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Quentin Skinner and his work

Quentin Skinner (b. 1940) is a British intellectual historian, who has been a key figure in debates on intellectual history and political theory for almost a half century. In the lecture series we shall present Skinner's academic contributions in terms of thematic controversies indicating W William  marking / that define   his break with the established views on studying  W William  the study of political thought. We have selected some of his core studies for a closer examination; each text refers to a different debate and representing a different kind of problematic

Skinner studied at Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge and became lecturer in the Faculty of History at the University of Cambridge in 1965. In the late 1960s he became famous but also fiercely opposed with his articles on methods of historiography and political thought W William  His articles on methods of historiography and political thought brought wide recognition, as well as fierce opposition, in the 1960s. . In the seventies Skinner wrote his best-known book, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought (2 vols., published in 1978), and was appointed professor in Political Science at the University of Cambridge in 1978. In Machiavelli (1981) Skinner applied his research program to a single author and provided a starting point for studies on republican liberty. In Meaning and Context (1988), James Tully edited several of Skinner’s methodological essays, critiques of them and a reply by Skinner. 

In the 1990s Skinner turned intensively to rhetoric and completed the major monograph Reason and Rhetoric in the Philosophy of Hobbes (1996). The same year he was appointed Regius Professor of Modern History at Cambridge, Liberty before Liberalism (1998) being based on his inaugural lecture. Visions of Politics, a three-volume collection of his essays in revised version was published in 2002, and the monograph Hobbes and Republican Liberty in 2008. Skinner retired from Cambridge in 2008 and teaches today at Queen Mary, University of London. Among his edited books we can mention Republicanism. A Shared European Heritage, co-edited with Martin van Gelderen (2002, 2 vols). Skinner is also the editor of two prestigious book series, Ideas in Context and Cambridge Texts in the History of Political Thought. 

Skinner’s work has provoked fierce polemics but has been so far effective that much of the older “history of ideas” has now been given up in favour of more “contextual” approaches. Together with John Pocock, John Dunn and others, Quentin Skinner is frequently said to form the “Cambridge School”. More recently, Skinner’s work has to some extent merged with the continental styles of the history of concepts. The reception in the Anglophone provinces W William  Anglosphere  has largely neglected his rhetorical studies, at the cost of losing what is most original and provocative in Skinner’s work. 

In a recent interview, Skinner says: “I now say to my students on Hobbes's Leviathan … think of it as a speech in Parliament; all of these great works of political philosophy are recognizably contributions to a debate; interpreting them is uncovering what that contribution was…”. With this proposal Skinner offers a concise formulation of his originality as an intellectual historian and political theorist. Even philosophical systems are mainly interesting W William  viewed most interestingly  as a part of debate. Philosophers are not judges who stand above the dirty disputes  W William  fray of politicians but rather a subtype of politicians, not intelligible  W William  fully intelligible without the debates in which they are engaged. 

Lectures

Kari Palonen

4 hours “From speech acts to rhetoric in the study of political thought”

Through a series of articles in the late 1960s and early 1970s Quentin Skinner got the reputation of a methodological “revisionist”. He turned the insight that words are deeds (Wittgenstein, Austin) to a research programme for the history of political thought and discusses both the role of historical conventions and the moves of political agents to alter them. Another break with the history of ideas and political philosophy consists in his clear recognition of the priority of political agents, their conflicts and controversies in the political life as a source for political theorising. This was the programme he applied to the Renaissance and Reformation periods in The Foundations of Modern Political Thought. 

Through his further studies of the early Renaissance political thought (of Ambrogio Lorenzetti in particular) Skinner became in the 1980s more conscious than before on the historical significance of ars rhetorica, both as a political tradition opposed to Aristotelian approaches and a part of the Renaissance style of thinking and debating. Skinner’s Reason and Rhetoric in the Philosophy of Hobbes and other studies from the 1990s render visible the presence of the ancient rhetoric and its revisions in the rhetorical culture of the English Renaissance, its role in teaching, literature as well as in politics. Hobbes was a part of this rhetorical culture, who both turned against the rhetorical style of politics based debating pro et contra and made use of rhetorical tropes and figures in his own anti-republican politics. The debt of the Renaissance rhetoric to formation of parliamentary politics in England can be seen in works such as William Gerard Hamilton’s collection of maxims with the title Parliamentary Logic.

Tapani Turkka

4 hours ”Quentin Skinner and the concept of state”

Besides in methodology, Quentin Skinner is a leading figure in the discussion of several political concepts. In my lectures, I will concentrate on the concept of the state. In this regard, Skinner’s reputation dates back to his first magnum opus The Foundations of Modern Political Thought (Vols. I-II, 1978), and the major article “The State” (1989). The topic of these four hours of lectures is what the concept of the state comprises. This discussion will be preceded by a description of the context to which Skinner’s interpretation of the concept belongs, and in which it is a “move”. Thus, my approach in the lectures will be that of Skinner’s; I will apply his method to his own work.


4 hours “The meaning, evolution and contemporary significance of Quentin Skinner’s concept of state”

In these lectures I will continue the application of Skinner’s method in the study of political thought. The contextualization of his interpretation will allow the consideration of the meaning of Skinner’s “state”. In the view of this method, Skinner’s “state” is really a move in a scholarly debate, an intervention into it with an especial intention. On the basis of the analysis of the meaning, the evolution of Skinner’s notion becomes important. Has the notion remained stable or not? In this regard, the re-writing and re-publication with a new name of the “State” –article in his Visions of Politics (Vol. 1, 2002) as well as the further discussion of the concept in his “A Genealogy of the Modern State” -article (2008) are important materials. The last mentioned article provides also the starting-point for the analysis of the contemporary significance of Skinner’s state -interpretation.

Kari Palonen

4 Hours: The Skinnerian style of conceptual histories: liberty and other concepts

Although the Skinnerian revision of political thought is well known since the early 1970s, a more systematic reception outside the Anglophone academia and a confrontation with the continental European approaches started only in the late 1980s. One of the confrontations concerns the history of concepts à la Reinhart Koselleck (Melvin Richter, “Skinner, Pocock and the Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe” in History and Theory 1990) as well as of the national projects on that field starting in the 1990s. The Skinnerian reception of rhetoric, the reactivation of scheme paradiastole as a medium of conceptual change, of depreciating virtues and of extenuation of vices in particular. The principles of a rhetorical vision of conceptual change exposed in a programmatic article (originally a response to me in the Finnish Yearbook of Political Thought 3, 1999) and further sketched in minor essays and interviews with Skinner will be taken up in this lecture.

In opposition to Skinner’s ‘genealogical’ discussion of the formation of the modern concept of the state, his discussion of the concept of liberty is largely a history of the losers. His core topic is the recovery of the “lost treasures” of the “republican” or “neo-Roman” concept of liberty, as opposed to the status of dependence. The lecture takes up some essays of Skinner discussing different aspects of these histories especially in the context of the English Revolution. In his book Hobbes and Republican liberty Skinner then in detail presents the rhetorical moves that Hobbes himself used to get rid of some “republican” assumptions in his own concept of liberty and to arrive to a strict view that identifies liberty with the freedom from interference irrespective of the sources of interference. The lecture will close with remarks on Skinner’s discussions on the possible contemporary applications of the republican concept of freedom as a counter-concept to dependence. 


Quentin Skinner’s re-vision of the study of politics – Workshop 

Seminar (16h) based on the texts of Skinner: Taru Haapala (taru.k.s.haapala@jyu.fi)
& Hanna-Mari Kivistö (hanna-mari.kivisto@jyu.fi)
Short seminar paper + discussion 2 ECTS
Mondays 10-12am & Tuesdays 12-2 pm (21 March - 12 April), MaB 218

The focus of the workshop will be on Quentin Skinner’s political thought, with the main idea to provide an opportunity to get deeper into the themes brought up in the lectures. The seminar will include a selected reading material (which will be announced later). From this material students are advised to pick one or two texts, from which they will further choose one at the first meeting of the workshop. The participants are asked to prepare a short seminar paper (about 5 pages), which will be presented in the group and which will serve as the basis for discussion. 

Attendance to the lectures and participation in the workshop will be awarded with 2 ECTS. Completing 6 ECTS requires writing an additional longer essay (12-15 pages) in which the lecture and the seminar material is applied to one’s own research more analytically.




