Department of International Relations
Faculty of Social Sciences
South Asian University

Course Title: International Relations Theory?
Number of Credits: 4
Course Instructor: Professor Sanjay Chaturvedi

Course Description: This course familiarises students with some of the major debates within
the discipline. It introduces them to key interdisciplinary conversations between IR and other
disciplines such as history, philosophy and sociology. Although the course content is largely
theoretical, it refers to historical and contemporary developments as illustrative examples.
The course would particularly introduce ‘critical frames’ of enquiry to students, to nudge
them to critically engage, for instance, with the broadly Eurocentric, ethnocentric and
masculinist character of the discipline.

Minimum prerequisites for this course, if any: This is a compulsory course for students
registered for the MA programme in the Department of International Relations.

Learning Outcomes:By the end of the course, students would be able to:

(i) A better understanding of the role and functions of theory on the intersection of empirical
and conceptual-theoretical.

(i) A critical appreciation of the origins and evolution of IR as a discipline, its key
foundational myths and Eurocentric inclinations.

(iii)Developing insights into the complex interplay between the strategic narratives of the
Indo-Pacific and China’s Maritime Silk Route strategy and its implications for South
Asia.

(iv) A critical understanding of the so-called ‘mainstream’ IR and‘critical’theories/approaches

(v) Ability to theorize ‘New Regionalism’ in and for South Asia in the light of some of the
common trans-national, global challenges.

Course structure (with units):

. Why Theory? Thinking Theoretically about ‘International’ Relations

The unit introduces students to the field of IR theory. It seeks to succinctly explain the
function of theory and its centrality in the field of International Relations. Underlining the
importance of pluralizing the ontology of ‘international, this unit encourages students to think
critically about how the complex and dynamic domain of international relations has been
approached in the past and present, and given the contemporary global challenges, how it
might look like in future. Students are also encouraged to think critically about the ‘what’,
‘why’, ‘how’ and ‘where’ of theorizing international relations. Are there normative
/constitutive questions that we need to be aware of given the politics of knowledge
production?

1. The Discipline of IR:Origins, Evolution and Contestation

! This is a revised version of the course, with an updated reading plan.



Deploying critical geopolitical perspectives, this unit invites attention to the dynamic and
complex intersectionality of space and race in the dominant Western classical geopolitical
tradition in the birth of the discipline of IR and its ontological as well as epistemological
implications of its Eurocentric bias. It presents the disciplinary lineage of IR through the so-
called great debates. It further invites attention to questions of space, power and scale, and
encourages students to critically engage with various analytical levels that inform the
theoretical postulates of different approaches in IR.

1.  Mainstream Approaches in IR

The unit presents a comprehensive overview of the major theories in IR,covering mainstream
approaches such as realism(s) and liberalism(s). A further delineation of certain major
theories into sub-schools offers a nuanced understanding of the subject. A group exercise
using the case study of ‘Indo-Pacific’ is used to discuss the different theoretical orientations.

IV.  Critical Approaches in IR

Recognisingdevelopments in the discipline since the 1980s, this unit completes the
disciplinary spectrum by focusing on critical approaches such as postcolonialism and
feminism. A group exercise titled ‘Rethinking Approaches to IR in Anthropocene is
employed to bring clarity to diverse theoretical perspectives within IR.

V.Towards a Non-Western Global IR and New Regionalism for South Asia(Open House)
This unit critically examines the Eurocentric nature of the IR —a discipline critiqued by some
scholars as an ‘American social science’, that neglects the history, politics, experiences and
contributions of the non-Western world- accounts for the Western dominance of IR, and
identifies the pathways towards making IR a more global discipline, or a Global IR. Students
are encouraged to imagine a ‘New Regionalism’ in and for South Asia as we move forward
in the 21% century.

Note: This is a student-led open house.
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Assessment: In addition to Examinations (60%), as per SAU guidelines, students are
required to write a Research Paper (40%).



