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According to Kurer (2003, 44) and Buchenau (2013, 3f) research on the concept of CORRUPTION can be 

divided into objective und subjective approaches. The first type of definitions is based on the 

assumption that CORRUPTION involves the objective violations of rules or laws. Subjective definitions, 

in contrast, focus on the perception or on how people speak about CORRUPTION (cf. Corruption 

perception index by Transparency International). In our paper, we will build on the observation that 

language is the central if not the only medium which allows for an analysis of the conceptualization of 

CORRUPTION through time. We will argue for a lexical semantic approach which takes into 

consideration not only the semantics of individual lexical items but also ‘hidden’ information units 

activated in discourse (frame semantics). Frames are schematic representations of situations involving 

various participants, called frame elements. Meaning consists of a network of information elements 

which are inferred in discourse (cf. Fillmore 1982, FrameNet). We will propose to understand 

CORRUPTION as a category with a radial structure in the sense of Collier & Mahon (1993) with a 

prototypical centre involving the following frame elements: PRINCIPAL, AGENT, CLIENT, BENEFIT FOR THE 

AGENT, BENEFIT FOR THE CLIENT. Apart from that, this approach to the language of CORRUPTION includes 

the analysis of conceptual metaphors in the sense of Lakoff & Johnson (1980) like CORRUPTION IS A 

DESEASE, CORRUPTION IS A MONSTER. We will show how language can draw a systemic distinction 

between petty and grand corruption (PETTY  CORRUPTION IS THE LUBRICATION OF A MECHANISM). 

We will illustrate the proposed lexical approach on the basis of a corpus of newspaper articles covering 

the so-called ‘Našice affair’ from 1934/35, one of the major cases of CORRUPTION in the Kingdom of 

Yugoslavia (Hansen & Lisov 2015). Additionally, we will provide selected data from Czech. 
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