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Reply to Claire Nance’s review  

 

The Gaelic crisis in the vernacular community: a comprehensive sociolinguistic survey of 

Scottish Gaelic by Conchúr Ó Giollagáin, Gòrdan Camshron, Pàdruig Moireach, Brian Ó 

Curnáin, Iain Caimbeul, Brian MacDonald, and Tamás Péterváry, Aberdeen, Aberdeen 

University Press, 2020, pp. xx+480, ₤25.00 (paperback), ISBN 978-1-85752-080-4 

 

Claire Nance’s review lacks a clear overview of the contents, main findings and 

recommendations of the book, in particular the book’s recommendations (GCVC: 425–443) 

which are afforded little attention in the review. The main findings are described as coming as: 

‘little surprise’ but not clearly indicated in the review, nor is the comprehensiveness of the 

GCVC in the context of Scottish Gaelic vernacular sociolinguistics. A summary of the book is 

available at: https://www.uhi.ac.uk/en/research-enterprise/res-themes/humanities-and-

arts/language-sciences-institute/publications/research-digest/. The main concern of the book is 

vernacular L1 Gaelic communities and we advocate their prioritisation in Gaelic promotion 

and protection, and in the allocation of scarce resources for optimal results. Unfortunately, the 

review discusses methodology in preference to data findings and implications. The 

prioritisation of the L2 concerns is critiqued in GCVC, the focus of which is L1 Gaelic. 

Ironically, the review does not acknowledge the logical need for the empiricism of L1 

prioritisation in the current Gaelic crisis, nor does it address the mountain of evidence 

demonstrating the foundational importance of the L1 vernacular communities in minority-

language contexts, including much of the irrefutable evidence in GCVC itself. Equally, the 

review does not acknowledge the critical implications for Gaeldom in general or for other 

minority-language contexts, both L1 and L2. The last three sentences of the review in particular 

are indicative of efforts to minimalise the relevance of the survival of the L1 community and 

to (re)confirm L2 discursivism in a hypothesised desocialised and post-geographic ‘Gaelic 

speakerdom’.  

 

The review raises ethical concerns about GCVC. Conducting research in thousands of small-

language communities involves challenging ethical issues. The research team followed the 

highest ethical standards overseen by the UHI. Furthermore, these challenges must be 

overcome if we are to continue work in anthropology, ethnology and sociolinguistics, both 

qualitatively and quantitatively. Excluding small communities on ethical grounds risks only 

leaving large communities as an ethical focus for research. From our experience in Ireland and 

Scotland, communities overwhelmingly welcome the honest and clear presentation of facts.  

 

In academia, the struggle for preeminence of particular discursivisms is often the unspoken 

motivation for a display of some considerations of ethics, rather than ethical concerns for the 

welfare of the minority, in this instance (vide the absence of any analysis in the review of the 

GCVC recommendations).  

 

Reflexive awareness of the moral basis of one’s engagement with the vernacular and academic 

communities will clarify the multiple levels of ethical principles involved in both conducting 

research and reviewing research. It is duplicitous to make a display of ethical concerns on one 
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level but to use that display as a means to dissimulate or downplaying the main issues that 

should ethically be under review. This is seen in the review’s emphasis on how the research 

was conducted, rather than on what it is about and why it was undertaken — surely the core 

purpose of a credible review. The review mentions media discussions surrounding the book’s 

publication. The reviewer, in fact, played an antagonistic part in those discussions without 

having read the book, but the review does not allude to the reviewer’s initial averse public 

contribution and involvement. In fact, the review’s claim that: ‘The main findings of the work 

come as little surprise’ has been a frequent deprecation concerning the publication when in fact 

it contains many previously unpublished insights. 

 

Relegating the Gaelic crisis in the vernacular community and seeking to re-establish L2 

discursive focus may actually be the overarching motivation in the review. One wonders how 

critical a crisis must become before some in academia recognise that not all actions and 

interventions are of equal benefit in facing up to the reality of the minority-language crisis. 

 

Due to restrictions of space we can only briefly address some of the inaccuracies in the review: 

 

1. The review is wrong in stating that: ‘Qualitative approaches are considered “divergent” 

(9)’ by us. In fact, the GCVC contains considerable sections analysing our qualitative 

findings, some of which we also quantify.  

2. The review is incomplete in the statement that: ‘The book rests upon analysis of the 

2011 national census data (Chapter 2)’. Chapter 2 analyses 1981–2011 census data in 

historical and socio-geographical contexts.  

3. The review’s discussion of the analysis of newspeakerism (L2) in GCVC is inaccurate 

and risks obfuscating the core discussion on L1 Gaelic, thereby, ironically, reinforcing 

the GCVC critique of discursivist newspeakerism, i.e. the assertion that ‘everyone is 

presumably working towards the same goal’ cannot be substantiated without L1 

prioritisation. In fact, the L2 approach within the historical vernacular area is analysed 

in depth in the GCVC (Chaps 3–7) and optimal practices for Gaelic (and minority 

languages) are highlighted (see also Chaps 8–9). Despite all this, the review argues for 

a position which is not supported by the evidence in GCVC. 

4. The review is inaccurate in characterising our analysis of a particular publication as 

superficial as being a ‘needless insult’.  

5. The review is inaccurate in claiming that predicting future language abilities of children 

(aged 0–1) is ‘nonsensical’. The process, based on empirical evidence, is explained in 

footnote 62 on page 316. 

6. The review states that: ‘Evidence would be needed to provide a link between a certain 

SIR value and qualitative conclusions such as “moribund”.’ In brief, moribund is used 

as an accurate descriptive label to indicate a particular geo-sociolinguistic profile with 

the lowest levels of vernacular Gaelic ability and use on the trajectory to the complete 

loss of the vernacular, as experienced in the 20th century in most of the Irish and 

Scottish Gàidhealtachd. It would be extraordinary if no correlations were found 

between language ability (SIR values) and household use on the one hand (nexus 

analysis) and many other vitality indicators on the other (particularly in the overall 

context of rapid social decline), e.g. sub-chapters 2.4.1.5; 2.5.4; 7.2. Furthermore, the 

finding of a circa 30% point gap between reported individual language ability data and 

actual household use, a key factor in assessing language vitality and viability, is not 

mentioned in the review. 
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