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The subject that we today call “International Relations” (IR) is
heterogeneous: while the discipline originated from a marriage between
political science and history, today’s IR theories have strong links with
sociology and economics, too. IR is therefore a member of the family of
social sciences, with which it shares many characteristics. The analysis
of the scientific status of social research is thus relevant for the proper
understanding of IR. Like natural sciences, social sciences aim in fact at
explaining the “what?”, “why?” and “how?” aspects of phenomena.

The first part of the course provides students with the basic conceptual
tools of the philosophy of science: induction, deduction and abduction;
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theory and observation; realism and idealism; laws and causality;
explanatory mechanisms and models.

The second part of the course concentrates on social explanation. In
this domain, the causal element typical of the natural sciences has to be
compatible with the intentional element typical of human actions and
interactions. With the constant help of empirical examples from both the
various social sciences and IR, this course part considers: the role of
abstraction and statistics in coping with social complexity; the
importance of laws and models in social explanation; the place of the
beliefs and goals underpinning actions and interactions; the
instrumental and value rationality of human actions; the relations
between micro and macro aspects of social phenomena. Eventually, a
synthetic conceptual framework concerning the structures and dynamics
of social explanation is proposed.

The third part of the course, organized as a series of seminars,
concerns two classic IR articles. These essays propose two theoretical
models of strategic interaction, which explain some dilemmatic aspects
of international security and the outbreak of war.
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