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 Rapid urbanization places residents of traditionally rural communities at a 
crossroads. Caught between non-local economic opportunities and local community 
affiliation, speakers must decide when the benefits of standardizing their language 
outweigh the social costs. This paper investigates how these pressures affect relative 
clause marker variation in Petty Harbour (PH), an urbanizing Newfoundland fishing 
community. I focus on the incursion of WH- relative markers (the boy who I met vs. the 
boy that/Ø I met), a late top-down addition to the inventory (Nevalainen & Raumolin-
Brunberg 2002). Romaine (1982:212) states that "the infiltration of WH into the relative 
system [. . .] has not really affected the spoken language”, while Ball (1996: 251) reports 
that "the WH-strategy has affected [. . .] nonstandard varieties as well." Testing these 
competing claims, recent sociolinguistic studies find considerable variation in the range 
of variants, rates of use, and social and linguistic conditioning (Levey 2006; Tagliamonte 
et al. 2005; Tottie & Harvie 2000). 
 I extracted restrictive relative clauses from sociolinguistic interviews with 24 PH 
residents (Van Herk et al. 2009) and coded them for linguistic factors (grammatical role 
of relative marker, animacy, definiteness, and adjacency of antecedent, length of relative 
clause, matrix clause type) and social factors (age, sex). Preliminary results (N=580) 
show a pronounced generational shift concerning WH- forms, which are favoured by 
subject function and human antecedents.. Younger speakers double the use of WH- 
markers over the previous generation, largely at the expense of Ø. High rates of WH- use 
were found even in the most vernacular younger speakers, including one consultant who 
simultaneously displays salient local features such as interdental stopping and past-
referent "weredn't". I propose that because no relative variants are salient markers of local 
English, using prestigious WH-forms allows PH speakers to index education and 
urbanization without sacrificing local affiliation. 
 
 


