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 This article explores the fascinating process of semantic 

change, providing examples of words whose meanings 

have evolved over time. It delves into the various 

reasons behind these shifts, such as cultural 

developments, technological advances, and linguistic 

borrowing. The article also highlights the impact of 

semantic change on language comprehension and 

communication. Overall, the piece offers valuable 

insights into the dynamic nature of language and the 

ways in which words continually transform in 

meaning..  
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such as actor or painter. 

 

Back-formation (also called reversion) is a term borrowed from diachronic linguistics. 

The process is based on analogy. The words beggar, butler, cobbler, or typewriter look very 

much like agent nouns with the suffix -er/-or, such as actor or painter. Their last syllable is 

therefore taken for a suffix and subtracted from the word leaving what is understood as a 

verbal stem. In this way the verb butle ‘to act or serve as a butler’ is derived by subtraction of 

-er from a supposedly verbal stem in the noun butler. Butler (ME buteler, boteler from OFr 

bouteillier ‘bottle bearer’) has widened its meaning. Originally it meant ‘the man-servant 

having charge of the wine’. It means at present ‘the chief servant of a rich household who is in 

charge of other servants, receives guests and directs the serving of meals.These examples are 

sufficient to show how structural changes taking place in back-formation became possible 

because of semantic changes that preceded them. In the above cases these changes were 

favoured by contextual environment. The change of meaning resulted in demotivation, and 

this paved the way for phonic changes, i.e. assimilation, loss of sound and the like, which in 

their turn led to morphemic alternations that became meaningful. Semantic changes often 

influence the morphological structure by. Modifying the relations between stems and 

derivational affixes. Structural changes, in their turn, depend on the combined effect of 

demotivation and analogy conditioned by 
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a higher frequency of occurrence of the pattern that serves as model. Provided all other 

conditions are equal, words following less frequent structural patterns are readily subjected 

to changes on the analogy of more frequent patterns. 

The very high frequency of the pattern verb stem+-er (or its equivalents) is a matter of 

common knowledge. Nothing more natural therefore than the prominent part this pattern 

plays in back-formation. Alongside the examples already cited above are burgle v<burglar n; 

cobble v<cobbler n; sculpt v<sculptor n. This phenomenon is conveniently explained on the 

basis of proportional lexical oppositions. Teacher = painter = butler Then x = butle, and to 

butle must mean ‘to act as butler. 

The process of back-formation has only diachronic relevance. For synchronic approach butler 

: : butle is equivalent to painter : : paint, so that the present-day speaker may not feel any 

difference between these relationships. The fact that butle is derived from butler through 

misinterpretation is synchronically of no importance. Some modern examples of back-

formation are lase v — a verb used about the functioning of the apparatus called laser, 

escalate from escalator on the analogy of elevate — elevator. Cf. also the verbs aggress, 

automate, enthuse, obsolesce and reminisce. 

Back-formation may be also based on the analogy of inflectional forms as testified by the 

singular nouns pea and cherry. Pea (the plural of which is peas and also pease) is from ME 

pese<OE pise, peose<Lat pisa, pl. of pesum. The ending -s being the most frequent mark of the 

plural in English, English speakers thought that sweet peas€ was a plural and turned the 

combination peas€ soup into pea soup. Cherry is from OFr cerise, and the -se was dropped for 

exactly the same reason. The causes of semantic changes may be grouped under two main 

headings, linguistic and extralinguistic ones, of these the first group has suffered much greater 

neglect in the past and it is not surprising therefore that far less is known of it than of the 

second. Linguistic causes influencing the process of vocabulary adaptation may be of 

paradigmatic and syntagmatic character; in dealing with them we have to do with the 

constant interaction and interdependence of vocabulary units in language and speech, such as 

differentiation between synonyms, changes taking place in connection with ellipsis and with 

fixed contexts, changes resulting from ambiguity in certain contexts, and some other causes. 

Changing the meaning of words can be important for several reasons. Language is constantly 

evolving, and as society and culture change, the meanings of words can also shift to reflect 

these changes. This allows language to remain relevant and up-to-date with the needs and 

values of a given society. 

Additionally, changing the meaning of words can help to address issues of inclusivity and 

diversity. It allows for the acknowledgment and incorporation of different perspectives and 

experiences, which can help to create a more inclusive and equitable language environment. 

Furthermore, altering the meaning of words can be a way to challenge oppressive or 

discriminatory language and promote more respectful and sensitive communication. It can 

also be a means to empower marginalized communities and redefine the narrative around 

certain topics or issues. 

Changing of word meanings is important as it allows language to remain relevant, inclusive, 

and respectful of diverse perspectives, ultimately contributing to a more progressive and 

equitable society.  

In conclusion, the change of meaning of words is a natural and ongoing process that occurs as 
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language evolves over time. This phenomenon may be influenced by various factors such as 

cultural shifts, technological advancements, and societal changes. As a result, words can 

acquire new connotations, or their meanings may be expanded or altered to adapt to the 

evolving linguistic landscape. It is essential for language users to remain open to these shifts 

and be mindful of the context in which words are used in order to effectively communicate 

and understand their intended meaning. Overall, the change of meaning of words reflects the 

dynamic nature of language and its ability to adapt to the evolving needs and expressions of 

its users. 
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