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Call for Paper: International Conference “Thinking and Acting
through Words. Ancient discourses, Historical Practices. Egypt,
Greece, Mesopotamia, Rome”

June 18-19 Paris-Cité University

Since the 1960s and the advent of the linguistic turn, language is no longer considered
as merely a tool for expressing reality, but rather as a necessary condition for understanding it."'
Words can no longer be regarded as simple descriptive tools: as the medium through which all
thought, knowledge and experience are filtered, language actively shapes how we perceive, act,
and think. This approach renews historical practice: texts are no longer treated as neutral
reflections of a pre-existing reality or context but as situated discourses imbued with
representations, value systems and intentions.> Consequently, the historian’s approach must
evolve and move beyond simple lexicographical inventory. Studying vocabulary amounts then
to examining how ancient societies understood their environment and acted upon it. Words
become a place where thoughts, practices and norms come together and therefore a privileged
lens through which to question the emic dimensions of everyday activities, the ways ancient
peoples understood and conceptualized the world they inhabited. However, this is only possible
if one rejects any form of lexical hierarchy and avoids reducing words to static definitions or
imposing rigid boundaries based on preconceived categories. The same term may be
appropriate in different ways depending on the actors involved, thereby producing its own
“context”. Hence the necessity to analyse political, social, or cultural practices from the
standpoint of the terms that shaped them, without projecting overly contemporary interpretative
frameworks onto them.

Thanks to the work of Alfred Ernout,® Pierre Chantraine,* and Emile Benveniste,’ the
vocabulary of ancient societies has come to be regarded as a historical object in its own right.
Studies on Greek vocabulary stand out due to their early diversity, with a focus on medical
vocabulary,® sacrificial vocabulary,” and even the qualities like métis.® On the Roman side,
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Joseph Hellegouarc’h’s seminal study® paved the way for a certain focalization on the political
world such as the various investigations into the concept of res publica'® and the vocabulary
employed by political actors in both the republican and imperial periods.!' For a number of
years, the focus has thus been on political rhetoric and the relationships between actors. As
recently as two years ago, a special issue of the journal Mots sought to examine institutional
vocabulary through the analysis of the wording of votes and political candidacies in Rome. '?
Only a handful of isolated studies have examined semantic fields not directly tied to political
activity, including vocabulary related to sexuality,'® environment'¥, family relationships, '
memory,' urban life,!” and religion.'® For the Greek world, the archaic period has provided a
rich field for analysis, particularly through the Homeric corpus. Scholars have studied
architectural vocabulary,'” terms related to gifts,?’ wealth and poverty,*! as well as concepts of
truth and falsehood.?? More recently, it is divine onomastics that has been analysed from this
lexical perspective, most notably with the ERC MAP project coordinated by Corinne Bonnet
or Michel Mathieu-Colas’ book on Greek and Roman deities.?® In the wake of these various
works, the conference “Thinking and Acting through Words: Ancient Discourses, Historical
Practices” aims to reaffirm the epistemological potential of ancient vocabulary studies through
a meeting in which researchers — both young and more experienced — can showcase and discuss
their analyses and methods. By putting words at the heart of historical inquiry, we aim to

% Le vocabulaire latin des relations et des partis politiques sous la République, Paris, Belles Lettres, 1963.

19 Such as the works of E. LYASSE (« Les notions de res publica et de ciuitas dans la pensée romaine de la cité et
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promote a history that fully acknowledges that the realities it examines are constructed,
negotiated, and interpreted through language. We therefore invite researchers working on
societies related to the ancient Mediterranean basin — beyond the Greek and Roman worlds
alone — to present their work on the vocabularies specific to their areas of expertise. Still with
regard to this historiography, another key objective of the conference is to highlight the
less-studied aspects of ancient vocabularies. This involves moving beyond an atomistic
approach to vocabulary analysis and avoiding an exclusive focus on the language of political
institutions or translation issues. Since language functions as a system, the role of words in the
everyday lives of these populations can only be understood through the connections they
maintain with one another. This is why, beyond the meanings of words and their translations,
our focus is on their use in practical contexts. The sources often provide examples of discourses
built on semantic issues induced by variations in vocabulary. For instance, when Herodotus
recounts Solon’s journey to King Croesus, he attributes to the Greek lawgiver a speech in which
variations in vocabulary relating to happiness (6AP1og, dtuyia, gvdarpovia) enable him to
develop a discourse on what he considers to be true human happiness.*

From these various perspectives, three research directions emerge to which the proposed
papers and posters may contribute:

Line 1 — Vocabulary in Discourse. Following Herodotus’ example, this line of research
encompasses studies that examine the use of specific vocabulary within the context of a
particular discourse, regardless of its nature or the sources in which it appears. The aim here is
to address the question of choice that underlies every use of specific vocabulary, which is never
a casual choice. Which words or lexical fields — whether previously overlooked or scarcely
studied — should be brought to the attention of historians, and at what levels of analysis should
they be examined (e.g., by work, author, or time period)? Are there words that an author
consistently favours, and if so, why? Conversely, one can also investigate the absence of certain
vocabulary in an author’s work: why might a word that was known and in use at the time be
deliberately avoided? Another area of interest concerns the reception of this vocabulary: is there
a specific audience for certain lexical fields, and how receptive is this audience to the use of
these words?

Line 2 — Lexical Field and Studies of Practices. This line of research encompasses
papers that explore the relationship between a lexical field and the emic representations
associated with a particular ancient practice. How is the lexical field organized, and what
connections exist between its structure and the emic categories of action and thought? A related
question is how the same term can become the focus of interpretative debates: which actors
appropriate, transform, or misappropriate it? The aim is to examine semantic tensions as
indicators of into underlying issues and debates.

Line 3 — Vocabulary Through Time. This line of research encompasses papers that
examine the reception of ancient vocabulary and its impact on historical studies. As recent
research has shown,? the later reuse of an ancient word can shape historians’ perceptions and
analyses of a particular lexical field. Beyond the challenges of comparing emic and etic
perspectives, these later usages also create lexical interference that must be taken into account.
The distortions that arise when ancient vocabulary is used in more contemporary contexts will
be examined, alongside the opportunities they present for historical analysis. Confronted with
these challenges, historians must return to a direct study of ancient sources: which methods are

24 Histories, 1.30-33.
23 L. AUTIN, V. HOLLARD, R. MELTZ, V. BONNET (dir.), « Les mots du vote de la Rome antique a la Révolution
frangaise. Sens et significations, traductions, réappropriations », Mots. Les langages du politique, 132, 2023.



most appropriate? This line will focus on the practices and techniques historians employ in
addressing specific cases, exploring the difficulties they encounter and the tools available to
overcome them.

These research lines obviously do not exhaust all possible avenues of analysis and we
therefore welcome proposals from researchers whose work does not fit neatly within them. We
also encourage poster submissions from very early-career researchers (second-year Master’s
and first year PhD students).

Application Procedure

Proposals for papers and posters (maximum 3,500 characters) should be submitted by
15 February to: vocabulairesanciens@gmail.com. Presentations may be given in English,
German, French, or Italian. The conference will take place on 18-19 June 2026 in Paris
(Paris-Cité University). Catering will be provided, and travel and accommodation expenses
may be partially covered by the organizers.

Scientific Committee

Francesca Prescendi (EPHE), Antoine Jacquet (Collége de France), Louis Autin
(Sorbonne Université), Brigitte Lion (Panthéon-Sorbonne).

Organization Committee

Marie Turpin (Université¢ Paris-Cit¢ — AnHiMA), Gregory Spadacini (Panthéon-
Sorbonne Université — AnHiMA), Adrien Coignoux (AnHiMA)



