being accused of academic 
malpractice in the form of plagiarism. There is a very simple way, of 
course: do not plagiarize! Forearmed is forewarned. Chapters 3.7 and 3.8 
consider the two things you need to do to succeed at exams: revise effec-
tively and clearly communicate your thoughts in writing under not 
inconsiderable time pressure. By the end of Part III you should be in a 
position to prepare robustly argued, finely balanced, critically informed 
and academically sound coursework submissions. You should also be in 
a position to reflect on how to make the most of your revision time and 
how to do the very best you can in an exam on IRT.

In Part IV, you will find the Glossary and the References.

THINKING LIKE AN IR THEORIST

What do IR theorists do? When approaching a new programme of study 
it is important to grasp as early as you can what it is the scholars who 
have preceded you in the discipline are trying to achieve.

 IR theorists are interested in explaining the interactions between states 
in the international system.

 IR theorists have become increasingly interested in the behaviour of other 
actors in the international system which operate across, or transcend, 
state borders. They include supranational organizations such as the United 
Nations (UN) and the European Union (EU), multinational corporations 
such as Shell or Nike, loose transnational networks such as Al Qaeda, and 
transnational pressure groups such as Greenpeace, Human Rights Watch 
or Médecins Sans Frontières.

 Over time, IR academics have devised a variety of theories to explain the par-
ticular interaction or set of interactions that interest them the most, and which 
they feel best explain the ‘international relations’ they take to be important.

 IR theorists use evidence, logic and reasoned argument with other acade-
mics around the world to build their theories, test those theories and 
refine them over time.

 IR theorists use case studies from the ‘real world’ of politics, economics, 
history and law to ground their interpretations in the realm of ‘facts’.

 Different IR theories can explain or interpret the same event or process in 
different ways. IR theorists might agree on some aspects of international 
affairs but not others and they can be quite ‘tribal’ as a result.
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 IR theory is eclectic in that it draws upon evidence, ideas and arguments 
from across several disciplines in the humanities and social sciences: 
philosophy, law, politics, economics and history all feature in various theo-
ries to differing degrees.

It is vital that you try and learn to think like an IR theorist. Courses in IRT 
are likely to test a lot more than simply your knowledge about the indivi-
dual theories themselves. They will also look to see you engaging with 
debates about the role and value of ‘theorizing’ international relations. 
The experts whose works you read on this course have to grapple with 
these difficult questions every day and if you can show that you compre-
hend their predicament, you are likely to succeed at your course.

Appreciating what IR theorists do on a day-to-day basis helps us under-
stand a bit more about the academic enterprise itself. Every academic 
discipline has its own terminology, shared language and concepts that 
sometimes unite and sometimes cause disagreements between scholars. 
Academic disciplines and sub-disciplines such as IRT have, over time, 
generated practices and shared expectations about what counts as 
knowledge and progress in the field. It is a bit like taking part in a sport 
you have not played before; what you do is useless unless you understand 
the following: first, the basic rules and laws of the game; second, the spi-
rit in which these rules and laws are to be implemented during play (the 
unfolding norms of the sport); third, who is supposed to do what within 
your team, if it is a team sport – everything from tactical positioning to 
strategic aims for the team; and finally, the shared meanings behind the 
actions of the various players in the game, in particular the designation 
of ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ (or runners up).

In football (soccer), for example, it is only when you understand how 
the offside rule works that you can appreciate why the referee blows his 
or her whistle and the players stop the game when the linesperson raises 
his/her flag. Learning skills is one thing, but acquiring knowledge of the 
tactics and techniques for keeping onside is a key part of being a success-
ful footballer. So it is in the academic world that the best students tend 
to be the ones who most quickly understand the ‘rules of the game’ and 
have the patience to spend time getting into the mindset of the experts 
they read and for whom they write essays and exam answers. Familiarity 
with conventions enhances comprehension and speeds adaptation to 
the expectations on you as a student. This book will give you advice on 
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how to get to grips with the discipline of IRT and help you express your 
thoughts in the language or authorial ‘voice’ of the IR theorist. In short, 
it will help you better understand the rules of the game in IRT – what it 
is that IR theorists seek to do when they go to work every morning.

On your course you are likely to be assessed on two main grounds: (1) your 
understanding of each of the theories you cover on the curriculum; and  
(2) your ability to critique each of those theories.

RUNNING THEMES

There is a wide assortment of IR theories, all of which claim to make 
sense of the subject or at least some significant aspect of it. Throughout 
your course you will be exposed to, and expected to engage with, 
aspects of all these debates about the role, nature and value of theori-
zing international relations. Here are five of the most common dimen-
sions of the debate about theory you will probably encounter:

1The nature of theory – while there are many elements of overlap, 
there is no single view common to all scholars of IR on what 

theory is. The word ‘theory’ is often used interchangeably with words 
like ‘approaches’, ‘perspectives’, ‘traditions’, or even ‘images’, indi-
cating that there are real and ongoing disputes over what ‘makes’ a 
theory and when a particular body of writing is sufficiently well devel-
oped to constitute a distinct theory of IR.

2Ontology – or the object of study. The problem, issue or set of 
events different writers or groups of writers are trying to explain 

will necessarily affect both how they study IR and the nature of the 
evidence they deploy to develop, test and refine their theory. The 
question of ontology is therefore vital: do you think different theo-
rists are viewing the same world (do they share an ontology of IR), 
or are they ‘seeing’ different worlds (are their ontologies of IR at 
odds with each other)?

3Epistemology – or the theory of knowledge. The stuff of inter-
national relations is not as tangible and easy to put under a 

microscope as, for example, atoms are for physicists, molecules are 
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for chemists, or as fingerprints are for Crime Scene Investigators. IR 
theorists often involve themselves in quite heated disputes about 
epistemology: what counts as reliable evidence about a particular 
problem area.

4Logic and argument – IR theorists use narrative arguments to 
try and persuade readers of the strength of their case. This use 

of argumentation usually has two dimensions to it. The theorist has 
to construct a theory that flows logically from the evidence gath-
ered and the ontological assumptions s/he has made about the 
object of study, meaning the theory must have internal logic. The 
theorist will often also question the assumptions, interpretations 
and evidential base of other theorists; this is the external dimen-
sion where rival theories look outward to try to critique and knock 
down rival theories.

5Positivist/normative divide – returns us to disputes about the 
nature of theory. For positivists, the study of the social sciences 

can proceed using the same methods as in the natural sciences to 
produce generalizations, predictions and laws about IR. Normative 
theorists question the applicability of methods drawn from the natu-
ral sciences and tend to be more open about the agendas to which 
they write and the uses to which their theories might be put in the 
‘real world’ of politics and public policy.

‘Theory’ is a disputed term. Think about how each writer you study 
either defines the word explicitly in their work or what they would implic-
itly understand ‘theory’ to mean. You should soon see how they might 
position themselves in unfolding disciplinary discussions about the 
uses, nature and foundations of theory.

TAKING IT FURTHER

IR is a multidimensional discipline, so naturally a course on the theories 
about International Relations will reflect the intrinsic diversity of the 
field. It is testament to the scale of the task at hand (theorizing the 
world, to put it simply!) that we have so many theories and so many 
claims to provide an objective, ‘scientific’ account of the broad sweep of 
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international relations. Studying the subject at university level will pro-
vide you with a flavour of the main debates that have shaped the field 
as well as the latest cutting-edge research. The onus is on you to do as 
much wider reading as you see fit to expand your knowledge base and 
follow up on the aspects of IR and IRT that interest you the most. 

To this end I have interspersed the book with ‘Taking it further’ sec-
tions which cover material that may well lie outside the scope of your 
course, but which add depth or a new dimension to the themes we 
cover in the main text. Taking things further in this way is useful for you 
for three main reasons. 

First of all, following up wider debates and points of interest will help 
you understand more about how the individual theories you examine 
on your course fit together to make the discipline of IR.

Common Pitfall
Many students tend to ‘play it safe’ and concentrate only on the essential 
textbook reading for their course. It is advisable to go that extra mile and 
seek out the original academic readings that get quickly summarized in the 
textbooks as a way of helping you develop your critical capabilities and famil-
iarity with the original core texts.

Second, you will learn more effectively about this subject – any subject for 
that matter – if you spend time thinking seriously about the underlying 
disputes about how to study a subject, what ‘counts’ as evidence, and 
how to present your findings appropriately in an academic context. 
Reflecting on what you have learnt and reading around a topic will help 
you understand the material you cover on your IRT course, as well as 
helping you think through the big philosophical and theoretical issues 
associated with research and debates in politics and the social sciences 
more generally. Reading what scholars have had to say about how to 
study IRT will help you come to a position within these debates and 
help you articulate and justify your opinion in essays and exams.

The third reason is perhaps the most important to you at this stage of 
your studies: showing your module tutor that you have actively engaged 
with IR theory. An active and informed dialogue with yourself and your 
peers about the nature, value and role of IRT will come across clearly to 
your tutor when they mark your work. The average student might know 
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what some of the theories say about IR, whereas the better student will 
be able to dissect the assumptions of each theory and be able to critique 
the theories using information they have taken from wide reading 
around the subject. In exams you will not necessarily be expected to 
show the same level of depth and critical capability, but you will need 
to take a stance on a given issue or theory and justify your interpreta-
tion with logic and evidence from key writings. Trying to gain an overall 
impression of the recurring debates that animate the discipline will help 
develop your intellectual abilities no end.

Although your course is an essentially theoretical one, it is important 
that you do not forget that the theorists whose work you study have 
been influenced by events in the world at their respective times of 
writing. Try and identify the influence of practice on theory when you 
read academic books and articles.

QUESTIONS TO PONDER

As you plough through the lecture and seminar reading for your course 
in IR theory it is beneficial to consider the kinds of IRT-related questions 
you might have to answer in exams or essays during and/or at the end of 
the module. Essay questions with deadlines will usually be available at the 
beginning of your module, but if they are not included in your course 
resources from the outset your course tutor may be willing to let you have 
copies of past essay titles before they are published. For exams the obvious 
resource is past exam papers, so check your course materials early on in 
your studies and scrutinize them carefully. These will show you the kinds 
of themes, issues, concepts and ideas that your tutor will push through 
the lectures, and invite you to reflect upon in assessed work.

The nub of the matter is to take an active approach to your learning 
about IRT. Learning from books and articles is not just about concentra-
ting on the fabric of the particular theory you are covering that week, 
although that is obviously the most significant reason for reading and 
attending lectures and seminars. Active learning actively means reflec-
ting on a host of related issues. For example, think about the questions 
that spurred the authors you read to put pen to paper – why did they 
decide to write their pieces and what do you think about their response? 
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Is their interpretation valid, fair, based on sound evidence and argued 
effectively? How would you prepare an answer to the question they set 
themselves and where would you look for evidence? Break down the 
various segments of their books and articles to help you understand 
how they did it and that can inform your view on the appropriateness 
of their position. What issues would you have thrown into the mix to 
perhaps help that author make his/her argument more effectively, or to 
help the author knock down rival theories? Are there any case studies 
from the contemporary world of politics and international affairs that 
shed light on the theoretical problems being explored? Consciously 
applying theory to present problems is a valuable skill to develop.

At the end of each chapter I suggest a few questions that arise from 
the theoretical terrain it traverses. I suggest some ways in which you 
might approach answering them but I leave it up to you to flesh out my 
suggestions with further detail. These questions are designed to encour-
age you to engage with the issues discussed and to help you see how 
important it is to be an active consumer of academic literature rather 
than a passive receiver. Learning to take an active approach to reading 
and digesting this material will help you, not just on your course in IRT, 
but on all the modules you study at university.

REFERENCES TO MORE INFORMATION

Your course tutor will recommend a series of textbooks, journal articles 
and other resources to help you learn about theories of IR. Different 
tutors organize course material differently. On the one hand, you might 
have a reading list that is divided up theory by theory, lecture by lec-
ture, or seminar by seminar, making it easy for you to locate the rele-
vant reading for each week. On the other hand, some tutors prefer to 
give you a long list of readings and let you choose from them which 
sources you want to read in preparation for each of the lectures and 
seminars. On top of your general lecture reading, some tutors might 
invite you to dissect one or two specific readings in advance of semi-
nars, as a basis for discussion within the group on the day.

All approaches to course design and delivery have their strengths and 
weaknesses. The first approach puts the readings on a plate, so to speak, 
speeding up your search for the appropriate texts by saving you having 
to root around in the library to find the relevant material from an aggre-
gate course list. The second approach puts more onus on you to find the 
relevant sources for each week, so while it takes more time, it enhances 
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your information retrieval and wider research skills. Directed seminar 
reading is good for promoting seminar discussion but can, it is said, 
limit the opportunities for better students to explore from the list the 
readings that interest them the most. 

However your course reading lists are designed there are certain core 
textbooks that are absolutely invaluable aids to the study of IRT and I 
frequently refer to them in this book. 

These textbooks come with online resource centres and are aimed directly 
at undergraduate students:
Baylis, J., Smith, S. and Owens, P. (eds) (several editions, 5th edn 2010) The 

Globalization of World Politics: An Introduction to International Relations. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Dunne, T., Kurki, M. and Smith, S. (eds) (2010) International Relations Theory: 
Discipline and Diversity, 2nd edn. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Jackson, R. and Sørenson, G. (several editions, 4th edn 2010) Introduction to 
International Relations: Theories and Approaches. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press.

These books are aimed principally at undergraduates:
Brown, C. and Ainley, K. (several editions, 4th edn 2009) Understanding 

International Relations. Basingstoke: Palgrave.
Burchill, S. et al. (several editions, 4th edn 2009) Theories of International 

Relations. Basingstoke: Palgrave.
Griffiths, M. (ed.) (2007) International Relations Theory for the Twenty-First 

Century. London: Routledge.
Nye, J.S. and Welch, D.A. (2011) Understanding Global Conflict and 

Cooperation: An Introduction to Theory and History. London: Pearson.
Steans, J. et al. (several editions, 4th edn 2010) An Introduction to 

International Relations Theory: Perspectives and Themes. London: Longman.

These books are pitched at undergraduate and postgraduate students:
Brown, C., Nardin, T. and Rengger, N. (eds) (2002) International Relations in 

Political Thought: Texts from the Ancient Greeks to the First World War. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Carlsnaes, W., Risse, T. and Simmons, B.A. (eds) (2006) Handbook of 
International Relations. London: Sage.

Der Derian, J. (ed.) (1995) International Theory: Critical Investigations. 
London: Macmillan.

Griffiths, M. (ed.) (2011) Rethinking International Relations Theory. 
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
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Groom, A.J.R. and Light, M. (eds) (1994) Contemporary International 
Relations: A Guide to Theory. London: Pinter.

Holsti, K.J. (1995) International Politics: A Framework for Analysis, 7th edn. 
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Jørgensen, K.E. (2010) International Relations Theory: A New Introduction. 
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Little, R. and Smith, M. (eds) (2006) Perspectives on World Politics. Abingdon: 
Routledge.

Nardin, T. and Mapel, D.R. (eds) (1993) Traditions of International Ethics. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Nicholson, M. (2002) International Relations: A Concise Introduction, 2nd edn. 
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Smith, S., Booth, K. and Zalewski, M. (eds) (1996) International Theory: 
Positivism and Beyond. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Sterling-Folker, J. (ed.) (2006) Making Sense of International Relations Theory. 
Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner.

Vasquez, J.A. (eds) (1996) Classics of International Relations, 3rd edn. Upper 
Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Viotti, P.R. and Kauppi, M.V. (eds) (1999) International Relations Theory, 3rd edn. 
New York: Macmillan.

Weber, C. (several editions, 3rd edn 2010) International Relations Theory: A 
Critical Introduction. London: Routledge.

When studying IR it is useful to have a working knowledge of international 
history, at least since 1945 and preferably back to 1900. The following 
books will give you the gist of the story:
Best, A., Hanhimaki, J.M., Maiolo, J.A. and Schulze, K.E. (2004) International 

History of the Twentieth Century. London: Routledge.
Calvocoressi, P. (2009) World Politics Since 1945, 4th edn. London: 

Longman.
Gathorne-Hardy, G.M. (1964) A Short History of International Affairs 1920–1939. 

London: Oxford University Press.
Keylor, W.R. (2001) The Twentieth Century World: An International History, 4th edn. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Martel, G. (ed.) (2007) A Companion to International History 1900–2001. 

Oxford: Blackwell.
Reynolds, D. (2000) One World Divisible: A Global History Since 1945. New York: 

W.W. Norton.
Young, J.W. and Kent, J. (2004) International Relations since 1945: A Global 

History. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
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If you want more general guides to settling in and succeeding at university try:
Becker, L. (2003) How to Manage Your Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences 

Degree. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
Davey, G. (2008) The International Student’s Survival Guide. London: Sage.
Rugg, G., Gerrard, S. and Hooper, S. (2008) The Stress-Free Guide to Studying 

at University. London: Sage.

Textbooks naturally concentrate on some theories at the expense of 
others and treat the theories they do cover slightly differently. That 
said, they all consider core sets of issues associated with the nature 
of theory, the strength of their claims to knowledge about IR, and their 
overall contribution to the development of the discipline. They tend to 
use examples from the ‘real world’ of politics and international affairs 
to bring the theories to life. This book is a companion to your textbooks 
rather than a replacement for them, so make sure you use your text-
books to put the flesh on the bones of what I say here.

There are lots of journals devoted to the study of IR and IRT. Here are some 
of the most popular. Increasingly, you can access electronic versions of 
these articles online through your university library: Alternatives, American 
Political Science Review, British Journal of Politics and International Relations, 
Cambridge Review of International Affairs, Ethics and International Affairs, 
European Foreign Affairs Review, European Journal of International Relations, 
International Affairs, International Feminist Journal of Politics, International 
Organization, International Relations, International Security, International 
Studies Perspectives, International Studies Review, International Studies 
Quarterly, Journal of International Affairs, Millennium: Journal of International 
Studies, Political Studies, Review of International Studies and World Politics.

SUMMARY

There is a lot of reading out there about IRT. Don’t let this make you 
apprehensive; one of the most frequent reasons for students not enga-
ging with IRT is fear that because they can’t know everything about a 
theory they are wary of taking those first vital steps to understanding it. 
A way around this potential pitfall is to read widely from day one of 
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your course and it then becomes routine (we will return to this in the 
skills section of the book). Target your reading by parcelling up what you 
need to do week by week. Every student reads differently, works differ-
ently and thinks differently, and there are no hard and fast rules on how 
much preparation is enough for each of the seminars and coursework 
assignments you will do on your course.

When you are comfortable and up to speed with the basics of IRT, a 
complementary skill you need to develop is that of knowing when you 
have done enough to understand the basics of each theory and how you 
might critique that theory. Make sure you have a thorough knowledge of 
your module guide and attend all the course lectures and seminars 
because they will give you a good insight into what your tutor expects 
from you. It is important that you work out for yourself as soon as you 
can in your university studies how you work best and how you best pre-
pare for handing in assignments and revising for exams. This book will 
help you develop these transferable skills, as well as helping you come to 
terms with the diverse, sometimes infuriating and always enjoyable 
world of IRT.
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