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The study of obsolescence is not only a critical documentation enterprise, but also an 
important endeavour for the theory of natural language, universals, and the range of possible 
variation. The discipline of ‘language variation and change’ has been “more interested in the 
new, innovative form than in the old conservative one” (Britain, 2008:1); however, 
dialectology embraces the study of obscure words, remnant dialects and regional varieties (see 
American Speech) and a special session on obsolescence in 1995 (Wolfram, 1995). Extant 
studies show that there is no single regularity to obsolescence; however a building repertoire 
of studies now affords comparison across countries, types of variables and findings to the 
point where important generalizations can be made. 
 
A case in point are studies arising from the Ontario Dialects Project (ODP), spoken dialect 
materials from the late 1800’s to the 2020’s, from 21 communities in Ontario. They comprise 
a range of population sizes and types from an expansive industrial conurbation in the south 
(the Greater Toronto area) to sparsely settled, hamlets and small cities of the near north (e.g. 
Tagliamonte, 2013-2018; Tagliamonte, 2014). These materials offer a unique testing ground 
for studying the mechanisms underlying obsolescence and known trajectories of change. In 
comparison with UK materials (Tagliamonte, 2013; 2023-2024) they also demonstrate how 
obsolescence offers insight into the social histories and characteristics of different places that 
would not be discernible otherwise. 
 
In this presentation, I will summarize findings drawn from multiple large-scale studies of 
Ontario English that have accumulated in the last ten years, each one providing a 
documentation of receding dialect features. For example, the phonological alternation 
between [w] and [x], (1), has a classic dialect recession trajectory (Needle & Tagliamonte, 
2024). Lexical variation in euphemisms for God, (2), show concentration of a single form 
(Tagliamonte & Jankowski, 2018). The morphological alternates -s and zero on 3rd plural 
verbs reveal a lingering specialization in historically dominant contexts (Jankowski & 
Tagliamonte, 2017). However, the perspective of multiple studies from the same broad 
territory uncovers certain constants, in particular a watershed of loss — the 1960’s. By the 
time of the generation born in the 1960’s Ontario’s quintessential ‘dialect’ features are gone. 
In contrast, the same features endure in the UK (Manzella et al., 2025). 
 
In summary, extant theories have provided an invaluable roadmap to identify, analyse and 
explain obsolescent features (Corrigan, 1997; Schilling-Estes & Wolfram, 1999; Rupp & 



Tagliamonte, 2022; Tagliamonte & Rupp, under review). Comparative analysis of the ODP 
and UK adds to this building enterprise by demonstrating that the social and cultural context 
in which language change is taking place has an overarching influence. I suggest that in 
Ontario, different dialects and languages were in contact at the time of migration, leading to 
new developments. In contrast, in the UK with fewer such influences during the same time 
frame, linguistic systems often remain stable. Whether the watershed in Ontario compares to 
other localities and how obsolescence unfolds in other places will provide further measures 
for understanding how human language evolves. 
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