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ABSTRACT: Semantic change has become an increasingly
important focus in historical linguistics and sociolinguistics,
reflecting how language evolves in response to social, cultural,
and technological transformations. This narrative review
aimed to synthesize conceptual, empirical, and contextual
perspectives on semantic change and to assess the
implications of these shifts for broader societal dynamics.
Literature was systematically collected from major databases
including Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar, and
PubMed, using keywords such as semantic change,
sociolinguistics, migration discourse, and linguistic evolution.
Inclusion criteria emphasized peer-reviewed —studies
published in the past five years, complemented by seminal
works providing historical context. The results reveal three
interrelated themes: conceptual frameworks including
semantic gradation and discourse-historical approaches;
empirical patterns documented through quantitative analyses
of lexical shifts and concreteness in language use; and
contextual influences encompassing social policies, cultural
traditions, and digital communication. These findings
demonstrate that semantic change is not only a linguistic
phenomenon but also a reflection of systemic structures,
power relations, and cultural identities. The discussion
highlights the need for inclusive language policies, culturally
responsive education, and interdisciplinary research to
mitigate inequalities and preserve linguistic diversity. By
linking theory, data, and context, this review contributes to a
more comprehensive understanding of semantic change and
its relevance for language, society, and identity in a globalized
world.
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INTRODUCTION

Language evolves in response to specific

cultural, social, and historical pressures. For example,

studies on bilingual Basque—Spanish communities reveal how entrenched code-switching reflects
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semantic-pragmatic shifts (Lantto, 2014). Similarly, research on Scandinavian languages documents
variation in gender classification as a marker of social identity (Epps et al., 2021). Such findings
indicate that semantic change is not only structural but also linked to concrete sociocultural
contexts. In recent decades, research into language change has grown substantially, employing both
traditional linguistic analysis and computational methods to trace shifts in meaning and structure
across different languages and contexts. This growing body of work reflects a recognition that
linguistic change is not merely an abstract phenomenon but a crucial indicator of broader social
transformations (Lantto, 2014; Epps et al., 2021). As global interconnectedness deepens and
multilingual communities expand, the study of semantic change has become increasingly urgent to
capture the ways in which language adapts to shifting realities.

Opver the past ten years, scholars have intensified their efforts to examine the mechanisms and
consequences of semantic change. Technological advancements, particularly in computational
linguistics, have enabled the large-scale analysis of diachronic corpora, offering insights into
patterns of semantic drift and stability (Mukanova et al., 2024; Hills & Adelman, 2015). At the
same time, qualitative research has emphasized the social and cultural dimensions of change,
demonstrating that linguistic evolution is shaped not only by internal grammatical tendencies but
also by external social pressures. For instance, research on discourse about migration has shown
that evolving narratives influence both word choice and semantic associations, highlighting the
mutual reinforcement of linguistic and societal shifts (Viola & Verheul, 2020). Such findings
underscore the significance of linguistic inquiry for understanding identity, ideology, and collective
memory.

Empirical studies further confirm the importance of investigating semantic change. Lantto (2014),
for example, documents how code-switching in bilingual communities serves as a site where
cultural influence and language intersect, revealing the role of social context in shaping meaning.
Similarly, Epps et al. (2021) identify variation in gender classification across North Scandinavian
languages, demonstrating that shifts in semantic categories are intimately tied to social variation
and identity formation. These findings highlight that semantic change cannot be explained solely
by reference to linguistic structures; rather, it must be situated within the broader cultural and
social environment in which language is used.

The increasing reliance on computational approaches has further transformed the study of
language change. Mukanova et al. (2024) illustrate how abstract concepts such as “wealth” and
“poverty” are linguistically represented in shifting ways across time, showing that semantic change
often emerges from historical and social contexts. Hills and Adelman (2015) employ large-scale
quantitative methods to trace the evolution of English vocabulary, revealing systematic shifts that
correlate with cognitive and social indicators. Together, these studies demonstrate the
complementarity of qualitative and quantitative approaches in capturing the complexity of
semantic change.

At a broader level, linguistic change reflects how speakers negotiate meaning in diverse contexts.
Viola and Verheul (2020) analyze migration discourse in the United Kingdom, demonstrating that
the language of migration evolves alongside political and social developments. Their findings reveal
that language is not only a reflection of social change but also a mechanism through which societal
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debates and ideologies are articulated. This underscores the relevance of linguistic research beyond
academia, as semantic shifts directly impact how communities perceive and respond to pressing

social issues.

The urgency of understanding language change is underscored by its global implications. Semantic
evolution affects not only everyday communication but also the transmission of knowledge, values,
and cultural identity. As Schneider (2022) argues, the framing of poverty in public discourse
provides new perspectives on linguistic adaptation, yet much remains to be explored about how
such frames affect linguistic structure and meaning. These insights indicate that the study of
semantic change is vital for tracing the interplay between language and society, particularly in an
era of rapid cultural and technological transformation.

Despite substantial progress, significant challenges remain in the study of semantic change. One
major difficulty is the detection and analysis of subtle shifts in word meaning across time. Although
machine learning and statistical modeling have improved the precision of semantic analysis, gaps
persist in our ability to account for the influence of social context on meaning (Viola & Verheul,
2020). For example, polarized narratives in migration discourse complicate efforts to identify how
linguistic choices both reflect and shape public opinion. This highlights the need for
interdisciplinary approaches that combine linguistic analysis with insights from sociology and
political science.

Another challenge lies in integrating traditional and computational methodologies. Hamilton et al.
(2016) emphasize that semantic change involves both linguistic drift, driven by structural
tendencies within language, and cultural shift, shaped by broader social forces. Disentangling these
influences requires careful methodological design and comparative analysis across languages and
contexts. Without such integration, analyses risk oversimplifying the complex processes underlying
language change.

In addition, while computational models can identify large-scale patterns, they often fail to capture
the nuanced ways in which meaning is negotiated in everyday interaction. Hills and Adelman (2015)
demonstrate the potential of statistical models, yet also acknowledge the limitations of data-driven
approaches in accounting for the sociohistorical factors that underlie semantic evolution. Similarly,
Stratton (2022) highlights the need for further research into how historical linguistics can inform
vocabulary learning in second language education, an area where current models remain
underdeveloped.

The persistence of knowledge gaps justifies the need for systematic reviews of semantic change.
While existing studies provide valuable insights, many have focused narrowly on particular
languages or contexts, leaving broader questions about cross-cultural and cross-linguistic patterns
underexplored. For example, Schneider (2022) points to the under-investigated role of institutions
and media in shaping meaning, while Hills and Adelman (2015) stress the necessity of
incorporating more diverse and comprehensive datasets. These gaps underscore the importance
of synthesizing findings across disciplines to achieve a holistic understanding of semantic change.
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A primary aim of this review is therefore to consolidate current knowledge on semantic change
while identifying the mechanisms, drivers, and consequences of linguistic evolution. Specifically,
it will analyze how computational methods, cognitive frameworks, and sociocultural contexts
interact to shape the trajectory of semantic change. By doing so, the review secks to bridge
theoretical and methodological divides, offering an integrative account that highlights both
established insights and emerging directions for research.

The scope of this review extends across multiple linguistic traditions and geographic contexts.
While much research has focused on major world languages, there is growing recognition of the
need to examine underrepresented languages and communities. Aman et al. (2021), for example,
document language change in Miriek, a minority language in Sarawak, Malaysia, emphasizing the
importance of preserving and studying linguistic diversity. Such cases illustrate that semantic
change is not limited to global languages but is equally relevant for understanding the identity and
resilience of minority communities. Similarly, studies of multilingualism in African contexts
highlight how social and political dynamics shape linguistic evolution, yet these remain
underexplored in the literature (Schneider, 2022).

In this light, the present review contributes to a more inclusive and comprehensive understanding
of semantic change by incorporating perspectives from both global and local contexts. By
examining diverse linguistic settings, it highlights the universal processes underlying language
change while acknowledging the particularities of individual communities. This approach not only
advances scholarly knowledge but also underscores the broader societal relevance of linguistic
research, particularly in informing education, policy, and cultural preservation.

In sum, this introduction establishes the significance, challenges, and scope of the study of
semantic change. It demonstrates that while advances in theory and methodology have greatly
enriched our understanding, key questions remain unresolved. Addressing these gaps requires
sustained interdisciplinary collaboration and attention to linguistic diversity across geographic and
social contexts. The following sections of this review will build upon these foundations to provide
a systematic analysis of the mechanisms and implications of semantic change in historical
linguistics.

METHOD

This review applied a systematic methodology to capture recent and influential studies on semantic
change. Literature was sourced from Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar, and PubMed using
targeted keywords (e.g., semantic change, code-switching, migration discourse). Inclusion criteria
focused on peer-reviewed studies from the past five years, supplemented by seminal works when
essential. Screening followed a multi-stage process (titles, abstracts, and full texts), ensuring
relevance, methodological rigor, and cross-disciplinary perspectives.

The first step in the methodology involved identifying appropriate electronic databases for the
search. Scopus was selected as a primary database because of its reputation as one of the largest
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and most comprehensive repositories of peer-reviewed scholarly publications. Scopus provides
extensive coverage of journals in linguistics, cognitive sciences, and cultural studies, offering
citation indexing that helps assess the academic impact of individual studies. Complementing
Scopus, Web of Science was also employed due to its strong emphasis on citation metrics and its
established use in systematic reviews across the humanities and social sciences. Together, Scopus
and Web of Science ensured access to high-quality, peer-reviewed sources that reflect the most
influential research in the field.

In addition to these databases, Google Scholar was included to broaden the scope of the search
and to capture sources that may not appear in the more selective indexing services. Google Scholar
allowed the inclusion of grey literature such as dissertations, theses, and preprints, which, while
requiring careful evaluation, provided additional insights into emerging trends and less mainstream
perspectives on language change. PubMed, though primarily focused on health sciences, was also
utilized. This choice was based on the recognition that research on cognitive development,
psychology, and social interaction often intersects with linguistic change, particularly in studies that
investigate how language use and meaning shift within developmental or clinical contexts.

Following the identification of databases, a carefully structured set of search terms was developed
to capture the central themes of the review. Keywords included ‘“semantic change,”

2 << 2 << 2 <<

“sociolinguistics,” “code-switching,” “migration discourse,” “cultural context,” and “linguistic
evolution.” Boolean operators were applied strategically to refine the searches. For example,
combinations such as “semantic change” AND “cultural context” targeted studies that directly
addressed the relationship between meaning shift and sociocultural dynamics. Similarly, “code-
switching” OR “language alternation” expanded the scope to include studies employing different
terminology for similar phenomena. In some cases, exclusion operators were used to refine the
search, as in “migration discourse” NOT “bilingualism,” which helped avoid studies narrowly

focused on bilingual competence rather than broader discourse-level changes.

The process of screening began with a comprehensive review of titles and abstracts generated by
these search strategies. Studies were assessed for their relevance to the central themes of semantic
and linguistic change within social and cultural contexts. A set of inclusion and exclusion criteria
was then applied. Inclusion criteria required that publications be peer-reviewed, published within
the past five years to ensure the currency of findings, and explicitly address the relationship
between language change and broader social, cultural, or cognitive factors. This time frame was
chosen to balance the need for up-to-date insights with the recognition that semantic change is
often best understood through diachronic perspectives, thus allowing for selective inclusion of
older foundational studies when deemed essential.

Exclusion criteria were established to maintain focus and academic rigor. Studies were excluded if
they lacked empirical data or substantive analytical frameworks. Articles that were purely
theoretical without clear application to real linguistic contexts were omitted, as were sources
peripheral to the linguistic and semantic domains. For example, publications focusing exclusively
on general social theory without explicit discussion of linguistic processes were excluded. Non-
peer-reviewed sources, unless providing unique data unavailable elsewhere, were also excluded to
ensure that the review maintained a high standard of scholarly reliability.
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After applying these criteria, the selected literature was subjected to a multi-stage evaluation
process. Initial screening of abstracts was followed by full-text reviews of potentially eligible
studies. At this stage, particular emphasis was placed on assessing methodological robustness,
theoretical frameworks, and relevance to the research objectives. Studies were evaluated not only
for the originality of their contributions but also for their methodological rigor, including the clarity
of research design, appropriateness of data collection, and transparency in reporting results. To
mitigate bias, articles representing diverse methodological approaches were deliberately included,
encompassing both qualitative analyses of discourse and quantitative, computational models of
semantic change.

The final corpus of studies represented a wide range of methodological traditions. Experimental
research, including cognitive and psycholinguistic studies, was included to highlight how meaning
change is tied to mental processes and language acquisition. Observational studies, such as
ethnographic accounts of code-switching in bilingual communities, provided insights into the
social embedding of linguistic practices. Computational approaches, particularly those employing
diachronic corpora and machine learning algorithms, were incorporated to showcase innovations
in detecting and modeling semantic drift. Case studies focusing on minority and lesser-studied
languages, such as Miriek in Sarawak, were prioritized where available to address the tendency of
research to focus predominantly on dominant world languages. Together, these diverse
methodologies ensured a comprehensive picture of the phenomenon under review.

The evaluation process also incorporated cross-validation with citation analysis. By reviewing the
frequency with which individual studies were cited in subsequent scholarship, the review was able
to identify works of significant influence in shaping current debates. This helped balance the
inclusion of recent, innovative studies with recognition of seminal contributions that remain
relevant to ongoing theoretical and methodological discussions. Special attention was also given
to studies that explicitly engaged with interdisciplinary perspectives, such as the intersection of
linguistics with sociology, anthropology, or psychology, as these approaches offered broader
explanatory frameworks for understanding semantic change.

The methodological approach of this review further sought to balance breadth with depth. While
the search process was deliberately expansive to capture diverse perspectives, the subsequent
filtering and evaluation stages ensured that only studies meeting high academic standards were
retained. This balance was critical to avoid the pitfalls of both narrow over-specialization and
uncritical inclusion of heterogeneous sources. The result was a curated body of literature capable
of supporting nuanced analysis while maintaining coherence around the central research questions.

In summary, this methodology was guided by principles of systematic rigor, inclusivity, and
interdisciplinarity. By leveraging multiple databases, employing carefully designed search strategies,
and applying transparent inclusion and exclusion criteria, the review ensured that the resulting
corpus of literature is both comprehensive and reliable. The integration of diverse research
traditions, from computational modeling to ethnographic fieldwork, reflects the multifaceted
nature of semantic change and underscores the importance of methodological pluralism in
linguistic research. This methodological foundation provides a robust basis for the subsequent
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analysis and discussion, ensuring that the review contributes meaningfully to scholarly
understanding of semantic change in historical and sociolinguistic contexts.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION

The results of this narrative review are presented according to three interrelated thematic domains
that emerged consistently in the literature: conceptual and theoretical factors, empirical and
statistical evidence, and contextual influences including geographical, social, and cultural
dimensions. This organization reflects the diversity of methodological approaches and highlights
how theoretical perspectives, quantitative data, and contextual factors converge to provide a
comprehensive picture of semantic change. Each theme incorporates findings from multiple
disciplines, thereby underscoring the interdisciplinary character of research in historical linguistics
and sociolinguistics.

The first theme centers on conceptual and theoretical frameworks used to explain semantic
change. One widely discussed perspective is the theory of semantic gradation, which posits that
word meanings shift gradually over time under the influence of usage frequency, discourse context,
and social relevance. Hamilton et al. (2016) provided empirical support for this framework by
analyzing large linguistic corpora and showing that verbs tend to experience more rapid semantic
shifts compared to nouns. This difference was attributed to the functional roles of verbs in
expressing dynamic actions, making them more susceptible to shifts as communicative needs
evolve. Their findings confirmed the importance of considering grammatical categories as a
variable in semantic change. At the same time, the study demonstrated that contextual learning
and usage strongly mediate how meanings develop, adding complexity to traditional models of
linguistic drift.

A different but complementary perspective has been offered through discourse-historical
approaches, particularly in the work of Viola and Verheul (2020). They examined one hundred
years of migration discourse in the United Kingdom, demonstrating how political debates, media
narratives, and social anxieties shaped the linguistic construction of identity. Their analysis showed
that semantic shifts are embedded in broader discursive practices, where words take on new
meanings or emphases in response to changes in ideology and policy. This work illustrates that
semantic change cannot be understood solely as an internal linguistic phenomenon but must be
situated within the larger social and historical processes that produce discourse. By combining
sociolinguistic and psychological insights, this approach validated the conceptual framework
through interdisciplinary methods.

Cultural perspectives on semantic change also highlight the interplay between language and
socioeconomic factors. Mukanova et al. (2024) explored the linguistic representation of concepts
such as “wealth” and “poverty” across Kazakh, Chinese, and English. Their analysis revealed that
these terms acquire distinct semantic associations depending on cultural and historical contexts.
For example, in some traditions, wealth is closely tied to moral and spiritual values, whereas in
others it is linked to material accumulation and economic power. This research reinforced the
argument that semantic change reflects broader cultural responses to evolving social and economic
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realities. The study concluded that language serves as a cultural repository, encoding shifting values
that differ across societies.

The second thematic domain concerns empirical and statistical findings that quantify semantic
change. Hills and Adelman (2015) conducted a large-scale diachronic analysis of American English
spanning two centuries, from 1800 to 2000. Their results demonstrated systematic declines in the
frequency and diversity of certain words, particularly those associated with social diffusion. The
authors observed that as words spread across wider contexts, their semantic distinctiveness often
diminished, leading to measurable reductions in contextual diversity. This pattern provided
statistical evidence of how semantic drift manifests in real linguistic usage over time. The strength
of this work lies in its integration of cognitive and social variables, showing how language evolution
reflects both individual processing constraints and collective social patterns.

Complementary evidence was provided by Snefjella et al. (2018), who examined trends in concrete
versus abstract word usage. Using computational analyses across large datasets, they found a
notable increase in the use of concrete terms in everyday discourse, while abstract vocabulary
showed relative decline. This shift was interpreted as reflecting cultural and cognitive preferences
for more tangible, accessible forms of communication, particulatly in public and media discourse.
The study not only offered quantitative insights but also illuminated broader societal tendencies,
linking linguistic change to shifts in public values and communicative practices. By contrasting
abstract and concrete language, the research highlighted one of the measurable dimensions along
which semantic change can be systematically tracked.

Empirical research also underscores the importance of cross-national variation in interpreting
semantic change. Viola and Verheul (2020) demonstrated that the trajectory of migration discourse
in the United Kingdom reflected its unique historical and political context, differing significantly
from patterns observed in other European countries. Their findings emphasized that although
similar semantic processes may occur across societies, the outcomes vary due to local histories and
identities. This indicates that any global account of semantic change must take into account
regional specificities. The interplay between universal linguistic mechanisms and local sociocultural
conditions emerges as a critical insight from comparative analysis.

The third theme focuses on contextual factors, including geographical, social, and cultural
influences, which deeply shape semantic change. Social structures and public policies have been
shown to exert powerful effects on language use. Viola and Verheul (2020), for example,
demonstrated that restrictive immigration policies in the United Kingdom fostered polarized
discourses, where specific terms acquired politicized and divisive meanings. This dynamic
illustrates that language is not merely descriptive but actively participates in the construction of
social reality. Semantic shifts thus become tools for negotiating inclusion and exclusion within
society.

Cultural conditions also play a central role in shaping semantic change. Mukanova et al. (2024)
revealed how the meanings of “wealth” and “poverty” varied across cultural traditions, reflecting
deeply embedded societal values. Their findings underscore that semantic evolution is culturally
contingent, shaped by the collective worldview of speech communities. In societies where moral
or spiritual dimensions of wealth dominate, the term carries evaluative connotations distinct from
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cultures where economic definitions prevail. This demonstrates that semantic change is not only a
linguistic phenomenon but also a reflection of broader cultural logics.

Comparative studies further illustrate the influence of geography and cultural history. Research on
Scandinavian languages has revealed that shifts in gender classification reflect broader historical
and cultural changes, though the available evidence highlights the need for more robust empirical
validation. Even in the absence of conclusive data, these comparative insights demonstrate how
semantic change is shaped by local traditions, historical trajectories, and linguistic practices.
Snefjella et al. (2018) contributed further cross-national evidence by analyzing differences in the
balance of concrete and abstract vocabulary across countries. Their findings revealed that cultural
and social environments play a key role in determining linguistic preferences, providing fresh
perspectives on the universality and diversity of semantic processes.

Taken together, these results suggest that semantic change arises from the interaction of
conceptual frameworks, empirical patterns, and contextual influences. Theoretical models such as
semantic gradation and discourse-historical approaches provide explanations for how meanings
shift over time. Quantitative studies offer statistical validation and highlight measurable patterns
of change, such as the decline of certain lexical items and the increasing prominence of concrete
language. Contextual analyses demonstrate that local histories, policies, and cultural values shape
the specific trajectories of change in different societies. Importantly, these three thematic domains
do not operate independently but intersect in complex ways. For instance, the cultural framing of
wealth and poverty identified by Mukanova et al. (2024) can be understood both through the lens
of semantic gradation and through statistical analysis of usage patterns. Similarly, the polarized
migration discourse examined by Viola and Verheul (2020) exemplifies how social context drives
semantic drift, with consequences observable in quantitative data.

From a global perspective, the synthesis of these findings highlights both commonalities and
divergences in the processes of semantic change. Common mechanisms such as semantic
broadening, narrowing, and metaphorical extension appear across languages and contexts,
suggesting underlying cognitive and communicative universals. At the same time, divergences
emerge due to historical, cultural, and political specificities. This duality underscores the
importance of adopting a comparative and interdisciplinary lens when analyzing semantic change.
It also suggests that future research must continue to balance the search for universal patterns with
sensitivity to local particularities.

In conclusion, the results of this review demonstrate that semantic change is a multifaceted
phenomenon shaped by theoretical, empirical, and contextual dimensions. The integration of these
perspectives provides a more comprehensive understanding of how language evolves, reflecting
not only internal linguistic mechanisms but also broader social and cultural dynamics. By situating
semantic change within these intersecting domains, the findings affirm the importance of
interdisciplinary approaches and cross-national comparisons in advancing historical and
sociolinguistic research.

The findings of this review align with eatlier scholarship in demonstrating that semantic change is
consistently shaped by sociocultural contexts, yet they also extend the literature by highlighting
new dynamics introduced by technological and systemic influences. Prior research has firmly
established that shifts in meaning are rarely autonomous linguistic events but instead emerge from
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broader patterns of social interaction and political change. Viola and Verheul (2020), for instance,
demonstrated that migration discourse in the United Kingdom was profoundly shaped by
restrictive public policies, producing polarized narratives that not only redefined terms but also
influenced the lived experiences of migrant communities. The results of this review corroborate
those findings, showing that language is both a reflection of social realities and a tool that shapes
them. At the same time, however, the identification of technological factors—particularly the role
of computational tools and digital media—offers a novel extension of existing debates. While
earlier work by Hamilton et al. (2016) emphasized that semantic shifts reflect societal-level
instabilities, the current review indicates that digital communication platforms amplify and
accelerate these processes, producing semantic volatility at a scale not fully addressed in prior
literature.

This interplay between established sociolinguistic insights and emergent technological contexts
suggests that current theories of semantic change must evolve to account for the new realities of
globalized and digitized communication. Hamilton et al. (2016) highlighted the greater
susceptibility of verbs compared to nouns to semantic drift, underscoring the structural
dimensions of language change. When placed alongside findings about discourse polarization in
digital environments, this structural sensitivity suggests that categories of words are differentially
affected by the communicative affordances of technology. Verbs and discourse markers, for
example, are more likely to shift meanings rapidly in online spaces due to their frequent use in
dialogic and interactive exchanges. Thus, while core theoretical frameworks remain valid, the
mechanisms driving semantic change are increasingly mediated by technological infrastructures, a
phenomenon that earlier research did not fully anticipate.

The systemic factors influencing semantic change emerge most cleatly when examining the
structural barriers posed by rigid social institutions and unresponsive policies. Migration discourse,
as studied by Viola and Verheul (2020), provides a salient example of how immigration policies
function as systemic constraints that directly shape linguistic practices. By framing certain groups
as outsiders through legislative language, policies embed semantic shifts into institutionalized
discourse, creating long-term consequences for social integration. Similarly, education systems that
fail to adapt curricula to reflect multilingual realities reinforce linguistic inequalities. Stratton (2022)
observed that the lack of cultural integration in language pedagogy not only limits students’
linguistic competencies but also marginalizes their identities, thereby constraining how language
evolves in diverse classrooms. These findings confirm that semantic change is not solely a product
of organic linguistic usage but is actively managed, constrained, or facilitated by systemic
structures.

Access to educational resources is another systemic determinant that has been frequently
highlighted in the literature. Stratton (2022) pointed out that inequities in language education often
lead to the erosion of minority languages, which in turn restricts the diversity of semantic
innovations. Without adequate institutional support, marginalized communities lose the linguistic
space to innovate and sustain semantic distinctions, accelerating processes of linguistic
homogenization. This aligns with Hills and Adelman’s (2015) quantitative findings that
documented reductions in lexical diversity across two centuries of American English, suggesting
that systemic factors such as education and media consolidation exacerbate semantic narrowing.
These connections reinforce the importance of examining semantic change through a structural
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lens, where institutional policies and systemic inequities shape not just access to language but the
very trajectories of meaning,.

Social stigma further compounds these systemic barriers by shaping how languages and linguistic
features are perceived within broader society. Languages or dialects associated with marginalized
groups often undergo semantic shifts that reinforce stereotypes, limiting their wider acceptance.
Viola and Verheul (2020) observed that migration-related terminology acquired negative semantic
connotations in polarized political discourse, an outcome that perpetuates exclusionary practices.
When stigma becomes entrenched in linguistic systems, it creates feedback loops where semantic
change reflects, reproduces, and amplifies social hierarchies. These dynamics reveal that semantic
change is deeply implicated in issues of power, making it a crucial site for understanding how
inequality is enacted and contested in everyday communication.

Policy recommendations within the literature emphasize the need for inclusive and culturally
sensitive approaches to language education and governance. Stratton (2022) advocates for curricula
that integrate cultural perspectives into language teaching, thereby fostering greater appreciation
for linguistic diversity. Such approaches recognize that semantic change is not merely a linguistic
process but a reflection of cultural identity, requiring pedagogical strategies that allow students to
critically engage with both their linguistic heritage and contemporary shifts. Similarly, government
and non-governmental initiatives that support research into minority languages are vital for
preserving and revitalizing semantic diversity. Aman et al. (2021) documented the significance of
studying underrepresented languages such as Miriek in Sarawak, noting that targeted efforts to
document and sustain minority languages provide crucial insights into the broader dynamics of
semantic change.

Beyond educational reforms, community-based initiatives are essential for fostering inclusive
linguistic practices. Viola and Verheul (2020) propose creating interactive platforms that facilitate
dialogue across ethnic and linguistic boundaries. Such spaces not only reduce linguistic stigma but
also encourage cross-cultural innovation in meaning-making. The potential for digital platforms to
serve as both barriers and enablers of semantic change highlights the need for nuanced policy
interventions that regulate harmful discourse while supporting inclusive practices. Encouraging
the positive use of digital media in language education and intercultural exchange could mitigate
the negative consequences of technological acceleration on semantic volatility.

The limitations of current research point to several areas requiring further exploration. While
computational models, such as those employed by Hamilton et al. (2016) and Snefjella et al. (2018),
provide valuable large-scale insights, they often abstract away from the lived experiences and
cultural contexts that shape semantic change. Hills and Adelman (2015) acknowledged that
statistical models capture broad trends but cannot fully account for the sociohistorical narratives
underlying those patterns. This methodological gap highlights the need for integrative approaches
that combine computational techniques with qualitative, discourse-based analyses. Bridging this
divide would provide a more holistic understanding of how semantic change operates across
different scales of analysis.

Another limitation arises from the geographic and linguistic focus of much of the existing
literature. While studies on English and other major world languages have provided important
insights, they risk universalizing findings that may not apply to minority or non-Western languages.

112 | Lingua: Journal of Linguistics and Language https://journal.idscipub.com/lingua


https://journal.idscipub.com/lingua

Semantic Change in Historical Linguistics: Theories, Evidence, and Contexts
Buhari and Kusuma

Aman et al. (2021) and Schneider (2022) underscored the importance of expanding research into
underrepresented linguistic communities to avoid skewed perspectives. Minority and endangered
languages offer unique opportunities to study semantic change in contexts of cultural resilience
and rapid social transformation, yet they remain marginalized in academic inquiry. Addressing this
imbalance is critical for developing theories of semantic change that are globally representative.

Finally, the interdisciplinary potential of semantic change research remains underdeveloped. While
scholars such as Viola and Verheul (2020) and Stratton (2022) have incorporated sociological and
educational perspectives, there is still limited engagement with related fields such as political
science, psychology, and media studies. Given that semantic change intersects with issues of
identity, cognition, and governance, a more robust interdisciplinary agenda would significantly
enrich our understanding. For example, insights from psychology on cognitive framing could
deepen interpretations of how concepts such as “wealth” and “poverty” shift semantically across
contexts, as explored by Mukanova et al. (2024). Similarly, political science perspectives on
discourse regulation could clarify the role of institutional language in shaping semantic trajectories.
By fostering interdisciplinary collaboration, future research can address current limitations and
extend the explanatory power of linguistic theories.

CONCLUSION

This narrative review demonstrates that semantic change is a multifaceted process shaped by
conceptual frameworks, empirical patterns, and contextual influences. The results highlight that
theoretical models such as semantic gradation and discourse-historical analysis provide valuable
explanations for how meanings evolve, while large-scale quantitative studies reveal measurable
patterns of lexical decline and the growing prominence of concrete vocabulary. Equally, the
findings emphasize that contextual factors, including migration policies, cultural traditions, and
digital communication, shape the specific trajectories of semantic change across societies. The
discussion underscores that systemic barriers such as rigid education systems, inequitable access
to resources, and stigmatization of minority languages exacerbate linguistic inequalities and
accelerate homogenization. Urgent intervention is required to foster inclusive policies and
culturally sensitive curricula that preserve semantic diversity and empower marginalized
communities. Future research should expand into underrepresented languages, integrate
computational and qualitative approaches, and foster interdisciplinary collaboration to capture the
complexity of semantic change. Addressing these challenges is essential for advancing both
theoretical understanding and practical applications in language education, policy, and cultural
preservation.
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