
 

 

 

HELSINGIN YLIOPISTO 

Where is Gaelic? 
Language attitudes and language shift  

on the Isles of Lewis and Harris 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stefan Smirnov 

Sivuaineen tutkielma 

Englantilainen filologia 

Nykykielten laitos 

Helsingin yliopisto 

Maaliskuu 2015 

 



 

 

Contents 

1 Introduction ............................................................................................. 4 

2 Theoretical background .......................................................................... 6 

2.1 Scottish Gaelic within the typology of minority languages ............ 6 

2.2 English as a ‘killer language’ .......................................................... 8 

2.3  The historical background of Scottish Gaelic ............................... 10 

2.4 The development of Gaelic in the 20th and 21st century ................ 12 

2.5 The linguistic landscape of Lewis and Harris ............................... 15 

3 Data and methods .................................................................................. 18 

3.1 Folk linguistics .............................................................................. 18 

3.2 The data collection process ........................................................... 20 

3.3 The respondents of the survey ....................................................... 22 

4 Analysis and results .............................................................................. 25 

4.1 Language use in different social environments ............................. 25 

4.2 Opinions on the current status of Gaelic ....................................... 29 

4.3  Language attitudes on Lewis and Harris ....................................... 34 

  4.3.1      Opinions on the future of Gaelic and its revival .................. 35 

  4.3.2      Attitudes towards Gaelic and English.................................. 39 

4.4 Is English killing Gaelic? .............................................................. 43 

5 Conclusions ........................................................................................... 46 

References .................................................................................................... 49 

Appendixes ................................................................................................... 52 

 

 

 

 



2 

 

 

 

LIST OF TABLES  

 

Table 1: Typology of minority languages. 

Table 2: The number of Scottish Gaelic speakers. 

Table 3: English-Gaelic language use – by social environment (GDBs). 

Table 4: English-Gaelic language use – by social environment (EDBs). 

Table 5: English-Gaelic language use – by social environment (EMs). 

Table 6a: The current situation of Gaelic (Gaelic-dominant bilinguals). 

Table 6b: The current situation of Gaelic (Gaelic-dominant bilinguals). 

Table 7a: The current situation of Gaelic (English-dominant bilinguals). 

Table 7b: The current situation of Gaelic (English-dominant bilinguals). 

Table 8a: The current situation of Gaelic (English monolinguals). 

Table 8b: The current situation of Gaelic (English monolinguals). 

 

LIST OF FIGURES  

 

Figure 1: Respondents by age group. 

Figure 2: Respondents by native language. 

Figure 3: Respondents from Lewis and Harris divided into local areas. 

Figure 4: Future of Gaelic (GDBs). 

Figure 5: How to improve the situation of Gaelic (GDBs). 

Figure 6: Future of Gaelic & How to improve the situation of Gaelic (EDBs). 

Figure 7: Future of Gaelic & How to improve the situation of Gaelic (EMs). 

Figure 8: Attitudes of the GDBs towards Gaelic and English. 

Figure 9: Attitudes of the EDBs towards Gaelic and English. 

Figure 10: Attitudes of the EMs towards Gaelic and English. 

 

LIST OF MAPS 

 

Map 1: Isles of Lewis and Harris divided into geographical units. 

 

 



3 

 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

As the author, I am greatly indebted to many people who helped me to carry out this 

study. I would like to thank Alan Boyd for his patience with explaining many of the 

essential details, which studying of Gaelic on the Outer Hebrides entails. His help 

enabled me to establish new contacts, which made the whole process of collecting data 

on Lewis and Harris possible. I would also like to thank Morag Munro for her kind 

assistance and practical approach with the distribution of the research questionnaires. 

Sincere thanks are also due to all my friends in Greosabhagh, amongst whom I 

witnessed true Hebridean hospitality. Finally, heartfelt thanks go to my dear friend 

John Fielding, who once picked up a hitchhiker outside of Tarbert early on an October 

morning in 2007. Tapadh leibh a h-uile duine! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4 

 

 

1 Introduction 

In November 2011, I visited the remote village of Hùisinis on the north-western coast 

of Harris, on the Outer Hebrides. Apart from very few households and a white sand 

beach, Hùisinis1 is home to an equally remote public toilet. On the wall of the men’s 

restroom, next to an English-language advert, there is (or at least was) a small graffiti 

that says “Càit a bheil a’ Ghàidhlig?”, which in English means “Where is Gaelic?”. 

The graffiti and the question it asks should not come as a surprise. According to the 

most recent study in 2001, about 66% of the population on North Harris spoke Gaelic 

as their first native language (Duwe 2006a: 22). And, yet, when visiting the Isle of 

Harris, I could almost never hear and quite seldom see any traces of the Scottish Gaelic. 

Therefore, the aim of this study is to answer the question put forth by the graffiti – 

where is Gaelic? In order to articulate this question more precisely, three more focused 

questions are posed in this study: 1) in which circumstances is Scottish Gaelic spoken; 

2) what affects the current situation of Scottish Gaelic; 3) what linguistic attitudes do 

people who live on Lewis and Harris have towards both Gaelic and English? 

In more blatant terms, the purpose of this study is to reassess the relationship 

between the two national languages of Scotland – English2 and Gaelic. The first 

question (i.e. in which circumstances is Scottish Gaelic spoken?) seeks to find new 

evidence as to where Scottish Gaelic is spoken or, more specifically, in which social 

environments Gaelic is most frequently used. The purpose of the second question (i.e. 

what affects the current situation of Scottish Gaelic?) is to reassess the current 

sociolinguistic situation of Gaelic. The third and final question (i.e. what linguistic 

attitudes do people who live on Lewis and Harris have towards both Gaelic and 

English?) applies folk linguistic methods to determine the relationship between 

English and Gaelic in the bilingual communities on the Isles of Lewis and Harris. The 

basic idea of this study is the same as that of the theoretical approach known as folk 

linguistics, which is to give the speakers of a certain language, or a variety of language, 

the opportunity to assess their own linguistic identities and attitudes towards other 

linguistic or social groups. 

                                                 
1 The Gaelic expressions and place-names used in this study are written in italics. 
2 With all its social and geographical varieties, such as Glaswegian, Lowland or Shetland Scots. 
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In order to answer the previous questions a survey consisting of four parts (see 

appendix I) was made available on the Internet and distributed to several contact 

persons on the Isles of Lewis and Harris for further distribution. The survey collected 

quantitative data and 56 people took part in it. Their details are discussed along with 

some of the basic results in section 3.3. This study concentrates on exploring the 

attitudes and language awareness of those individuals who took part in the survey. 

The results of this study, presented in sections 4 and 5, established that the 

appearance of English-Gaelic language use on Lewis and Harris varies depending on 

the linguistic reference group, i.e. whether the respondent was a Gaelic-dominant 

bilingual, English-dominant bilingual or English monolingual. There are numerous 

reasons affecting the situation of Gaelic on Lewis and Harris the most important one 

being the generation gap in the language transmission process. In terms of language 

attitudes, the Gaelic speakers were predominantly pessimistic about the future of their 

native language, while the English-dominant bilinguals were divided and the English 

monolinguals undecided on the issue. The bilingual reference groups demonstreted 

pride in their knowledge of Gaelic as well as determination to actively use it. 

Meanwhile the English monolinguals demonstrated both positive and negative 

attitudes towards Gaelic.  

In section two, theoretical topics, such as the typology of the minority languages 

and the definition of killer language, are examined as well as the background 

information consequential for this study, namely the history of the English-Gaelic 

language shift and the linguistic landscape of the Isles of Lewis and Harris. In section 

three, the survey conducted for the purpose of this study is discussed in detail along 

with the methods applied in it. In section four, the survey data is examined by analysing 

the results of the survey followed by conclusion of the study in section five. 

Today, Gaelic is spoken by less than 2% of the population in Scotland (Scotland’s 

Census 2011). Although this has not always been the case, the fact alone would seem 

to suggest that the significance of carrying out a research on Scottish Gaelic is 

negligible. However, the dynamics of the relationship between English and Gaelic 

serve as an example of any other minority language that comes to a close contact with 

English – the modern global language. By means of exploring the English-Gaelic 

language shift, the study aims to determine whether or not it is justified to call English 

a ‘killer language’ at least in this context. 
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This study has a clear motive in terms of language policy as I have witnessed first-

hand some of the challenges and problems that surround the relationship of English 

and the indigenous Celtic languages on the British and Irish Isles. Presently there are 

five Celtic languages spoken beyond Continental Europe – Irish, Welsh, Manx, 

Cornish and Scottish Gaelic. Of these Scottish Gaelic is particularly endangered – it is 

by far the smallest of the non-revived Celtic languages with an intact native-speaker 

population (Stalmaszczyk 2005: 16–17). Gaelic received a vaguely determined official 

status only in 2005 and has no strong governmental apparatus to promote it on the 

national level. In this respect any study conducted on the present state of Scottish 

Gaelic is relevant in terms of supporting its existence and revival as one of the 

indigenous languages of Europe, duly classified by the European Charter for Regional 

or Minority Languages (Council of Europe 2014). UNESCO Atlas of the World’s 

Languages in Danger classifies Gaelic as “definitely endangered”, which means that 

most children no longer learn the language as a mother tongue (Moseley: 2010). 

Lastly, it must be mentioned that this study serves as a minor thesis of English 

philology and consequently cannot cover the subject it studies as comprehensively as 

a major thesis would. In practice, this means that only the most important aspects and 

questions related to the topic of language attitudes and language shift on the Isles of 

Lewis and Harris can be examined within the very limited scope of this study. 

2 Theoretical background 

In this section, I present the theoretical background relevant for this study. First, I review 

Edwards’ (2010) typology of minority languages and identify the category to which 

Scottish Gaelic belongs. Second, I examine the term ‘killer language’ and its 

appropriateness in the English-Gaelic language contact. Third, I present a brief historical 

account of Scottish Gaelic and its relationship with English. Fourth, I analyse the 

sociolinguistic development of Gaelic in the 20th and 21st century. Finally, I study the 

current linguistic landscape of the Isle of Lewis and Harris as well as conclude the section 

by presenting a hypothesis for this study 

2.1 Scottish Gaelic within the typology of minority languages 

According to John Edwards’ study (2010: 74), a number of points and denominators 

occur and reoccur across the context of minority language studies. For this reason, I 
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must establish the nature of the English-Gaelic language shift and the situation of 

Gaelic, i.e. place the topic of this study in a clearly defined typology. 

Edwards provides a set of minority language examples using both geography and 

sociology as the basis for his typology. The primary premise in the process of defining 

the situation of a minority language is to state whether an ‘absolute’ or ‘local’ minority 

speaks the language. The first term “refers to languages that are minorities in all 

contexts”, while the second term “refers to varieties that are majority languages 

elsewhere” (Edwards 2010: 79). Scottish Gaelic is, as shown in sections 2.3 and 2.4, 

an absolute minority in all contexts with the possible exception of the Outer Hebrides, 

the heartland of modern Gaelic. The secondary premise is to identify into which of the 

following seven categories the object of this study would best fit: 

Table 1: Typology of minority languages (Edwards 2010: 77-78). 

1. Minority language with its own homeland 
French in Canada (Quebec) / 

Provençal in France (Provence) 

2. Minority language with a majority in a 

neighbouring country 

Swedish in Finland /  

German in Belgium 

3. Complementary language minorities 
German in Denmark /  

Danish in Germany 

4. International minority languages 

Saami people of Norway, Finland, 

Sweden and Russia / 

Basques of Spain and France 

5. Minority languages without a homeland Yiddish / Romani 

6. Interrelated minorities undergoing 

ethnolinguistic revival in separate countries 

Welsh, Irish, Manx, Cornish,  

Breton and Scottish Gaelic 

7. Minorities within minorities 

Abkhazian in Soviet Georgia / 

Székelys as a subgroup of the 

Hungarians in Transylvania 

 

Of these categories all except the sixth seem to hold validity, since at least Welsh, 

Irish, Manx, Cornish and Breton undoubtedly have their own respective homelands. 

In other words, these Celtic languages might belong to the first category rather than in 

a “special” category of their own. On the other hand, placing regions like Cornwall or 

the Isle of Man in the same category as Quebec seems far more confusing than 

elucidatory. 
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Be that as it may, it seems that Scottish Gaelic does not fit easily into any of the 

categories above. It cannot be placed into the first category of minorities in their own 

homeland since today Scots more than Gaelic is seen as the national language of 

Scotland (cf. the position of Irish in Ireland or Welsh in Wales). If the focus was to be 

widened to the whole of the UK then it would seem logical to consider Gaelic as a 

member of the seventh group, i.e. a “minority within a minority”. The Scots are one 

of the minor nations of the United Kingdom and the Gaels are a minority within the 

previous group as attested by Bechhofer & McCrone (2013: 129):  

 

Social identity […] is a hinge between social structure and social action. Social 

structure […] constrains but does not determine how people behave. […] An awareness 

of sharing experiences because […] one belongs to a ‘national’ group, has the capacity 

to generate social action. Having a shared identity, thinking oneself as a Gael could be 

a first step in such a process, but Gaels also think of themselves as belonging to the 

national grouping of ‘Scots’ which militates against it. Thus, they are more of an 

‘ethnic’ group [of Scotland] considering themselves, and regarded by others, as being 

culturally distinctive.  

 

Thus, we have our answer – the Gaelic-speakers form a distinctive minority, a 

subgroup of the Scottish nation, itself a minor nation in a larger union. However, in 

2009 the Scottish Social Attitudes survey revealed that no more than 18% of Scots 

thought of themselves as having “a great deal” or “quite a lot” in common with the 

Gaels, while 45% thought that they had “nothing at all” or at least “not very much” in 

common. The survey also showed that even amongst the first group “almost half [48%] 

rarely or never compared themselves with Gaels” (Bechhofer & McCrone 2013: 130). 

No matter how strongly the Gaels identify as Scots, the overwhelming majority of 

Scots still do not identify with Gaels. Thus, as the political discussion around the 

question of Scottish independence continues, we ought to agree with Edwards that out 

of all the seven different categories the minority-within-minority context must be the 

most complicated one (Edwards 2010: 79). 

2.2 English as a ‘killer language’ 

The notion of English as a dominant language subordinating others has been studied 

extensively ever since English became the global lingua franca (Kachru 1986, Fishman 

1992, Tollefson 1992). One of the primary aims of these studies has been to determine 

the nature of the relationship and the effect of English on the native languages of such 

territories as Ireland, North America, New Zealand and many other British (and 

American) dominions “over palm and pine”.  
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One of the essential contemporary studies on the role of English as a dominant 

global language is Linguistic Imperialism (1992), published by Robert Phillipson, one 

of the radical linguists – a group responsible for coining the term ‘killer language’ 

(Melchers & Shaw 2003: 30). Phillipson was labelled a ‘radical linguist’ by Melchers 

and Shaw on the basis that “the radicals seek to alter the balance of power [in matters 

concerning language] by government policy”– a clearly central topic and argument in 

Phillipson’s study.  

In Linguistic Imperialism Phillipson provides a “working definition” of English 

linguistic imperialism as a situation in which: “the dominance of English is asserted 

and maintained by the establishment and continuous reconstruction of structural and 

cultural inequalities between English and other languages” (Phillipson 1992: 47). For 

Phillipson ‘structural’ refers to the material properties of a society, such as the 

educational institutions, while ‘cultural’ properties refer, for example, to the 

pedagogical principles of those educational institutions. Another term used by 

Phillipson is ‘linguicism’, which he defines as “ideologies, structures, and practices 

which are used to legitimate, effectuate, and reproduce an unequal balance of power 

and resources (both material and immaterial) between groups that are defined on the 

basis of language” (Ibid.). Phillipson describes English linguistic imperialism as “a 

sub-type of linguicism” (Ibid.). 

As an example of linguicism, Phillipson (1992) describes a situation in which 

there is a policy of supporting more than one language, but in which priority is given  

to only one language (e.g. in teacher training or political discourse), as is the case in 

countries like Wales or Scotland (Kandler et al. 2010: 3861). Another key term used 

by Phillipson is ‘anglocentricity’, which according to him takes “the forms and 

functions of English, and the promise of what English represents or can lead to, as the 

norm by which all language activity or use should be measured” (Phillipson 1992: 47-

48). However, in order for ‘anglocentricity’ to be anything else than a term void of any 

concrete meaning it must be clearly associated with the “structural and cultural 

inequalities” mentioned earlier. Therefore, I return to anglocentricity and other terms 

introduced here when discussing the results of this study (see sections 4.4). 

As for the criteria of a killer language, it must be assumed that any language 

contact situation, which allows the dominance of one language over another in terms 

defined by Phillipson (1992), ought to be regarded as the first condition of a ‘killer’ 
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language. If this should be the case of the English-Gaelic relationship, its history 

should be closely examined (see sections 2.3 and 2.4). O’Rahilly (1976: 121) offers 

the second condition, although in reference to Manx rather than Scottish Gaelic: 

“Manx hardly deserved to live. When a language surrenders itself to foreign idiom, 

and when all its speakers become bilingual, the penalty is death.” In other words, if a 

minority language is increasingly used the same way as the majority language, to 

which it is exposed to, and if the minority language then eventually loses all of its 

monolingual speakers to this same majority language – it “deserves” to die.  

Finally, Edwards’ (2010) research on the well-documented decline of the Celtic 

languages has defined a clear-cut process as a list of generalizable conditions, which 

demonstrates how and why minority languages die: 

1) Predominance of old or middle-aged speakers combined with a lack of transmission 

to the younger generation. 2) Confinement of the language to rural areas accompanied 

by associations of poverty and uneducated-ness. 3) Bilingualism as a transitory phase 

preceding the shift into the dominant language. 4) Language shift as a result of a 

minority-majority contact in which the minority is economically and culturally 

disadvantaged from the majority. 5) Language revivalists as a minority group within the 

language minority they represent. 6) Media as a channel for minority language revival 

as well as for majority language dominance. (Edwards 2010: 73). 

2.3 The historical background of Scottish Gaelic 

In order to understand and evaluate the current sociolinguistic situation on the Isles of 

Lewis and Harris – and thus the underlying currents that have caused the decline of 

Scottish Gaelic – I now turn to look at the historical background of Gaelic. What 

follows here is a brief summary based largely on the earlier research conducted 

primarily by Edwards (2010) and Stalmaszczyk (2005).  

The story of Gaelic in Scotland is indistinguishable from the history of the Scottish 

Highlands and Islands, which are as much a physical as they are a social construct – a 

result of their historical relationship with the similarly physical and social construct of 

the Scottish Lowlands. What is important to understand about Gaelic is that (even 

though it is today often perceived as a marginal language of insignificant use) the 

culture it represents has produced much of what we identify today as Scottish: 

“Scotland’s national music and national instrument [bagpipes] are Gaelic. The 

distinctive national dress of Scotland [kilts and tartan] is Gaelic. The national drink is 

Gaelic in both origin and name [whisky from uisge-beatha – the water of life]” 



11 

 

 

(MacKinnon 1974: 2). Explaining how these became synonymous with all of Scotland 

and not just with the Gaelic culture is one of our tasks in this section. 

The Gaelic language was brought to Scotland by people of Irish origin known as 

Scoti in the third century AD. The development of Scottish Gaelic as a distinct 

language can be analysed only from 17th century onwards. Until then Scottish and Irish 

Gaelic had remained substantially identical or indeed one and the same language, 

although dialectal differences might have occurred already as early as the 12th century. 

A common denominator for both Scottish and Irish Gaelic was the written language 

known as Classic Gaelic used in the bardic schools of both countries until the late 

1600’s (O’Rahilly 1976: 122-124). In the early medieval period Gaelic was the 

primary language of Scotland, while three other languages were also spoken: Norse on 

the Orkneys and in Shetland, British (related to modern Welsh) in the south and 

‘Anglian’ on the south-eastern border with Northumbria (Stalmaszczyk 2005: 73).   

However, by the 12th century Norman French had become the language of the 

court, Latin was used for written purposes and in the Church, whilst the Scottish 

variant of English began to dominate the trade in the burghs and towns of the 

Lowlands. Consequently, the steady retreat of Gaelic into the Highlands began, and by 

the 16th century Scots had become the dominant language of Scotland, with the 

exception of Highlands and Islands. For the most part of the modern era the Highlands 

remained an area so distant and isolated from the rest of the realm that it became 

increasingly associated with feudal backwardness (Edwards 2010: 130-131). 

Languages have no independent importance of their own. Instead, they have the 

same status as the people who speak them. In the case of Scottish Gaelic, this becomes 

tangible when looking at the consequences of the failed Jacobite rebellion3 of 1745 

and the following Highland Clearances. After the Jacobite rebellion, the defeated 

chieftains were forced to turn into landlords and their people into tenant farmers, which 

effectively abolished the old Gaelic clan-based society (Edwards 2010: 134-135). This 

was followed by a century-long period of complex social and economic changes 

known today as the Highland “clearances”, which in affect meant that: 

 

The great landlords turned their small tenantry out to make way for sheep farms. Poor 

tenants didn’t produce much in the way of cash income, whereas sheep farms did, and 

the great landlords […] were by this time living in London in a cash economy rather 

than on traditional Highland estates. […] The circumstances of the Highland clearances 

                                                 
3 Last battle of the feudal Gaelic chieftains, who tried to restore the Stuart dynasty (Canny 1976: 150). 
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were dire in every case and brutal in a good many. People were burned out of their 

homes if necessary, and most families lost all their possessions […] in addition to their 

fields and their cattle and whatever other domestic animals they had (Dorian 2006: 3). 

  

The Gaelic-speaking tenants had no option but to seek their fortunes elsewhere. Many 

travelled as far as New Zealand or Nova Scotia (where Scottish Gaelic is still spoken), 

found work in the industrial Lowlands, or moved to the Outer Hebrides – a group of 

islands not too densely populated at the time (Edwards 2010: 149-154). After the 

clearances, the traditional Highland society was gone and the centralised British rule 

had established itself throughout Scotland. The Victorian era represents a time of 

strong English narrative in the Scottish history. This is also the period in which all 

things Gaelic like bagpipes, kilts and whisky (even the Jacobite rebellion!) became 

synonymous with the whole of Scotland and not just the Gaelic Highlands (Ibid. 136). 

The last blow to the now largely dislocated Gaelic community was delivered by 

the 1872 Education Act, which made sure that every Gaelic-speaking child received 

an English-only education, which enabled them to shift even more easily from Gaelic 

to English. In the second half of the 19th century a number of different Gaelic 

movements offered some counterbalance to the prevailing process of anglicization. 

These societies sought to improve the situation of the Gaels and their language by 

establishing printing houses, schools and local councils. One of their achievements 

was the establishment of Gaelic as a nominal subject in the Highland secondary 

schools in 1916. (Stalmaszczyk 2005: 79-80). However, the authorities saw the 

teaching of Gaelic primarily as an indirect way of promoting English: “as soon as the 

Gaelic-speaking pupil had acquired a modest acquaintance with English, Gaelic was 

almost completely discarded” (Edwards 2010: 133). This bilingual approach, 

supported by the Scottish curriculum since 1918, was based on the assumption that 

Gaelic should remain the language of “home, hearth and religion [while] English 

served in most other domains” (Ibid. 134). This assumption will prove significant for 

both the further development of Gaelic as well as the results of this study. 

2.4 The development of Gaelic in the 20th and 21st century  

Scottish Gaelic lost its status as the exclusive national language of Scotland already in 

the 12th century and soon afterwards began its geographical, social and numerical 

decline. It is estimated that by the early 1800’s no more than a quarter of Scots were 

native Gaelic-speakers (Stalmaszczyk 2005: 76). In terms of more specific numerical 
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data the decennial population censuses of Scotland have since 1891 included a 

question about Scots’ ability to speak Gaelic (Duwe 2006a: 6). 

Table 2: The number of Scottish Gaelic speakers (Stalmaszczyk 2005: 76).4 

Year 
Population of 

Scotland 

Monolingual 

Gaelic-speakers 

Bilingual  

Gaelic-speakers 
% 

1891 

1901 

1911 

1921 

1931 

1951 

1961 

1971 

1981 

1991 

2001 

2011 

4 025 647 

4 472 103 

4 760 904 

4 573 471 

4 588 909 

5 096 415 

5 179 344 

5 228 965 

5 035 315 

5 083 000 

5 062 011 

5 295 403 

43 738 

28 106 

8 400 

9 829 

6 716 

2 178 

974 

477 

- 

- 

- 

- 

210 677 

202 700 

183 998 

148 950 

129 419 

93 269 

80 004 

88 415 

82 620 

65 978 

58 652 

57 602 

5.2 

4.5 

3.9 

3.3 

2.8 

1.8 

1.5 

1.7 

1.6 

1.4 

1.2 

1.1 

 

Table 2 shows the development of Scotland’s population along with the number and 

percentage of the monolingual and bilingual Gaelic-speakers. The population of 

Scotland has grown in 120 years from four to five million, while the number of Gaelic-

speakers has decreased rapidly. The last census to count the number of monolingual 

Gaels was taken in 1971. The remaining Gaelic-speaking population is in all practical 

terms completely bilingual. This alone would have sufficed for O’Rahilly (1976: 121) 

to deem Scottish Gaelic dead in all but name.  

As Gaelic-speaking communities became bilingual in the second half of the 20th 

century, they also adopted a new widespread social practice known as language 

accommodation. What this new norm meant was that all Gaelic-speakers were 

“socialized into a system of values in which English speakers hold the superior social 

and economic position and must always be accommodated. On Lewis […] locals were 

very aware that the rest of Britain thought of them as stupid peasants. […] Such views 

are expressed regularly in the Scottish press” (McEwan-Fujita 2010: 47-48). 

                                                 
4 The 2011 figures on Gaelic speakers are taken from Scotland’s Census 2011 (see references). 
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In the period between 1891 and 2011, the number of Gaelic-speakers has dropped 

by 77.4% or by 196,813 individual speakers. In the first three decades Gaelic lost 

95,636 speakers, while in the last three decades the number was 25,018 (cf. table 2). 

However, the proportional rate of decline in these periods was similar: between 1891 

and 1921 – 37.2%, and between 1981 and 2011 – 30.3%. The only exception from the 

tendency of decline was seen in the 1960’s when the number of Gaelic-speakers rose 

by 10.5% or by 7914 individuals (cf. table 2). As for the reason behind such a rapid 

language shift an answer is provided by the research conducted by Kandler et al. (2014: 

3860-3861): 

 

Most of the recent language extinction events are caused by language shift rather than 

by the extinction of the population speaking this language. […] What provokes shift is 

not cultural selection on grammatical or prosodic potential, but people shifting between 

two competing languages because of their associated social ecologies. […] What drives 

the shift process is […] the wider contrast in social and economic potential that 

participation in one or other linguistic community opens up. 

 

This explanation resonates strongly with the definition of ‘anglocentricity’ provided 

by Phillipson earlier in the section 2.2. However, by the 1950’s Gaelic had retreated 

to its current ground in the Hebrides and to the outer fringe of the western Highlands. 

Even there the population was becoming increasingly Anglophone: “the more remote 

the area, the greater the staying-power of Gaelic; […] towns become anglicised before 

rural areas do, meaning that the pressure of English spreads out from market town to 

hinterland” (Edwards 2010: 138). 

In 1975 a new Council of the Western Isles, consisting of the Outer Hebrides, with 

a Gaelic-speaking majority was created. This new Council immediately changed its 

name to Comhairle nan Eilean Siar and in 1977 it started an education project 

establishing schools with Gaelic medium education (GME). A year later a Gaelic-

based radio station Radio nan Eilean was set up (Stalmaszczyk 2005: 81-82), and in 

September 2008 a Gaelic TV channel (BBC Alba) was launched (BBC 2008). In 

addition, the 1991 census revealed that the majority of Gaelic-speakers were living 

outside of the Gàidhealtachd5 and indeed in 2006 the largest concentration of Gaelic-

speakers (approximately 11 000) was living in the greater Glasgow area (Paterson et 

al. 2014: 430).  

                                                 
5 Those areas of the Scottish Highlands and Islands where Gaelic is used as a community language. 
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The Scottish Parliament, established in 1999, allowed Gaelic only a symbolic 

presence and no official status. However, in 2005 the Gaelic Language Act granted 

Gaelic recognition “as an official language of Scotland commanding equal respect 

with the English language” (Edwards 2010: 142). In practice, the act provided – in 

remarkably vague terms – the Gaelic-speakers a right to use their native language in 

official contact with the public bodies of the Scottish Government. Additionally, in 

terms of education in 2013 there were 2953 pupils attending GME schools, while 6999 

pupils were studying Gaelic as a second language subject. The percentage for the 

above numbers is 4.4% (a ratio four times larger than the overall amount of Gaelic 

bilinguals) and 10.4% respectively (The Scottish Government 2013). 

2.5 The linguistic landscape of Lewis and Harris 

Before proceeding to the next section, a closer look at the primary object of this study 

– the linguistic setting on the Isles of Lewis and Harris – is necessary. This section is 

based on the local studies conducted by Doctor Kurt C. Duwe of the University of 

Hamburg between 2003 and 2006. His reports “examine the state of [Gaelic] through 

the ages from 1881 until today [i.e. 2006] with the most relevant information gathered 

comprehensively for the smallest geographical unit possible” (Duwe 2006).   

According to the 2011 census, there were 19,658 people living on Lewis, while 

only 1,916 were living on Harris (CNES 2015a). The only urban area on these islands 

is the town of Stornoway with over 7,500 inhabitants. Additionally, the peninsula of 

Point must be considered urban due to its proximity and purely geographical 

dependency on Stornoway. Tarbert, with its approximate population of 500 people, is 

not large enough to be an urban centre, but it serves as one in the island context. All 

the other areas of Lewis and Harris can only be described as rural (CNES 2015b).  

Duwe divides Isle of Lewis, due to its large size, into seven geographical units 

(Stornoway, Back, Point, Westside, Ness, Lochs, and Uig & Carloway), while Harris 

is considered a single unit. However, in order to examine the linguistic variation also 

on Harris, in this study the island has been divided into four units (North and South 

Harris, Tarbert, and Scalpay). This division is based on Duwe’s report (Duwe 2006a). 

Thus, we reach a following representation of the Isles of Lewis and Harris as shown 

on the following map (see map 1). 
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Map 1: Isles of Lewis and Harris divided into geographical units6 (Duwe 2006). 

In order to define the linguistic landscape of Lewis and Harris, the language variation 

in these eleven areas should now be examined. According to the 2001 census, the 

percentage of Gaelic-speakers on South Harris is 67.9%, while on North Harris the 

corresponding ratio is 65.9%. Tarbert, the only major settlement on Harris, is 

surprisingly Gaelic-speaking with 64.1% of its inhabitants claiming to speak the local 

language. The island of Scalpay, however, has by far the highest percentage of Gaelic-

speakers with 84.5% (Duwe 2006a: 22). Meanwhile on Lewis, in the area of Lochs 

70.8% of the residents reported ability to speak Gaelic (Duwe 2006b: 16). In Westside 

and Ness the ratios were 81.3% and 80.6% respectively (Duwe 2006d: 20). For Uig & 

Carloway the percentage, indicated by the 2001 census, was 77.3% (Duwe 2006c: 15), 

while in Back and Point the figures were correspondingly 75.1% and 66.4% (Duwe 

2006e: 21). Finally, in Stornoway the ratio of Gaelic-speakers was, unsurprisingly, no 

more than 58.0% (Duwe 2006f: 20). Thus, the number of the Gaelic-English bilinguals 

varies on Harris between 64.1% in Tarbert and 84.5% on Scalpay – with 78.5% being 

the figure for the whole of Harris – (Duwe 2006a: 17), while on Lewis the figures vary 

between 58.0% in Stornoway and 80.6% in Ness. 

                                                 
6 The image was retrieved (and modified) from the following page 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/b/b9/Outerhebrideslewis.png on 22 January 2015. 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/b/b9/Outerhebrideslewis.png
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However, a far better way of measuring the prospective strength of a minority 

language is through the language viability indicator (LVI). LVI measures the 

ethnolinguistic vitality or “the prospective reproductivity of language speakers in a 

community” by comparing “the difference of percentages between the age group 

below 25 years of age and the total population” (Duwe 2006a: 17). The difference 

demonstrated by LVI is -7.0% for all of Harris, -13.7% for Westside, -5.7% for Ness, 

-17.8% for Lochs, and -1.6% for Uig & Carloway. As for Back the LVI figure was       

-10.7%, on Point -18.7%, and in Stornoway -21.4%. Meanwhile, the LVI figure for all 

of the Outer Hebrides was -13.2%. This means that Harris, Ness and Back along with 

Uig & Carloway form a slightly more positive exception from the otherwise prevailing 

negative tendency demonstrated by Lochs, Westside, Point and Stornoway. These 

negative LVI results can largely be explained by the population structure of the Outer 

Hebrides, since there are far more elderly than young people living on the islands 

(Duwe 2006). These same results seem to indicate that – as was suggested by Edwards 

(2010: 138) in section 2.5 – “towns become anglicised before rural areas do, meaning 

that the pressure of English spreads out from market town to hinterland”, since the 

most negative LVI figures can be found in the areas surrounding Stornoway. 

Before proceeding to the next section, a summary of the theoretical background 

as well as a hypothesis should be presented for further reference and use of this study. 

The modern Gaelic-speaking population forms a distinctive minority, a subgroup of 

the Scottish nation, itself a minor nation in the larger frame of UK. The context of 

Scottish Gaelic is, therefore, one of the most complicated ones – a minority language 

within another minority. Furthermore, Edwards’ (2010) typology of how the Celtic 

languages have declined offers a clear basis on which to study whether English is 

killing Scottish Gaelic. The historical account of Gaelic-English language contact 

shows how until 1977 the Scottish curriculum was based on the assumption that Gaelic 

should remain the language of home and religion while English served in all other 

social domains. Finally, Duwe’s local studies (2006) demonstrate how the number of 

Gaelic-speakers varies on the Isles of Lewis and Harris.  

As for the research hypothesis, it is likely that the results of this study will indicate 

a significant English language dominance in the urban social environments as opposed 

to those social environments located in the Gaelic-speaking hinterland (Edwards 2010: 

138). The data analysing the language attitudes of the people living on Lewis and 
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Harris will most likely present a range of different opinions varying from optimistic to 

extremely pessimistic, with the emphasis most likely falling on the more negative 

perspective. However, the question whether the results in sections 4 and 5 will support 

or refute the assumption that English is killing Gaelic will not be hypothesised here 

but rather left for the survey data to decide (see section 4.4). 

3 Data and methods 

In this chapter, I present the methods and data used in this study. First, I deal with the 

concepts of folk linguistics, language attitude and language awareness. Then, I discuss the 

data collecting process. Finally, I look at the respondents of the survey and some of the 

basic data they provided. 

3.1 Folk linguistics  

This study applies a methodology similar to the one used by Johanna Vaattovaara 

(2009) in her doctoral thesis, in which she studies the language attitudes and self-image 

of the young people living in a Finnish-Swedish border community in Lapland. In this 

study the same methodology is used for studying the language attitudes of the adult 

population living on the Isles of Lewis and Harris, a similarly bilingual area. 

Vaattovaara’s dissertation focuses mainly on perceptual dialectology. However, the 

basic idea of this study is the same as that of the theoretical approach known as folk 

linguistics, which is to give the speakers of a certain language, or a variety of language, 

the opportunity to assess their own linguistic identities and attitudes towards other 

linguistic or social groups. Folk linguistics is applicable to both dialectology and 

sociolinguistics (Vaattovaara 2009: 26-27). It also serves as a theoretical basis for the 

approach applied in the survey of this study (see section 3.2). 

Language attitude is traditionally defined as the social evaluation of linguistic 

varieties or phenomena (Vaattovaara 2009: 28). However, this definition is unclear 

about whether language attitudes are inherent to social groups or the individuals of 

which they consist. The current mainstream of linguistic research supports the latter 

view on the basis that linguistic attitudes consist of cognitive, affective and 

behavioural components expressed by individuals (Ibid: 29). This study concentrates 

on exploring the attitudes and language awareness of those individuals who took part 

in the survey of this study (see section 3.2). Thus, it can be concluded that folk 
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linguistics is, in essence, the study of the perceptions the non-linguists have about 

different language features and of the assumptions they make based on their linguistic 

observations. In other words, folk linguistics might as well be called a study of mental 

images related to the surrounding linguistic environment (Vaattovaara 2009: 32-33). 

Another essential methodological basis applied in this study is that of the local 

studies conducted by Doctor Kurt C. Duwe of the University of Hamburg between 

2003 and 2006. As noted earlier in sections 2.5 Duwe’s reports “examine the state of 

[Gaelic] through the ages from 1881 until today [i.e. 2006] with the most relevant 

information gathered comprehensively for the smallest geographical unit possible” 

(Duwe 2006). However, this study is consistent with Duwe’s earlier work insofar as it 

examines the language contact (in the broadest sense of the term) between English and 

Gaelic as well as aims to report on the causes and effects of the language shift process 

occurring on the Outer Hebrides. Conversely, this study deviates from Duwe’s reports 

at least in the sense that his studies have mainly examined the geographical and 

numerical variation of English and Gaelic in the Gàidhealtachd area while this study 

examines the same linguistic variation but on the basis of different social environments 

thereby providing new information (see section 4.1). Furthermore, the emphasis Duwe 

places on the strict English-Gaelic division of the Hebridean communities is not 

reflected in this study since the survey of this study takes into account three different 

linguistic reference groups – Gaelic-dominant bilinguals, English-dominant bilinguals 

and English monolinguals. In spite of these differences, the geographical division 

presented in section 2.5 and applied in section 3.3 is largely based on Duwe’s studies. 

It is important to understand some of the limitations, which the chosen 

methodology of folk linguistics sets. Firstly, as observed by Niedzielski and Preston 

(2003: 2), the veracity of the statements given by the non-linguists is a concern when 

conducting a folk linguistic study. Unfortunately, the truthfulness of the statements 

used as the data of this study cannot be thoroughly analysed in terms of such a limited 

study as this one. Secondly, as noted by Labov in 1966 “the inadequacy of people’s 

overt remarks about their own language is directly reflected in the fact that there are 

only a few words they use to convey the subjective response that they feel” (as cited 

Niedzielski & Preston 2003: 3). In other words, data collected and analysed using a 

folk linguistic method is inadequate because of its non-linguistic vocabulary, yet, 

surely a descriptive approach, especially when studying a topic such as the relationship 
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of a majority and a minority language, is far more justifiable than a prescriptive one. 

Thirdly, people aware of their language attitudes being studied are distinctly self-

conscious and monitor their answers, which cannot but affect the results of such a 

study. Fourthly, there remains an open question on how far reaching interpretations 

should be made based on a folk linguistic data. However, the data is presented in 

sections 3.3 and 4 just as it is. All of the applied results in section 4.4. and the 

conclusions drown in section 5 are based solely on the data as it is presented.  

3.2 The data collection process 

As was explained in the introduction the research questions of this thesis are as 

follows: in which circumstances is Scottish Gaelic spoken; what affects the current 

situation of Scottish Gaelic; what linguistic attitudes do people who live on Lewis and 

Harris have towards both Gaelic and English? In order to answer these questions a 

survey consisting of four parts (see appendix I) was made available on the Internet and 

distributed to several contact persons on the Isles of Lewis and Harris for further 

distribution. The link to the survey was also published in social media, namely in three 

Facebook groups consisting predominantly of people living on the Outer Hebrides. 56 

people in total participated in this survey. Their overall details are discussed along with 

some of the basic results in section 3.3. As stated earlier this study concentrates on 

exploring the attitudes and language awareness of those individuals who took part in 

the survey. 

It should be mentioned that the survey was only available in English firstly due to 

the bilingual nature of the communities on Lewis and Harris and secondly due to the 

author’s limited knowledge of Scottish Gaelic. However, this seemingly trivial fact 

about the limitedness of the research questionnaire serves as an example of how the 

norm of anglocentricity (Phillipson 1992: 47-48) enforces itself even when studying 

language attitudes and language shift in communities with a Gaelic-majority. 

The first part of the questionnaire (see appendix I) was titled Basic information of 

the participant. It collected background information regarding (1) the respondents’ 

age, (2) gender, (3) home community and home village, (4) relation to their home 

community (i.e. whether they had been born on the island or if they had moved there) 

and finally (5) the participants’ own relationship with both English and Gaelic. The 

fifth topic meant specifying the respondents’ language acquisition process and the 



21 

 

 

language they considered as their first native one. It must be noted that the first section 

did not allow the respondents to specify whether they might be both native locals and 

incomers, since it is possible to move away from the community and then return. 

Neither did the survey allow the respondents to choose both English and Gaelic as 

their native languages. In section 3.3 I present the data collected in this first part of the 

research questionnaire. 

The second part of the questionnaire was titled Choose which language you hear 

when you are… followed by ten examples (see appendix I) of social environments 

(such as work, school, home, parish, etc.) relevant for any island community. The 

setting of this second section was intentionally left vague, especially in terms of the 

verb hear, which left the responsibility of making interpretations of the surrounding 

linguistic environment completely to the respondents (cf. language awareness in 

section 3.1). The second part was completed by a Likert scale, while the respondents 

were offered one open option in case they found the list of given ten examples 

insufficient. 

The third part of the survey was titled What affects Gaelic today? Please choose 

from the following, followed by thirteen examples (see appendix I). All of these 

examples were presented as statements on the current situation of Gaelic. The framing 

used for the examples was decidedly negative. These thirteen examples were chosen 

from a list of sixteen points presented in Stalmaszczyk’s research (2005: 77-79):  

 

1) Geographical disunity of Gàidhealtachd  

2) Social disunity (i.e. forceful disintegration of the clan system after 1745) 

3) Lack of status (i.e. Gaelic not seen as a national language of Scotland) 

4) Lack of a standardized written form of the language for official use 

5) Shortage of reading and educational material 

6) Lack of suitably qualified teachers of Gaelic 

7) Loss of Gaelic in the religious life (i.e. shortage of Gaelic-speaking ministers); 

8) Loss of the language in work;  

9) Emigration of Gaelic speakers;  

10) Military service in English-speaking environment;  

11) Immigration of monolingual English-speakers 

12) Increase of tourism in the Highlands and Islands;  

13) Generation gap (the language is not transmitted from one generation to the next) 

14) The impact of English language media and the lack of Gaelic media;  

15) The effects of the two World Wars (further emigration and loss of native speakers) 

16) Discrimination of Gaelic (e.g. the attitudes of mainland Scots). 

 

In terms of the research survey points number one, two, ten and fifteen were discarded 

– numbers two and fifteen on the basis of their historical centricity, number ten based 

on the fact that the last conscriptions in UK took place in 1960, and number one as 
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being self-evident to anyone living on Lewis or Harris. In addition, number fourteen 

was divided into two statements: one about the supremacy of English language in 

(social) media and the other about the lack of Gaelic in (social) media. Thus, the survey 

was left with thirteen statements with the last one (i.e. possible current discrimination 

of Gaelic) left open for commentary and specification. Furthermore, it should be self-

evident that the data and comments collected from the non-linguist residents of Lewis 

and Harris can either prove, invalidate or update the results of Stalmaszczyk’s earlier 

research, seeing as they are used as the basis for section 4.2. 

The fourth and final part consisted of three open and optional questions (see 

appendix I). The primary function of these questions was to offer the respondents a 

chance to comment on their own answers in the first three sections of the survey. The 

questions asked in this last part of the questionnaire were: “1) In your opinion how 

does the future of Scottish Gaelic look like? 2) How could the situation of Gaelic be 

improved? What measures could or should be taken? 3) How would you describe your 

relation with (or attitude towards) Gaelic language? You can also compare this with 

your relation with (or attitude towards) English language.” The methodology applied 

here is directly based on the theory of folk linguistics and the definition of language 

attitudes provided in section 3.1. As the language awareness methodology was applied 

in the second part of this survey, likewise in this final part the responsibility for making 

interpretations about the surrounding linguistic environment was given completely to 

the respondents themselves. 

The basic idea of the survey, reviewed in this section, is the same as that of the 

theoretical approach known as folk linguistics, i.e. to give the speakers of a certain 

language the opportunity to assess their own linguistic identities and attitudes towards 

other linguistic or social groups. These linguistic groups, as demonstrated in the next 

section, are a) monolingual English-speakers, b) English-dominant bilinguals and c) 

Gaelic-dominant bilinguals living on the Isles of Lewis and Harris. 

3.3 The respondents of the survey 

The survey gathered 56 respondents in total, of whom 31 (or 55%) were from the Isle 

of Lewis and 25 (or 45%) from the Isle of Harris. Of all the participants 38 (or 68%) 

were female whilst 18 (or 32%) were male. In terms of age (see figure 1) the 56 

respondents had a sufficient amount of dispersion. Bearing in mind the population 
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structure of the Outer Hebrides (see section 2.5) the biggest individual age group 

amongst the survey participants were, unsurprisingly, the middle-aged or those 

between 40-59 years of age, i.e. 30 people (or 53%) in total. The number of 

respondents over the age of 60 was 15 (or 27%), and under the age of 40 the 

corresponding number was 11 (or 20%) participants. 

Figure 1: Respondents by age group 

 

In terms of language (see figure 2) the first group of 36 (or 64%) respondents are the 

Gaelic-dominant bilinguals (GDB) who reported Gaelic as their first native language 

while English was reported as their other native language. The most common language 

acquisition method for Gaelic in this group was learning it from parents and/or 

grandparents, while English was learned at school. The second group of 10 (or 18%) 

respondents are the English-dominant bilinguals (EDB) who reported English as their 

first native language while Gaelic was reported as their other language of use. The 

most common language acquisition method for English in this group was learning it 

from parents, while Gaelic was learned from grandparents, in school, or by living in 

the community. Finally, the third group of 10 (or 18%) respondents are the English 

monolinguals (EM) who reported English as their only language. 
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Figure 2: Respondents by native language 

 

Meanwhile, 46 (or 82%) respondents were born either on Lewis or on Harris and only 

10 (or 18%) had moved to the islands from elsewhere. Of the latter group, two 

participants did not specify the year in which they had moved to Lewis or Harris, while 

the other eight had moved into their current home community between 1967 and 2013. 

Of these eight people, six were now living on Lewis while two were living on Harris. 

In terms of language, six of those who had moved to Lewis or Harris reported no 

knowledge of Gaelic, while four reported it as their second language having learned it 

at school or on evening classes, from their friends and parent(s), and by living in the 

community. To explain the number of ten English monolinguals it is worth mentioning 

that four people born on Lewis reported no knowledge of Gaelic. 

Finally, the respondents from both Lewis and Harris can be divided into the sub-

regions (see figure 3) provided in section 2.5 (see map 1). About half of the 

respondents from Lewis were from the urban areas of Stornoway and Point, i.e. 17 (or 

54%) people. The rest were from the rural parts of Lewis, i.e. 14 (or 46%) people. In 

the case of Harris nine (or 36%) respondents lived both on North and on South Harris, 

while five (or 20%) were living on the island of Scalpay, and two participants (or 8%) 

were living in the township of Tarbert. 
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Figure 3: Respondents from Lewis and Harris divided into local areas 

 

4 Analysis and results 

In this chapter, I answer the three research questions: in which circumstances is Scottish 

Gaelic spoken; what affects the current situation of Scottish Gaelic; what linguistic 

attitudes do people who live on Lewis and Harris have towards both Gaelic and 

English? First, I analyse the survey results concerning the English-Gaelic language use in 

different social environments. Second, I examine the survey results on the current situation 

of Gaelic. Third, I present and discuss the variation of language attitudes on the Isles of 

Lewis and Harris. Finally, I re-examine the English-Gaelic language shift based on the 

analysed data and argue why English must be considered a killer language in its relation 

with Gaelic.   

4.1 Language use in different social environments 

In this section, I answer the first research question, i.e. in which circumstances is 

Scottish Gaelic spoken. It should be mentioned that the previous studies (e.g. Duwe 

2006) have mainly examined the geographical variation of English and Gaelic in the 

Gàidhealtachd area while this study examines the same linguistic variation but on the 

basis of different social environments thereby providing new information. The data 

collected by the research questionnaire has been divided into three groups based on 

the respondents’ native language or languages, i.e. Gaelic-dominant bilinguals 
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(GDBs), English-dominant bilinguals (EDBs) and English monolinguals (EMs) (see 

section 3.3). The first group to be analysed here are the 36 Gaelic-dominant bilinguals, 

i.e. the GDBs (see table 3). 

Table 3: English-Gaelic language use - by social environment (GDBs) 

 

The grey fields in table 3 indicate the numerical centre of gravity with the highest 

occurrence underlined. The answers of the GDBs living on both Lewis and Harris seem 

to confirm that both Gaelic and English are used and heard in most social environments 

on the islands. According to the linguistic impressions of the GDBs, English is 

dominant in most social environments, namely at work, in the shops, at the surgery, in 

the pubs, when socialising among friends and on the island ferries. The only social 

environments where Gaelic still seems to have the upper hand are at home and when 

socialising among relatives. In the local parishes and at hobbies the bilingual situation 

seems to be in balance, with both English and Gaelic represented equally. As was noted 

in section 2.3, since the early 20th century the use of Gaelic was encouraged, but only 

in the context of “home, hearth and religion” (Edwards 2010: 134). Judging by the 

results provided in table 3, this still seems to be the case.  

However, it should be noted that as many as eight respondents reported to hear 

mainly Gaelic at work, while ten participants were used to hearing mostly or only 

English at home. Still in 26 out of 36 homes Gaelic was used predominantly or equally 

with English. Seven people reported hearing mostly or only Gaelic when shopping in 

their local community. It is hardly surprising that the most English-dominant social 
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environments were the NHS surgeries. The pubs also seem to be remarkably English-

speaking environments. However, as many as eight respondents reported hearing 

Gaelic along with English in the pub. A surprisingly heterogeneous social environment 

was the case of language used with friends: 14 reported hearing only or mostly English 

on these occasions, 12 seem to have an equal number of Gaelic and English-speaking 

friends, while 10 seem to hear (and presumably use) mainly Gaelic when in the 

company of friends. The only instance where “only English” did not appear at all was 

in the case of socialising with relatives. Thus, Gaelic seems to be even more the 

language of the extended family or the “clan” rather than the language of home. 

Finally, it is hardly surprising that the most important link between the islands and the 

mainland, i.e. the ferry, is an English-dominant environment, although 16 respondents 

reported hearing equal amount of English and Gaelic when on the ferry. It is also worth 

noticing that three GDBs had already retired, while ten of the GDBs reported not to 

frequent any pub and six reported no hobbies. 

The second group to be analysed here are the ten English-dominant bilinguals, i.e. 

EDBs (see table 4). Unlike the previous group, the EDBs tended not to be influenced 

by the social environment, and the overwhelming consensus of answers in all ten 

examples was “mostly English”. This might be an indicator of a different level of 

language awareness or a simple fact – EDBs hear mostly English since that is the 

language in which they are most commonly addressed, even by the GDBs, as 

demonstrated by McEwan-Fujita (2010: 46) in section 2.4. 

Table 4: English-Gaelic language use - by social environment (EDBs) 
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Nevertheless, the answers given by the EDBs show that as many as four of them do, 

at least occasionally, hear Gaelic being spoken in equal amount with English in their 

local community. The most important notion to be found in table 4 is the fact that 

approximately the same number of EDBs seem to hear only English as they hear 

English along with Gaelic. One of the clear differences between GDBs and EDBs is 

that the latter group hears Gaelic mostly not just at home or in the company of their 

relatives but also in the local shops and on the ferry. The absence of “only English” is 

conspicuous in the cases of both the local parishes and the local pubs. In addition, it 

must be noted that no EDB reported hearing “only Gaelic” in any social context. As 

many as three people in this category reported not to frequent any local pub. 

The third group to be analysed are the ten English monolinguals, i.e. the EMs, 

four of whom were born on the islands and six of whom had moved there (see table 

5). As with the previous group of EDBs the most common answer of EMs was “mostly 

English”, with the only difference that in the case of four social environments (i.e. at 

work, at home, with relatives and when doing one’s hobby) the most reported answer 

was “only English”. Again, the answers given by the EMs might attest to a difference 

in their level of language awareness or, alternatively, of a simple fact – EMs seldom 

hear Gaelic. The most apparent reason for this is that the Gaelic-speakers have 

socialised themselves not to use their own language “in the presence of, or within 

earshot of, a person who is not known to be a mother-tongue Gaelic speaker” 

(McEwan-Fujita 2010: 46). 

Table 5: English-Gaelic language use - by social environment (EMs)

 

For the EMs the most likely social environments where they can hear Gaelic are 

amongst relatives and on the ferry, as well as in the local parish, pubs, the surgery, or 
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in the company of (local) friends. It might also be assumed that the eight EMs who 

reported hearing mostly English while doing their shopping could also mean that they 

get an occasional auditory contact with Gaelic in the local shops. It must be added that 

no EM reported hearing “mostly” or “only Gaelic” in any social context, and that two 

of the English monolinguals reported not to frequent any of the local pub. 

To conclude, in this section it has been established that the appearance of English-

Gaelic language use on Lewis and Harris varies depending on the linguistic reference 

group of an individual. In terms of this study these groups were Gaelic-dominant 

bilinguals (GDBs), English-dominant-bilinguals (EDBs) and English monolinguals 

(EMs). According to GDBs Gaelic is the primary language used at home and especially 

amongst relatives. Gaelic is also present in the local parishes. Otherwise, according to 

all reference groups, English appears to be the dominant community language, 

especially in the workplaces and in the social services such as the NHS. In terms of 

other social environments, such as shops, pubs and the island ferry, English seems to 

have the upper hand with Gaelic still present, although to a lesser extent. 

4.2 Opinions on the current status of Gaelic 

In this section I answer the second research question, i.e. what affects the current 

situation of Scottish Gaelic. The data collected by the research questionnaire has again 

been divided into three groups on the basis of language, i.e. Gaelic-dominant bilinguals 

(GDBs), English-dominant bilinguals (EDBs) and English monolinguals (EMs), see 

section 3.3. The first group to be analysed here are the 36 Gaelic-dominant bilinguals, 

i.e. the GDBs (see tables 6a and 6b). 

Table 6a: The current situation of Gaelic (Gaelic-dominant bilinguals) 
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The grey fields in the above table indicate the numerical centre of gravity with the 

highest occurrence underlined. Table 6a presents a set of six assertions about things 

that might affect the current situation of Gaelic. Of these only two statements received 

an overwhelming majority of agree or strongly agree answers. These statements were 

the lack of official status and the lack of Gaelic-speaking priests. A clear majority of 

respondents agreed upon two other statements, i.e. the lack of suitably qualified 

teachers and the loss of Gaelic at workplaces. In one case the majority of respondents 

chose neither to agree nor disagree, with the centre of gravity pointing slightly towards 

disagree. This was the assertion about the lack of written standard, reported by 

Stalmaszczyk as one of the causes for the decline of Gaelic (see section 3.2). In the 

case of reading and educational material most respondents chose to remain neutral or 

to agree.  

Table 6b: The current situation of Gaelic (Gaelic-dominant bilinguals) 

 

In the remaining seven statements (see table 6b) the reactions of GDBs remained clear. 

In four cases the overwhelming majority chose to agree or strongly agree with the 

proposed assertions. These were the emigration of Gaelic-speakers to mainland or 

abroad, the immigration of English monolinguals to Lewis and Harris, the generation 

gap (i.e. Gaelic not being transmitted from one generation to the next), and the impact 

of the English-language media. The effect of tourism on Lewis and Harris seems to 

evoke contradicting reactions amongst GDBs since the clear majority of respondents 

either agreed, disagreed or decided to remain neutral on the topic. Additionally, GDBs 

seem to be neither happy nor unhappy but rather neutral about the Gaelic radio and 

TV. Finally, in terms of the current discrimination of Gaelic most GDBs chose to 
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remain neutral, whilst nine agreed or strongly agreed and six disagreed or strongly 

disagreed with the statement. The respondents’ reactions to the topic of discrimination 

of Gaelic are discussed in the end of this section.  

The second group to be discussed here are the ten English-dominant bilinguals, 

i.e. the EDBs (see tables 7a and 7b). Unlike the previous group, the EDBs did not 

generally agree with the first assertion about Gaelic’s lack of official status. Otherwise, 

the answers provided by the EDBs generally reflected those of the GDBs, i.e. the 

English bilinguals agreed on the lack of qualified Gaelic teachers, on the shortage of 

reading and educational material, on the loss of Gaelic at workplaces and on the lack 

of Gaelic-speaking priests, while generally remaining neutral or disagreeing on the 

lack of written standard. 

Table 7a: The current situation of Gaelic (English-dominant bilinguals) 

 

In the remaining seven statements (see table 7b) the answers of the EDBs remained 

principally identical with those of the GDBs. What this means is that the English 

bilinguals generally agreed or strongly agreed with the argument that the emigration 

of Gaelic-speakers to the mainland or abroad along with the immigration of English 

monolinguals to the islands affected the situation of Gaelic negatively. They also 

agreed or strongly agreed with the notion that the generation gap (i.e. lack of language 

transmission from older generation to the younger one) along with the English-

language media were of negative influence on Gaelic. The EDBs were divided on the 

topic of Gaelic media, while remaining neutral or rejecting the statement of Gaelic 

being discriminated. The only clear difference in the answers given by the Gaelic 

bilinguals and the English bilinguals was on the topic of tourism, since the EDBs 
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clearly disagreed or were neutral towards the idea that mainly English-speaking 

tourists could somehow alter the situation of Gaelic. 

Table 7b: The current situation of Gaelic (English-dominant bilinguals) 

 

The third group to be analysed here are the ten English monolinguals, i.e. EMs (see 

tables 8a and 8b). Unlike the previous bilingual groups the EMs do not form 

sufficiently consistent patterns for interpretations in terms of their answers. EMs are 

completely divided on the topic of Gaelic’s lack of official status and written standard. 

In terms of suitably qualified teachers, available reading and educational material, and 

the loss of Gaelic in the workplaces the EMs generally remain neutral or agree. The 

only issue on which they seem to disagree is the lack of Gaelic-speaking priests, 

indicating that as far as the EMs are concerned there seems to be a sufficient amount 

of Gaelic used in the local parishes. 

Table 8a: The current situation of Gaelic (English monolinguals) 
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In the remaining seven statements (see table 8b) the answers of the EMs adopt a 

distinctive pattern worth examining. This pattern is relatively simple: EMs agree or 

strongly agree with all assertions with the exception of tourism and discrimination of 

Gaelic. Four EMs agreed strongly with the idea that the increase of tourism negatively 

affects the situation of Gaelic on Lewis and Harris whilst five respondents disagreed. 

The majority of EMs decided to remain neutral or agree with the notion of Gaelic being 

discriminated. The results provided here seem to indicate a certain amount of apologist 

sentiment amongst the EMs towards Gaelic language and its position, since the centre 

of gravity is so frequently situated on agree and/or strongly agree. 

Table 8b: The current situation of Gaelic (English monolinguals) 

 

Of the 56 respondents 10 chose to comment their answer on the question regarding the 

possible current discrimination of Gaelic. One of them was an EM and nine were 

GDBs (i.e. 25% of the GDBs answered the question). The EM from the Point, on the 

Isle of Lewis, reported as follows: 

 

As you move out to rural areas Gaelic speaking becomes more prevalent. There has 

been its of money invested in Gaelic and its promotion in the Island [Lewis], e.g. 

schools and nurseries. I feel this is adequate. […] There has been a small amount of 

discrimination regarding incomers to the island regarding jobs. 

 

One of the GDBs provides a response to some of the issues raised in the previous 

comment: “There is a perception among some communities such as the Scots language 

speakers that Gaelic receives too much support in terms of money. They do not 

recognise the years of campaigning that it took to get us this far.” Other answers to the 

question regarding the possible present discrimination of Gaelic included such 

examples as negative attitudes of the mainland Scots and of the mainstream media, 
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English-speakers’ expectation of Gaelic-speakers using English even when there are 

no English-speakers present, and many examples of the respondents’ parents being 

punished for speaking Gaelic at school7. One respondent reported that the Highland 

council in areas such as Caithness, where Gaelic is still used, overlooked the use of 

Gaelic road signs. Another participant reported that Gaelic was unfashionable for 

studying because of its small and isolated community of speakers. The last one of the 

nine GDB respondents reported not being aware of any discrimination of Gaelic. 

In conclusion, the thirteen assertions – selected from the sixteen original causes 

for the decline of Gaelic (provided by Stalmaszczyk in section 3.2) – must be divided 

into three groups. Firstly, into causes on which most respondents generally agree on; 

secondly, into causes on which all respondents primarily disagree on; thirdly, into the 

thoroughly unhelpful group of miscellaneous. The first group consists of the lack of 

suitably qualified Gaelic-teachers, shortage of reading and educational material, loss 

of Gaelic at work, emigration of Gaelic-speakers to the mainland and abroad, 

immigration of English monolinguals to the islands, the generation gap and the impact 

of English-language media. The second group consists of the lack of written standard 

form and the increase of tourism on Lewis and Harris. In terms of the third group most 

GDBs agree on Gaelic’s lack of status, while EDBs disagree and EMs cannot decide. 

Most bilinguals agree on the lack of Gaelic-speaking priests while EMs think 

differently. In terms of lack of Gaelic-language media the GDBs remain neutral, EDBs 

are undecided and EMs agree. Finally, the topic of discrimination of Gaelic is 

controversial insofar as the GDBs tend to remain neutral, the EDBs generally disagree 

and the apologist EMs agree. 

4.3 Language attitudes on Lewis and Harris 

In this section, I answer the third and final research question, i.e. what linguistic 

attitudes do people who live on Lewis and Harris have towards both Gaelic and 

English. This section has been divided into two subsections – in the first one (4.3.1), 

the respondents’ opinions regarding the future of Gaelic and its revival are reported 

and analysed, while in the second one (4.3.2), the survey participants’ linguistic 

attitudes towards both Gaelic and English are examined. The data collected with the 

help of the three open questions in the last part of the research questionnaire has again 

                                                 
7 A further proof of the use of English as a tool in the process of anglicization. 
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been divided into three groups on the basis of language, i.e. into Gaelic-dominant 

bilinguals (GDBs), English-dominant bilinguals (EDBs), and English monolinguals 

(EMs). The method used in this section differs from the two previous ones in terms of 

how the data is presented. Instead of tables with numerical data, I have formed word 

clouds of those key words and phrases, which occur most frequently in the 

respondents’ answers, i.e. the size of the word or phrase in the figures from 4 to 10 

expresses how often it was mentioned in the original data, which is presented in 

numerical terms in appendix II. These figures containing the original numerical data 

are indicated accordingly in each of the following figures. 

4.3.1  Opinions on the future of Gaelic and its revival  

In this section the opinions of the respondents regarding the future of Gaelic and its 

revival are analysed. The first group to be analysed here are the 36 Gaelic-dominant 

bilinguals, i.e. the GDBs (see figures 4 and 5). Figure 4 (cf. table 1 in appendix II) 

represents the answers of the GDBs to the following question: in your opinion how 

does the future of Scottish Gaelic look like? While the word cloud includes a wide 

range of words and phrases only four topical groups seem to emerge. The first one 

represents negative attitudes in terms of the future of Gaelic (bleak, dying, decline, 

declining population and native speakers [of Gaelic] getting old), whilst the much 

smaller second group represents more optimistic attitudes (positive, great, optimistic 

and revival). 

Figure 4: Future of Gaelic (GDBs) 
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The third topic was education (GME, i.e. Gaelic medium education, and learners), 

which more often than not was mentioned in extremely optimistic contexts since even 

the otherwise more pessimistic GDBs repeatedly mentioned that the possibilities for 

studying Gaelic were now much better than ten or twenty years ago. The fourth and 

last topic worth mentioning were the incomers. Based on these results it seems 

interesting that the GDBs living on Lewis and Harris experience the immigration of 

English-monolingual incomers as more harmful for the environment of their native 

language than the emigration of Gaelic-speakers. However, I return later to the topic 

of incomers when analysing the answers of the EDBs and EMs. 

Figure 5: How to improve the situation of Gaelic (GDBs) 

 

Figure 5 (cf. table 2 in appendix II) reveals the answers of the GDBs to the following 

questions: how could the situation of Gaelic be improved; what measures could or 

should be taken? Here there are again four topics worth analysing. The first topic is 

the most obvious one – transmission. It seems that the GDBs are fully aware of the 

problems with Gaelic-speaking parents and grandparents not transmitting their own 

language sufficiently to their children and grandchildren. The second topic is education 

(GME, more teachers, adult learning, community based learning, compulsory Gaelic). 

This topic includes the following notions: GME has improved the situation of Gaelic 

considerably, there is a need for more Gaelic teachers in the community, the conditions 

of adult learning (e.g. evening courses) should be improved, Gaelic should become a 
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compulsory subject in the local schools, and the teaching of Gaelic should be based on 

communal needs rather than on the national curriculum.  

The third topic is about the use of Gaelic in the local community (confidence in 

using Gaelic, community support, everyday use, engaging community, language 

equality). The respondents mentioned the adult learners’ need for more community 

support in order to become more active Gaelic speakers. The need for more active 

approach to the use of Gaelic as a community language was also raised. As a more 

abstract notion, the idea of language equality between English and Gaelic was also 

mentioned, since English has become the default language in most social environments 

on Lewis and Harris (as was established in section 4.1). The fourth and last topic, 

related to the notion of language equality, was Gaelic’s social proximity to English, 

which some of the respondents deemed as harmful for the imminent survival of Gaelic.  

Figure 6: Future of Gaelic & How to improve the situation of Gaelic (EDBs) 

 

The second group to be analysed here are the ten English-dominant bilinguals, i.e. the 

EDBs (see figure 6, cf. tables 3 and 4 in appendix II). Unlike the GDBs, or the 

following EMs, the EDBs were seemingly unanimous in their answers to the first 

question about the future of Gaelic. The most crucial problem discussed by the EDBs 

was the generation gap, i.e. the problems with language transmission. This pessimistic 

notion was counterbalanced by mentioning GME along with the fact that the 

possibilities for studying Gaelic were today much better than ten or twenty years ago, 

i.e. there must be some progress. Adjectives bleak and brighter were mentioned, along 

with the need for confidence when using Gaelic, which indicates that the EDBs have 

mixed feelings about the future of Gaelic. The EDBs were also remarkably like-
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minded as to how to improve the situation of Gaelic. The influx of English-speaking 

incomers was mentioned repetitively as the most crucial problem for the sustainability 

of a Gaelic-speaking community. However, this was balanced by the not unreasonable 

demands for community support in order for the adult learners to improve their 

preconditions to become more active users of spoken Gaelic. As earlier, GME was 

mentioned as an effective way of reviving Gaelic in the community.  

Figure 7: Future of Gaelic & How to improve the situation of Gaelic (EMs) 

 

The third group to be analysed here are the ten English monolinguals, i.e. the EMs (see 

figure 7, cf. tables 5 and 6 in appendix II). The EMs were clearly undecided with their 

answers to the first question about the future of Gaelic. Most of the words used for 

describing the subject were pessimistic: decline, grim, poor, bleak, fading, 

unfortunate, with the process of language shift and emigration of Gaelic-speakers 

given as the explanation. Only two examples of more optimistic approach were given: 

positive and less in danger as a result of GME, a topic which was again brought up by 

the respondents. Judging by the data GME was the only concrete example of revival 

process the EMs have witnessed. The EM respondents also reported that the 

preservation of Gaelic and especially the fact that it was “required” in the local job 

market were an excuse to discriminate English monolinguals in their process of finding 

employment in the area. However, on the second question about ways of improving 

the situation of Gaelic the EMs were clearly more unanimous: more money for the 

Gaelic revival and more support for GME.  

To conclude this first subsection, the GDBs were seemingly more pessimistic than 

optimistic about the future of their native language. However, a majority of the GDBs 

considered the current popularity of GME as an undeniable improvement and a 
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positive example of the ongoing Gaelic revival. The GDBs reactions to the question 

about how to improve the situation of Gaelic emphasised above all the importance of 

language education as well as more active and collective apporach in maintaining 

Gaelic as a community language. Most interesting, however, was the GDBs’ 

impression of the immigration of English-monolinguals as the greatest threat to the 

survival of Gaelic. Meanwhile, the EDBs were evenly divided in terms of their 

optimistic/pessimistic opinion about the future of Gaelic. They saw the language 

transmission gap and the immigration of the EMs as the main problems in the 

preservation of Gaelic. As with the other two linguistic reference groups the EDBs saw 

GME, along with the communal support needed for activating the adult learners of 

Gaelic, as the most effective way of reviving Gaelic within their local communities. 

The EMs were undecided about the future of Gaelic, although they used negative 

adjectives more frequently than the positive ones in their answers. Nevertheless, the 

EMs were seemingly unanimous in terms of how to improve the situation of Gaelic: 

by granting more money for the Gaelic revival and by supporting GME. 

4.3.2  Attitudes towards Gaelic and English 

In this section, the language attitudes of the survey participants towards both Gaelic 

and English are examined. The first group to be analysed here are the 36 Gaelic-

dominant bilinguals, i.e. the GDBs. Figure 8 (cf. table 7 in appendix II) represents the 

answers of the GDBs to the following question: how would you describe your 

relationship to (or attitude towards) Gaelic language? The following line was added to 

this question as an instruction: “you can also compare this [relationship] with your 

relation to (or attitude towards) English language”.  

While figure 8 includes a wide range of words and phrases, only four topics 

emerge. The first one represents strongly positive attitudes and (abstract) ideas about 

being a Gaelic speaker. Some of the most frequent answers given by the GDB 

respondents included the following expressions, which describe the GDBs’ relation 

and attitudes towards their first language: love for Gaelic, pro-Gaelic, Gaelic more 

expressive [than English], positive [and] supportive [relationship with Gaelic], Gaelic 

identity, proud Gaelic speaker, [Gaelic] tradition. The second topical group consists 

of concrete examples about how the key words and phrases in the first group manifest 

themselves. Some of the respondents reported using Gaelic at every opportunity, 
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thereby claiming to participate in the process of saving Gaelic, and in the cases of two 

respondents making the decision of speaking only Gaelic to their children, with the 

specific purpose that their children should learn English only when they go to school. 

Figure 8: Attitudes of the GDBs towards Gaelic and English 

 

The third topical group of answers, which emerges consists of more moderate and 

practical attitudes and ideas about being a Gaelic speaker (i.e. Gaelic as an everyday 

language and Gaelic as a first language). These respondents emphasised their 

mundane relationship with the language, which to them was nothing more than an 

ordinary medium of communication. One of the clearest answers in this topical group 

of GDB reactions was the following one: 

  

“Umbilical [relationship with Gaelic]. Formative to the way I experience my world and 

the way I understand it. I like the English language, but to use a musical analogy - it's 

an instrument that I was introduced to at school. Gaelic is my voice, and I have been 

singing since before I can remember.” 

  

The fourth and last topical group worth considering in the answers given by the GDB 

respondents were the comments on the current situation of Gaelic. These included such 

examples as the lack of language transmission, the fact that many of the respondents 
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were unable to use Gaelic daily in all the social contexts where they would like to, and 

the notion of Gaelic as a dying language. However, the meaning and importance of 

these examples were examined already in the previous section (i.e. 4.3.1). 

The second group to be analysed here are the ten English-dominant bilinguals, i.e. 

the EDBs. Figure 9 (cf. table 8 in appendix II) represents the EDBs’ answers to the 

same question about their relationship and attitudes towards both Gaelic and English.  

Figure 9: Attitudes of the EDBs towards Gaelic and English  

 

Figure 9 includes a range of words and phrases, but only two topics emerge. As in the 

previous group of GDBs, the first one represents strongly positive attitudes and 

(abstract) ideas about being a Gaelic speaker. However, contrary to the examples in 

figure 8, the EDBs respondents reported frequently only two expressions, which 

describe these strongly positive attitudes: love for Gaelic and being pro-Gaelic. One 

of the more well-articulated responses in this linguistic reference group, demonstrating 

the respondents’ background as well as the linguistic attitudes, is as follows: 

  

Gaelic is a truly beautiful language, which I learned as a young adult. I married a native 

Gaelic speaker and brought up my son in the language. He also received Gaelic-medium 

education, but it has to be stressed that unless a child is hearing Gaelic in his or her own 

home environment, then Gaelic-medium education is not often of a very successful 

nature. 
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The second topical group in the answers given by the EDB respondents were the 

general comments on the current situation of Gaelic. These included such examples as 

the importance of GME, the lack of language transmission, the problem of Gaelic 

staying in the classroom (i.e. many EDBs learning Gaelic found themselves often 

unable to use Gaelic with the native Gaelic speakers), the lack of Gaelic courses, and 

lack of support – especially in the case of adult learners. However, most of these 

examples were already analysed in the previous section (i.e. 4.3.1). 

The third and last group to be analysed here are the ten English-monolinguals, i.e. 

the EMs. Figure 10 (cf. table 9 in appendix II) represents the EMs’ answers to the 

question about their relationship and attitudes towards both English and Gaelic. 

Figure 10: Attitudes of the EMs towards Gaelic and English 

 

There were only four common topics in the answers provided by the EMs. The first 

one was the lack of language transmission, observed by these respondents and 

discussed earlier in this study. The second one was the attitudes of the Gaelic speakers, 

which included notions of using Gaelic solely to exclude English speakers, segregating 

children in schools on the basis of their native language, and government spending too 

much money on the revival of Gaelic. However, the EMs also provided examples of 

more positive attitudes towards Gaelic – namely some EMs reported being openly pro-

Gaelic and some reported to enjoy hearing Gaelic.  

As mentioned in section 3.3 four of the ten EMs participating in this study had 

been born on Lewis but were unable to speak Gaelic. In the answers gathered by the 
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research questionnaire, this group referred to itself as the “lost generation”. Their 

situation is demonstrated in the following response:  

 

[I was] brought up by native speakers, both myself and my two brothers 'lost' our Gaelic 

by the time we went to schools. We lived in Stornoway and our playmates mostly spoke 

English. Progression from trying out English at home to answering to Gaelic but in 

English to stopping answering to Gaelic altogether. 

  

To conclude this second subsection, the GDBs provided answers, which demonstrated 

strong sense of pride in being a Gaelic speaker. Furthermore, this extremely positive 

attitude towards their first native language was supported by some concrete actions, 

such as using Gaelic at every opportunity and raising their children as Gaelic 

monolinguals until school age. The GDBs’ answers also demonstrated more practical 

and mundane attitudes towards Gaelic, which for many is an ordinary medium of 

communication. The EDBs also reported positive attitudes towards their second 

language. However, they reported these attitudes less frequently than the GDBs. The 

answers of the EMs demonstrated both positive and negative attitudes towards Gaelic: 

some of the EM respondents felt excluded and segregated by their bilingual 

environment while some were more appreciating and supportive towards Gaelic.  

All three linguistic reference groups observed problems in the Gaelic language 

transmission process, whilst the GDBs and EDBs differed in their experience of their 

linguistic environment. Namely, the GDBs felt that they were unable to use their native 

language in many of the social contexts where they otherwise would have liked to, as 

well as expressing their pessimism about the future and possible death of Gaelic. 

Meanwhile, the EDBs were concerned about the problems with using Gaelic outside 

of the classroom and GME schools, as well as the lack of courses and community 

support for adult learners of Gaelic. 

4.4 Is English killing Gaelic? 

As was noted in section 2.3 languages have no independent importance of their own. 

Instead, they have the same status as the people who speak them. Therefore, it must be 

understood that Gaelic – with its past, present and future – is inseparable from the 

(ethno)linguistic group of Gaels. In order to determine the nature of the English-Gaelic 

language shift both its history and the causes of language shift must be re-examined. 

Before the 19th century, it was not so much the English language as the British 

authorities that marginalised the use of Gaelic. The process of forced and even violent 
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anglicization culminated after the 1745 Jacobite rebellion with the following Highland 

clearances. The clearances were a chain of dire social change both for the Gaelic-

speaking communities as well as for the Gaelic language itself. However, the first 

direct threat from the English language came with the 1872 Education Act, which 

made the English-only education compulsory for every Gaelic child between 1872 and 

1918. The next phase between 1918 and 1977 allowed the Gaels the nominal right to 

study their own language as part of their basic education, but the subject of Gaelic was 

decidedly overlooked and the language was determinedly marginalised with the 

purpose of restricting its use to home and church. Ever since the establishment of the 

Gaelic medium education (GME) in 1977 the future of Gaelic, in terms of education, 

has looked brighter. The number of students studying currently in GME has never been 

higher (The Scottish Government 2013). However, it was not until 2005 when Gaelic, 

the indigenous language of Scotland, was officially recognised by the Scottish 

Government, and even then in remarkably vague terms. 

As explained in section 2.4, Gaelic has went through a tremendous decline in the 

last 120 years. The tempo of language shift has remained stably around -30% with the 

only recent exception of last decade (i.e. 2001–2011) when the number of Gaelic-

speakers dropped by no more than approximately 1000 speakers or around 2% (see 

table 2). As for the reasons behind this phenomenon the explanation was provided by 

Kandler et al. (2010) in section 2.4: “What drives the shift process is […] the wider 

contrast in social and economic potential that participation in one or other linguistic 

community opens up” (Ibid: 3861). However, according to Kandler et al., the most 

crucial problem of Gaelic is the intergenerational language transmission gap. This 

means that the language is transmitted to fewer children than there are parents: over 

70% of Gaelic-speaking children live in families where both parents speak Gaelic, 

while under 30% of them live in families where only one of the parents speaks Gaelic 

(Ibid: 3862). To counter this problem Kandler et al. provide several solutions, all of 

which involve a demand for political interventions in order to create and support those 

social domains in which the use of Gaelic would be required.  

To conclude, in terms of the historical perspective English language was used by 

the British authorities (e.g. the educational system) as a tool in the process of 

anglicization, especially between 1872 and 1918, but indirectly for a much longer 

period – almost for a century. Considering the simultaneous rapid process of language 
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shift this century was nearly a long enough period for Gaelic to disappear completely. 

In addition, as the results of section 4.1 suggest, the use of Gaelic is still predominantly 

restricted to home and church, while apart from GME the political authorities have 

been conspicuously indifferent, sluggish and vague in their actions regarding Gaelic 

(as attested by the implementation of the Gaelic Language Act of 2005). This much is 

clear, but to return to the original question – is English a killer language and is it killing 

Gaelic? Should indifference of the political authorities towards endangered languages 

count then the short answer would be an unequivocal yes.  

However, let us gather the facts. The conditions for the decline of the Celtic 

languages were provided in the Edwards’ typology in section 2.2. The conditions are: 

 

1) Predominance of old or middle-aged speakers combined with a lack of transmission 

to the younger generation. 2) Confinement of the language to rural areas accompanied 

by associations of poverty and uneducated-ness. 3) Bilingualism as a transitory phase 

preceding the shift into the dominant language. 4) Language shift as a result of a 

minority-majority contact in which the minority is economically and culturally 

disadvantaged from the majority. 5) Language revivalists as a minority group within 

the language minority they represent. 6) Media as a channel for minority language 

revival as well as for majority language dominance. 

 

As discussed in the previous sections, all of these conditions apply to the current 

situation of Scottish Gaelic. Phillipson (1992) described linguicism as a situation in 

which there is a policy of supporting more than one language, but in which priority is 

given to only one language. The official policy of Scotland – until 2005 – rendered no 

official nor any other rights to Gaelic. Another example of linguistic imperialism was 

anglocentricity: a “norm by which all language activity or use should be measured” 

(Phillipson 1992: 48). The Education Act of 1872, the execution of the Scottish school 

curriculum between 1918 and 1977, the results in the section 4.1 and finally the 

respondents’ answers to the question about the current discrimination of Gaelic in 

section 4.2 – all attest to anglocentricity being the only generally accepted norm of 

linguistic behaviour. Even in the Gaelic-speaking areas of Scotland, such as the Isles 

of Lewis and Harris. 

Anglocentricity and “the wider contrast in social and economic potential that 

participation in one or other linguistic community opens” (Kandler et al. 2010: 3861) 

provide the basis for the ongoing language shift that is currently driving Gaelic towards 

its death. On the other hand, anglocentricity and the linguistic contrast it creates are 

more than enough to keep a language spoken by less than 60 000 people permanently 

in the social marginal. In essence, Gaelic is (slowly) dying because it lacks the political 
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initiative and support needed for its revival and because of its extremely close contact 

with English. The example of Gaelic shows that English is not a killer language more 

than any other majority language. However, when a community speaking a minority 

language becomes bilingual and allows the majority language to become the default 

community language – as seen on the Isles of Lewis and Harris – then the death of that 

language must, by all likelihood, be at hand. 

5 Conclusions 

Finally, let us address the question with which we began this study – where is Gaelic? 

In order to address the topic question, it was divided into three more focused sub-

questions, the answers to which are provided in this section. The first research question 

of this study was – in which circumstances is Scottish Gaelic spoken? In section 4.1, 

it was established that the appearance of English-Gaelic language use on Lewis and 

Harris varies depending on the linguistic reference group. These groups are Gaelic-

dominant bilinguals, English-dominant bilinguals and English monolinguals. 

According to the Gaelic-dominant bilinguals Gaelic is the language primarily used at 

home and especially with the extended family or the “clan”. Gaelic is also prominently 

used in the local parishes. According to all three groups, English appears to be the 

dominant community language, especially in the workplaces and in the social services. 

In terms of other social environments, such as shops or pubs, English has the upper 

hand with Gaelic still being present, although to a lesser extent. These results represent 

new information, since the previous studies (e.g. Duwe 2006) have primarily examined 

the variation of English and Gaelic in the Gàidhealtachd area on the basis of 

geographical rather than social variables. 

The second research question of this study was – what affects the current situation 

of Scottish Gaelic? In section 4.2, it was established that the reasons affecting the 

situation of Gaelic on Lewis and Harris the most are the lack of suitably qualified 

Gaelic-teachers, loss of Gaelic at work, emigration of Gaelic-speakers, immigration of 

English monolinguals, the impact of the English-language media and, most 

importantly, the generation gap in the process of language transmission. In addition, 

the Gaelic-dominant bilinguals generally thought that Gaelic suffered from the lack of 

official and social status, while other linguistic reference groups were undecided on 

this issue. Both English and Gaelic-dominant bilinguals expressed their concern about 
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the lack of Gaelic in the local parishes. In terms of the shortcomings of Gaelic-media, 

the respondents were generally undecided, while the answers to the question 

concerning the discrimination of Gaelic were controversial insofar as the GDBs tended 

to remain neutral, the EDBs generally disagreed and the apologist EMs agreed. Eight 

(or 25% of the) GDBs reported on how Gaelic is currently subjected to discrimination, 

while one EM reported on how the English-speakers are victims of language-based 

discrimination on the Isle of Lewis. 

The third research question of this study was – what linguistic attitudes do people 

who live on Lewis and Harris have towards both Gaelic and English? In section 4.3, it 

was established that the Gaelic-dominant bilinguals were more pessimistic than 

optimistic about the future of their native language, while the English-dominant 

bilinguals were divided and the English monolinguals undecided on the issue. 

According to the Gaelic-dominant bilinguals, the greatest challenge for Gaelic was the 

immigration of English monolinguals to Lewis and Harris. The English-dominant 

bilinguals generally tended to agree with this assessment, while placing a clear 

emphasis on the problems in the transmission process of Gaelic. All three reference 

groups agreed on the importance of the Gaelic-language education. However, the 

Gaelic-dominant bilinguals stressed the need for active and collective apporach in 

maintaining Gaelic as a community language along with the fact that they were unable 

to use their native language in all social contexts. Meanwhile, the English-dominant 

bilinguals highlighted the necessity of enabling the learners of Gaelic to use their 

second language also outside of the classroom and GME schools.  

Furthermore, in section 4.3 it was established that the Gaelic-dominant bilinguals 

demonstreted remarkable sense of pride in their native language as well as 

determination to actively use it. The English-dominant bilinguals also expressed pride 

in their ablity to speak Gaelic, although in significantly lesser extent than the Gaelic-

dominant bilinguals. Both of the bilingual groups reported also more practical attitudes 

towards Gaelic as an ordinary and regular way of communicating. The answers given 

by the English monolinguals demonstrated both positive and negative attitudes 

towards Gaelic: some of them felt excluded and segregated by their bilingual 

environment while some were more appreciating and supportive towards Gaelic.  

The auxiliary topic of this study was the nature of the English-Gaelic relationship. 

As stated in section 4.4 the results of this study attest that anglocentricity is the only 
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accepted norm of linguistic behaviour in Scotland, even in the Gàidhealtachd. The 

anglocentricity, along with the social contrast it creates between Gaelic and English, 

is the chief culprit behind the ongoing language shift as well as the most important 

(de)motivator for the language transmission gap. Thus, the factors that could 

significantly alter the current process of Gaelic’s decline are, firstly, a comprehensive 

increase of political support needed for Gaelic’s revival, and secondly, a far-reaching 

transition from anglocentricity to a more bilingual or multilingual approach. However, 

for the future of Gaelic to look anything else than bleak this transition of language 

attitudes should not be limited to the bilingual communities of Gàidhealtachd but 

extend to the whole of Scotland (including Glasgow with its 11 000 Gaelic-speakers). 

As far as this study has been able to show, the history of the English-Gaelic 

relationship does not offer any precedents for such a transition. Whether these changes 

will ever occur is a question only time can answer. 

Because of the limited scope of a minor thesis (as was mentioned in the end of the 

introduction) the research questions of this study could not be analysed and answered 

with the depth and detail which otherwise could have been possible. Therefore, there 

is still much that could be done with the data of this study. Firstly, instead of comparing 

the respondents’ answers simply on the basis of the linguistic group of reference – as 

was done in this study – the data could be divided and compared geographically 

between the rural and the urban or semi-urban areas of Lewis and Harris. Thus, it 

would be possible to see whether the island townships are still – in the age of Internet 

and social media – more Anglophone than the rural areas. Secondly, one could divide 

the data based on the LVI8 results (presented in section 2.5). Thus, it would become 

possible to determine whether the language attitudes towards Gaelic are significantly 

more pessimistic in those areas where the expected decline of Gaelic is more rapid 

than in those areas where the decline is considerably slower. Finally, a comparative 

study between the results of such a research as the doctoral thesis of Vaattovaara 

(2009) and this study would offer an unrivalled topic for a major thesis. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
8 Language viability indicator (see section 2.5). 
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Appendix I: the questionnaire applied as the survey of this study 
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Appendix II: frequency of the words and idioms occuring in the answers 

to the open questions 

 

Table 1. Answers of the GDBs to the first open question 

Word or phrase Number of occurance 

GME 11 

bleak 10 

decline 9 

learners 7 

English-monolinguals 5 

dying 4 

optimistic 4 

declining population 2 

great 2 

incomers 2 

revival 2 

native-speakers getting old 2 

positive 2 

better 1 

blas 1 

community language 1 

constant vigilance 1 

dead 1 

degree in Gaelic 1 

diluted 1 

disuse 1 

encouraging 1 

ensure 1 

evolution 1 

failed 1 

future  1 
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Gaelic community 1 

Gaelic radio 1 

Gaelic TV 1 

generation gap  1 

ghettos 1 

good 1 

healthy 1 

impact 1 

incomers not interested 1 

inevitable decline 1 

lack of fluency 1 

lack of young people 1 

less fluent speakers 1 

little interest 1 

Mod 1 

more money 1 

much to be done 1 

not enough 1 

not healthy 1 

not needed 1 

OK 1 

pessimistic 1 

second language 1 

struggle 1 

survive 1 

teacher training 1 

too late 1 

transmission 1 

unable learners 1 

unable to pronounce 1 

uncrease 1 

unsure 1 
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up and above the limits 1 

weaker 1 

work hard  1 

worrying 1 

youngsters 1 

 

Table 2. Answers of the GDBs to the second open question 

Word or phrase Number of occurance 

transmission 8 

GME 6 

confidence in using Gaelic 5 

community support 5 

everyday use 3 

compulsory Gaelic 2 

adult learning 2 

more teachers 2 

engaging community 2 

proximity to English 2 

language equality 2 

community based learning 2 

adult learners 1 

availability  1 

bilingual schools 1 

bilingualism 1 

competent teachers 1 

compulsory Gaelic for incomers 1 

encouragement 1 

Gaelic business 1 

Gaelic employees 1 

Gaelic only 1 

Gaelic quotas 1 

immersion 1 
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incomers 1 

ivory towers 1 

lost generation 1 

lowering language standard 1 

media image 1 

more evening classes 1 

more language groups 1 

more money 1 

more political support 1 

more teaching 1 

more TV 1 

no way back 1 

opportunity 1 

positive discrimination 1 

salary incentive for teachers 1 

social occasions 1 

support 1 

update of mind set 1 

Welsh model 1 

 

Table 3. Answers of the EDBs to the first open question 

Word or phrase Number of occurance 

GME 5 

transmission 4 

bleak 2 

brighter 2 

confidence 2 

better 1 

decline 1 

education 1 

English only 1 

improvement 1 
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improving 1 

non-native 1 

opportunities 1 

positive 1 

practice 1 

teachers 1 

unknown 1 

unwillingness 1 

 

Table 4. Answers of the EDBs to the second open question 

Word or phrase Number of occurance 

incomers 4 

community support 3 

adult learners 2 

GME 2 

available 1 

clique 1 

compulsory Gaelic 1 

Council 1 

craft 1 

decline 1 

dismissive 1 

education 1 

employees 1 

evening courses  1 

extended GME 1 

Gaelic A levels 1 

government initiative 1 

government support 1 

improve 1 

incomers courses 1 

Irish 1 
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lack of education 1 

learned Gaelic 1 

Maltese 1 

more support 1 

opportunities 1 

small class sizes 1 

sneering  1 

speak Gaelic everywhere 1 

traditions 1 

 

Table 5. Answers of the EMs to the first open question 

Word or phrase Number of occurance 

"required" 1 

bleak 1 

decline 1 

emigration 1 

fading 1 

fluent speakers 1 

Gaelic jobs 1 

GME 1 

grim 1 

immigration 1 

lack of support 1 

language shift 1 

learned Gaelic 1 

less in danger 1 

native speakers 1 

poor 1 

positive 1 

preservation 1 

promotion 1 

sneering  1 
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unfortunate 1 

 

 

Table 6. Answers of the EMs to the second open question 

Word or phrase Number of occurance 

GME 4 

more money 4 

attitudes of the natives 1 

community support 1 

compulsory Gaelic 1 

Gaelic dying 1 

Gaelic media 1 

Gaelic not an elite language 1 

intensive tuition 1 

lack of support 1 

learners 1 

learned Gaelic 1 

more creative 1 

more funding 1 

native speakers 1 

no more money 1 

retain interest 1 

sneering  1 

TV 1 

 

Table 7. Answers of the GDBs to the third open question 

Word or phrase Number of occurance 

Love for Gaelic 7 

Gaelic as an everyday language 6 

pro-Gaelic 6 

Gaelic as a first language 6 

Gaelic more expressive 4 
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positive 4 

language transmission 4 

use Gaelic at every opportunity 3 

unable to use Gaelic daily 3 

Gaelic identity 2 

Gaelic is dying 2 

proud Gaelic speaker 2 

saving Gaelic 2 

speak only Gaelic my children 2 

supportive 2 

tradition 2 

ambivalent about Gaelic 1 

comfortable in English 1 

competent Gaelic teachers  1 

culture 1 

defeatism 1 

embarrassed for losing Gaelic 1 

endemic laziness 1 

English as a dominant language 1 

English as a second language 1 

English as the language of media 1 

English learned at school 1 

English needs no help 1 

English only a necessity  1 

enjoy being bilingual 1 

enthused 1 

fluent in all aspects 1 

fluent speaker 1 

Gaelic as a family language 1 

Gaelic cause 1 

Gaelic is my voice 1 

Gaelic with friends and family 1 
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Gaelic zealot 1 

history 1 

hopeful 1 

identity 1 

incompetent Gaelic teachers 1 

lack of enthusiasm 1 

lack of transmission 1 

lack of written Gaelic 1 

language revival 1 

lost generation 1 

no need to question relation with Gaelic  1 

pessimism 1 

regaining Gaelic 1 

revival enthusiasm 1 

too much language modernising 1 

umbilical 1 

 

Table 8. Answers of the EDBs to the third open question 

Word or phrase Number of occurance 

Love for Gaelic 4 

GME 3 

lack of transmission 3 

pro-Gaelic 3 

Gaelic stays in the classroom 2 

lack of Gaelic courses 2 

lack of support 2 

ambivalent about Gaelic 1 

attitudes of the native speakers 1 

bilingual children 1 

bilingualism 1 

education in Gaelic 1 

English more frequent 1 
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enjoy speaking Gaelic 1 

Gaelic as a first language 1 

Gaelic culture 1 

Gaelic has to be spoken at home  1 

Gaelic is a beautiful language 1 

Gaelic more expressive 1 

increase of young speakers 1 

learned Gaelic 1 

lost generation 1 

Love for English 1 

married to a native Gaelic speaker 1 

native speakers 1 

positive 1 

reluctance to speak Gaelic 1 

saving Gaelic 1 

sneering 1 

speak only Gaelic my children 1 

 

Table 9. Answers of the EMs to the third open question 

Word or phrase Number of occurance 

lack of transmission 3 

attitudes of the Gaelic speakers 2 

enjoy hearing Gaelic 2 

pro-Gaelic 2 

ambivalent to Gaelic 1 

bilingual children 1 

Gaelic culture 1 

Gaelic is dying 1 

Gaelic is the voice of the Hebrides 1 

Gaelic must have precedence 1 

Gaelic sounds musical 1 

Gaelic used for excluding English speakers 1 
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GME 1 

increase of young speakers 1 

language segregation in schools 1 

lost generation 1 

no more money for Gaelic 1 

positive 1 

preservation of Gaelic 1 

speaking English is a disadvantage 1 

 


