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Political Scientists as
Public Intellectuals:
Sofia Ventura

Sofia Ventura is an Associate Professor at University of Bologna and Adjunct Professor at
School of Government — LUISS Guido Carli of Rome. She is a Political Scientist, with a
specific interest in Comparative politics, Italian and French politics, Political leadership
and Political communication. She holds a PhD in Political Science (University of Flor-
ence). From 1997 to 2007, she taught at the Eastern College Consortium composed of
Vassar College, Wellesley College, Wesleyan University based in Bologna. She has held
seminars and lessons at the Faculty of Political Sciences of the Sapienza University of
Rome, at the Italian Institute of Human Sciences (SUM) in Florence, at the Universities of
Pavia and Urbino, at the Sciences-Po Paris and at the Université Paris XII. She has been a
member of editorial staff of the «Rivista Italiana di Scienza Politica» (January 2007 -
December 2009) and from 2010 is a member of the editorial board of the «Rivista di Politi-
ca — RAP» directed by Alessandro Campi. She has been a columnist for the Corriere della
Sera of Bologna, the weekly L’Espresso and the monthly magazine of 1l Sole 24 Ore. Now
she is a columnist of @N — Quotidiano Nazionale. She is reqularly invited as a political
analystin leading radio and tv channels.

IPS: You are a scholar that is also an active participant in public and political de-
bates through commentaries in radio and TV programs. Is your public engagement
aresult of fortuitous circumstances or something that you deliberately chose to do?

I would say that it is the result of a great interest I have always had for politics,
which is the main thing that led me to choose political science as a graduate stu-
dent. It is the same interest that led me to take part in the Gioventu Liberale and to
build political connections over time. When you are intensively interested in an ar-
ea, it is almost inevitable that you will end up working in it.

IPS: Do you think it is possible to keep academic knowledge apart from personal
preferences and political inclinations? And does it make sense to keep them sepa-
rate?

This is the problem for all scholars that want to engage and shape the public debate.
What I mean is that, in principle, it is possible to be “objective” based on the tech-
nical knowledge that derives from academic work. However, the danger is always
looming that we will use the same knowledge for serving the political convenience
or political sympathy of the time. This risk gets magnified when vanity kicks in the
motivations that lead scholars in the public arena.
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IPS: Basically we run the risk of quickly turning from useful to dysfunctional par-
ticipants in the public debate?

I think it is important to remember that our science is not an exact science. As a re-
sult, if we want to be “correct” we should not liken our knowledge to a mathematical
equation. What we can say is that our knowledge leads us to make probabilistic con-
clusions about political phenomena. The problem arises when we try to elevate our
knowledge to some kind of universal truth. When this happens, I think that our
value to the public debate significantly diminishes.

IPS: Well, let’s assume a “benevolent” scenario where scholars engage with public
debates with the aim of contributing to improve them. What are the most im-
portant contributions that political scientists can bring to the table?

I think that political scientists can really provide a useful contribution in a number
of important respects. First, we can improve public understanding of the complexi-
ties that characterize political and social phenomena. Specifically, we can bring in a
systemic approach that helps shed light on the interconnections among the various
parts of the political and social system and how change in one part affects the oth-
ers. Second, political scientists can alert the public and policymakers about the risk
of unintended consequences that stem from political and constitutional choices.
Third, political scientists have a lot to say about the impact of public policies—and
this is a key contribution.

In doing that, political scientists can be of help in fostering a more informed public
debate, especially at a time in which such a debate is particularly poor (probably not
Just in Ttaly, but particularly so in our country). Our methodological toolkit is also
important here. For instance, when I write for newspapers or participate in TV pro-
grams—and at risk of appearing boring—I adopt the methodological tools that
come from the study of political science. I can give you an example that builds from
my work on political narratives. As public debate is replete with narratives, what I
try to do in my public appearances is to show that these narratives are far from
providing causal explanations and that more attention should be devoted to clearly
establishing lines of causation when explaining political outcomes.

IPS: Until now we have been discussing the contributions of political science to
public and political debates. What about the other line of causation? In what re-
spect does public involvement improve academic work and how?

Well, the first answer is that public engagement drains off a lot of resources from
academic work! In general, however, more than improving academic work, public
engagement with the world we study provides a deeper knowledge of it. Then, of
course, it very much depends on the research object. In my case, being immersed in
anetwork of people that makes the political communication is of great advantage as
I get close to the object of study. In a certain sense, it is a kind of participatory ob-
servation.

IPS: What is your take on the relevance of political scientists to the public debate?
Do you think that public engagement is a recipe for relevance or not?
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Yes, I think it is. Of course, getting outside a university class to the public debate re-
quires personal inclinations and not all academics might be willing to do that. Yet it
is necessary to exit from our offices to comment in a newspaper at least. It is also
necessary to bear in mind that when we address non-academic communities, it is of
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utmost importance to use different linguistic codes’ and make the results of our re-
search appealing and accessible. Moreover, this, of course, requires a lot of effort.

IPS: What about our relationship with policymakers and their choices? Are we able
to be heard, particularly as compared to academics working in other fields as law-
yers or economists?

A general problem in our country is that politics tends to rely on political scientists,
economists or lawyers only at the point in which political choices need to be legiti-
mized. Policymakers do make a selective use of technical competences. In other
words, they approach us already with an idea of what they want to do rather than
with the question of how to reach a specific goal.

Having said that, for political scientists the other challenge is that we cannot pro-
vide policymakers with definitive answers on the courses of action they want to
pursue. Furthermore, we find ourselves operating in a cultural tradition that at-
tributes lawyers’ pride of place in the management of “cosa pubblica”.

IPS: A not too favorable environment to get a hearing, right?

Yes, but the problems are also of our making. For instance, our quest for specializa-
tion risks denting the very contributions we can make to public and political
debate. As the doctor that knows everything about one part of the body is not neces-
sarily able to cure a fever, so an excessively specialized political science risks losing
understanding about how political systems operate.
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