
Supermarket Political Science

Gianfranco Pasquino*

Professor Gianfranco Pasquino (University of Bologna) was elected in September 2010 President of the 
Italian Political Science Association (SISP) for a three years term. IPS has asked him to express his views 

about Italian political science and his program as president. 

Few days ago at the supermarket a lady asked me “professor, what is political science 
for?”, “to make your life and mine better” was my answer. “But politics is dirty” replied the 
lady. “Yes, indeed, Ma’am, but those who can get to understand the mechanisms and the 
institutions of politics will have the possibility of punishing the politicians who play dirty 
and rewarding those who are clean and fair”. “And how do you, political scientists, go 
about to perform this huge task: teaching uninterested, uninformed, apathetic young citi-
zens?” “This is exactly what the scholarly community of political scientists should discuss 
and, in a way, decide: teaching, communicating, playing a public role. Now that I have 
become President of the Italian Society of Political Science (SISP), I will have the op-
portunity not to impose my own ideas, but to start a serious debate. Let me explain at 
length what I mean and how I hope that SISP and its journal the “Italian Review of Po-
litical Science” (RISP) should work”. 

“My aim and, if I may, our, that is, Italian political scientists’, aim is, of course, not to 
exclude any approach to the study of politics, but to promote a serious debate among 
them. We should not fall into the situation, long ago criticized by Gabriel A. Almond, of 
‘separate tables’. Unfortunately, when I read the RISP and when I peruse the list of pa-
pers presented to our Annual Conventions and attend some of the panels, I realize that 
there is practically no attempt to ‘converse’ among the different perspectives. Moreover, 
and this phenomenon is a source of sadness for me, I ascertain that there is all too often 
little knowledge of the discipline, of its past, of the contributions made by major political 
scientists. Indeed, this is the most important reason that prompted Donatella Campus 
and me to organize a symposium and edit a book: Maestri della scienza politica (Bologna, 
Il Mulino, 2004). I am also pleased to communicate not only that the book has been 
translated into English by the European Consortium of Political Research, but also that 
a second volume, containing contributions on Almond, Converse, Duverger, Lazarsfeld, 
Lijphart, Ostrom, Riker and Strange, is shortly forthcoming. We often extol the scientific 
virtues of the accumulation of knowledge. We are also fond of quoting (the title of) the 
book by Robert K. Merton, On the shoulders of the giants, but all too often too many of us 
simply forget that in order to climb on the shoulders of those giants, one must have read 
those books. If we have not duly and diligently ‘accumulated’ the piles of those books, we 
will not be able to reach the shoulders of our important predecessors. Of course, Ma’am 
(and esteemed colleagues), I am perfectly aware that what I am asking for requires two 
fundamental changes. The first one is that specific courses be devoted to the history of 
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political science through the analysis of the defining concepts essential for the discipline 
as utilized and transformed by the giants in the field. Incidentally, the problem exists not 
only in Italy. It is sort of universal, global, and it has long roots. Not even Sartori through 
his COCTA (Committee for Conceptual and Terminological Analysis) has succeeded in 
producing a significant step forward to a more rigorous and widely shared conceptualiza-
tion. The second fundamental change I would like to introduce will be a serious, deep, 
and sustained effort of, not only conceptual, but theoretical reflection (and confronta-
tion). For this reason, I will propose a new Standing Group: ‘Conceptual and Theoretical 
Analysis’. I have already received some positive answers but, of course, the Group is look-
ing for active members and generous suggestions. 

This leads me to an additional consideration that has to do with the academic com-
munity of us, political scientists. I will define the problem in a nutshell: there is no debate 
among us. Not all the good books written by us are quoted, and not always appropriately; 
our bad books, though quoted by indulgent colleagues, are rarely reviewed properly. 
Leaving aside many other considerations, let me just say that I have a long and good 
memory, but I do not remember any significant debate among us concerning important 
topics. In 1984 and then in 1991, the RISP carried articles on institutional reforms, nas-
cent and, subsequently, in progress. In a way, a limited debate was ignited, but not much 
more. Those unaccomplished reforms are still with us, but we, that is, the “profession”, are 
no more with them. At least, not officially so and certainly not in the pages of the RISP. 
Nevertheless, the political debate on those reforms speaks of the conditions, the nature 
and the quality of Italian democracy and its possible/desirable transformations. It also 
speaks of the political science illiteracy not only of the politicians, which is, in any case, a 
problem, but also of the journalists. Finally, it calls into question our knowledge and our 
ability to teach.

“A propos, Professor, what do you and your colleagues teach and how?” “I am afraid I 
cannot answer your question in a satisfactory way. You know, my colleagues (as well as 
the majority of those who teach at a variety of universities) usually resort to quoting in a 
very improper manner art. 33 of the Italian Constitution: “L’arte e la scienza sono libere e 
libero ne è l’insegnamento”. Unfortunately, what they claim is a sort of full discretionality, 
free hands, in teaching as well as, often, in not teaching what they are supposed to. In this 
regard, we have two problems. First, it does seem to me that our Departments have a 
long way to go if they want to provide the students with the basic knowledge of political 
science and international relations. And this should be done, I am also referring to my 
own Department, by looking very closely into what we teach, that is the menu of the 
courses, and the books we tell the students to read. More coordination is absolutely nec-
essary. My personal experience with the students in the lauree specialistiche and those in 
Doctoral programs indicate wide discrepancies in what they have studied, the courses 
they have followed, what they have learned (and what they ought to re-study and re-
learn). We have a long way to go, rethinking what is a basic education in political science. 
Second, leaving aside personal and departmental jealousies, we ought to improve our 
doctoral programs and our Annual Graduate Conference. Perhaps, some of us should 
also train our PhD students how to teach. As you can see, Ma’am, there is lot that we do 
and there is plenty of space for improvement.” 
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“All you say is fine with me, though it closely resembles what de Gaulle sarcastically 
defined ‘vaste programme’. But, in the end, Professor, why do you think that political sci-
ence should have a more important role in this unfortunate country of ours?” “You see, 
Ma’am, I am not so sure I had too many other occupational alternatives when I gradu-
ated in political science under the supervision of Norberto Bobbio and specialized in 
comparative politics under the guidance of Giovanni Sartori. But I remember being con-
fident that political science was not just one field of study among others. Not for me. I 
thought or perhaps I hoped that political science should not just be confined to study, 
analyze, explain interesting political phenomena. I believed that by teaching young citi-
zens and by writing I could, more or less like Sysiphus, make some grains of knowledge 
reach the top of the mountain, hence performing some useful role for the political class 
and, to put in a slightly rhetorical way, for Italian public opinion. I have never ceased 
thinking so. This is why I believe in the formulation of probabilistic theories. I have tried 
my best and I would like to encourage all political scientists to become, thanks to, not to 
the expense of, their accumulated knowledge, relevant.”

“Good luck, Prof ”. “Thanks, Ma’am, I need it all.”

Pasquino, Supermarket Political Science

3


