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Gaelic: playing the 
number game

• In 2022, there were 69,710 in Scotland ‘who can speak Gaelic’ (National 
Record of Scotland, 2024).

• Classified as a "definitely endangered language" (UNESCO, 2024).
• Approximately one-quarter of all self-identified speakers reside in the 

Western Isles 
• Globally, 519,000 active learners are engaged with a widely used language 

learning app ( )



A speaker by any 
other name?

• Census data is based on self-reported 
competences

• No indication of frequency or level of 
competency (Munro, 2010)

• Focus of official language management 
initiatives to increase the number of speakers 
and the use of Gaelic 
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A journey in search of Gaelic



Barra & Vatersay



BARRA & 
VATERSAY

• The most southerly inhabited islands of the Western Isles
• Community with one of the highest proportion of Gaelic 
speakers (62.2%)
• All children learn Gaelic in the education system
• Winner of the 2012 Gaelic Community Award



A ”Barradise” for Gaelic?



A ”Barradise” for Gaelic?



Gaelic: a visible (but symbolic) presence





The public social 
linguistic soundscape 
A quantitative measure of spontaneous spoken language use in public spaces in the community 



Spontaneous 
spoken language 

use  

• Where ‘the choice of language … is a … reflex 
action rather than reflexion’ (Altuna & Basurto, 
2013: 28)

• Reflects individual & community ideology 
towards the language

• ‘Inertia condition of language choice’ (Spolsky & 
Cooper)



Language use observational surveys



Ethnographic 
language use surveys

Study conducted across all public spaces within the 
community 

• Shops

• Cafes 

• Pubs 

• Travel hubs (bus, ferry terminals, airport terminal) 

• Street(s)



Social 
linguistic 
soundscape
Direct & indirect metrics

Social 
linguistic 

soundscape

Overall language 
use

Domains of use

Levels of 
intergenerational 

language use

Language 
ideology 



The quest for 
spoken  Gaelic

• 600 interactions included in the survey

• All public spaces surveyed repeatedly over a 
period of one week

• Multiple observations in each location



Social linguistic 
Soundscape results

• (Only) 5.7% of conversations in public 
spaces were in Gaelic (statistically expected 
level was 33.6%)

• Gaelic most frequently used in inter- and 
intra-generational conversations involving 
those aged 60 and over (and rarely 
spontaneously by young people under 18)



Intra- and inter-generational use
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Domains of 
language 

use

6.6

3

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Private Business

Gaelic use (as % of all conversations in that category)

Inertia condition of language choice 
provides an indication of overall 
language use within the wider 
community now but also likely future 
language use patterns



So long and 
thanks for all the 
Gaelic? 

• Gaelic overtly visible in the community 
(linguistic landscape) – symbolic function?

BUT

• Limited in the social linguistic soundscape of 
the public spaces of the community despite 
being a ‘marker of identity’



Overt visual presence of Gaelic need not match linguistic practices.
Self-declared linguistic ability need not correlate to spoken Gaelic use (in public)

The public social linguistic soundscape provides an indication of the spoken linguistic 
practices in the community 



Lessons from 
Barra

• Mismatch between the linguistic landscape, 
declared ability, perceptions & ideologies towards 
the language, and language use

• Language planning & policy are (often) based on 
‘idealized’ conditions 

• The social linguistic soundscape can provide an 
understanding of the dynamics of spoken 
language use
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