Text and Context

Introduction

There is a stark contradiction between theory and pracnce Reality is not the same as
appearance and appearance is not reality. This statement is true in the case of books as
well. When one reads any book, one must read between the lines and go beyond words and
figures. From time to time, scholars and social scientists have raised the question of how
to interpret a text. The moot question is whether it is possible to lay down any general or
‘;'pemﬁc rules about how to decipher a text. For this, one must understand what is text at and
‘what is its interpretation.
~According to the Oxford Adyanced Learner’s Dzrfzoﬂarj text means ‘the main printed part
of a book or magazine, not the notes or pictures,’ Of 'my “form of written ‘material, or the
‘written form of a speech, a play and an article’. In other words, any written word, sentence,
paragraph, stoty, novel or any book may be considered as a text. Text is different from d:le
Spoken words and covers 2 w1a€}ange of written expressions. However, some postmo
Sriicts of the deconstruction strain define text as to encompass not just written “'gfd: but
also the entire spectrum of symbols and phenomena The Longman Dl";f:;’:‘;or’ zldeor,:tﬁc?s—
rary English defines interpretation as ‘the way 1t in which someone expi Forms 1
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"'§ Terence Ball on Reappraising Political Theory'

q L erence Ballisa leading, political (heorist who has contributed immensely
L erpretation. Balljin his work. I landbook of Political Theory wrotc that ‘Interpretation 1s, SO
To speak, @ kind of triangulation between the text and two_(or morc) interpretations of it.

|
B lence, we cannot but take others” interpretations into account, reappraising their adequacy
) in his prominent work,

to the theory of
 theoly =

I aod value.” Terence Ball gave his own strategy for interpretatior
" T Reappriddsing Political Theory, published in 1995. An important hypothesis of this book is that
¢ (he hotizon of knowledge and wisdom is to be expanded ccaselessly, we have to engage
surselves in the task of reappraising, reinterpreting and even reinventing political theory
on a continuous basis. His article Reappraising Political "Theory has been paraphrased below

ror the readers.

Need and the Way to Study a Classic."”

The question arises as to why scholars specializing in political theory continue to write
" bout the classics or the great thinkers, of the past. Why no one had a last word on Plato,
. Aristotle, Kautilya, Rousseau, Mill, Marx or Gandhi? Why could we not have a definitive
work about these classics of politics? Why has there been so much fuss about understand-
ing and/or interpreting these great texes in the right context? Why should we read or
bother to revise them or their interpretations instead of going straight to the text and see

the articles and books about the great political thinkers in order to survive as academicians
in the age of publish or perish?

These were often repeated yet unsettling questions to which one could hardly provide
satisfactory answers except for the eternal value of the classics for understanding the most
fundamental questions regarding the origin and nature of man, society and state. One
would also argue about the perennial fascination of classic works for succeeding genera-
dons of scholars, each of which reads them anew and from their own point as well as
the world view. Further, these classics comprise political and literary traditions, which one
renews and enriches by reading, analyzing and criticizing textually as well as contextually.

However, these answers could never fully satisfy any one. Firstly, scientifically minded
political scientists complained that the worship of long-dead thinkers was impeding the
development of genuinely scientific theories of political behaviour. Nowadays, however,
such criticisms come more often from quarters that one would normally expect to be sym-
pathetic to the historical study of political thought. Among them are advocates and practitio-
ners of analytical political philosophy, some of whom see a sustained and systematic interest
in the history of political thought as an antiquarian distraction and an obstacle to our think-
ing for oursclves in more modern and, presumably, more fruitful ways about the pressing
political concerns of our own time. They tend to favour not the historical study and intzr-
pretation of old texts, but the application of cconomic, rational choice and game-theoretic
models and theories to questions of freedom, justice, political participation, and other con-
cerns. O, if they do study classic works, it s to cither look for insights or for forerunners
and ancestors who share their views. Thus (to mention merely two of the many examples),
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The Inescapability of Interpretation

Consider first the matter of method. There is in modern academic discourse much ado
\“‘—_'_"_‘--F_—— - .
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