
DIALOGUES BETWEEN THE
HISTORY OF IDEAS AND

POLITICAL THEORY

K E Y N O T E  A D D R E S S :  

4 - 5  N O V E M B E R
2 0 2 1

P A R I S ,  F R A N C E

C E V I P O F  -  E C O L E  D O C T O R A L E

8 T H  G R A D U A T E  C O N F E R E N C E



The place of the History of  Ideas in polit ical  theory
The implicit  in polit ical  theory texts
The position of the researcher:  should we contextualise our own
research and how?

We are pleased to announce that the Eighth Graduate Conference on
Polit ical  Theory wil l  take place at Sciences Po (Paris)  in a hybrid format
(both face-to-face and remotely)  on the 4th and 5th of November 2021.

For this occasion,  we are looking for contributions from PhD students in
French or English.  The conference is  open to different approaches in
polit ical  philosophy and theory (analytical ,  historical ,  normative,  crit ical ,
etc.)  but also from other disciplines such as history,  sociology,
anthropology,  l iterature or l inguistics .  Our aim is  to bring together
doctoral  students from all  over the world with different methodological
approaches.  In recent years ,  the Graduate Conference has established itself
as one of the major events in Europe for PhD students in polit ical  theory.

This 2021 edition wil l  be dedicated to the work of Quentin Skinner and the
dialogue between history of  ideas and polit ical  theory.  Prof .  Skinner wil l
honour us with his presence at the event.  He wil l  give a lecture entitled
'History,  Polit ical  Philosophy and the Cambridge School ' .

From the 1970s onwards,  Quentin Skinner and the "Cambridge School"
have renewed the methodology of the history of  polit ical  ideas.  Against an
ethereal  approach to theoretical  texts ,  conceived as answers to universal
questions,  they have insisted on the importance of taking into account the
context of  the discourse.  But this contextualism does not mean thinking of
ideas as pure products of  their  t ime.  Polit ical  theory then seems to f ind a
home in this ambiguity between freedom and dependence on its  context.

The conference wil l  be organised around workshops,  during which the
following themes wil l  be addressed (subject to change according to the
contributions received):

 

D I A L O G U E S  B E T W E E N  T H E  H I S T O R Y  O F  I D E A S  A N D
P O L I T I C A L  T H E O R Y



In this section, we are interested in the history of political thought: when we study
authors of the past, we are led both to distance ourselves from their thought (notably
by contextualising it) and to detect bridges without which these past contributions
would be unusable for us (because they are radically other, with concepts and
reflections that are unsuitable to speak to our contemporary political questioning). It
is this tension between distance and proximity to past political thought that we wish
to explore. Can we weave a red thread through the history of political thought via its
main concepts (the state, justice, etc.)? What role should the history of political
thought play in the formation of solutions to contemporary political problems?

W h a t  a r e  t h e  e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l  p r e m i s e s  o f  t h e  g e n e a l o g i c a l  a p p r o a c h  t o  p o l i t i c a l
c o n c e p t s ?
I s  t h e  e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l  i m p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  m o v i n g  b e y o n d  o u r  c o n t e m p o r a r y
c o n c e p t u a l  f r a m e w o r k s  p r o b l e m a t i c  i n  p o l i t i c a l  t h e o r y ?
I s  t h e r e  a n  e m i c  ( i m m a n e n t )  s t u d y  o f  p a s t  p o l i t i c a l  p r o b l e m s ,  o r  i s  i t  n e c e s s a r i l y
e t i c  ( t r a n s c e n d e n t ) ?
C a n  t h e  c o n c e p t s  o f  t h e  p a s t  i n f o r m  o u r  c o n t e m p o r a r y  p o l i t i c a l  q u e s t i o n s ?

1 )  T H E  P L A C E  O F  T H E  H I S T O R Y  O F  I D E A S  I N  P O L I T I C A L
T H E O R Y  

S O M E  I D E A S  O F  C O N T R I B U T I O N S :

T R U T H  A N D  H I S T O R Y  O F  P O L I T I C A L  T H O U G H T  

I s  t h e r e  a  t r u e  d i s c o u r s e  o n  p a s t  p o l i t i c a l  r e a l i t i e s ?
S h o u l d  w e  s t i l l  b e  l o o k i n g  f o r  t h e  t r u t h  o f  t h e  p a s t ?  
S h o u l d  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  t h e  t r u t h  o f  s t a t e m e n t s  b e  s e t  a s i d e  w h e n  d o i n g  t h e
h i s t o r y  o f  p o l i t i c a l  t h o u g h t ?  

O N T O L O G Y  O F  P O L I T I C A L  O B J E C T S   

I s  t h e r e  a  p e r m a n e n c e  o f  p o l i t i c a l  o b j e c t s  a n d  i s s u e s  o v e r  t i m e ?
A r e  t h e r e  a n y  t r a n s h i s t o r i c a l  a n d  d e - t e m p o r a l i z e d  p o l i t i c a l  q u e s t i o n s  t h a t  c a n  b e
t a k e n  o u t  o f  t h e i r  d i s c u r s i v e  c o n t e x t ?
A r e  a l l  p o l i t i c a l  c o n c e p t s ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  m o s t  a b s t r a c t  o n e s ,  h i s t o r i c a l ?  
I s  t h e r e  a  l i n g u i s t i c  i l l u s i o n  t h a t  l e a d s  p o l i t i c a l  s c i e n t i s t s  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e
s a m e  w o r d s  c a n  b e  u s e d  t o  q u e s t i o n  d i f f e r e n t  r e a l i t i e s ?

E P I S T E M O L O G I C A L  A N D  M E T H O D O L O G I C A L  P E R S P E C T I V E S  I N  S O C I A L
S C I E N C E S  



Drawing on Austin's theory of the illocutionary act, Quentin Skinner argues that
the historian of ideas should interpret texts as acts. In order to grasp the meaning
of a text, it is therefore necessary to understand what positions the authors have
taken with regard to the ideas and conventions of their time. 

How can we reveal the beliefs, myths, and imaginary that are specific to an era and
shared by the author in question? We expect author studies that allow us to
understand the implicit intentions of a theoretical text and the 'subjectivity' of an
era.

2 )  " T E X T S  A R E  A C T S " :  R E V E A L I N G  T H E  S O C I A L  A N D
P O L I T I C A L  D I M E N S I O N  O F  T H E O R E T I C A L
D I S C O U R S E S

S O M E  I D E A S  O F  C O N T R I B U T I O N S :

 E X A M P L E S  O F  C A S E  S T U D I E S

T h e  m e a n i n g  o f  t h e  w o r d  ' p e o p l e '  i n  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  d i s c o u r s e  i n  1 8 4 8
T h e  s i t u a t i o n  o f  a n  1 8 t h  c e n t u r y  t e x t  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  c o l o n i a l  i m a g i n a r y  o f
i t s  t i m e
T h e  m y t h  o f  p r o g r e s s  i n  " X  [ a u t h o r ]

 

H O W  T O  R E V E A L  T H E  I M P L I C I T  I N  T H E O R E T I C A L  D I S C O U R S E S ?

W h a t  m e t h o d s  s h o u l d  b e  u s e d  t o  s e l e c t  a  c o r p u s ?  
H o w  t o  d e l i m i t  a  ( c o n ) t e x t ?
W h a t  d i a l o g u e  b e t w e e n  t h e  t e x t  a n d  i t s  p e r i o d ?
H o w  a n d  w h e t h e r  t o  p r i o r i t i s e  t h e  t y p e s  o f  t e x t s  ( p r i m a r y  a n d  s e c o n d a r y ) ?

 



In his work, Skinner insists on the necessity of contextualizing the texts we read and
aim to understand; but can and should we do the same for the texts we write? Some
contemporary works stress the importance of theorists adopting a more reflexive
attitude to their work and methods, so as to interrogate the potential links between
their intellectual production and their social and political positioning. 

From this perspective, recognising the situated nature of one's own thinking would
facilitate a critical enterprise that aims, among other things, to highlight certain
structures of power or oppression, and the ways in which these affect how we
produce and access knowledge. The aim here is to question this postulate and to
question the place that the figure of the researcher should take in research itself.

3 )  T H E  I M P L I C A T I O N S  O F  S T A N D P O I N T  T H E O R Y  F O R
C O N T E M P O R A R Y  R E S E A R C H E R S  

S O M E  I D E A S  O F  C O N T R I B U T I O N S :  

R E S E A R C H  E T H I C S  

I s  i t  p o s s i b l e  a n d / o r  d e s i r a b l e  f o r  a  t h e o r i s t  t o  s e e k  t o  c o n t e x t u a l i s e  t h e i r  o w n
w o r k ?  
D o e s  r e s e a r c h  e t h i c s  r e q u i r e  s u c h  r e f l e x i v e  w o r k ?  

S T A N D P O I N T  E P I S T E M O L O G Y

A r e  w e  b e t t e r  a b l e  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  m e c h a n i s m s  o f  a  f o r m  o f  o p p r e s s i o n  w h e n
w e  e x p e r i e n c e  i t  o u r s e l v e s ?  
D o e s  t h e  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  t h e  s i t u a t e d  n a t u r e  o f  k n o w l e d g e  p r o d u c t i o n  n e c e s s a r i l y
l e a d  t o  r e l a t i v i s m ?  
S h o u l d  p o l i t i c a l  t h e o r y  s t r i v e  f o r  n e u t r a l i t y ,  o r  c a n  i t  l e g i t i m a t e l y  c l a i m  t o  b e
a c t i v i s t ?



Only contributions from doctoral students will be accepted. Each workshop (about
two hours) will be devoted to the presentation of two or three papers, followed by a
discussion with the audience. All workshops will be chaired by a Sciences Po doctoral
student.

Breakfast and lunch will be provided for both days of the conference. Transportation
and accommodation for participants will not be reimbursed.

I f  y o u  w i s h  t o  s u b m i t  a  c o n t r i b u t i o n ,  p l e a s e  s e n d  t o
g r a d c o n f 2 0 2 1 @ g m a i l . c o m

A n  a n o n y m o u s  3 0 0  w o r d  a b s t r a c t  ( i n  P D F  f o r m a t )
A  d o c u m e n t  ( W o r d  f o r m a t )  i n d i c a t i n g  y o u r  n a m e ,  t h e  t i t l e  o f  y o u r
c o n t r i b u t i o n  a n d  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n  w i t h  w h i c h  y o u  a r e  a f f i l i a t e d .  P l e a s e
s p e c i f y  w h e t h e r ,  g i v e n  p r e s e n t  k n o w l e g d e  o f  y o u r  c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  y o u
w o u l d  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h e  c o n f e r e n c e  i n  p e r s o n  o r  t h r o u g h  Z o o m  -  t h i s
i n f o r m a t i o n  w o u l d  b e  h e l p f u l  f o r  o r g a n i s a t i o n a l  p u r p o s e s  b u t  w e  a r e
a w a r e  t h a t  y o u r  p r e f e r e n c e  m i g h t  c h a n g e  b a s e d  o n  t h e  e v o l u t i o n  o f  t h e
s a n i t a r y  s i t u a t i o n  i n  F r a n c e  a n d  i n  y o u r  h o m e  c o u n t r y .  

P l e a s e  s u b m i t  y o u r  c o n t r i b u t i o n  b y  J u l y  1 0 t h ,  2 0 2 1 .
P r o p o s a l s  m u s t  b e  w r i t t e n  i n  F r e n c h  o r  E n g l i s h .

T h e  o r g a n i s i n g  t e a m  w i l l  s e l e c t  a b o u t  2 0  c o n t r i b u t i o n s .  T h e  s e l e c t e d
p a r t i c i p a n t s  w i l l  b e  n o t i f i e d  o n  J u l y  3 1 s t ,  2 0 2 1 .  D o c t o r a l  s t u d e n t s  w i l l
h a v e  u n t i l  S e p t e m b e r  2 0 t h ,  2 0 2 1  t o  s u b m i t  a  w r i t t e n  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e i r
c o n t r i b u t i o n .  I n  N o v e m b e r ,  t h e y  w i l l  b e  a b l e  t o  p r e s e n t  t h e i r  w o r k  i n
p e r s o n  o r  o n l i n e ,  b a s e d  o n  e a c h  p a r t i c i p a n t ' s  p r e f e r e n c e / a b i l i t y  t o  c o m e
t o  P a r i s  i n  N o v e m b e r  2 0 2 1 .  

F o r  a n y  o t h e r  q u e s t i o n ,  p l e a s e  c o n t a c t  t h e  o r g a n i s i n g  t e a m  a t  t h e
f o l l o w i n g  e m a i l  a d d r e s s :  g r a d c o n f 2 0 2 1 @ g m a i l . c o m

T h e  o r g a n i s i n g  t e a m :  J u s t i n e  B r i s s o n ,  E v a n  G r é g o i r e ,  L u c i l l e  L a c r o i x ,
A l i c e  L a s v e r g n a s ,  A r n a u d  M i r a n d a ,  A n a - M a r i a  S z i l a g y i .

P R A C T I C A L  I N F O R M A T I O N :   

H O W  T O  C O N T R I B U T E  


