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HISTORY, MEANING, CONTEXT:
A CONTEXTUALIST THEORY OF
HISTORICAL UNDERSTANDING

GABOR SzEcs1!, KORNEL MAK?

'Prof. Dr. habil, Professor, Head of Department, University of Pécs, Faculty of Cultural Sciences,
Education and Regional Development; Senior Research Fellow, Head of Research Group,
Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Research Centre for the Humanities, Institute of Philosophy
*Honorary Associate Professor, PhD student, University of Pécs, Faculty of Cultural Sciences,
Education and Regional Development

The aim of this article is to indicate how a version of intentionalist theory of linguistic communication can be adapted
as a part of a contextualist methodology of the history of ideas. In other words, we attempt to clear up the way of har-
monizing the theory that communication takes place when a hearer/reader grasps an utterer’s intention with the meth-
odological conception according to which a historian of ideas must concentrate his attention on the context in which in
his past author was writing. This article argues that a plausible solution to this problem is suggested in some influential
methodological essays by Quentin Skinner. Therefore we shall discuss, on the one hand, the place of an intentionalist
model of communication in Skinner’s methodology by providing a brief outline of the main theses of contextualism and
intentionalism. On the other hand, we deal with some epistemological problems raised by the application of contextual-
ist method. In particular, we consider the questions that can be raised about the manner in which a historian can grasp
an author’ intention.

ABSTRACT

A tanulmdny célja, hogy ravildgitson, miként vilhat a nyelvi kommunikdcié intencionalista elmélete egy kontextualista
eszmetorténeti modszertan részévé. Mdas széval, annak tisztdzdsdara villalkozunk, hogy hogyan hozhaté dsszhangba az az
elmélet, miszerint a kommunikdcioé akkor valésul meg, ha a hallgaté/olvasé megragadja a kozl6 intenciéjdt, azzal a mod-
szertani koncepcioval, mely szerint egy eszmetorténésznek arra a kontextusra kell Osszpontositania a figyelmét, amelyben a
muiltbeli szerz4 irdsa sziiletett. Tanulmdnyunkban amellett érveliink, hogy a probléma egyik lehetséges megolddsdt az ismert
eszmetorténész, Quentin Skinner munkdi sugalljdk a szamunkra. Ezért a kontextualizmus és intencionalizmus f5 tételeinek
dttekintése mellett egyrészt azt vizsgdljuk, hogy a kommunikdcio intencionalista modellje milyen helyet foglal el Skinner méd-
szertandban. Mdsrészt foglalkozunk néhany, a kontextualista modszer alkalmazdsdval kapcsolatban felvet6dd ismeretelméleti
problémaval is. Kiilonosképpen azokra a kérdésekre tériink ki, amelyek a multbeli szovegek sziiletését meghatdrozo szerzdi
intenciok megragaddsdnak modjdt érintik.

INTRODUCTION

The term ‘contextualism’ refers to the method
whereby a historian of ideas concentrates
his attention on the context in which a past
author was writing. The defining tenet of
an intentionalist theory of communication
is that communication takes place when a

hearer or a reader grasps some sort of inten-
tional state (intention, belief, desire etc.) that
is distinct from the utterer’s words expressing
it. Now, one of the most important methodo-
logical questions of the contextualist theory of
historical understanding is whether the con-
textualist method can be harmonized with an
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intentionalist conception of linguistic com-
munication.

A possible answer to this question, we think,
is suggested in some well-known methodo-
logical essays by Quentin Skinner, one of the
founders of the 'Cambridge School' of the
history of political thought.! Quentin Skin-
ner is one of the world’s most influential and
philosophically sophisticated historians of
ideas. His influence can be derived inter alia
from the fact that he attempts to revise the
major methodological tools with which the
history of ideas has been tackled to now by
formulating his contextualist conception in
terms of an intentionalist analysis of linguis-
tic communication that can place some tra-
ditional epistemological hypotheses about
the historical understanding in a fresh and
illuminating context. In short, what makes
Skinner’s contextualist methodology novel
and influential, we think, is the adaptation of
a special version of the intentionalist theory of
linguistic communication. Thus, in our view,
in order to understand the methodological
issues of Skinner’s historiography of ideas, we
must consider the version of the intentional-
ist theory of communication which appears
most strongly to have influenced his thinking.
Now, the main task of our essay is to indicate
how the topic of historical understanding
might involve, or why should it involve, an
analysis of intentional states expressed and
grasped in communicative acts. Our investi-
gation, therefore, include two stages. Firstly,
we shall discuss the place of an analytical
model of linguistic communication in Skin-
ner’s methodology by providing a brief out-
line of the main theses of contextualism and
some important versions of the intentionalist
theory of communication. Secondly, we shall
deal with some epistemological problems that
can be raised about the manner in which his-

! For discussion of the epistemological background of
Skinner’s methodology see e.g. (Skinner 1969, 1978,
1983, 1988, 2002).
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torian can infer a past author’s intention from
the author’s words.

1. TEXTS, INTENTIONS AND HISTORICAL
UNDERSTANDING

Let us begin by clearing up the methodo-
logical conception which Skinner refers to
as ‘contextualism’ What is usually thought
to define the 'Cambridge School' of the his-
tory of political thought founded by Skinner,
Pocock and others is a commitment to a form
of linguistic contextualism: the thesis that his-
torical texts can only be understood correctly
by locating them within their intellectual con-
text and, in turn, that this intellectual context
can only be properly understood in terms of
the language available to the individual past
authors.? What Skinner regards as contextual-
ism is the view that to understand what a past
author meant by a text it is necessary to grasp
what he was doing in writing it in a given his-
torical context. In other words, contextual-
ism, Skinner claims, is the method whereby
the historian concentrates his attention on the
context in which his author was writing. This
means, in Skinner’s view, that to understand
what a past author meant by a text, a historian
must concentrate on the conventions of the
type of society in which author lived, the kind
of person he was, the people whom he was
addressing and trying to persuade, and so on.
As Skinner notes, we must be ready to read
each of the classic text “as though it were writ-
ten by a contemporary” (Skinner 2002: 57).
The relevance of such a contextualist method,
for Skinner, can be pointed out especially in
the cases where the reasons people had for
holding their beliefs do not seem to be rea-
sons for us, and where the beliefs themselves
seem unintelligible. As Skinner claims, in such
cases “we discharge our tasks as interpreters

2 For the discussion of historical contextualism of
‘Cambridge School of the history of political thought,
see (Skinner 1969, 1978, 1983, 1988, 2002; Pocock
1985, 2004; Dunn 1968, 1996).
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if we can explain why say, Aquinas believed
that God is at once three persons and an indi-
vidual Being” (Skinner 1988: 256). “We need
not suppose’, Skinner writes, that “we have to
able in addition to perform what may be the
impossible feat for explaining what exactly
it was that Aquinas believed” (Skinner 1988:
256).

So, in this view, to interpret a past author’s
text, we need to know something about the
historical context in which text was written.
If we attempt to surround a past author’s text
with its appropriate historical context, Skin-
ner claims, we may able to create a more
plausible conception of what the author was
doing in writing the text in question. For to
understand what questions a past author was
addressing, and what he was doing with the
concepts available to him in a special histori-
cal context, is equivalent to understand some
of his basic intentions in writing his text. So,
as Skinner writes, when “we attempt in this
way to locate a text within its appropriate
context, we are not merely providing histori-
cal ‘background’ for our interpretation; we are
already engaged in the act of interpretation
itself” (Skinner 1978: xiv).

In arguing for this contextualist methodology
of the history of ideas, Skinner offers his criti-
cism of the view that concentration on the text
is sufficient in itself for the understanding of
the ideas contained in it. This so-called textu-
alist view, Skinner points out, is wrong, since
it assumes the existence of “timeless truths”
which the historian hopes to distil from a
past author’s text. This erroneous assump-
tion about “timeless truths’, he argues, occa-
sions that meanings which historians ascribe
to the past authors might have very little or
nothing to do with the authors’ intentions.
Some historians, for example, say of Machi-
avelli and Rousseau that by writing what
they did, Machiavelli laid the foundation for
Marx, and Rousseau provided the philosophi-
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cal justification for the totalitarian as well as
the democratic national state. Skinner argues,
however, that description such as “Machi-
avelli laid the foundation for Marx” cannot
be action descriptions, because they are not
descriptions “which the agent himself could
at least in principle have applied to describe
and classify what he was doing” (Skinner
1969: 29). For Skinner, the main problem
with such descriptions is that they unapolo-
getically avoid any reference to the intentions
of the author in question; rather, they merely
engage in philosophical criticism or moral
judgment such that “history becomes a pack
of tricks we play on the dead” (Skinner, 2002:
65). So those historians of ideas who to tend
to form such descriptions simply assume that
the same word employed by different authors
indicates the same meaning and intention on
the part of each. Ideas thus treated “histori-
cally”, Skinner claims, are in fact abstracted
from the past author’s writing and, therefore,
they cannot tell us anything about the role
it originally had in the arguments and doc-
trines of the various authors concerned. The
only way to settle the matter is to explore the
dominant intellectual context of the time “by
paying as close attention as possible to the
context of [a particular] utterance, we can
hope gradually to refine our sense of the pre-
cise nature of this intervention constituted by
the utterance itself” (2002: 117).

So what leads Skinner to form his critical
statements in the general assumption that the
past authors were merely concerned with spe-
cific problems occurring in their own quite
unique historical circumstances, and that
they all conceptualized and expressed these
problems by following the rules of a specific
linguistic tradition. Thus, on Skinner’s view,
in interpreting a historical text, we must
regard this text as a definite set of utterances
formulated by a past author with the inten-
tion to communicate a certain meaning to
a given group of the past hearers or readers.
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Consequently, according to Skinner, the main
task of the historian’s investigation is to ascer-
tain the intention of the past author in writing
his text. If that is so, a historian must presup-
pose, above all, a certain set of linguistic tools
(words, expressions, phrases etc.) that alone
makes it possible for a past author to express
the intention which is ascribed to him by the
historian. To understand a text, therefore, the
historian must firstly determine the range of
description available to the author of a text;
and secondly he must elucidate, within these
limits, what was the author’s actual intention.
In other words, clearing up what the past
author could have intended, the historian
then determines what the author must have
intended to utterance; that is, the historical
study of the texts and contexts relating to the
past authors must be a study of intentions
which the authors’ words express.

Having said this, Skinner’s argument on this
score would certainly appear to us to be rest-
ing on an influential analytical conception
of linguistic communication. However, in
contrast to the generally accepted assump-
tion, we believe that this conception cannot
be regarded as a part of the theory of speech
acts associated with the Oxford analytical phi-
losopher, John L. Austin. Rather, we think, it
is a special version of the intentionalist theory
of communication. In other words, Skinner’s
contextualist conception of the interpretation
of the past authors’ text seems to be based
on an intentionalist theory of the intentional
structure and mental conditions of com-
municative acts. Thus, to clear up the basic
assumptions of Skinner’s methodology I turn
now briefly to the main theses of the theory of
communication that appears most strongly to
have influenced Skinner’s thinking.

2. MEANING AND INTENTION

It is a familiar view, suggested by the com-
mentators of Skinner’s works, that Skinner
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has standardly formulated his methodologi-
cal conceptions in terms of Austin’s analysis
of communicative acts.’ Indeed, Skinner’s
admiration for Austin goes so far that he pro-
tests against those who write of his theory of
speech acts as if there is scope for alternative
theories. For Austin, Skinner claims, carried
the attitude of disinterested curiosity about
the workings of language farther than any-
body in the analytical philosophy of language,
and, therefore, he could provide “a way of
describing” a fundamental aspect of under-
standing (Skinner 1988: 262).

The “way of understanding” that Skinner
regards as Austin’s most important contribu-
tion to a general theory of speech acts is the
illocutionary description of communication
that has been widely discussed and employed
conception in the analytical philosophy of
language in the years since Austin coined the
term ‘illocutionary act’ As it is well known, an
illocutionary act on Austin’s original account
is an act which is performed in saying some-
thing. It is, in this view, to be distinguished
both from acts of saying something (the
making of noises, or marks, belonging to a
language), and from acts bringing something
about as a consequence of saying something.
In brief, illocutionary acts are to be distin-
guished from locutionary and perlocutionary
acts. So in terms of Austin’s model of illocu-
tionary acts, the meaning of a word would
appear as being inextricably tied down to
specific activities in the context of which they
enter into usage.

Now Skinner argues that a proper under-
standing of the concept of illocution gives us
grounds for offering plausible accounts about
the way of interpreting the texts of the past
authors. For the main task of the interpreta-
tion of a past author’s text, Skinner claims,
is to illuminate the illocutionary force of the

* See e.g. (Pocock 2004).
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text. But how can the awareness of illocution-
ary force contribute to understanding of a past
utterer’s meaning? Although this question has
been formulated by using Austinian terms,
the answer suggested by Skinner is based on
an intentionalist conception of communica-
tion rather than on Austin’s original doctrine
of speech acts. In answering the above ques-
tion, Skinner emphasizes that to illuminate
the illocutionary force of a past author’s text,
a historian must be determine the author’s
intention expressed by the author’s words in a
given historical context. So, in Skinner’s view,
in order to grasp the illocutionary force of a
past author’s text, a historian, having found
out what the author could have intended in a
given historical context, must determine what
the author has intended to utter.

This means, accordingly, that in illuminating
the contribution of the awareness of the illo-
cutionary force to our understanding of the
historical texts, Skinner argues for a version of
the intentionalist theory of linguistic commu-
nication. As we have seen, the defining tenet
of an intentionalist conception is that com-
munication takes place when a hearer/reader
grasps some sort of intentional phenomenon
that the utterer’s words express. Different ver-
sions of the intentionalist theory, however,
may define differently the intentional state or
process which is supposed to be grasped in
communication. Donald Davidson, for exam-
ple, thinks of it as an intention that a hearer/
reader is to recognize the utterer to have.4
On Davidson’s account, the hearer’s/reader’s
grasp of an utterer’s communicative intention
is mediated by the hearer’s/reader’s knowledge
of the truth-conditions of the utterer’s lan-
guage. The utterer’s primary intention, David-
son claims, is the intention to utter words
that will be interpreted by the hearer/reader
as having certain truth-conditions (Davidson
1984:271-273, 1986: 435). What enables the

4 See (Davidson 1980, 1984, 1986, 2001)
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utterer to realize this intention is the hearer’s/
reader’s knowledge of truth-conditions of the
sentences in the other’s language, for which
the prior theory will be substituted by an ad
hoc passing theory in the course of conversa-
tion.

Davidson acknowledges that he, like many
other exponents of the intentionalist theory,
has been influenced by Herbert Paul Grice’s
analysis of meaning something by something
(Davidson 1990: 311). For Grice’s conception
is one of the first, most influential analyti-
cal versions of the view that for an utterer to
mean something by an utterance is for him
to have a certain set of intentions directed at
an actual or possible audience, that is, for an
utterer to mean something by an utterance is
for him to make that utterance with the inten-
tion of producing certain effects on his audi-
ence. Now a simplified version of Grice’s anal-
ysis for “indicative-type” utterances is this:

By uttering x, utterer U meant that p is
true if for some audience A, U uttered x
intending:

(1) A to believe that p,

(2) A to recognize that U intends (1), and

(3) A’ recognition that U intends (1) to
function, in part, as a reason for (1).5

So, in this analysis, the successful conver-
sation depends on the participants achiev-
ing (1), (2) and (3). Achieving (2), however,
means getting one’s interlocutor to recognize
the utterer’s intention to achieve (1). This
intention to achieve (1) can be regarded as
the utterer’s massage in Grice’s intentionalist
model of communication.

The approach taken to linguistic communica-
tion in Grice’s and Davidson’s works is based
on a more general view of the relation between
meaning and intentionality. In this view, the

°> See (Grice 1968: 230)
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utterer’s meaning should be definable entirely
in terms of more fundamental forms of inten-
tionality. In this sense, we can define meaning
in terms of forms of intentionality that are not
intrinsically linguistic. That is, for example,
if we can define meaning in terms of inten-
tions, we define a linguistic notion in terms
of a non-linguistic notion. So this means, in
other words, that certain fundamental seman-
tic notions such as meaning are analyzable in
terms of even more fundamental psychologi-
cal notions such as intention.

What drives generally intentionalist theo-
rists to this conclusion, we think, is the idea
which is summarized by John R. Searle in the
following way: “Since speech acts are a type
of human action, and since the capacity of
speech to represent objects and states of affairs
is part of a more general capacity of the mind
to relate the organism to the world, any com-
plete account of speech and language requires
an account of how the mind/brain relates the
organism to reality” (Searle 1983: vii). So such
a basic assumption leads intentionalists to
attempt to ground the notions of meaning and
speech acts in a more general theory of inten-
tionality and mind. This assumption leads, at
the same time, the exponents of all versions
of the intentionalist theory of communication
to reject the behavioristic view that spoken
languages are the very medium of thoughts
of which the overt speech acts constitute the
most fundamental forms, that is, with the
view which leads, for example, Wilfrid Sellars
to “equate concepts with words, and thinking
[...] with verbal episodes” by eliminating the
awareness of logical space prior to the acquisi-
tion of a language (Sellars 1963: 162).

Now it seems to us that an intentionalist
account about the nature of the relationship
between language and intentionality enables
us, for example, to answer many puzzles about
the relation between meaning and reference.
Such an account, for example, can make it
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clear how the relation between meaning and
reference can be analyzable in terms of the
ontions of intention, belief, and other inten-
tional states. It goes without saying, however,
that this conception of utterer’s meaning can
be adopted as a part of a contextualist meth-
odology of history of ideas without solving
some further epistemological problems. In
particular, an exponent of a version of con-
textualist methodology must offer a plausible
account of the manner in which a historian
can infer a past author’s text that is bound up
intrinsically with the ideological context of
writing. In order to provide such an account,
however, a historian needs to illuminate the
special role of the ideological context in the
literal forms of communications.

3. CONTEXTUALISM AND INTENTIONALISM

In contextualist view, a plausible account
about the context of a past author’s text would
enable us to understand some of his basic
intentions in writing, and to elicit what he
might have meant by what he uttered. To sup-
pose this view on interpretation, however, an
exponent of the contextualist-intentionalist
methodology must explain the manner in
which a historian can grasp an author’ inten-
tion. Skinner suggests the following solution
of this epistemological problem: in order to
understand a past author’s basic intention in
writing, we must see, inter alia, what questions
he was addressing and trying to answer, and
how far he was accepting and endorsing, or
questioning and repudiating, or perhaps even
polemically ignoring, the prevailing assump-
tions and conventions of political debate. But
what exactly does enable a historian to grasp
an author’s basic intentions by studying the
ideological context of the author’s text? How
can a historian infer and individual mental
state from the special features of the context
of an author’s text? And what exactly does
a historian need to be aware of to grasp an
author’s message?
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As far as we can see, Skinner does not offer
plausible answers to these questions. Some
versions of the intentionalist theory of com-
munication, however, suggest possible solu-
tions to these problems. As we have seen,
for example, Davidson claims that a reader’s
grasp of an author’s intention is mediated
by the reader’s knowledge of the truth-con-
ditions of the reader’s language. That is, in
Davidson’s view, what enables an author to
realize his basic intention in writing is the
reader’s knowledge of the truth-conditions
of sentences in the reader’s language. Other
exponents of the intentionalist theory of com-
munication, however, give other accounts
of the manner in which a hearer/reader can
grasp an utterer’s intention. For instance,
David Lewis emphasizes the essential role of
two conventions in communication that he
calls conventions of “truthfulness” and “trust”
in a language.6 Jerry Fodor thinks of these
conventions in communication as “recipes”
for communicating specific messages.7 Still
other exponents of intentionalism stress the
role of the so-called creative hypothesis for-
mation. Dan Sperber and Deirdre Wilson, for
example, argue that a hearer/reader must infer
an utterer’s intention by inventing hypotheses
concerning the utterer’s possible intention
and then selecting from these by means of a
presumption that the utterer’s sentences are
“optimally relevant” (Sperber-Wilson 1986:
163-171).

At this point, however, it is necessary to
emphasize that, whether we accept David-
sons account of the common knowledge of
the truth-conditions of utterer’s language,
or stress, for example, the role of the crea-
tive hypothesis formation in communicative
acts, we must keep in view the radical epis-
temological difference between the manner
of interpretation in the oral and literal forms
of communication. Although Skinner, like

¢ For discussion of this conception see (Lewis 1983)
7 See (Fodor 1975, 1987)
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others who intend to argue for a version of
the intentionalist theory of communication,
fails to consider this difference, it is impor-
tant to highlight that intentionalism is one
of the approaches to communication invit-
ing to rethinking in terms of orality/literacy
paradigm.8 In other words, studying the
various kinds of the calculations that hearers/
readers use in order to grasp the intentional
states which are expressed by the utterer’s
words, in our view, we must perceive that
these kinds of calculation have quite different
bearings in oral communication from those
they have written. For we must perceive that
while spoken linguistic material, as Bron-
islaw Malinowski notes, “lives only in winged
words, passing from man to man’, the mean-
ings of the words are “inextricably mixed
up with, and dependent upon, the course of
activity in which the utterances are embed-
ded”, the statements contained in written
documents “are set down with the purpose
of being self-contained and self-explanatory”
(Malinowski 1923: 307, 311). Writing, in this
view, intensifies the sense of self and foster
more conscious interaction between individ-
uals. In writing, Malinowski claims, “language
becomes a condensed piece of reflection”, the
reader “reasons, reflects, remembers, imagi-
nes” (Malinowski 1923: 312). So this means,
on the one hand, that the language from
which a reader can infer the author’s intention
is more individualized and more interiorized
than the language that is used in oral forms of
communication, and, on the other hand, that
the way of interpretation is more reflected in
literal forms of communication than in oral
communicative acts. In this case, accord-
ingly, the manner in which the sentences of
the written documents represent an ideologi-
cal and social context is radically different
from the way in which a given context is rep-
resented in an oral form of communication.
Consequently, the manner in which a reader

8 For discussion of the orality/literacy paradigm see
(Ong 1982, Havelock 1986, Goody 1987).
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can infer the author’s basic intention from the
author’s words representing the deeply interi-
orized context of writing is radically different
from the way in which a hearer can grasp the
utterer’s meaning.

Applying these considerations to the episte-
mological problems of the history of ideas,
we can note, on the one hand, that the his-
torian, as a reader, can infer the past author’s
intention by reconstructing a “private” con-
text-representation expressed by the author’s
words, and, on the other hand, that the episte-
mological background of the historian’s infer-
ences is actually constituted by an individual
cognitive representation of the ideological
and social context of the interpretation of
the past author’s text. So these considera-
tions may urge the exponents of contextual-
ism to rethink the methodological role of the
context-descriptions in the history of ideas.
For the orality-literacy paradigm may suggest
them that the historians account of the ideo-
logical and social context of the past author’s
text cannot be more plausible than his idea
of the author’s “private” thoughts. In other
words, the historian’s account of why a past

author believed something cannot be more
plausible than his hypothesis about what
exactly it was that this author believed.

As far as we know, Skinner adapts the inten-
tionalist conceptions without considering
these epistemological problems. We think,
however, that the adaption of a version of
intentionalist theory can only help a histo-
rian of ideas to illuminate some of the con-
nections between a past author’s text and its
ideological and social context, if he is aware
of the basic differences between “the ways of
managing knowledge and verbalization in
oral cultures” and “in cultures deeply affected
by the use of writing” (Ong 1982: 1). Such
an epistemological distinction can enable an
exponent of the contextualist methodology to
create a plausible conception of the internal
relation between an ideological context and
its linguistic representation, and hence, in
Skinner’s words “of how political thinking in
all its various forms was in fact conducted in
earlier periods” (Skinner 1978: xi). A detailed
investigation of the methodological implica-
tions of this distinction, however, is altogether
another enterprise.
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