
Abstract

This article applies to Quentin Skinner the re�lexive imperative of his own methodology: that any 
intellectual intervention becomes fully intelligible only when restored to its speci�ic biographical, 
philosophical, institutional, and polemical conditions of production. It argues that Skinner’s Scottish 
cultural inheritance, his humanistic education at Bedford School, his immersion in the philosophical 
atmosphere of Cambridge in the early 1960s, and the historiographical controversy into which his 1969 
essay intervened are constitutive of the contextualist method rather than antecedent to it. Against the 
received scholarly account, the article contends that philosophical priority belongs not to Austin’s speech-
act theory but to the later Wittgenstein: §546 of the Philosophical Investigations, with its insistence that 
“words are also deeds”, and the concept of Sprachspielen, rendered as “speech-performances” rather 
than “language games”, together supply the warrant for treating illocutionary intent as an historical 
rather than a psychological undertaking. It examines the method’s foundational commitments—
contextualism, authorial intention, and the conception of texts as speech acts—alongside �ive decades 
of critical engagement and its productive extension to non-Western intellectual traditions. The article 
concludes that the neo-Roman conception of freedom Skinner excavates from the historical record was 
for him not merely a scholarly achievement but a living political conviction: his republican refusal of 
a knighthood and his acts of �inancial altruism within academic life constitute biographical evidence 
of the kind his own method teaches historians to reckon with—that the civic principles his scholarship 
recovers are not merely described but enacted.
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over more than �ive decades has fundamentally 
altered the terms in which scholars approach the 
interpretation of historical thought.1 Yet the prin-
ciple, compelling as it is, issues an implicit chal-
lenge to any account of Skinner’s own scholarship 
that neglects to apply it re�lexively: to treat his 
methodological innovations as though they arose 
in some sphere beyond historical circumstance—
as though they were the timeless contributions of 
an abstract philosophical intelligence—would be 

 Introduction

The principle that historical texts acquire their 
full meaning only when restored to the speci�ic 
historical situations that gave them life is amongst 
the most productive and contested methodologi-
cal propositions advanced in the study of intel-
lectual history during the twentieth century. It is 
associated, above all, with the work of Quentin 
Skinner, whose sustained elaboration of what 
came to be known as the contextualist method 
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to commit, with conspicuous irony, the very error 
that those innovations were designed to contest.
The present article proceeds on the conviction 
that this irony must be honoured rather than 
evaded. To situate Skinner’s work within the 
conditions of its production is not a courtesy 
preliminary to the real analytical business of 
describing the method; it is itself part of that 
business. His Scottish cultural inheritance, his 
English educational formation, his immersion 
in the distinctive philosophical atmosphere of 
Cambridge in the early 1960s, and the speci�ic 
historiographical controversies into which he 
subsequently intervened are not background to 
the method but constituents of its intelligibility. 
They do not explain it in any reductive causal 
sense—originality always exceeds its determi-
nants—but they render it comprehensible as the 
precise intellectual intervention it was, directed 
towards speci�ic ends, within a determinate mo-
ment in the life of historical scholarship.
A further claim runs alongside this: that in Skin-
ner’s case the biographical and the methodologi-
cal are united not only in intellectual formation 
but in the conduct of personal life. The consist-
ency with which his private actions—his repub-
lican refusal of ceremonial honour, his acts of �i-
nancial altruism within academic life—embody 
the civic principles that his scholarship excavates 
from the historical record is too systematic to be 
regarded as coincidence. It is, rather, evidence of 
a rare integrity, one that issues not from deliber-
ate self-display but from the deep convergence 
of thought and life. The article is organised in 
two movements. The �irst situates the scholar 
within the circumstances of his formation and 
career; the second examines the method those 
circumstances helped to produce, traces its elabo-
ration and critical reception, and establishes its 
continuing signi�icance for intellectual history in 
its comparative and non-Western dimensions. In 
pursuing this double aim, the article does not 
merely describe a methodology but enacts it.

 Intellectual Formation and Civic Conviction

Quentin Robert Duthie Skinner was born on 26 
November 1940 at Oldham, in Lancashire; he 

read History at Gonville and Caius College, Cam-
bridge, graduating in 1962 with a double-starred 
�irst-class degree.2 In October of the same year, 
at the age of twenty-one and without a doctoral 
degree, he was elected to a teaching fellowship 
at Christ’s College—a distinction as uncommon 
then as it has remained since.3 The intellectual 
atmosphere of Cambridge in those years consti-
tuted the matrix within which his method would 
take shape; to understand the method, one must 
attend to that atmosphere with some precision.
Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations—post-
humously published in 1953 and still �iercely 
contested during Skinner’s undergraduate 
years—had dislodged the prevalent assumption 
that words carry �ixed meanings transmissible 
between minds independently of the occasions 
on which they are employed. The Investigations 
insist, rather, that meaning is a function of use: 
to know what a word means is to know what it 
does in the practice that sustains it. The passage 
Skinner would identify as most decisive for his 
mature work is §546—”words are also deeds”—
from which he drew the foundational conviction 
that language is a form of social action, and that 
any utterance must be understood through what 
is being done in producing it.4 J.L. Austin’s work 
on speech-acts sharpened and systematised this 
Wittgensteinian foundation, extending its impli-
cations through a precise analytical framework.5 
The tripartite distinction Austin drew between 
the locutionary content of an utterance, its illo-
cutionary force—what is done in the saying—and 
its perlocutionary effects gave Skinner the con-
ceptual vocabulary for the governing question 
of his mature scholarship: of any given political 
text, was the author supporting and aiming to 
vindicate, or attacking and criticising, or perhaps 
deliberately ignoring, some prevailing political 
value, institution, or practice?6 To these two phil-
osophical sources R.G. Collingwood added a third, 
historical in character: the logic of question and 
answer, the insistence that a text is intelligible 
only as a response to a question the author was 
moved to address.7 Recover the question and the 
meaning follows; read the text without it and one 
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reads—as Collingwood had argued—not a his-
torical document but a re�lection of one’s own 
preoccupations.
These three resources—Wittgensteinian analysis 
of linguistic practice, Austinian speech-act theory, 
and Collingwoodian question-and-answer logic—
converged upon a common polemical purpose: 
the rejection of the dominant approaches to the 
history of political thought.8 The ‘textualist’ error 
read canonical works as self-suf�icient objects, 
severed from the occasions of their composi-
tion and ransacked for ‘anticipations’ of modern 
concerns; the sociological error reduced ideas to 
symptoms of material conditions, dissolving the 
author’s intention in the process. The collabora-
tive elaboration of the Cambridge School—J.G.A. 
Pocock attending to the political languages and 
inherited vocabularies within which individual 
thinkers worked, John Dunn insisting on the re-
covery of the agent’s own conceptual world—pro-
ceeded on parallel lines, distinct in emphasis but 
convergent in orientation.9 A fellowship at the 
Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, held 
from 1974 to 1979, supplied what Cambridge 
alone could not: sustained exposure to oppos-
ing traditions, chief amongst them the Strauss-
ian reading of canonical texts as timeless objects 
whose meaning exegesis alone could disclose.10 
The encounter sharpened his methodological 
self-consciousness; one de�ines one’s position 
most precisely under pressure.
The choice of scholarly subject was not accidental. 
Skinner’s sustained engagement with the repub-
lican tradition—with the neo-Roman arguments 
for liberty as independence from subjection to 
arbitrary authority,11 with the civic humanist de-
fence of active political participation12—re�lects 
convictions that were not merely scholarly. Upon 
appointment to the Regius Professorship of Mod-
ern History in 1996, he was offered, by conven-
tion, the dignity of a knighthood. He declined. His 
explanation, as reported by those present, was 
direct: “I’m a Republican. I can’t do that—my 
friends would never speak to me again”.13 The 
scholar who had spent three decades recover-
ing the arguments by which early modern writ-

ers had resisted the claims of monarchical and 
arbitrary power found, in this instance, that he 
inhabited those arguments rather than merely 
analysed them. It is precisely this coincidence of 
scholarly method and civic conviction that the 
article’s re�lexive argument seeks to elucidate; 
the contextualist in context is himself best under-
stood as a thinker who was not merely describing 
but enacting the tradition he recovered.
The Philosophical Foundations of a New 
History of Ideas

The history of ideas as Skinner inherited it in 
the late 1950s and early 1960s was a discipline 
organised, in its most ambitious and in�luential 
forms, around the conviction that the great texts 
of Western political and philosophical thought 
addressed questions of enduring and universal 
signi�icance. Its most systematic scholarly expres-
sion was the theory of ‘unit-ideas’ elaborated by 
Arthur O. Lovejoy in The Great Chain of Being 
(1936),14 which sought to identify a �inite set of 
elemental ideas recurring throughout the history 
of Western thought in their various philosophical 
guises; what the theory presupposed, accordingly, 
was the possibility of abstracting such ideas from 
the particular circumstances of their employment 
and tracing them as stable units of meaning 
across time. Against this presupposition, Skinner 
mounted a sustained and radical methodological 
opposition.15

The decisive public statement of that opposition 
was the essay ‘Meaning and Understanding in 
the History of Ideas’, published in History and 
Theory in 1969, but originally delivered—under 
the deliberately provocative title ‘The Unimpor-
tance of the Great Texts in the History of Political 
Thought’—at the annual meeting of the British 
Political Studies Association in 1968, when Skin-
ner was twenty-seven years of age.16 Its central 
charge was that the great texts tradition, in pre-
supposing perennial questions, led consistently 
to anachronistic interpretation: approaching 
classical authors as though they were engaged 
with the same problems that preoccupy modern 
readers, scholars inevitably distorted what those 
authors were actually doing, importing into their 
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texts concerns that the texts could not have been 
designed to express; what was required was an 
approach that attended to the particular intel-
lectual controversies, linguistic conventions, and 
normative commitments within which authors 
were working, and that asked, before any other 
question, what they were attempting to accom-
plish in writing what they wrote.
The philosophical resources from which this al-
ternative was constructed were three. The �irst 
was Collingwood, from whom Skinner drew the 
logic of question and answer—the obligation to 
recover the questions to which historical texts 
were responses—whilst explicitly rejecting the 
doctrine of historical re-enactment as psycho-
logically speculative and philosophically unnec-
essary:17 the intentions behind historical utter-
ances were publicly constituted performances, 
intelligible through the conventions governing 
their production; they were not private mental 
states requiring empathetic access. A philosophi-
cal vocabulary adequate to this public and con-
ventional account of meaning was precisely what 
Austin’s speech-act theory supplied. Austin’s tri-
partite distinction between locutionary content, 
illocutionary force—the speci�ic act performed in 
the saying—and perlocutionary effects furnished 
Skinner with the analytical vocabulary his central 
methodological claim required;18 to interpret an 
historical text is not primarily to extract its prop-
ositional content but to recover the illocutionary 
force that rendered it intelligible as a performa-
tive act within its speci�ic conventions.
The third and most fundamental philosophical 
resource was the later work of Wittgenstein, and 
its priority in Skinner’s intellectual formation has, 
on his own retrospective assessment, been sig-
ni�icantly underrepresented in scholarly accounts 
of his methodology. In correspondence addressed 
to the present author on 29 April 2025, Skinner 
writes plainly that in laying out his historico-crit-
ical case he placed far too little emphasis on his 
debt to Wittgenstein and far too much on Austin. 
The passage of the Philosophical Investigations he 
identi�ies as most decisive is §546—”words are 
also deeds”—the recognition that language is a 

form of social action, and that what is said cannot 
be understood apart from what is being done in 
saying it; the general claim he drew from this 
passage was that to understand anything that 
has been communicated, one must recover what 
the speaker was doing in producing it. He further 
observes, in the same correspondence, the sig-
ni�icance of §7 and the concept of Sprachspielen: 
a term which the standard English translation 
renders as ‘language games’, but which—as Aus-
tin was the �irst to observe—is more properly 
translated as ‘speech-performances’, denoting the 
speci�ic performative actions enacted through ut-
terance rather than the abstract rule-governed 
structures that ‘language games’ unhelpfully im-
plies. The difference is not merely terminologi-
cal. ‘Language games’ suggests a system of rules 
surveyed from without; ‘speech-performances’ 
insists upon the concrete contextual work ac-
complished by particular utterances in particular 
social situations. It is from this Wittgensteinian 
insistence—that meaning is inseparable from 
social practice, and that the recovery of what 
a speaker was doing is therefore an historical 
rather than a psychological undertaking—that 
Skinner’s methodology draws its deepest intel-
lectual roots. This retrospective assessment �inds 
corroboration in the scholarly literature, where 
both Burns and Havercroft have independently 
identi�ied the centrality of the later Wittgenstein 
in Skinner’s philosophical formation.19

From this convergence of Collingwoodian histori-
cism, Austinian speech-act analysis, and Wittgen-
steinian philosophy of language, Skinner distilled 
a single foundational conviction: that meaning is 
not an intrinsic property of texts, recoverable by 
suf�iciently attentive reading in isolation from 
context, but an achievement of speci�ic utter-
ances within speci�ic historical situations; pub-
licly constituted, such achievements are there-
fore historically recoverable without recourse 
to speculation about private mental states. The 
synthesis, achieved within the distinctive intel-
lectual environment of Cambridge in the 1960s 
and in deliberate opposition to the transhistorical 
assumptions of the dominant tradition, consti-
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tutes an intervention fully intelligible only in its 
own historical context—and that, precisely, is the 
standard of interpretive method it holds out for 
all serious intellectual history.

 The Method in Its Concepts, Arguments, and 
Major Applications

The methodological position that emerged from 
these philosophical foundations rests upon a 
small number of closely interrelated principles 
whose apparent simplicity belies considerable 
analytical depth. At its centre stands the concept 
of contextualism: the insistence that a text can be 
adequately interpreted only when situated within 
the historically speci�ic linguistic, intellectual, and 
ideological conventions that prevailed at the time 
of its production. Such conventions do not de-
termine the meaning of the text in any mechani-
cal sense; they constitute, rather, the conditions 
within which the author’s communicative inten-
tions become recoverable.20 To abstract a text 
from those conventions and read it as though it 
were addressed to the present reader’s concerns 
is not to interpret it but to ventriloquise through 
it—to make it say what one has already decided 
one wishes to hear. Inseparable from contextual-
ism is the concept of authorial intention, though 
it must be emphasised that the intention Skin-
ner seeks to recover is not a private psychologi-
cal state inaccessible to historical enquiry. It is, 
rather, the historically situated aim behind an 
utterance: the speci�ic act the author was at-
tempting to accomplish, recoverable through 
the conventions governing the text’s production 
and the discursive context within which it inter-
vened.21 Alongside these two concepts stands the 
conception of texts as speech acts—as performa-
tive interventions designed not merely to convey 
information but to accomplish speci�ic purposes 
within a particular historical and rhetorical land-
scape. To read a political text as a speech act is 
to ask not only what it says but what it does: 
what position it takes within an ongoing contro-
versy, what normative vocabulary it employs or 
contests, and what it was designed to make its 
original readers think or believe.22

From these foundational commitments there fol-
lows a concern with what Skinner terms ‘rhe-
torical redescription’—a device drawn from the 
classical rhetorical tradition, where it is known 
as paradiastole23—as one of the principal mecha-
nisms through which political actors have histori-
cally contested and transformed the evaluative 
vocabulary of their time. The device consists in 
the strategic revaluation of a moral or political 
concept: the redescription of what has hitherto 
been counted a virtue as a vice, or a vice as a 
virtue, in the service of a particular political argu-
ment. Niccolò Machiavelli’s revaluation of virtù—
severed from its Christian-humanist moral asso-
ciations and re-cast as the name for the qualities 
of energy, adaptability, and ruthless effectiveness 
required of the successful prince—is perhaps the 
most celebrated illustration; Thomas Hobbes’s 
systematic dismantling of the republican concep-
tion of liberty, which he recast not as genuine 
freedom from arbitrary domination but as mere 
licence incompatible with the requirements of 
political order, exempli�ies the same rhetorical 
procedure directed to entirely different ends. It 
is through such strategic redescriptions, Skinner 
argues, that conceptual change in intellectual his-
tory characteristically occurs: not through the 
displacement of one abstract philosophical posi-
tion by another in a vacuum of pure argument, 
but through the contested wielding of evaluative 
language within speci�ic political controversies.24

These foundational concepts give rise to a set of 
de�ining methodological theses. Texts must be un-
derstood as addressing speci�ic historical dilem-
mas rather than timeless philosophical questions: 
Hobbes’s Leviathan is not a contribution to the 
eternal debate about the nature of sovereignty, 
but an intervention within the particular political 
and ideological controversies of mid-seventeenth-
century England, and any account of its meaning 
that ignores those controversies will be, to that 
extent, an account of a text that Hobbes did not 
write.25 Meaning derives from prevailing linguis-
tic conventions and the force of contemporary 
debates rather than from propositional content 
considered in isolation; authorial intention is an 
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indispensable dimension of interpretation; and 
belief-systems of any period must be assessed 
within their own normative horizons rather than 
by criteria they could not have anticipated.26 
These theses collectively constitute a threefold 
interpretive procedure: the elucidation of the 
conventional meanings of principal terms at the 
time of writing; the reconstruction of the broader 
discursive and institutional context within which 
the text intervened; and the identi�ication of the 
speci�ic performative act the author intended to 
execute within that context.27

The two-volume Foundations of Modern Political 
Thought (1978)—awarded the Wolfson History 
Prize in 1979—remains the fullest and most 
ambitious single demonstration of the method 
in practice, tracing the development of Western 
political discourse from the thirteenth century 
through the Reformation and its immediate af-
termath. Working through the civic humanist vo-
cabulary of the Italian city-states, the languages 
of Lutheran and Calvinist political theology, and 
the emergent theories of sovereignty and consti-
tutional resistance that attended the confessional 
con�licts of the sixteenth century, Skinner showed 
what contextual intellectual history could achieve 
at the highest level of synthetic ambition: each 
text placed precisely within the controversies 
that gave it its argumentative force; each author’s 
illocutionary intent recovered through painstak-
ing reconstruction of the discursive environment 
in which that text intervened. The work demon-
strated, more persuasively than any methodologi-
cal manifesto could have done, that contextualist 
principles were capable of sustaining historical 
scholarship of the �irst rank.28

The two other principal works of the Cambridge 
School con�irmed that the method’s productiv-
ity extended beyond its founder’s own practice. 
Pocock’s The Machiavellian Moment (1975) dem-
onstrated that the political languages through 
which historical actors made sense of their situ-
ations were historically speci�ic achievements 
rather than universal philosophical resources; 
it traced the civic humanist vocabulary of virtue, 
fortune, and corruption from Renaissance Flor-

ence across the Atlantic republican tradition.29 
Dunn’s The Political Thought of John Locke (1969) 
made an analogous argument with concentrated 
analytical precision: that Locke’s reasoning can-
not be understood apart from his Calvinist theo-
logical commitments and the practical crises of 
the 1680s, and that to read him as a founding 
liberal theorist addressing perennial questions 
is to project concerns onto his text that were not 
his own.30 Together, these three works consti-
tuted the Cambridge School’s most compelling 
demonstration: that contextual interpretation, far 
from constraining the intellectual historian, was 
the condition of genuine historical understanding.
It is Liberty before Liberalism (1998), however, 
that most directly discloses what is ultimately at 
issue in the historical method Skinner advocates. 
By recovering the neo-Roman conception of lib-
erty—freedom as independence from arbitrary 
domination, as distinct from the liberal concep-
tion of liberty as mere non-interference—from 
the tradition of classical republican thought in 
which it had long been submerged, he demon-
strated that the conceptual landscape of modern 
political discourse is narrower than its inhabit-
ants have generally supposed.31 The liberal de�i-
nition of freedom is not a philosophical discovery 
but an historical achievement: the product of spe-
ci�ic theoretical contestations in which the repub-
lican alternative was deliberately and polemically 
displaced. “To be dependent on the will of anoth-
er,” Skinner observes, “is already to be deprived of 
your liberty.”32 The excavation of this submerged 
tradition was not a purely antiquarian exercise; it 
was, as he himself described it, “an act of retriev-
al, trying to recover wider and missing structures 
of debate”33—the enlargement of the present’s 
conceptual resources through the recovery of 
what the past had thought and lost. Visions of 
Politics (2002), in three volumes, provided both 
a sustained methodological statement—above 
all in the �irst volume, Regarding Method—and a 
series of detailed historical studies demonstrat-
ing the method’s analytical range.34 The axiom 
Skinner draws from Nietzsche—that concepts 
only have histories—captures, with characteristic 
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precision, the conviction that no concept carries 
a meaning independent of the historical circum-
stances in which it has been applied, contested, 
and transformed.35

Critical Reception, Methodological Refi nement, 
and Enduring Signifi cance

No methodological position of genuine originality 
and ambition escapes sustained critical scrutiny, 
and Skinner’s contextualism has attracted over 
�ive decades a body of criticism both wide-rang-
ing in its perspectives and philosophically serious 
in its substance. Its cumulative force has been 
not to discredit the method but to clarify, with a 
precision that only serious critical engagement 
can produce, its genuine achievements and its 
real limits. Skinner has responded to the most 
signi�icant of these objections with exemplary 
rigour—above all in Visions of Politics, Volume I 
(2002)36—and his willingness to re�ine his posi-
tions without abandoning his fundamental com-
mitments marks the intellectual seriousness that 
the method demands.
The most philosophically penetrating objection 
concerning the method’s treatment of authorial 
intention came from Dominick LaCapra, who ar-
gued that by privileging authorial intention as the 
key to textual meaning, Skinner reduces texts to 
monologic expressions of a single controlling pur-
pose, suppressing the internal tensions, dialogical 
dimensions, and unresolved contradictions that 
constitute much of their intellectual richness.37 
A text, on LaCapra’s account, maintains “still liv-
ing” possibilities extending beyond the histori-
cal circumstances of its production, visible only 
when it is read as a locus of ongoing interpre-
tive engagement between past and present rather 
than as a closed utterance whose meaning was 
�ixed at its moment of composition.38 Skinner’s 
response—that recovering authorial intention is 
indispensable for establishing what a text was 
doing as a speech act within its historical situa-
tion, and that such recovery enables rather than 
forecloses subsequent dialogical engagement—
rightly insists that historical interpretation is 
not the terminus of a text’s signi�icance but its 
necessary foundation.39

From within Austin’s own theoretical framework, 
Jason D. BeDuhn argued that Skinner’s emphasis 
on authorial intention constitutes a form of the 
intentionalist fallacy: since the private intentions 
of historical agents are epistemically inaccessi-
ble to the historian, illocutionary force should 
be reconstructed through linguistic conventions 
and their social uptake alone. He further charged 
that Skinner neglects two dimensions of Austin’s 
theory indispensable for understanding how ut-
terances function in the world: ‘infelicity’, which 
analyses the conditions under which speech acts 
fail or mis�ire, and ‘perlocution’, which accounts 
for the actual consequences produced by an ut-
terance in its audience, including those unin-
tended by the speaker and therefore irreducible 
to authorial intent. Skinner’s response clari�ied 
that the intentions he seeks to recover are not 
private psychological states but publicly consti-
tuted, convention-governed illocutionary acts; he 
acknowledged the relevance of failed uptake and 
social consequences but maintained that perlo-
cutionary effects are properly subordinate to the 
recovery of illocutionary intent as the primary 
interpretive aim.40 The clari�ication partly meets 
BeDuhn’s concern, though the question of how far 
convention-governed illocutionary intent can be 
distinguished from private psychology without 
dissolving into mere conventionalism remains 
a genuine dif�iculty that the account does not 
wholly resolve.
From a very different direction, Ellen Meiksins 
Wood charged that Skinner’s textualist approach 
renders invisible the material conditions, struc-
tural relations, and social con�licts that shape 
the production and dissemination of political 
thought.41 By attending to intellectual discourses 
and linguistic vocabularies in relative isolation 
from the economic and social processes that gen-
erate and constrain them, Wood argued from a 
Marxist perspective, the method produces an ac-
count of political ideas as though they existed in 
a sphere of pure discursive exchange, untouched 
by the contradictions of class interest and the 
pressures of material life. Skinner’s response in 
Visions of Politics anticipated this line of criticism 
by demonstrating through detailed analysis how 
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the emergence of commercial society reshaped 
political vocabularies and normative languages,42 
situating ideas within their material and insti-
tutional environments whilst maintaining that 
the relationship between economic structure 
and intellectual production is less mechanically 
deterministic than strict Marxist analysis tends 
to assume. In a 2007 interview Skinner af�irms 
the point directly: “the social world itself sets the 
questions”, adding that “everyone is a Marxist to 
that degree, I would hope”.43

A third cluster of objections, perhaps the most 
consequential for the method’s long-term de-
velopment, concerns what Christopher Goto-
Jones and Sor-hoon Tan have identi�ied as the 
Euro-centric presuppositions embedded within 
Skinner’s formulation. Goto-Jones challenged 
the exclusionary treatment of non-European 
intellectual traditions implicit in the Cambridge 
School’s historical concentration on early modern 
Western political thought, whilst Tan argued that 
the method’s assumptions concerning individual 
authorship, textual coherence, and intentional 
rhetorical intervention are ill-suited to tradi-
tions in which anonymity, intertextual transmis-
sion, and performative authority are constitutive 
features rather than deviations from a norm.44 
In the manuscript cultures of classical Chinese 
philosophy and South Asian intellectual life, 
where commentary is itself the canonical form 
of intellectual intervention and the boundaries 
between individual and transmitted thought are 
characteristically �luid, the presupposition of a 
single author employing a speci�ic rhetorical 
strategy within a particular discursive contro-
versy requires modi�ications going beyond mere 
philological adjustment. Closely allied to these 
objections is the critique advanced by John Coffey 
and others concerning the method’s secular bias: 
its tendency, when applied to the religious and 
confessional controversies of the early modern 
period, to illuminate the political dimensions of 
theological argument at the cost of its constitu-
tive theological substance.45 Where theological or 
metaphysical claims are not merely instrumental 
to a political purpose but integral to the entire 

mode of understanding within which a text oper-
ates, a method whose deepest commitments are 
to the recovery of political illocutionary intent 
will be structurally limited in its ability to ap-
prehend what is most fundamental to the text’s 
meaning.46

From a different angle, Bhikhu Parekh and R.N. 
Berki questioned the presupposition, founda-
tional to Skinner’s programme, that historical 
texts must be interpreted exclusively through the 
contextually circumscribed intentions of their au-
thors. Writing in 1973, they defended the capacity 
of the most eminent thinkers in Western intellec-
tual history—Hobbes, Locke, Kant—to transcend 
the immediate contingencies of their situation 
and engage with questions of genuinely enduring 
human signi�icance. To con�ine the interpretation 
of their works to the recovery of local polemi-
cal intent is, on this account, to practise a form 
of contextual reductionism that obscures the 
philosophical ambition and creative universality 
animating their greatest achievements. What the 
contextualist imperative risks sacri�icing, Parekh 
and Berki contended, is precisely the dimension 
of canonical thought that makes it worth studying 
across the centuries: not its historical particular-
ity, which the method illuminates with great skill, 
but its capacity to speak, however differently in 
different ages, to conditions that recur in the life 
of human societies and to problems that histori-
cal change does not wholly dissolve.47 Skinner’s 
position does not straightforwardly refute this 
argument but confronts it, and the tension be-
tween contextual rigour and philosophical uni-
versality remains amongst the discipline’s most 
productively unresolved questions.
Mark Bevir and Robert Lamb quali�ied the meth-
od’s scope by raising the question of its appli-
cation to systematic thinkers—such as Jürgen 
Habermas—who have themselves provided the 
contextualising account of what they are doing 
and why.48 Where an author discharges in ad-
vance the historian’s obligation to reconstruct 
context from external discursive evidence, con-
textualism becomes redundant rather than mis-
taken; the observation con�irms what contextual 
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analysis does best—recovering intention precise-
ly where it is not self-declared, in the pre-modern 
historical province where conventions governing 
utterance must be patiently reconstructed from 
external evidence.
The Protestant vocabulary of early modernity 
constitutes Skinner’s most instructive response 
to the secular bias charge: in the essay ‘Moral 
Principles and Social Change’ in Visions of Politics, 
he traces how terms such as ‘providence’, ‘calling’, 
and ‘duty’ were rhetorically appropriated to le-
gitimate early capitalist conduct,49 demonstrating 
that religious language, on a contextual reading, 
is not epiphenomenal ideology but a rhetorical 
and institutional force of genuine consequence 
in shaping the moral vocabularies within which 
political and economic action is justi�ied. Against 
the Euro-centrism charge, Skinner maintains 
that the methodological imperatives of avoiding 
anachronism and attending carefully to the con-
ventions governing the production of texts are 
not Western proprieties but universal scholarly 
obligations applicable, with due philological care 
and cultural sensitivity, to any intellectual tradi-
tion in which written texts constitute the primary 
evidence for the recovery of historical thought.50

The evolution of Skinner’s methodology re�lects 
genuine intellectual deepening. Kari Palonen 
identi�ies �ive stages: from the programmatic 
contextualism of ‘Meaning and Understanding’ 
(1969) through the historical enactment in The 
Foundations (1978), the assimilation of Gad-
amerian hermeneutics, the rhetorical turn in 
Reason and Rhetoric (1996) and Visions of Politics 
(2002), and the dialogue with Koselleck’s Beg-
riffsgeschichte.51 Palonen’s reconstruction cap-
tures this development with considerable acuity, 
though it risks presenting as a succession of dis-
tinct phases what is more accurately described as 
the progressive articulation of a single fundamen-
tal insight: that the meaning of any utterance is 
constituted by its situation within an historically 
speci�ic form of discursive life.52

The continuing vitality of the method was am-
ply demonstrated at the two-day conference con-
vened by Adrian Blau and Joanne Paul at the Brit-

ish Academy in July 2021, commemorating the 
�iftieth anniversary of ‘Meaning and Understand-
ing’. Its most signi�icant feature was the extent to 
which the method’s applicability beyond its early 
modern European province was not merely as-
serted but substantively explored: contributions 
on Indian constitutional texts, Islamic juristic 
writings, Chinese historicist traditions, and South 
Asian manuscript cultures collectively demon-
strated that contextual analysis and the avoid-
ance of anachronism generate genuine scholarly 
results when pursued beyond the Western canon, 
with due philological care and cultural attentive-
ness.53 In his concluding remarks, Skinner de-
fended the publicly reconstructible character of 
authorial intention, acknowledged that political 
vocabularies may endure whilst their meanings 
undergo substantial transformation, and en-
couraged ongoing methodological pluralism and 
non-Western engagement.54 The proceedings are 
published as Meaning and Understanding in the 
History of Ideas and Beyond.55

This productive cross-cultural adaptation of the 
method had been pioneered by Jonardon Ganeri, 
whose work on Indian philosophical traditions 
identi�ied what he termed ‘intertextual contexts’: 
discursive environments in which authors per-
formed intellectual acts through commentary, 
de�inition, and proleptic writing within discipli-
nary systems conceived as having temporal reach 
far exceeding the immediate circumstances of 
their production.56 Ganeri’s work demonstrates 
both the fertility of contextual analysis when 
pursued with genuine philological sensitivity 
and the modi�ications that non-Western appli-
cation demands: where the boundaries between 
original composition and inherited transmission 
are constitutively indeterminate, the method re-
quires thoughtful revision rather than mechanical 
extension.
 Conclusion

Skinner’s career, considered as a whole, consti-
tutes precisely the kind of historical phenom-
enon that his own methodology is designed to 
illuminate: an intellectual intervention of the 
�irst importance, fully intelligible only when 
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restored to the conditions—philosophical, in-
stitutional, and personal—that produced it. The 
Scottish cultural inheritance that rendered him 
selectively receptive to contextual and practi-
cal approaches to philosophical questions; the 
paedagogical formation at Bedford that taught 
him to regard historical intelligence and literary 
sensibility as inseparable disciplines; the Cam-
bridge philosophical environment that provided 
the conceptual vocabulary in which his methodo-
logical convictions could be precisely articulated; 
the historiographical controversy with the great 
texts tradition that gave his innovations their 
speci�ic polemical direction and argumentative 
force: none of these elements, considered in iso-
lation, explains what he achieved. Together, they 
constitute the context—in the full Skinnerian 
sense of that term—within which that achieve-
ment becomes comprehensible as the act of an 
historically situated mind working within and 
against the intellectual conventions of its time, 
directing the force of its argument towards the 
fundamental transformation of a discipline.
What distinguishes his career from the mere pos-
session of a distinguished methodology, however, 
is the consistency with which his personal con-
duct has embodied the civic principles that his 
scholarship recovers and commends. To refuse 
ceremonial honour on grounds of republican con-
viction; to subordinate personal �inancial advan-
tage to the welfare of younger colleagues and less 
well-resourced institutions; to sustain across �ive 
decades a practice of scholarly engagement in 
which the obligations of precision, fairness, and 
intellectual honesty are treated as inviolable: 
these are not incidental biographical details but 
evidence of a kind that his own method teaches 
us to reckon carefully with. They demonstrate 
that for Skinner, Wittgenstein’s observation that 

“words are also deeds”—that language is a form 
of social action incurring social responsibilities—
described not only the historical texts he spent 
his career interpreting but the scholarly writing 
through which he interpreted them. An article 
that has sought to contextualise the contextualist 
has, in attempting to honour both the method 

and the life that enacted it, aspired to the stand-
ard that his scholarship has consistently set: that 
understanding any historical �igure requires, be-
fore all else, the patient and scrupulous effort to 
see things their way.
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