Language Change Exercise 3: Old English Words

Broadening: the meaning of the word broadens to include other related meanings. The word docga (“dog”) in Old English used to refer to a powerful, swift, breed of dog. Now the word has generalized to refer to any domestic canine. 

Narrowing: the meaning of the word narrows to have a more specific meaning. The word mete (“meat”) in Old English used to mean “food.” Its meaning has narrowed to mean “food in the form of animal flesh.” 

Semantic Shift: the meaning of the word shifts entirely (and doesn’t seem to involve either generalization or narrowing). Bad can mean its exact opposite, good.

Word
      original meaning                                   B/N/S         

dream
     dréam             “mirth”                  __________


moody          mōdig
            “brave”                  __________


 deer              déor              “beast/animal”        __________


knight
    cniht          “boy, servant”              __________


gum             góma          “inside of mouth”        __________


bead            bedu               “prayer”                   __________


dizzy           dysi
bird            brid               “young bird”              __________


tide             tíd                          “time”                __________

butcher (ME)    bocher  “one who slaughters goats” ______ 

witch      wicca     “male or female sorcerer”     __________  

accident  accident          “an event” 
          ___________  

carry (OF)   carier          “transport by cart”     ___________  
  

Discussion:

· Each word is still in the language though meaning has changed. 

· bead in a rosary, related to prayer
· tide telling time by ebb and flow of tides 

· butcher: broadened (a lot) to even apply to murder 

· carry: still used in the southern U.S. to mean “transport.” (Can you carry me to the store?) 
· In German, a Tiergarten is a zoo. 

This exercise left students very curious to know how we got from OE to our current version of the language, so we went on to study that next. 

