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David Mitchell’s Soapbox ‘Ancient languages’  06.07.09

Episode 19 – Gaelic: David ponders the merits of ancient languages.

Transcript:

David Mitchell's Soapbox brought to you by Bulldog natural grooming  [with background soundtrack of barking dogs.]

“The other day I met some very interesting people who were passionate, genuinely passionate, not passionate about sofas passionate, about saving the Gaelic language – that’s Scottish Gaelic, as opposed to Irish Gaelic. 

“ I've found I have mixed feelings about this. Certainly, if it were within my power, I'd rather see any language survive rather than die but I'm uneasy about spending too much public money or time on a language which is now not far above the level of a private code. 

“Something about which my feelings are entirely unmixed for instance is when people occasionally talk about reviving the Cornish Language.  No.  Once it's gone, it's gone.  Cornish sadly flat-lined on the table.  Everyone who spoke Cornish as a language rather than as a hobby died and then there was a gap.  And at that point the idea of campaigning to put it on road-signs is completely lunatic.  Or as they say in Cornwall,  ‘Completely lunatic’.

“Gaelic however is still a living language and I hope it stays that way.  If I were a parent and I spoke Gaelic, then I would certainly take the opportunity to bring my child up as bilingual because that's basically like giving them a free language.  But I think it would be quite hard to justify Gaelic as a priority language to teach my child or learn myself from scratch.  After all, language is fundamentally a tool of communication and if you learn Gaelic you have enabled yourself to communicate with only sixty thousand people, all of whom also speak English.  Even by learning Welsh, you can communicate with six hundred thousand people, some of whom don't actually speak English.  Learn Hindi and you can talk to six hundred million people, most of whom don't speak English.  Those sixty thousand would have to be pretty fascinating guys to each be more worth talking to than ten thousand Indians.

“So by all means, let's make Gaelic available to study and learn.  Let's support those who speak it or want to.  But we have to keep it in proportion and not be swayed by Nationalist politicians using culture as a political weapon.  After all, Gaelic hasn't been the language of Lowland Scotland, the part of Scotland that is where nearly all the people are, since the Middle Ages.  In Lowland Scotland they spoke Scots, the language of Robbie Burns poems, and indeed some people want Scots recognised as another separate language, which I'm not sure it is, it's more of a dialect of English.  But then they only want that because if they don't honour Burns, all they're left with is Ian Rankin.  They're certainly not going to make a fuss of Walter Scott any more, what with his posh voice and his trousers, which is unfair because Scott basically invented the gift shop tartan and bagpipes idea of Scotland.  He is to Scotland, what George Lucas is to Star Wars. 

“Isn't it a pity though when an ancient language dies.  Yes, it is.  That's exactly what it is, a pity.  Not the end of the world.  The extinction of an animal in the modern world is almost never because of natural selection, it's because of the actions of man.  The extinction of a language, however, still is natural selection.  If it dies out, it's because humans no longer needed to communicate.  As long as they do, they will.  After all, it's not as if the language will disappear when no longer spoken.  It will still be available for anyone to learn and, indeed, use to communicate if they wish. Just as people still learn Latin or Old English.  Only, with far more texts, books of grammar and dual-translations of works than either of those ever had.  It won't be like hieroglyphs before the Rosetta Stone, it'll be like hieroglyphs after the Rosetta Stone, if the Rosetta Stone was a massive Rosetta dictionary.  

“So, I wish Gaelic well and I hope it survives but without absurd levels of politically-motivated funding.  And if it does,  then it will be all the better for having done so on its own merits as a language and not a curiosity or a nationalistic statement.”

Bulldog Natural Grooming, packed with essential oils and available nationwide [with backing of dogs barking].
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