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What is known about the death of languages such as Manx and Cornish and why, in your view, has the Welsh language survived and been continuously spoken by native speakers?
Introduction
Celtic languages were once spoken across vast regions of Europe, have experienced substantial decline and marginalisation over the past several centuries. Of the original languages that once formed the Celtic language family, only a few remain today: Welsh, Irish, Scottish Gaelic, Breton, and the more recently revived Cornish and Manx. The fates of these languages have been highly varied, with some coming close to complete extinction while others have persisted through political struggles, cultural efforts, and social movements. Among the Celtic languages, Manx and Cornish stand as cautionary examples of languages that were almost lost entirely, while Welsh has not only survived but has experienced a robust revival in recent decades. This essay examines the decline of Manx and Cornish, the survival of Welsh, and the socio-political factors that contributed to Welsh’s resilience, allowing it to retain native speakers into the modern era when many of its Celtic relatives faded away.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  David Greene, Celtic Languages (2024) <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Celtic-languages> [accessed 22 April 2025].] 

The Decline of Cornish
The Cornish language, spoken in the south-western most region of England, is one of gradual erosion. Cornish was part of the Brythonic branch of Celtic languages, and it was once spoken by the majority of the population in Cornwall. However, by the 16th century, external pressures from the expanding influence of the English language had begun to erode the dominance of Cornish. The introduction of English as the primary language of administration, law, and education marked the first major step in the decline of Cornish.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  P. A. S. Pool, The Death of Cornish, (Penzance: The Author, 1975), p. 9. ] 

A defining moment in the decline of the Cornish language came with the 1549 Prayer Book Rebellion, a major uprising in Cornwall and parts of Devon. This revolt was sparked by the English government's imposition of the Book of Common Prayer, which replaced the traditional Latin liturgy with services in English. For many in Cornwall, where Cornish was still widely spoken and understood, this change was not merely a religious reform but a cultural and linguistic attack. The new prayer book was incomprehensible to much of the Cornish population, who saw it as a symbol of forced assimilation into English culture and a direct threat to their traditional way of life.
The rebellion was brutally suppressed by the forces of King Edward VI. Thousands of Cornish and Devon rebels were killed, including clergy and laypeople. This violent response not only crushed immediate resistance but also served as a stark warning against further opposition to English authority.[footnoteRef:3] Although the rebellion did not directly cause the disappearance of the Cornish language, it marked a significant rupture between Cornish speaking communities and the political powers of the English. In the aftermath, the enforcement of English in religious, legal, and educational contexts accelerated. The Cornish language was increasingly excluded from public and official use, leading to a gradual shift toward English, particularly in towns and among younger generations seeking social and economic mobility.[footnoteRef:4] Over time, this contributed to the marginalization of Cornish and hastened its decline as a community language. [3:  ‘Tudor revolt came close to reversing the English Reformation’, University of Southampton, 18 August 2022 <https://www.southampton.ac.uk/news/2022/08/western-rebellion.page> Accessed 22 April 2025.]  [4:  James Harris, ‘Language, historical culture and the gentry of later Stuart Cornwall and south-west Wales’, Historical Research, 95.269 (2022), 348-369 (p. 351) <DOI:10.1093/hisres/htac004>. ] 

Cornish continued to be spoken in rural Cornwall into the 18th century, however, by the early 1800s, the language was becoming increasingly marginalized.[footnoteRef:5] The death of Dolly Pentreath in 1777, often cited as the last "native" speaker of Cornish, has been mythologized,[footnoteRef:6] though it is likely that Cornish persisted in a fragmented form used by fishermen for some decades after her passing.[footnoteRef:7]  [5:  Mark Stoyle, The Cornish: A Neglected Nation?  (2017) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/empire_seapower/cornish_nation_01.shtml> [accessed 22 April 2025]. ]  [6:  Kensa Broadhurst, Dolly Pentreath: a “very singular female”. (Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Exeter, 2021).]  [7:  Mark Stoyle, The Cornish: A Neglected Nation?.] 

The 20th-century revival of Cornish, spurred by the Cornish Language Partnership, was built on historical records, early dictionaries, and the linguistic work of scholars and activists.[footnoteRef:8] Efforts to reconstruct the language were centred on using these materials to create a standardised orthography and grammar, allowing for language classes and community initiatives. While these efforts have led to a modest number of second-language speakers and a resurgence of interest in Cornish, it has not been fully revived as a community language. Moreover, it lacks the robust institutional support seen in Welsh or language movements that flourished in other parts of the world.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Dave Sayers, Phoenix from the ashes; reconstructed Cornish in relation to Einar Haugen’s four-step model of language standardisation. (Unpublished PhD thesis, Sheffield Hallam University, 2015).]  [9:  Christopher Langmuir Thomson, Language Death and Revival in the British Isles: Two Case Studies. (Unpublished PhD thesis, Universidad de Sevilla, 2015)] 

The Decline of Manx
Manx, spoken on the Isle of Man, was once a thriving member of the Goidelic branch of Celtic languages. Manx shared linguistic roots primarily with Irish Gaelic but became distinct in its development. Like Cornish, the decline of Manx was gradual but irreversible. Manx was spoken regularly in both rural and urban settings until the mid-19th century, when Manx began to decline, especially among younger generations. However, as English gained prominence throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, the use of Manx began to fade, particularly due to the stigma attached to the language and the perception that English was the more "modern" and "prestigious" language.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Andrew Booth, Manx English: a phonological investigation into levelling and diffusion from across the water. (Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Westminster, 2020). ] 

The Industrial Revolution and the rise of emigration were significant factors in the decline of Manx. As people moved away from the Isle of Man in search of work, they increasingly adopted English, and the small and often insular community of Manx speakers began to dwindle.[footnoteRef:11] By the mid-20th century, Manx had few remaining native speakers, and by 1974, when Ned Maddrell, the last fluent speaker, passed away, the language was widely considered extinct.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Philip Gawne, Securing the Future of Manx Gaelic <https://www.poileasaidh.celtscot.ed.ac.uk/gawneseminar.html> [accessed 22 April 2025].]  [12:  A. J. Hughes, ‘Manx Speaker Ned Maddrell and Irish Gaelic Author Liam Mac Reachtain’, Seanchas Ardmhacha: Journal of the Armagh Diocesan Historical Society, 15.2 (1993), 125-129 p.125 <DOI: 10.2307/29742593>. ] 

However, unlike Cornish, Manx has seen a more active language revival in recent decades. Revived by language enthusiasts and linguists who sought to reconstruct the language using existing records, Manx has been the subject of renewed interest, particularly on the Isle of Man.[footnoteRef:13] Manx language classes have been introduced, and the language is even taught in some schools under the 2001 Education Act.[footnoteRef:14] Additionally, the Manx Language Strategy of 2000 outlined plans for the preservation and revitalization of the language, though these efforts have not led to the widespread use of Manx in everyday life. Manx continues to be largely a second language for learners, despite some revival successes in education and media.[footnoteRef:15] [13:  Dave Sayers, Phoenix from the ashes; reconstructed Cornish in relation to Einar Haugen’s four-step model of language standardisation.]  [14:  Isle of Man Department of Education, Sport and Culture, Manx Language in Schools <https://desc.gov.im/education/education/manx-language-in-schools/> [accessed 22 April 2025].]  [15:  Isle of Man Government, Strategy to build on Manx Language Revival  (2022) <https://www.gov.im/news/2022/jun/24/strategy-to-build-on-manx-language-revival/> [accessed 22 April 2025].] 

Welsh: A Language that Never Died
In contrast to the near-total disappearance of Cornish and Manx, Welsh has survived and flourished, despite centuries of external pressures, political forces, and cultural shifts aimed at diminishing its use. Welsh, a Brythonic language like Cornish, is spoken in Wales, a country that has long been at the crossroads of linguistic and cultural tensions with England.
One of the primary reasons for Welsh's survival is the sheer number of speakers. Even during the 19th century, a significant portion of Wales’ population was still Welsh-speaking, with the language thriving in both rural and urban communities. Unlike Cornish or Manx, which had smaller, more isolated speaker populations, Welsh benefited from a critical mass of speakers who could pass the language down through generations. Rural Wales, particularly the north and west, remained largely Welsh-speaking well into the 20th century.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Janet Davies, The Welsh Language (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1999), p.32. ] 

Even though English began to encroach upon Welsh-speaking communities from the 16th century onwards, especially with the Acts of Union (1536 and 1543), which formally annexed Wales to England, the language persisted as a community language in rural areas. Furthermore, the Welsh language was deeply intertwined with Welsh culture, literature, and religion, and its prestige was maintained through its use in the church and in local courts, even when English was used in broader national politics.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Ibid, p.14.] 

Cultural and Literary Prestige
One of the defining features of Welsh is its rich cultural and literary tradition. The Eisteddfod, a festival celebrating Welsh culture, poetry, and song, has been a vital aspect of Welsh heritage since the medieval period. The bardic tradition, which had a significant role in preserving the language, was elevated through the Eisteddfod, where poets and musicians competed in the Welsh language, ensuring that Welsh had not only a means of daily communication but also a literary and artistic legacy.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Ibid, p.28.] 

Welsh literature flourished through the centuries, especially in the medieval period, with important works such as the Mabinogion (a collection of Welsh myths and legends)[footnoteRef:19] and the poetry of Dafydd ap Gwilym.[footnoteRef:20] This strong literary heritage provided the language with continued cultural relevance, and this prestige contributed to its survival despite external pressures.[footnoteRef:21] [19:  The Mabinogion, trans. by Charlotte Guest (Project Gutenberg, 2021), <https://www.gutenberg.org/files/5160/5160-h/5160-h.htm#chap09> [Accessed 22 April 2025].]  [20:  Poetry Foundation, Dafydd ap Gwilym <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/dafydd-ap-gwilym> [Accessed 22 April 2025].]  [21:  Janet Davies, The Welsh Language, p.28.] 

Political Advocacy and Revitalization
Welsh’s survival also owes much to political efforts and a growing movement for the language’s protection and revitalization. The rise of Cymdeithas yr Iaith Gymraeg (the Welsh Language Society) in the 1960s marked a key turning point in the modern campaign to preserve Welsh. The society led campaigns for bilingual signage, the creation of Welsh-medium schools, and the recognition of Welsh as an official language of Wales. These efforts, which began with grassroots activism, grew to include widespread support in Wales, particularly during the late 20th century.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Cymdeithas yr Iaith Gymraeg, What is Cumdeithas yr laith? <https://cymdeithas.cymru/what-is-cymdeithas-yr-iaith> [Accessed 22 April 2025].] 

In 1993, the Welsh Language Act was passed, which required the Welsh Government to treat Welsh and English equally in public services.[footnoteRef:23] This was followed by the Welsh Language Measure of 2011, which further strengthened the rights of Welsh speakers and made provisions for the creation of Welsh-language media,[footnoteRef:24] such as the S4C television channel, which broadcasts entirely in Welsh.[footnoteRef:25] [23:  Welsh Language Act 1993, c.38, (London: Parliament of the United Kingdom, 1993) <https://law.gov.wales/culture/welsh-language/welsh-language-act-1993> [Accessed 22 April 2025].]  [24:  Welsh Language (Wales) Measure 2011, nawm 1, (Cardiff: National Assembly for Wales, 2011) <https://www.legislation.gov.uk/mwa/2011/1/contents> [Accessed 22 April 2025].]  [25:  S4C, About Us <https://www.s4c.cymru/en/about-us/> [Accessed 22 April 2025].] 

Welsh also achieved significant political milestones with the establishment of the Welsh Parliament (Senedd Cymru) in 1999, where the language has received increased political backing and legislative protection.[footnoteRef:26] In recent years, the Welsh Government has set an ambitious goal to reach one million Welsh speakers by 2050, illustrating the growing political commitment to language revitalization.[footnoteRef:27] This contrasts sharply with the fate of Manx and Cornish, which have not received comparable institutional support. [26:  Senedd Cymru, History of devolution (2024) <https://senedd.wales/how-we-work/history-of-devolution/> [Accessed 22 April 2025].]  [27:  Llywodraeth Cymru, Cymraeg 2050: A million Welsh speakers, 2017 <https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-12/cymraeg-2050-welsh-language-strategy.pdf> [Accessed 22 April 2025].] 

Why Welsh Survived: A Comparative View
The demographic factors play a significant role in the vitality of a language, and Welsh had a distinct advantage in this regard. Unlike Cornish and Manx, Welsh boasted a larger, geographically concentrated speaker population. This concentration provided a stronger foundation for intergenerational transmission, as speakers were more likely to interact with one another, pass the language on to younger generations, and maintain daily use of Welsh. In contrast, the communities speaking Cornish and Manx were smaller and more isolated, which made it more difficult to sustain the languages over time. The limited number of speakers in these communities created a challenge in terms of language revitalization and the intergenerational transmission necessary for long-term survival.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Tasaku Tsunoda, Language Endangerment and Language Revitalization: An Introduction (Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter, 2005), p.204. ] 

Cultural prestige also played a key role in the continued prominence of the Welsh language. Welsh maintained its cultural significance, bolstered by a rich literary and poetic heritage that has been preserved for centuries. Welsh continued to hold a prominent place in religious and cultural practices, ensuring its continued relevance in daily life and public rituals. In comparison, the cultural prestige of Cornish and Manx diminished over time, making it harder for these languages to regain the same level of respect and recognition.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Janet Davies, The Welsh Language, p.28. ] 

Political advocacy has been another critical factor in Welsh language maintenance. Welsh had an established network of advocacy groups and political support for centuries, with organizations like Cymdeithas yr Iaith (the Welsh Language Society) leading the charge for language rights and revitalization.[footnoteRef:30] This long-standing activism culminated in significant political gains during the 20th century, including greater recognition of the language and improvements in its status. In contrast, both Cornish and Manx only saw serious language revival efforts after the languages had already ceased to be widely spoken, limiting the effectiveness of political advocacy in these cases. [30:  Cymdeithas yr Iaith Gymraeg, What is Cumdeithas yr laith?.] 

Legal support has also been a crucial element in the preservation and revitalization of the Welsh language. The Welsh language has benefitted from substantial legal protection, such as the Welsh Language Act of 1993[footnoteRef:31] and the Welsh Language Measure of 2011, which granted Welsh official status within the Welsh Government and ensured its use in public life.[footnoteRef:32] This legal framework has been essential in promoting the language's use in education, media, and government services. In contrast, Cornish and Manx have not received such comprehensive institutional support, making their revitalization efforts less impactful and leaving them more vulnerable to decline. [31:  Welsh Language Act 1993, c.38.]  [32:  Welsh Language (Wales) Measure 2011, nawm 1.] 

Conclusion
The fates of Manx, Cornish, and Welsh reflect both the fragility and resilience of minority languages. While Manx and Cornish faced language death, they have since become important subjects of revival efforts. However, Welsh is a rare example of a minority language that has resisted extinction and remains a living, evolving tongue spoken by hundreds of thousands of people. Its survival can be attributed to a combination of demographic strength, cultural prestige, political activism, and governmental support. For scholars of Celtic languages, the contrasting histories of these languages provide profound insights into the challenges and possibilities that face endangered languages in the modern world.
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