Assignment 2: What is known about the death of languages and its relevance in regard to the Celtic Languages

I confirm that I have not used AI tools in research and creation of this assignment. I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own work. I confirm that have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used, which I may be asked to provide as evidence.

The death of a language is a phenomenon where after a gradual or sudden decline of its speakers has dropped to such a level that it cannot continue on to a new generation and eventually fades into obscurity.[footnoteRef:1] This can be caused be several factors such as a language shift, a forced decline from colonialism and imperialism, a disease outbreak wiping out the minority group of speakers and so on. This has been seen all over the world throughout human history. This can happen to both spoken and written forms of a language, for example how Ogham the written form of Primitive Irish eventually faded and was later replaced by a more Latinized script,[footnoteRef:2] or how ancient Egyptian was gradually replaced by Arabic as the culture and religion of Islam became more prominent in the region.[footnoteRef:3] This essay will examine the death of languages using some of the Celtic languages as examples of what caused them to become endangered and how in some cases, the language has not only survived being threatened or declared extinct but to go onto to facing a resurgence of speakers and why this may have occurred. [1:  David Crystal, Language Death, Canto, Canto ed., 7. printing (Cambridge Univ. Press, 2007), pp. 1–2.]  [2:  T. M. Charles-Edwards, Early Christian Ireland (Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 182.]  [3:  Tonio Sebastian Richter, ‘Greek, Coptic and the “Language of the Hijra”: The Rise and Decline of the Coptic Language in Late Antique and Medieval Egypt’, in From Hellenism to Islam, ed. by Hannah M. Cotton and others, 1st edn (Cambridge University Press, 2009), pp. 401–46 (p. 404), doi:10.1017/CBO9780511641992.019.] 

By some definitions, a death of a language includes leaving behind no descendant languages from it. This is why some languages such as Latin for example, are not fully considered extinct despite not having a dedicated group of primarily Latin speakers. This is because Latin is a forefather to the modern romance languages that are still widely spoken across the globe to this day.[footnoteRef:4] The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization or UNESCO for short is the international body that amongst other purposes, studies the languages across the world in order to record the number of speakers and monitor for signs of any language endangerment or worse, language extinction. If a language is recorded as in endangered, then UNESCO will take steps to either revive or preserve the language for future study.[footnoteRef:5] UNESCO is not infallible in this task however, with the organisation being challenged for sometimes designating the status of a language incorrectly by their own board criteria. This has happened within the Celtic sphere of languages where people of Cornwall and the Isle of Mann have argued against UNESCO declaration of Cornish (Kernewek) and Manx (Gaelg) both being extinct.[footnoteRef:6] Points can be made for both sides of the debate around the status of those two languages as both languages are facing a revival, with there now being around 557 primary Cornish speakers [footnoteRef:7] and 1,823 Manx speakers,[footnoteRef:8] despite the original forms of these two languages dying out in around the 1800’s for Cornish and 1974 for Manx.[footnoteRef:9] [4:  Rebecca Posner, The Romance Languages (Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 3.]  [5:  David Crystal, Language Death, Canto, Canto ed., 7. printing (Cambridge Univ. Press, 2007), p.vii.]  [6:  Diane Nelson, ‘Rethinking Language Extinction: When Sleeping Languages Reawaken | Centre for Endangered Languages, Cultures and Ecosystems’, News archive, Centre for Endangered Languages, Cultures and Ecosystems, Leeds University, 2022 <https://celce.leeds.ac.uk/rethinking-language-extinction-when-sleeping-languages-reawaken/> [accessed 27 April 2026].]  [7:  Rhys J. Sandow, ‘Anglo-Cornish Dialect Lexis: Variation, Change, and Social Meaning’ (unpublished Philosophy, University of Sussex, 2020), p. 97.]  [8:  Peter Hannay, ‘Wayback Machine’, Archive, Isle of Man Census Report 2011, Isle of Man Government Treasury, 8 November 2012, p. 29 <https://web.archive.org/web/20121108113021/http://www.gov.im/lib/docs/treasury/economic/census/census2011reportfinalresized.pdf> [accessed 27 April 2026].]  [9:  George Broderick, The Last Native Manx Gaelic Speakers. The Final Phase:‘Full’or ‘Terminal’in Speech? (Studia Celtica Fennica, 2017), p. 20.] 

Cornish and Manx are not the outliers when it comes to the modern Celtic languages facing endangerment. Welsh, (Cymraeg) Irish, (Gaeilge) Breton, (Brezhoneg) and Scottish Gaelic (Gàidhlig) have all been facing a significant drop in native speakers over the centuries.[footnoteRef:10] All of these languages have faced both similar and yet different reasons for their decline. Some amongst them have successfully overcome the dangers presented to it and have not only avoided going extinct but have also successfully seen an active resurged interest amongst those languages native people to protect it from further threats. One of these more successful cases of language perseveration is Welsh. [10:  Jacob Morris, ‘Welsh Language: Strongholds Decline in Speakers - Census’, Wales, BBC News, 18 April 2023 <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-65299313> [accessed 27 April 2026].] 

The Welsh language has faced several different threats to its existence since the English completed their conquest of Wales in 1282 AD.[footnoteRef:11] The aspects that threatened the Welsh language can traced to five key events. The first was directly after the conquest of Wales where the English King, Edward the 1st forbade Welsh people from obtaining land without licenses or being able to integrate into new English settlements within Wales.[footnoteRef:12] While this did not directly attack the language it can be argued that this segregation prevented the spread of the Welsh language to the incoming English settlers and the language’s possible growth outside of Wales.  [11:  R. R. Davies, Domination and Conquest: The Experience of Ireland, Scotland and Wales, 1100-1300 (Cambridge University Press, 1990), p. 2.]  [12:  Wales and Ivor Bowen, with University of California Libraries, The Statutes of Wales (London [etc.] : T. F. Unwin, 1908) <http://archive.org/details/statutesofwales00wale> [accessed 27 April 2026].] 

The second was between 1400-1402 AD when a set of penal laws were passed into law as a response to Owain Glyndŵr’s rebellion against English authority in Wales. These penal laws included but were not limited to:
"no waster, rhymer, minstrel nor vagabond be in any wise sustained in the land of WALES to make coinviorthies or gathering upon the people there." [..] Another Act forbade " congregations and councils,"[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Wales and Bowen, The Statutes of Wales. ,p.xlvi] 

In his writings on the penal laws against the Welsh, Bowen notes that ‘We in England to this Day have not made the like against the Spaniards or any other Capital Enemies to this Realm.’[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Wales and Bowen, The Statutes of Wales. p.xlvii] 

The third was in during the reign of Henry the 8th, when the English king passed into law the Laws in Wales Acts 1535 and 1542, more commonly known today as the Acts of Union.[footnoteRef:15] These sets of laws saw Wales become formally annexed into the Kingdom of England, the abolition of Welsh native law and forbidding the Welsh language to be used in any legal sense. Wales at this time was still an overwhelming Welsh speaking nation with very little of the native population being able to speak English.[footnoteRef:16] As a result of these new laws most of the Welsh people were unable to represent themselves in any meaningful way when faced with this new foreign judicial system. [15:  John Davies, A History of Wales (Penguin UK, 2007), p. 232.]  [16:  Statute Law Database, ‘Laws in Wales Act 1535 (Repealed 21.12.1993)’, Legislation, Www.Legislation.Gov.Uk, n.d. <https://www.legislation.gov.uk/aep/Hen8/27/26/contents> [accessed 27 April 2026].] 

The fourth was in 1847 when what the Welsh call the Treachery of the Blue Books occurred. This was a three-volume report commissioned by the government in order to determine the growing unrest in Wales during this time. [footnoteRef:17] This detailed report outlined many aspects of the Welsh people, their society and other factors such as the Welsh language. However, many claims raised in this report openly vilified the Welsh people for their supposed lack of morality and their language holding them back from being successful.[footnoteRef:18] Modern academics such as Johnes have pushed back on these claims by pointing out inconsistences that the reports writers were influenced by preconceived notions about the Welsh and not accurately interviewing their subject matter, instead relying heavily on assistants and translators to gather their evidence for them.[footnoteRef:19] Wood notes that ‘The 1847 Report did not create a new negative image of what it meant to be Welsh, but it sharpened and deepened immeasurably the negative images that were already current’.[footnoteRef:20] The Cornish people faced similar discrimination similar to the Welsh as Sandow notes: [17:  Deborah Wood, ‘Depraved or Deprived? What Was the Legacy of the 1847 Report of the Commissioners of Inquiry into the State of Education in Wales on Welsh Politics, Its Culture and Educational Reform in Wales?’ (Open University, 2024), p. 3.]  [18:  BBC, How the Welsh Language Was Almost Lost | Union with David Olusoga - BBC (2023) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rrCP5S_iS5s> [accessed 27 April 2026].]  [19:  BBC, How the Welsh Language Was Almost Lost | Union with David Olusoga - BBC.]  [20:  Wood, ‘Depraved or Deprived? What Was the Legacy of the 1847 Report of the Commissioners of Inquiry into the State of Education in Wales on Welsh Politics, Its Culture and Educational Reform in Wales?’, p. 4.] 

In 1775, one visitor observed that the people of Cornwall were a ‘very strange kind of being, half savages at best […] as rough as bears, selfish as swine, obstinate as mules’[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Sandow, ‘Anglo-Cornish Dialect Lexis: Variation, Change, and Social Meaning’, p. 89.] 

This observation shares many parallels to how the other Celtic languages were perceived during this time period and potentially factored into the attempts at a forced language shift to supplant these languages with English.
The last major event was the Welsh Not which was prominent throughout the 19th century, but some accounts note that it could’ve started earlier within the 18th century and ended unofficially within the 20th century.[footnoteRef:22] The Welsh Not was a barbaric attack on children and the Welsh language that took place within the education system. After the Blue Books changed the perception of Welsh into something negative and undesirable, some educators would inflict physical and psychological harm to children who would speak their native Welsh tongue instead of the preferred language of English. This would come from acts such as caning their legs or knuckles with a cane or stick and being forced to wear or a wooden board with a type of inscription such as W.N or Welsh around their necks as an act of public shaming.[footnoteRef:23] While this practice was banned around the turn of the 20th century some occurrences still happened well into the mid-century. The Welsh Not was brutally effective not only in preventing the child harmed by the acts inflicted upon them it also had a psychological generational effect where victims would refuse to teach their children Welsh out of fear of the practice despite it being banned. Many people in Wales still feel the effects of the Welsh Not, by having that generational passing of Welsh being removed from their families this resulted in them being unable to fluently speak Welsh or cannot speak Welsh at all to this day.  [22:  Martin Johnes, Welsh Not: Elementary Education and the Anglicisation of Wales (University of Wales Press, 2024), p. 1.]  [23:  Johnes, Welsh Not, p. 5.] 

These combined factors have resulted in census data showing the proficiency levels of Welsh being used throughout the 20th and 21st centuries going as low as 17.8 per cent in the 2011 census.[footnoteRef:24] However, all is not lost for the Welsh language as the Welsh people have fought and campaigned to save their language with the most notable effects starting in the 1960’s and still persists to this day. The Welsh government is currently launching new education schemes to promote the use of Welsh in the classroom and back into the home with the aims to raise up to one million Welsh speakers by 2050.[footnoteRef:25] Similar revival movements are actively happening across the Celtic nations with Ireland, Cornwall, Scotland and the Isle of Mann all adopting similar stances on their individual languages being protected and promoted. [24:  Welsh Goverment, ‘Welsh Language in Wales (Census 2021) [HTML] | GOV.WALES’, Census, Gov.Wales, 6 December 2022 <https://www.gov.wales/welsh-language-wales-census-2021-html> [accessed 27 April 2026].]  [25:  Welsh Goverment, ‘Cymraeg 2050: Welsh Language Strategy | GOV.WALES’, Goverment, Gov.Wales, 10 July 2017 <https://www.gov.wales/cymraeg-2050-welsh-language-strategy> [accessed 27 April 2026].] 


The modern Celtic languages currently remain in a precarious state, despite efforts to restore these languages to be in a more stable position, some are still declining according to recent census data. That is not to discredit the incredible achievements of governing bodies and language campaigners alike to not only highlight the warning signs of language death, but to actively step in to slowly undo the centuries of harm these languages have faced. The Celtic languages may possibly continue to decline for the foreseeable future but the rate they are declining is slowing, with new generations and adult learners alike now having more access to resources about their nations native languages than ever before. This can be a sign of hope that these ancient languages continue to endure. 
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