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This presentation will report on a large, interdisciplinary research project based 
at the University of Manchester in the UK and funded by the Arts and Humanities 
Research Council. The project involves compiling large electronic corpora of 
ancient Greek, medieval Arabic, early Latin and Modern English to examine how 
central concepts in the humanities and sciences have been (re)translated into 
these three lingua francas, and how they have been interpreted and 
reinterpreted as they entered new cultural and temporal spaces.  
 
The focus of the study is on key historical moments that have brought about 
transformations in the interpretation of two sets of concepts, the first relating to 
the body politic (democracy, polis, polity, citizenship, nation, state, natural law, 
human rights, equality, etc.) and the second to scientific, expert knowledge 
(experiment, observation, evidence, proof, episteme, truth, falsehood, causation, 
validity, expertise). These are all key cultural concepts with a long history that 
remain central to social and political life today. The project also examines the 
ways and means by which civil society actors involved in radical democratic 
groups and counter-hegemonic globalisation movements contest and redefine 
the meaning of such cultural concepts today. In response to state-centred forms 
of democratic praxis, for example, civil society actors are shifting towards a non-
state model of democracy based on principles of diversity and horizontality. In 
this fluid context, the concepts that have traditionally underpinned scientific 
discourse (such as evidence and truth) are becoming less central to the 
construction and dissemination of knowledge, which is now regarded as partial 
and provisional.  
 
The presentation will engage with some of the ways in which corpus-based 
heuristic techniques will enable researchers involved in the project to analyse 
and map the historical transformation of concepts across time and cultural and 
linguistic spaces, as well the ongoing processes of knowledge renegotiation 
involving these concepts in the 21st century. It will further highlight some of the 
technical and methodological challenges involved in examining corpora of this 
scale, and incorporating three scripts: Greek, Arabic and Latin. 
 


