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Extended Abstract

Texts of the History of Ideas according to their focus on the mentality of thinkers and
theorists of the past have different content and nature than other historiographical texts.
Because the mentality of any thinker is influenced by various political, social, historical,
economig, religious, philosophical, and cultural components, analyzing such texts requires
interdisciplinary tools and methods. Among the methodologies available in this field,
Quentin Skinner's intentional-contextual methodology has been one of the most widely
used. However, the focus of Skinner's studies has been mainly on political thought, but his
methodology is based on interdisciplinary principles and both he and his commentators
have applied this methodology in various fields of the humanities. Therefore, in this
article, using the analytical-descriptive method, and by providing several examples of
historiographical texts and history of Iranian-Islamic thought, the application of Skinner's
interdisciplinary methodology in such texts was examined. According to the findings of
the article, study of texts of historiography and history of Iranian-Islamic thought,
according to the effect they receive from different fields of humanities, requires
interdisciplinary methodologies. Thus, given its emphasis on the "intention" of the author,
Skinner's interdisciplinary methodology can significantly help to understand these texts,
and in particular to critically examine many of them.

Keywords: history of ideas, Quentin Skinner, interdisciplinary methodology, Textualism,
Contextualism

1. Assistant Professor of History, Department of History, Faculty of Literature and Humanities,
Imam Khomeini International University, Qazvin, Iran
< hatami@hum.ikiu.ac.ir


http://dx.doi.org/10.22035/isih.2020.3744.3904
http://www.isih.ir/article_332.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0

. Interdisciplinary
Studies in the Humanities

Vol. 12
No. 1
Winter 2020

INTRODUCTION

Analyzing the texts of the history of ideas is in many ways more difficult than other
historiographical texts. These texts, according to their focus on the mentality of
thinkers and theorists of the past, have different content and nature than other
historiographical texts. The mentality of any thinker is influenced by various
political, social, historical, economic, religious, philosophical, and cultural
components. For this reason, experts in this field have used different approaches
and methodologies to deal with these texts. Textualist and Contextualist approaches
are the most common of these methodologies. Textualist Methodology usually
focuses on the texts independent from the social and historical contexts from which
they originated. The best way to approach these texts is to focus the mind on the
basic concepts within the text itself. Contextualists, on the other hand, focus on the
social conditions and intellectual contexts that have given rise to the text and in this
way the text and its creator are marginalized to a considerable extent.

2. PURPOSE

Nevertheless, due to the influence of different fields of knowledge on the texts of the
history of ideas as well as the shortcomings of existing methodologies (including
Textualist and) Contextualist, the main assumption of this article is that valid
interdisciplinary methodologies are needed to seriously and critically review the
texts of the history of ideas. For this reason, the main purpose of this article is to
find and introduce an interdisciplinary methodology for reviewing the texts of both
the history and historiography of Iranian-Islamic thought.

3. METHODOLOGY

Among the methodologies available in this field, Quentin Skinner's Intentional-
contextual methodology has been one of the most widely used. This
interdisciplinary methodology is based on the philosophy of language that Skinner
has used for studies related to various disciplines of the humanities. Skinner makes
serious criticisms of the Textualist approach and shows more empathy with the
Contextualist approach. However, he tries to avoid intense Contextualism and
considers it insufficient to decipher the meaning of a text. Skinner raises the
question of what appropriate method should be used to study thought-related texts
in the various disciplines of the humanities. To answer this question, he has
presented his Intentional-contextual methodology, which focuses mainly on the
intention of the author of these texts.



4. RESULT

According to the findings of the article, study of texts of historiography and history
of Iranian-Islamic thought, according to the effect they receive from different fields
of humanities, requires interdisciplinary methodologies. Thus, given its emphasis
on the “intention” of the author, Skinner's interdisciplinary methodology can
significantly help to understand these texts, and in particular to critically examine
many of them.

5. DISCUSSION

Skinner categorizes his critiques of the textualist view as "myths". The most important
of these myths are: mythology of doctrines, mythology of coherence, mythology of
prolepsis, and historical foreshortening. In this article, these myths are explained and
then they are applied to examples from the history of Iranian-Islamic thought. As
mentioned, Skinner criticizes the Textualist approach, but at the same time avoids
intense contextualism. Intense contextualism refers to an approach that completely
reduces the text to context and so it ignores the creator of the text and therefore
cannot understand the text accurately. Is this a quotation or a summary? If it is a
quotation there should be no change, of course, but the sentence is worded poorly. As
written, it is the text itself that cannot understand the text accurately. Who is the
party who cannot understand? (Skinner, 1393, 139). Based on what was said, it
became clear that Skinner does not deny Contextualism, but considers it insufficient
to comprehend the text. For this reason, in addition to paying attention to the context,
he considers it necessary to understand the intention within the text in order to
understand the exact meaning of the text. The “intention" expressed by Skinner is
based on John Austin's philosophy of language and his theory of “Speech Act”. Austin
distinguishes between three different levels of speech acts for a more accurate
explanation: I cautionary, lllocutionary, perlocutionary (Searle, 1385, 33; Magee, 1374,
304). From these three levels of verbal action, Skinner based the methodology of his
thought history on Illocutionary. But how could one detect these Ilocutionary
intentions? In fact, from Skinner's point of view, we should focus not only on the
particular text we are interested in, but also on what he calls the "mentality of an era”
(Skinner, 1393, 139).

6. CONCLUSION

Based on what has been said, we can now accept with more confidence that
Skinner's Intentional-contextual methodology can be considered as a suitable way
of interpreting historiographical texts in the history of Iranian-Islamic thought.
Applying this methodology can reveal misleading misunderstandings and
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shortcomings in many historiographical and historical texts and help the researcher
to better understand the meaning of these texts.

7.NOVELTY

However, all the examples that Skinner uses in explaining his interdisciplinary
methodology are from the history of Western thought, and his methodology has the
potential to be used in the history of thought of other lands as well. This article
shows for the first time that Skinner's interdisciplinary methodology can be very
useful in reviewing texts in the history of Iranian-Islamic thought.
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