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This paper investigates potential morphosyntactic obsolescence across communities in the
Shetland Islands. Shetland Scots has been identified as potentially obsolescing at least since the
turn of the millennium (Tait 2001, van Leyden 2004). Investigating the speech of the main town,
Lerwick, Smith & Durham (S&D, 2011) found that though half their younger speakers showed
rates of local forms and linguistic constraints comparable to the older generations, the other half
had “adopted standard forms more or less wholesale” within a generation. While S&D captured
the linguistic situation in Lerwick, Tait (2005) claims “Shetlandic is... rapidly becoming a rural
dialect”, only used outside Lerwick—where there are distinct dialect regions (Johnston 1997:448).
However, Sundkvist (2020:171) states “present societal and linguistic changes are likely to render
the micro-localized, conservative Shetland dialect less distinct, less regionally diversified”.

In this paper, I thus ask three questions: Is obsolescence widespread outside Lerwick? If so, does
it proceed the same way across communities? How do the social histories of different
communities impact on the potential obsolescence of their varieties? To address these questions,
I investigate six morphosyntactic features (1-6):

1. Put yon tin away. Singular demonstrative yon
2. 'They go to visit that places. Plural demonstrative #his/ that
3. Inever was been south. be-perfect
4. 'The yachts all comes in. Northern Subject Rule
5. ... once du’s got dy PhD. Informal second petson du/ dee/ dy/ dine
6. a. They were i Suez Canal.
b. He was i wir hoose. Reduced prepositions before definite DPs

The data come from the Scots Syntax Atlas corpus (Smith et al. 2019), which includes two older
(65+) and two younger (18-25) speakers in each of four communities: Lerwick, Dunrossness
(south), Northmavine (north), and the isle of Whalsay. Features (1-5) are Shetland-wide, while (6)
is found in Whalsay only.

Results show older speakers across communities using (1-5) at similar, high rates. Younger speakers
in Lerwick and Dunrossness show little to no usage of (1-5)—except, surprisingly, the Lerwick
speakers retain (2) at a high rate. Younger speakers in Northmavine match the older Northmavine
speakers on (1-2), but have reduced usage rates which nevertheless remain higher than in Lerwick
and Dunrossness on (3-5). The younger Whalsay speakers match the older Whalsay speakers on
features (2-5), and exhibit hyperdialectal usage of (1). However, for Whalsay-specific feature (6),
the younger speakers show a dramatic decrease in usage rates, and a constraining of usage contexts
to only the preposition 7z before possessive determiners 7y or wir (6b).

The primary result is thus one of dissipation. I discuss this result in terms of the social histories of
the communities, as well as the communities of practice of young speakers in Shetland (e.g. Moore
2011). However, we also see concentration and specialisation of features (1,2,6) for certain
discourse-pragmatic purposes (e.g. Rupp & Tagliamonte 2022). Thus, we see both of Schilling-
Estes & Wolfram’s (1999) models of obsolescence playing out for the same speakers, in the same
communities, depending on the feature.
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