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Abstract. The paper addresses the issues of reconstruction of Proto-Indo-European roots and original 
meanings of the words denominating the concepts CRIME and PUNISHMENT in English and Ukrainian as 
well as their semantic development over several historical periods. The methodology employed includes the 
comparative-historical method incorporating etymological analysis, the techniques of external and internal 
reconstruction, componential and contrastive analyses. The major findings refer to the identification of the 
primordial senses of the verbalised concepts CRIME and PUNISHMENT that constitute the structure of the 
collective unconscious of the early Germans and the early Slavs. The reconstructed linguistic data make it 
possible to conclude that the archetypal meanings ''cry of distress'', ''to sift, to separate'' encoded in the inner 
form of the English noun crime gave rise to the legal meanings ''deceit, fraud, treachery'', ''offence 
punishable by law''. The etymological analysis of the Ukrainian word злочин makes it clear that the 
specialized legal meaning 'a socially dangerous act' evolved from the original meaning ''crooked, bent, 
curved''. The etymological connection of the English word punishment with the Proto-Indo-European root 
*khoe/oi-'punish, compensate, pay price, avenge' points to the earliest Germanic conceptions of punishment 
as blood feud, vengeance, compensation for damages or payment for a bride, whereas in Old Slavic 
tradition, punishment is viewed as a punitive measure intended to cause physical pain or inflict intense 
humiliation, denigration, or extreme fear to a person. 

Keywords: concept, reconstruction, inner form, etymological analysis, semantic development, 
collective unconscious. 

 
Introduction. Linguistic worldview 

reconstruction is a priority of modern linguistics. The 
elements that make it possible are increasingly 
referred to by scientists from different perspectives as 
"culture constants" [17, p. 54], "ethnic constants" and 
"diachronic constants" [2, p. 79]. Gukhman considers 
the latter as being able to model invariant tendencies 
of language evolution [8, p. 56]. Since all language 
categories reflect the peculiarities of the conceptual 
worldview of language speakers, thus it is possible to 
trace the changes of conceptual dominants in 
different historical periods by studying the diachronic 
development of language categories.  

Recent research and publications. 
Language-based reconstruction of material and 
spiritual culture of ethnic groups is one of the most 
promising areas of linguistic research. Throughout 
the last decade, there has been a growing interest 
in the diachronic studies of concepts [2; 3, 11; 15; 
17]. Numerous cognitive studies have shown that 
concept is not static, it evolves over time since the 
dynamics of conceptual content is triggered by 
social, historical, cultural factors and ethical 
principles. The diachronic study of concepts is 
essential, since it provides a better understanding 
of the content, structure, mechanisms, ways and 
time of concept verbalisation, as well as cross-
cultural differences of its components for different 
nations. The diachronic analysis of linguistic data 
makes it possible to reconstruct the earliest Indo-
European conceptions of various phenomena 

attested in the historical Indo-European dialects. 
The purpose of the research is to 

reconstruct Proto-Indo-European roots and 
original meanings of the lexical units 
denominating the concepts CRIME and 
PUNISHMENT in English and Ukrainian and trace 
diachronic variation of the conceptual content. 

The methods of the research are the 
following: the comparative-historical method 
incorporating etymological analysis, the 
techniques of external and internal reconstruction 
used to reconstruct Proto-Indo-European roots 
and original meanings of the lexical units 
denominating the concepts CRIME and 
PUNISHMENT in English and Ukrainian and trace 
their semantic development; componential 
analysis that is used to analyse the words through 
structured sets of semantic features; contrastive 
analysis that is used to identify isosemic and 
allosemic features constituting the structure of the 
concepts CRIME and PUNISHMENT in the 
contrasted languages over certain historical 
periods. 

Results. The conceptions of good and evil, 
just and unjust, normal and abnormal are archaic 
patterns and images derived from the collective 
unconscious that shape legal culture and legal 
consciousness. According to Fitzpatrick, 
“…modern law is inherently mythic and shares 
origins with the mythology of modernity” [6, 
p.154]. As noted by Gamkrelidze and Ivanov, the 
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principle of binarism permeates the mythological 
and semantic systems of the ancient Indo-
European model of the world [7, p. 748]. Major 
binary oppositions (life-death, heaven-earth, 
good-bad, right-left) reflect the universal 
parameters of the world. The understanding of the 
universe as a hierarchical order is reflected in 
mythological conceptions. In ancient Greek 
mythology, the notion of cosmos is opposite to 
chaos. Mythological cosmos is a cosmos of order 
and hierarchy, a “lawful” cosmos. Irrational chaos 
is contrasted with an ordered cosmos. In the 
context of law, the conceptual distinctions are 
based on the binary principle of normative versus 
non-normative, just versus unjust, order versus 
disorder, crime versus innocence, etc. 

As evidenced by the collective and 
cumulative history of humankind, crime and 
punishment are the long-standing social 
phenomena inextricably bound up with each 
other. In this regard, Melnychuk makes an 
analogy between primordial evil associated with 
chaos and punishment as a cosmogonic act 
aimed at restoring divine order [12, p. 45]. 

Concepts having significant impact on 
society within a particular historical period appear 
to be the most dynamic, two of such sociocultural 
constants being the concepts СRIME  and 
PUNISHMENT that register the code of human 
conduct in a particular society. As a concept is 
characterised by a set of attributes/features, it can be 
described by revealing the features making up its 
structure. Concept formation begins with the inner 
form that is defined as “an etymological feature, a 
primordial sense of a concept encoded in the outer 
verbal form” [17, p. 46]. The inner form that is 
viewed as the fundamental feature underlying the 
concept retains the aptitude to acquire new 
meanings over a certain historical period. Thus, 
the dynamic nature of a concept is evidenced by 
the fact that its content is constantly enriched with 
new conceptual characteristics. Exploring the 
historical (diachronic) component of a concept is 
of great value for the researcher as etymological 
data can explain the mechanism of concept 
formation, metaphorically speaking, “its first steps 
in the verbal cognitive field of culture” [10, p. 83]. 

The etymological study of a concept name 
is an important stage in the understanding of its 
content. The word denominating the concept 
receives the status of its name. It conveys the 
conceptual content in the concentrated form most 
specifically and precisely. The name of the 
concept CRIME is the lexeme crime. The English 
word crime is traditionally reconstructed as PIE 
*krei- ''to sift, separate'': Eng. сrime < Lat. сernere 
''to sift, distinguish, separate'' < PIE *krei- ''to sift, 
separate'' that later gave rise to the legal 
meanings ''deceit, fraud, treachery'' > ''charge, 
indictment, accusation'' > ''offence punishable by 

law'' [13]. The supposed connection of crime with 
PIE *krei- ''to sieve, separate'' was rejected by 
Klein [1]. He suggested (citing Brugmann) that 
crime may be etymologically connected to PIE 
*(s)qrei- (enlargement of the imitative base *qer- 
''to shout, cry''), whence also OHG scrian ''to cry'', 
MHG schrien, Ger. schreien, ON hreimr ''to 
squeak'', hrina ''to squeal, squeak'' [1, p. 372]. 

In Old English, the lexeme crime acquired the 
meanings ''sinfulness'', ''infraction of the laws of God''. 
The meanings ''crime'', ''mortal sin'' are attested in the 
Old French word crimne (12 century). The meaning 
"any great wickedness or wrongdoing" is from 1510s. 
The modern legal meaning ''offense punishable by 
law'' could have arisen in the late 14th century [13]. 
Modern dictionary definitions of the lexeme crime 
and its synonyms offence, wrong, felony contain 
the semantic components 'offence', 'fault', 
'infringement', 'evil', 'injustice', 'deceit', 'illegal or 
unfair act', and 'violence' that retain the traces of 
the meanings of crime in the earlier historical 
periods.  

As evidenced by the etymological analysis, the 
structure of the concept CRIME extended gradually 
covering several historical periods: the original 
semantic components: ''sifting'', ''cry''; the meanings 
attested in the Old English period: ''deceit'', ''fraud'', 
''treason'', ''accusation''; the meanings attested in the 
Middle English period: ''crime'', ''mortal sin''; the 
modern specialized meanings attested in the 14th 
century: ''wrongdoing'', ''offence punishable by law''. 

To reconstruct the concept CRIME verbalised 
in the Ukrainian language, it is necessary to trace the 
origin of its name – the lexeme злочин (crime). The 
feature of asymmetry underlies the concept of evil 
represented by the Ukrainian word зло. The 
compound злочин сonsists of the noun зло (evil) and 
the verb учинити (do, commit). Ukr. зло descends 
from the Proto-Slavic root *zъlъ(jь) ''bad, evil, wicked'', 
which can be etymologically linked with the PIE root 
*ĝhuel- ''to bend, crook, twist''. The meaning of the 
protofom *ĝhuel is reflected in the meanings of the 
words derived from it: Skt. hvάratē ''he goes a 
crooked pathway'', hvάrati ''he runs the wrong way'', 
Avest. zbarǝmna- ''going around'', Lith. ablaut įžvilñas 
''slantwise, slant, skew'', atžúlas ''rough, impolite'', 
Latv. zveļu ''to turn aside''. The reconstructed PIE root 
*ĝhuel can be typologically compared to the 
protoforms reconstructed for the Slavic languages. 
Thus, for example, the Proto-Slavic root *krivъ 
''curved, bent'' gave rise to the numerous derivatives 
meaning ''injustice'': OSlav. кривина ''injustice, 
abnormality'', кривьда ''falsehood, injustice'', кривьць 
''сulprit, defendant'', Serb.-Cr. крив ''guilty'', кривац 
''offender''; крив закон ''unfair law'', криводел 
''criminal'', кривња ''guit''. In the lexemes above, we 
can observe a semantic shift from the original 
meaning ''crooked", bent, twisted'' to the specialized 
legal meanings. The phrase зло оучинити with the 
meaning "to cause harm" is used from 14–15 c. The 
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lexeme зълодѣи derived from Proto-Slavic *zъlodĕjь 
with the meanings "criminal", "thief", "ill-wisher" is 
attested in 15 c. [5, p. 266]. 

The modern dictionary definitions of the 
lexeme злочин  and its synonyms злодіяння (evil 
deed), злочинство (misdoing), правопорушення 
(offence, wrongdoing), лиходійство (evil-doing) 
contain the semantic components 'evil', 'wicked act', 
'criminal, 'to cause, 'harm' that retain the traces of the 
meanings of злочин (сrime) attested in the earlier 
historical periods.  

As evidenced by the contrastive analysis, 
the original meanings of the lexical means 
representing the concept СRIME in English and 
Ukrainian have been proven dissimilar. The 
primordial sense “cry of distress” as a natural 
reaction to grief and pain, which is linked to the 
concept of crime, is embedded within the lingual 
consciousness of the early Germans. According to 
other etymological sources, crime may be 
etymologically connected to PIE *krei- ''to sieve, 
separate''. The Ukrainian word злочин reflects the 
ancient Slavic conceptions of evil as something 
crooked, bent, curved (Ukrl. зло < OSl. *zъlъ(jь) 
''unkind, evil'' < PIE *ĝhuel- ''crooked, bent''). 

The diachronic component of the concept 
СRIME verbalised in English and Ukrainian contains 
the common conceptual feature 'violation of ethical 
principles' (English sinfulness, infraction of the laws 
of God/ Ukrainian гріх (sin)). The divergent 
conceptual features are the following: 'cry' (сry of 
distress), 'selection' (to sift, to discriminate), 'a 
deceitful action' (deceit, fraud), 'accusation' 
(сharge, accusation), 'a non-normative act ' (crime, 
fault, offence), which are represented in the English 
language; and the conceptual features 'asymmetry' 
(кривий (crooked, сurved), похилий (bent)), 'human 
vices' (недобрий (unkind, bad), злий (evil, wicked), 
несправедливий (unjust)), 'a negative 
phenomenon' (нещастя (misfortune), біда (trouble), 
дещо / все зле (something/everything evil)), which 
are represented in the Ukrainian language. 

To reconstruct the concept PUNISHMENT, it is 
necessary to trace the origin of its name – the lexeme 
punishment. The ancient Germanic conceptions of 
blood feud, vengeance, compensation for damages 
or payment for a bride are reflected in the meaning of 
the protoform for punishment and in the meanings of 
the words derived from it, which are attested in the 
historical Indo-European dialects. As indicated by the 
linguistic data, punish is derived from Old Fr. puniss-, 
extended present participle stem of punir ''to punish'', 
from L. punire ''punish, correct, chastise''; ''take 
vengeance for; inflict a penalty on, cause pain for 
some offenсe'', earlier poenire, from poena ''penalty, 
punishment'' [13]. The protoform can be 
reconstructed as *khoe/oi-(na-) ''punish, compensate, 
pay price, avenge'' that is attested in all major early 
dialects: Skt. cáyate ''avenges'', cetár- ''avenger'', ápa-
citi- ''retribution'', Avest. kāy- ''pay, compensate'', 

kaēnā- ''redemption''; ''punishment, retribution'', Hom. 
Gk. tinō ''(I) pay, compensate, punish, avenge'', tisis 
''payment, punishment, vengeance, redemption'', 
poinē´ ''retribution, vengeance, blood feud, payment 
for murder'', Lith. káina ''price, payment'' (including 
bride price), OCS cěna ''price, payment'' [13]. 

As Gamkrelidze and Ivanov point out, the 
Indo-European protolanguage had an 
undifferentiated legal and ritual concept of 
payment or compensation. A blood feud was the 
same kind of compensation – payment for blood – 
as compensation for damages or payment for a 
bride [7, p. 709]. The principle of retributive justice 
is reflected in the Anglo-Saxon law codes, in 
particular, in King Alfred Law Code ''…if anyone 
puts out another’s eye, let him give his own for it: 
tooth for tooth, hand for hand.. '' [9]. Similarly, the 
motif of mirror punishment is echoed in the Old 
Slavic law codes, in particular, in Rus'ka Pravda 
(Justice of Rus'), the legal code of Kyivan Rus': 
''Оубьеть моуж(ь)  моужа, то  мьстить  
братоу брата, […] или братоу чадоу, любо 
сестриноу с(ы)н(о)ви (If a man kills a man, then 
a brother may avenge the death of his brother 
[…], or a brother's son or  a sister's son may 
avenge the death of their uncle)'' [14]. 

The name of the concept PUNISHMENT 
verbalised in the Ukrainian language is the lexeme 
покарання. It is a prefixal derivative of the Proto-
Slavic noun *kara ''punishment, penalty'', which 
apparently originally meant ''physical punishment'' [5, 
p. 381]. Some etymologists suggest that the lexeme 
*kara is a derivative of *karati ''to scold, to punish'', Cz. 
kárati ''to reproach, to scold, (arch.) to punish''; SCr. 
kárati ''to scold, to punish''; others reject this 
connection suggesting that the verb *karati is formed 
from the Proto-Slavic noun *kara with suffixes a-ti-. 
Proto-Slavic *karati is presumably connected with 
Proto-Slavic *koriti  ''to scold, to reprimand, to 
criticise'' (the long root vowel is of Proto-Slavic origin) 
[4, p. 221], as reflected in the meanings of the Old 
Slavic descendants: OSlav корити ''to disgrace'' [16, 
p. 291]; оукарати ''to defame, to discredit'' [16,                
p. 292]; покорити ''to subdue'' [16, p. 292]. Proto-
Slavic *koriti is cognate with Latv karinat ''tease, 
irritate'', Gk. káρνη'' damage, penalty, retribution'',               
L. сarino 'I mock smb, bring discredit on smb'', Old 
Irish caire ''reproach'', deriving from PIE *kar- ''to 
abuse, to blame, to defame, to dishonour'', which is 
linked with *(s)ker/*kor- ''to scratch, to cut, to carve, to 
shear'', ''to insult, to treat with insolence, indignity, or 
contempt'' [5, p. 381]; Skt. krntáiti ''cuts'', Avest. 
kɘrɘntaiti ''cuts, flays, cleans  (slaughtered animal) '', 
Hom. Gk. kelro '' (I) cut, shear'', OHG sceran, OE 
scieran ''shear, cut'', Engl. shear [4, p. 221]. 

The comparative analysis of the 
reconstructed linguistic data makes it possible to 
conclude that the original meanings of the 
protoform for punishment reflect the earliest 
Germanic conceptions of punishment as blood 
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feud, vengeance, compensation for damages or 
payment for a bride, whereas in Old Slavic 
tradition, punishment is viewed as a punitive 
measure intended to cause physical pain or inflict 
intense humiliation, denigration, or extreme fear to 
a person. 

The diachronic component of the concept 
PUNISHMENT verbalised in English and 
Ukrainian contains common conceptual features: 
'a punitive action' (English to punish, to chastise/ 
Ukrainian карати (to punish)), 'physical 
punishment' (English to сause pain for some 
offence; suffering / Ukrainian мучити (to 
torment), різати (to cut), здирати (to shear)). 
'The divergent conceptual features are the 
following: 'monetary penalty (penalty, fine; to 
compensate, to pay price), represented in the 
English language; and 'verbal abuse' (ображати 
(to insult), сварити (to scold), принижувати, 
ставитися зі зневагою (to treat with insolence, 
indignity, or contempt); ганьбити (to disgrace), 
represented in the Ukrainian language. 

Conclusions and research prospects. 
Reconstruction of the earlier stages of a language 
provides insights into the lives of speakers at the 
various stages of language evolution, their social 
and cultural practices. Linguistic data of 
etymological dictionaries and historical texts made 
it possible to reconstruct ancient Indo-European 
conceptions about such long-standing social 
phenomena as crime and punishment. The article 
highlights the evolutionary transformations of the 
concepts CRIME and PUNISHMENT verbalized in 
English and Ukrainian over several historical 
periods: from Old English to Modern English and 
from Old Slavic to Modern Ukrainian.  

The comparative diachronic analysis of the 
language means representing the analysed 
concepts in the contrasted languages shows that 
the original meanings of the reconstructed 

protoforms for crime and злочин proved to be 
dissimilar. The archetypal meanings ''cry of 
distress'', ''to sift, to separate'' are visible in the 
inner form of English noun crime and its 
derivatives. The original meanings of the 
protoform for the Ukrainian word злочин reflect 
the ancient Slavic conceptions of evil as 
something crooked, bent, curved. Universal for 
the Anglo-Saxon and Ukrainian ethnoses is the 
perception of crime as violation of ethical 
principles, infraction of the laws of God. 
Conceptual differences are conditioned by the 
specific perception of crime based on images, 
stereotypes deeply ingrained in national 
consciousness. The original meanings of the 
protoform for the English word punishment reflect 
the earliest Germanic conceptions of punishment 
as blood feud, vengeance, compensation for 
damages or payment for a bride, whereas the 
Ukrainian word покарання is linked to the earliest 
Slavic conceptions of punishment as a punitive 
measure intended to cause physical pain or verbal 
abuse. Universal for the Anglo-Saxon and 
Ukrainian linguacultures is the perception of 
punishment as a punitive action intended to cause 
physical pain, which is a form of criminal liability 
characteristic of the early medieval law. 
Allomorphic (divergent) parameters of 
сonceptualization of punishment by the 
representatives of the contrasted linguacultures 
within certain historical periods refer to the 
perception of punishment as monetary penalty by 
the Anglo-Saxon lingual community and the 
perception of punishment as verbal abuse by the 
Ukrainian lingual community. 

The obtained results may contribute to 
further research of other socially centric concepts 
from a diachronic perspective using etymological 
dictionaries and historical texts. 
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ДІАХРОНІЧНИЙ АНАЛІЗ КОНЦЕПТІВ CRIME І PUNISHMENT 
В. П. Сніцар 

 
Анотація. Статтю присвячено діахронному дослідженню концептів CRIME і PUNISHMENT, 

вербалізованих в англійській та українській мовах, поняттєво-змістове наповнення яких зазнало 
змін упродовж історичного розвитку. За допомогою етимологічного аналізу ключових лексем-
номінаторів цих концептів визначено їхню внутрішню форму. Встановлено, що первинними 
смисловими витоками концепту СRIME, закодованими у внутрішній формі його лексеми-
номінатора, є значення ''сry'' (крик), ''to sift'' (просіювати) в англійській мові, а в українській мові для 
найменування злочину релевантною виявилася ознака несиметричності (кривий, похилий). Первісні 
уявлення про покарання у давньогерманській культурі пов’язувались із грошовим відшкодуванням 
та тілесним покаранням, а в праслов’янській – із тілесним покаранням і словесною образою. 

У результаті реконструкції діахронного варіювання змісту концепту CRIME/ЗЛОЧИН 
виявлено як спільні: 'порушення релігійно-моральних догм' (англ. sinfulness/ укр. гріх), так і відмінні 
концептуальні ознаки, актуалізовані в англійській мові: 'крик' (cry), 'відбір' (to sift, to discriminate) 
'неправдивий вчинок' (deceit, fraud), 'обвинувачення' (сharge, accusation), 'ненормативність' (crime, 
offence) та в українській мові: 'несиметричність' (кривий, похилий), 'моральні вади людини' 
(недобрий, злий), 'ціннісно-негативне явище' (нещастя, біда). Спільними в діахронному компоненті 
концепту PUNISHMENT/ПОКАРАННЯ є концептуальні ознаки: 'засіб впливу на порушника закону' 
(англ. punishment / укр. покарання), 'тілесне покарання' (англ. torment, suffering / укр. мучити, 
різати), а відмінними – 'грошове відшкодування' (penalty, compensation) та 'словесна образа' 
(сварити; різко, гостро ображати). 

Розвиток способів вербалізації концептів CRIME/ЗЛОЧИН і PUNISHMENT/ПОКАРАННЯ у 
діахронії обумовлено набором когнітивно-диференційних ознак, які є комунікативно релевантними і 
ціннісно значущими для сприйняття сутності злочину і покарання англосаксонським і українським 
етносом в межах певних історичних періодів. 

Ключові слова: діахронне варіювання, діахронний компонент, концепт, лексема-номінатор, 
внутрішня форма, когнітивно-диференційна ознака.  
 


