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“[T]he Baby Boomer–Gen X 

transition appears to be a 

pivotal transition throughout the 

country.”

Nesbitt (2021:359)
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“As future studies look to the Baby Boomer–Gen X transition as a pivotal moment of 

linguistic change, we must also consider other important social changes of the 
period, such as the increase in (geographic and economic) mobility, the rise of 

television and mediated speech, and so on. 

It is my contention that all of these aspects of lifestyle changes have contributed to 

the drastic changes to the North American regional map that appear to be 

unfolding.”

Nesbitt (2021:359), emphasis added
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Generational Theory

• 7 generations of 20th century America

How these affect language, particularly in mid-century America

• Movement

• Economy

• Orientation

And if there’s time…

• Alternative explanations

• Exceptions to the mid-century pivot point

The Rest of Today’s Outline



18

Generational Theory
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 “The Crisis of 2020 will be a 
major turning point in American 
history and an adrenaline-filled 
moment of trial. At its climax, 
Americans will feel that the fate of 
posterity—for generations to 
come—hangs in the balance.” 
(Straus & Howe 1990(!):382)



Lost G.I. Silent Boomer Gen X Millennial Gen Z

birth years 1883–1899 1900–1924 1925–1945 1946–1964 1965–1982 1983–1996 1997–2012?

childhood
Industrialization,

Immigration

WWI,

Influenza

Great 

Depression,

WWII

Postwar 

affluence,

desegregation,

Korean War

Vietnam War,

Civil Rights

Tech boom, 

Sept 11

Social media, 

Recession, 

Covid-19

early adult
WWI,

Influenza

Great 

Depression,

WWII

Postwar 

affluence,

desegregation,

Korean War

Vietnam War,

Civil Rights

Tech boom, 

Sept 11

Social media, 

Recession, 

Covid-19

AI

mid adult

Great 

Depression,

WWII

Postwar 

affluence,

desegregation,

Korean War

Vietnam War,

Civil Rights

Tech boom, 

Sept 11

Social media, 

Recession, 

Covid-19

AI

later adult

Postwar 

affluence,

desegregation,

Korean War

Vietnam War,

Civil Rights

Tech boom, 

Sept 11

Social media, 

Recession, 

Covid-19

AI
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Movement



Labov, Ash & Boberg (2006)
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“[C]hanging community demographics trigger merger, as more children with merged family backgrounds enter the 

mix combining to form each peer group as it begins school.” (Johnson 2010:177)

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3

= unmerged = merged
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• Great Migration (x2)

• Drought in Dust Bowl leading to westward migration

• WWII led people to move to urban areas for wartime employment

• Post-WWII led to suburbs and more inter-state movement

• Interstate highway system

• White Flight and defacto segregation; later on, gentrification

• Economic downturns in 1970s–1980s lead to out-migration from Rust Belt

• Reverse Great Migration

• Growth in Sunbelt states

20th Century Movements
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“While it would be inaccurate to say that World War II 

‘caused’ the changes that have been taking place in 

Texas and Oklahoma, the apparent time distributions 

clearly suggest that the war and its consequent 

demographic and social developments were catalysts 

for those changes.” (Bailey, Wilke, Tillery, & Sand 

1996:440)
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“Leveling began approximately with the speakers born between 1955 and 

1960, who were the first to attend elementary school with children of the non-

Southern migrants.” (Dodsworth & Kohn 2012:233)
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B E

A

C D

D

BC
A

E

Dense, multiplex networks lack 
many weak ties, so they have little 

access to linguistic innovations.

Weak ties expose people to new trends from 
more distant people who have exposure to 

different information.

cf. Milroy (1987)
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Movement
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Economy



Earlier 20th century:

• Two world wars

• Great Depression

• Automated manufacturing

• Labor laws in response to unions’ demands 

and protests

• Government oversight during WWII

• Post war prosperity

• Increased suburbanization and demand for 

household products

Later 20th century:

• mergers and buyouts (including in 

agriculture)

• outsourcing labor

• international relations

• political movements

• recession in the 1980s

• shift from more unionized Rust Belt to less 

unionized Sun Belt

• increased service, sales, and tourism 

industries

• technological advances

31

Major 20th Century Economic Shifts
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“[T]he merger of /ɑ/ and /ɔ/ in the mining towns of eastern Pennsylvania was triggered by a large 

influx of foreign-born immigrants into these towns around the turn of the century. […] The sudden and 

complete merger of /ɑ/ and /ɔ/ in Tamaqua may have been triggered by contact with speakers who 

lacked the relevant distinction.” (Herold 1990:148)

born abt. 1909 born abt. 1944
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“When manufacturing jobs were abundant and lucrative, the 

community, women especially, oriented toward regional NCS 

features. However, when the community began to shift from 

manufacturing to a service-centered economy with more 

customer-facing jobs, these regionally marked features no longer 

garnered as much linguistic capital, prompting women to retreat 

from them and middle-class men to follow.” (Nesbitt 2021:358)
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Stanley (2018)
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Economy
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Orientation
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A study of the data shows that high 

centralization of /ai/ and /au/ is 

closely correlated with expressions of 
strong resistance to the incursions of 
the summer people. (Labov 

1963:297)
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“Tourism-negative Baby Boomers increase 

their production of the most distinctive 

feature of the NCS when they are actually 

focusing on their (negative) attitudes about 

tourism and their feelings about their 

hometown, as if the topic itself reminds 
them to activate the linguistic feature that 
differentiates them from outsiders.” 

(Dinkin 2024:52)
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Extended family in Longview

Loved the PNW

Amateur local historian

Local roots

Alaskan logging camp Alaskan logging 

camp

Elementary 

school teacher

Radio personality

“[T]hose who have the highest degree 

of BAG-raising within their generation 

were those that had positive feelings 

about the Pacific Northwest and had 

strong connections to other local 

people… [and] speakers without 

BAG-raising expressed desire to 

move elsewhere.” (Stanley 2018:8)
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“At that particular point in her life, her 

local region played a much larger role 

and was more central to her personal 

identity.” 

(Reed 2020:420)

“Her home region did not figure that 

heavily into her conception of self, 

that is, her identity.” (Reed 2020:420)

“Suzanne’s productions scarcely appear to be from the same person.” (Reed 2020:420)
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Orientation
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The Moun[ʔns̩] in Utah English
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I’m pretty sure that before I moved here I said moun[ʔɨn] 
and Lay[ʔɨn]. But I have been made aware of them. And 
so I have said them correctly now.

“Jane”, female, b. 1963, White, Logan, Utah 

What I’ve noticed is that there’s a swallowing of t’s a lot 
more in younger people these days. That- I don’t recall 
that as much from when I was a kid. Y’know people will 
say moun[ʔn]̩, Clin[ʔn]̩, that kinda thing, where the t is 
swallowed. 

“Douglas”, male, b. 1965, White, West Jordan, Utah
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moun[tʰɨn]

moun[ʔn ̩~ ʔɨn]
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1890s 1960s today

Movement and Economy Orientation
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Alternative Explanations?
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“In the twenties and thirties, national identity 

and ethnic purity were prime concerns… 

Radio was acting to make Americans more 

aware of regional pronunciations and to 

standardize pronunciation as well…

Nationalism, linguistic, cultural, and ethnic 

purism, radio, prescriptivism, and the 

standardization of pronunciation are all 

elements balanced in a large equation—an 

equation that revolves around the presence of 

the immigrant.” (Bonfiglio 2002:37)
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1983 1973 1963 1953 1943 1933 1923

Labov, Ash & Boberg (2006:28)

birth years 
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Alternative Explanations?



54

Conclusions
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1. Movement, economy, and orientation appear to play important roles in language change, 

regardless of the community or the timing.

2. A convergence of the three seems to have happened around the middle of the 20th century.

3. The general trend is away from local accents and towards a pan-regional variety.

Summary
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• Are accents going away? 

– No, of course not.

• Are the canonical accents that we’re familiar with going away?

– It seems so.

• What’s taking their place?

– New varieties, possibly defined along different lines (like ethnicity).

Conclusions
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• Additional work along these lines:

– Find additional examples of Boomer–Gen X changes.

– Find additional potential causes.

– Find evidence of other pivot points.

– See how the counterexamples fit in.

• Things to consider generally:

– Don’t assume people from the same region sound the same.

– Gather more data on orientation towards locally-salient categories.

So what can we do about it?
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