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Abstract:This paper explores the historical development of word meanings in the English
language through a diachronic linguistic lens. It examines how and why semantic shifts occur
over time, categorizes types of semantic change, and highlights examples from different
historical stages of English. The study reveals that socio-cultural, psychological, and linguistic
factors are major contributors to the evolution of meaning. Understanding these changes
provides insight into the dynamic nature of language and the influence of historical context on
communication.

Keywords:semantic change, diachronic linguistics, English language history, meaning
evolution, polysemy, lexical development.

Introduction

The semantic evolution of English words offers significant insight into the dynamic and
ever-changing nature of language, reflecting not only linguistic shifts but also the complex
interplay between language, culture, and society. Words are not static entities; their meanings
transform as speakers adapt language to new realities, experiences, and social attitudes. This
phenomenon, known as semantic change, encompasses various processes by which the
meanings of words broaden, narrow, acquire positive or negative connotations, or shift
metaphorically over time. Understanding semantic change is essential to the fields of English
philology and historical linguistics, as it reveals patterns of linguistic development and offers
clues about historical context, cultural influences, and cognitive processes (Blank, 1999;
Traugott & Dasher, 2002).

This study adopts a diachronic approach, tracing the historical trajectories of selected
English words from their earliest recorded uses through subsequent periods to present-day
meanings. Such an approach allows for a detailed examination of how and why words change
their meanings, highlighting the underlying mechanisms such as social change, contact with
other languages, technological innovations, and shifts in cultural values. By focusing on key
types of semantic change—namely broadening (where meanings become more general),
narrowing (where meanings become more specific), pejoration (meaning acquires negative
connotations), amelioration (meaning gains positive value), and metaphorical shifts (meanings
evolve through figurative use)—this research contextualizes linguistic shifts within broader
historical and cultural frameworks. Ultimately, this study aims to deepen the understanding of
semantic evolution as a reflection of both language-internal developments and external socio-
cultural forces that have shaped the English lexicon over centuries.
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Methods

The investigation primarily utilized the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) online edition,
which provides extensive historical citations tracing word usage from Old English through
Modern English (Oxford English Dictionary Online, 2023). Five representative words were
selected to exemplify different types of semantic change: holiday, meat, silly, knight, and
mouse. The earliest recorded meanings and their developments were tracked through dictionary
entries, supported by philological studies and diachronic corpora such as the Corpus of
Historical American English (COHA) for modern examples (Davies, 2002—). Secondary
literature on semantic change theories (Geeraerts, 2010; Traugott & Dasher, 2002) guided the
classification and interpretation of semantic shifts.

Results
The diachronic analysis revealed the following semantic changes:

e Broadening: Holiday initially denoted a “holy day” devoted to religious observance but
gradually expanded to include any day of leisure or vacation (OED, 2023).

e Narrowing: The Old English meat originally meant all kinds of food but narrowed to
refer specifically to animal flesh by Middle English (Baugh & Cable, 2013).

e Pejoration: Silly evolved from the Old English s&lig, meaning “happy” or “blessed,” to
its contemporary meaning of “foolish” or “lacking good sense” (Blank, 1999).

e Amelioration: Knight, from Old English cniht meaning “boy” or “servant,” acquired
elevated status as a term for a mounted warrior of noble rank in the Middle Ages
(Crystal, 2003).

o Metaphorical Shift: Mouse extended from its original sense as a small rodent to denote
the computer input device, illustrating semantic extension through metaphor (Traugott
& Dasher, 2002).

These examples highlight how semantic changes are influenced by cultural shifts, social
hierarchy, and technological innovations.

Discussion

The results underscore the multifaceted and complex nature of semantic change in the
English language, highlighting that shifts in word meanings rarely occur in isolation but are
deeply intertwined with broader social, cultural, and historical contexts. Major social
transformations, such as the Reformation, which altered religious practices and beliefs,
influenced the semantic field of many words related to spirituality and morality. Likewise, the
hierarchical structure of feudalism redefined social roles and titles, leading to shifts in terms
like knight, which evolved from a general term for a servant to denote a noble warrior with
specific social and military status (Baugh & Cable, 2013). Moreover, periods of rapid
technological progress—from the Industrial Revolution to the Digital Age—have continuously
introduced new concepts that necessitate linguistic innovation, either through coining new
terms or extending the meanings of existing words, as exemplified by the semantic expansion
of mouse from a small rodent to a computer input device (Traugott & Dasher, 2002).
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In addition to internal societal developments, language contact has played a crucial role
in shaping English vocabulary and semantics. The Norman Conquest brought significant French
influence, while Latin—through ecclesiastical, scholarly, and legal domains—contributed a vast
array of loanwords. These interactions have not only enriched the English lexicon but also
influenced the semantic trajectories of many words, sometimes causing shifts in meaning or
usage patterns that persist today (Crystal, 2003).

Employing a diachronic approach supported by rigorous philological tools such as the
Oxford English Dictionary (OED) and extensive historical corpora provides invaluable insights
into the processes of semantic change. These resources allow scholars to trace the chronological
development of word meanings with precision, uncovering subtle shifts that may otherwise go
unnoticed. They also facilitate comparative analyses across different periods, dialects, and
registers, enriching our understanding of the language’s evolution.

Looking ahead, future research in this field stands to gain significantly from advances in
quantitative corpus linguistics. Statistical modeling of semantic changes can help identify
patterns and correlations between linguistic shifts and sociohistorical factors with greater
accuracy and scale than traditional qualitative methods alone. Integrating computational
approaches with philological expertise promises a more comprehensive framework for studying
semantic evolution, enabling researchers to map language change dynamically and predict
potential future trends (Geeraerts, 2010).
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