
International Relations Theory 

PLSC 418 

Sec 001 
 

 

Instructor: Wonjun Song      TR 10:35 – 11:50 

Office: 211 Pond Laboratory     Classroom: 217 Thomas 

Email: wus140@psu.edu     Fall 2016 

Office Hours: TR (2:00 pm – 3:00 pm), or by appointment 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Course Description and Objectives: 

This course provides undergraduate students with an overview of international relations 

theory. The principal aims of the course are: 1) to familiarize students with theories and 

conceptual tools used to analyze world politics, and 2) to explore how different theories and 

conceptual tools speak to contemporary debates and events. This is NOT a course describing 

current events in world politics, but one that enables students to see these events from an 

analytical angle and form their own understanding of world politics. This course has NO 

particular regional focus. This course also departs from the “grand theories” of international 

relations and focuses more on the “middle-level theories.” The course is organized into three 

parts. The first part looks at basic concepts of international relations theory, some of the early 

works on states, and causes of international conflict. The second part moves on to the specific 

topics in international security such as democratic peace/victory, warfighting, military 

effectiveness, and military coups. The third part is about non-traditional topics such as aerial 

bombing, covert intervention, Western linkages and leverages, and military cooperation.  

 

Assignments: 

1. Exam 1 (September 29th, Thursday), 20% 

2. Exam 2 (November 3rd, Thursday), 20% 

3. Exam 3 (December 8th, Thursday), 20% 

- All exams consist of short answers and essay questions.  

- The first two exams will cover just the preceding section of material (NOT cumulative) 

- The last exam will be cumulative.  

- You MUST bring blue books and write the answers in PEN (no pencil, please).  

 

4. Short Paper 1, 15% 

5. Short Paper 2, 15% 

- You must write two 5-8 page essays, each responding to questions about the readings. Each 

essay question will be connected to a set of readings on that topic. You may choose 2 

questions to answer among the 6 questions given. You must attend the class in order to 

submit the paper. It is your responsibility to make sure you submit the essays on time, and 

that I receive them in a readable form. You may not write more than 2.  

- Margins are 1-inch, left, right, top, and bottom. Times New Roman, font size 12, double-

spaced.  

 



6. Quizzes, 10% 

- Since there is no attendance requirement, there will be 5 unannounced quizzes during the 

semester on the assigned reading. If quiz is given, it will be on the reading(s) assigned on that 

day. No make-up quizzes will be given for any reason, but I will drop your lowest quiz grade 

(2.5% each).  

 

- I strongly encourage you to read international news media online, such as the BBC, the 

Economist, and the Foreign Policy.  

 

Missed and Late Assignments: 

- I will give extensions on only in very extreme circumstances. You MUST have an extension 

approved by me BEFORE the exam date. If you miss an exam without approval, you will 

receive a 0 on it.  

- No late papers will be accepted. Since there are 5 opportunities to submit papers, handing in 

two of them on time should not be a problem.  

 

Grading Scale (in rounded numbers) 

A = 93-100; A- = 90-92;  

B+ = 87-89; B = 83-86; B- = 80-82;  

C+ = 76-79; C = 70-75; D=60-69; F = Below 60.  

 

Grade Appeals: 

If you believe that you have legitimate reasons, you may appeal your grade. To do so, wait at 

least 24 hours after the grade is released, and submit a brief memo explaining your concerns, 

within one week (printed out with your name on it). I will NOT discuss your grade with you 

IN PERSON.  

 

"Ground Rules:" 

1) All course materials including this syllabus, exam review sheets, announcements, and 

other information will be provided exclusively on ANGEL and emails. 

2) Changes may be made to this course on an ad hoc basis as circumstances dictate. This may 

include altering or substituting assigned readings or other materials. 

3) Students are expected to arrive in class at the start of the class period (10:35am). No 

accommodations will be made for late arrivals that miss an in-class assignment. 

4) Use of laptop computers to take class notes or as designated by the instructor is allowed. 

5) All cellular devices must remain silenced and stowed away during the class period. 

 

Penn State Policies about Academic Dishonesty:  

The Department of Political Science, along with the College of the Liberal Arts and the 

University, takes violations of academic dishonesty seriously. Observing basic honesty in 

one's work, words, ideas, and actions is a principle to which all members of the community 

are required to subscribe. 

 



All course work by students is to be done on an individual basis unless an instructor clearly 

states that an alternative is acceptable. Any reference materials used in the preparation of any 

assignment must be explicitly cited. Students uncertain about proper citation are responsible 

for checking with their instructor. 

 

In an examination setting, unless the instructor gives explicit prior instructions to the 

contrary, whether the examination is in-class or take-home, violations of academic integrity 

shall consist but are not limited to any attempt to receive assistance from written or printed 

aids, or from any person or papers or electronic devices, or of any attempt to give assistance, 

whether the one so doing has completed his or her own work or not. 

 

Lying to the instructor or purposely misleading any Penn State administrator shall also 

constitute a violation of academic integrity. 

 

In cases of any violation of academic integrity it is the policy of the Department of Political 

Science to follow procedures established by the College of the Liberal Arts. More 

information on academic integrity and procedures followed for violation can be found at: 

http://laus.la.psu.edu/current-students/academics/academic-integrity/college-policies 

 

Notes to Students with Disabilities: 

Penn State welcomes students with disabilities into the University's educational programs. If 

you have a disability-related need for reasonable academic adjustments in this course, contact 

the Office for Disability Services (ODS) at 814-863-1807 (V/TTY). For further information 

regarding ODS, please visit the Office for Disability Services Web site at 

http://equity.psu.edu/ods/ 

 

Instructors should be notified as early in the semester as possible regarding the need for 

reasonable accommodations. 

 

Notes on the Readings 

Reading assignments are expected to be completed before you come to the class. The lectures 

will not always duplicate the reading. The lectures and readings supplement each other, 

presenting other viewpoints, relate ideas to the rest of the course, and clarify tricky concepts. 

All readings will be placed on Angel.  

 

Class Schedule: 

Week 1 (Theme: Levels of Analysis) 
Aug 23 (Tues): Overview of Course and Requirements 

Aug 25 (Thurs): Levels of Analysis 

- Singer 1961: “The Level-of-Analysis Problem in International Relations” 

- Levy 2011: “Theories and Causes of War” 

 

Aug 30 – Sep 1: No Classes, Conference Participation 

- Read introductory materials on how to read regression tables (before Week 3) 

(http://svmiller.com/blog/2014/08/reading-a-regression-table-a-guide-for-students/) 

http://svmiller.com/blog/2014/08/reading-a-regression-table-a-guide-for-students/


(http://egap.org/methods-guides/10-things-know-about-reading-regression-table) 

 

Week 2 (State Responses to Threats and National Security Policy) 
Sep 6 (Tues): “Realist” Ideas about Threats and Interests 

- Waltz 1979: The Theory of International Politics, Chapter 5 

Sep 8 (Thurs): Geopolitics and Strategy 

- Gray 1998: The Geopolitics of Superpower, Chapter 2 

- Crowl 1986: “Alfred Thayer Mahan: The Naval Historian.”  

 

Paper Topic 1: Should the United States follow the geopolitical strategy of a sea power or a 

land power? Identify what are national security threats for the United States, discuss 

advantages and disadvantages of each geopolitical strategy, and argue which one fits better 

(due September 13th)  

 

Week 3 (Causes of International Conflict 1) 
Sep 13 (Tues): Alliance and Conflict 

- Leeds 2003: “Do Alliances Deter Aggression? The Influence of Military Alliances on the 

Initiation of Militarized Interstate Disputes” 

Sep 15 (Thurs): Trade and Conflict 

- Crescenzi 2003: “Economic Exit, Interdependence, and Conflict” 

 

Week 4 (Causes of International Conflict 2) 
Sep 20 (Tues): Power Transition Theory 

- Lebow and Valentino 2009: “Lost in Transition: A Critical Analysis of Power Transition 

Theory” 

Sep 22 (Thurs): Rationalist Explanations of War 

- Fearon 1995: “Rationalist Explanations of War” 

 

Paper Topic 2: When does each theory presented in Weeks 1 through 4 predict that the 

probability of military conflict between the United States and China to be the highest? Which 

explanation appeals to you the most? What can two states do to reduce the probability of 

military conflict? 

 

Week 5 (Exam 1) 
Sep 27 (Tues): Review Section for Exam 1 

Sep 29 (Thurs): Exam 1 (bring blue books & pens!) 

 

Week 6 (Democratic Peace) 
Oct 4 (Tues): Introduction to Democratic Peace Theory: Normative Explanations 

- Dixon 2004: “Democracy and the Peaceful Settlement of International Conflict” 

Oct 6 (Thurs): Selectorate Theory and Institutional Explanations 

- Bueno de Mesquita et al. 1999: “An Institutional Explanation of the Democratic Peace” 

- Goemans 2000: “Fighting for Survival” 

 

Week 7 (Democracy and Warfighting) 
Oct 11 (Tues): Theory of Democratic Victory 

- Reiter and Stam 1998: “Democracy, War Initiation, and Victory” 

- Biddle and Long 2004: “Democracy and Military Effectiveness” 

http://egap.org/methods-guides/10-things-know-about-reading-regression-table


Oct 13 (Thurs): Military Doctrine Choice and Change 

- Reiter and Meek 1999: “Determinants of Military Strategy, 1903-1994” 

- Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2010: “Bear Any Burden? How Democracies Minimize the 

Costs of War” 

 

Oct 18 – Oct 20: No Classes, Conference Participation 

 

Week 8 (Military and Conflict) 
Oct 25 (Tues): Civil-Military Relations and Military Coups 

- Powell 2012: “Determinants of the Attempting and Outcome of Coups d’état” 

Oct 27 (Thurs): Implications for International Conflict 

- Powell 2014: “Regime Vulnerability and the Diversionary Threat of Force” 

- Pilster and Bohmelt 2011: “Coup-Proofing and Military Effectiveness in Interstate Wars, 

1967–99” 

 

Paper Topic 3-1: Multiple theories have been suggested to explain why certain states are 

more likely to win interstate wars, including relative distribution of material capabilities, 

regime type, military doctrine, sensitivity to casualties, and civil-military relations. For each 

theory, present the interstate war cases that are supportive and against. Then argue which 

theory is the most strong/exhaustive theory (i.e., explains the most number of cases).  

 

Or 

 

Paper Topic 3-2: We have seen several cases where stronger states struggle against 

(materially) weaker foes, such as the Soviet Union in Afghanistan and the United States in 

Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq. Use the theories on warfighting and outcomes to answer why 

the positive qualities that make a state to win more INTERSTATE wars can act as the 

negative qualities that make a state to struggle more against weaker foes during 

PROTRACTED, COUNTERINSURGENCY wars.  

 

Week 9 (Exam 2) 
Nov 1 (Tues): Review Section for Exam 2 

Nov 3 (Thurs): Exam 2 (bring blue books & pens!) 

 

Week 10 (Aerial Bombing) 
Nov 8 (Tues): Introduction to Aerial Bombing 

- Horowitz and Reiter 2001: “When Does Aerial Bombing Work?” 

Nov 10 (Thurs): Historical Cases: Vietnam and Kosovo 

- Byman and Waxman 2000: “Kosovo and the Great Air Power Debate” 

- Stigler 2003: “A Clear Victory for Air Power” 

 

Paper Topic 4: The United States and NATO allies imposed the no-fly zone and bombed 

Libya, toppling Gaddafi’s regime. What are the factors that led to the success? Do you think 

the United States and NATO can replicate that for the current Syrian regime too, just using 

airpower? Why or why not? 

 

Week 11 (Tools Other than Military Forces) 
Nov 15 (Tues): Covert Intervention and Its Consequences 



- Berger et al. 2010: “Commercial Imperialism? Political Influence and Trade During the 

Cold War” 

- Berger et al. 2013: “Do Superpower Interventions Have Short and Long Term 

Consequences for Democracy?” 

Nov 17 (Thurs): Economic Influences 

- Early 2011: “Unmasking the Black Knights: Sanctions Busters and Their Effects on the Success of 

Economic Sanctions.” 

- Fuchs and Klann 2013: “Paying a Visit: The Dalai Lama Effect on International Trade” 

 

Week 12 (Western Linkages and Regime Change) 
Nov 29 (Tues): Linkage and Leverage 

- Way and Levitsky 2007: “Linkage, Leverage, and the Post-Communist Divide” 

- Bader 2015: “China, Autocratic Patron? An Empirical Investigation of China as a Factor in 

Autocratic Survival” 

Dec 1 (Thurs): Military Education and Repression 

- Atkinson 2006: “Constructivist Implications of Material Power: Military Engagement and 

the Socialization of States, 1972–2000” 

 

Paper Topic 5: In your opinion, what are the best ways for the United States to influence 

authoritarian regimes to respect human rights for their citizens, other than outright military 

invasion? What are the best ways to block or minimize influences from other autocratic major 

powers such as China or Russia?  

 

Week 13 (Exam 3) 
Dec 6 (Tues): Review Section for Exam 3 

Dec 8 (Thurs): Exam 3 (bring blue books & pens!) 

 


