
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Language diversity and linguistic identity in Brittany: a critical 

analysis of the changing practice of Breton 

 

Adam Le Nevez 

PhD 

2006



 i

 

CERTIFICATE OF AUTHORSHIP/ORIGINALITY 

 

 

I certify that the work in this thesis has not been previously submitted for a degree 

nor has it been submitted as part of requirements for a degree except as fully 

acknowledged within the text. 

 

I also certify that this thesis has been written by me. Any help I have received in my 

research work and the preparation of the thesis itself has been acknowledged. In 

addition, I certify that all information sources and literature used are indicated in the 

thesis. 

 

 

 

Signature 

 

 

 

 

 

________________________________________ 

 

 

Adam Le Nevez 

 

 



 ii

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Acknowledgements 
 

There are many people whose help in preparing this thesis I would like to 

acknowledge and many others whom I would like to thank for their support. 

 

Many thanks go to Alastair Pennycook, Francis Favereau and Murray Pratt for their 

encouragement, support, advice and guidance; to Julie Chotard, Amandine Potier-

Delaunay, Justine Gayet and Catherine Smith for their proofreading and help in 

formatting. Thanks too to my family and the many friends and colleagues along the 

way who encouraged me to keep going. Special thanks go to Astrid and Daniel 

Hubert who lent their farmhouse to a stranger out of the kindness of their hearts. 

 

Finally, thanks go to the generosity of all those who participated in the research both 

formally and informally. Without their contributions this would not have been 

possible.



 iii

 

Table of Contents 
 

ABSTRACT................................................................................................................................................ V 
INTRODUCTION....................................................................................................................................... 1 
CHAPTER 1: THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO LINGUISTIC DIVERSITY ........................... 16 

An instrumentalist approach .................................................................................................................. 19 
An ethnocultural approach..................................................................................................................... 24 
An ecological approach.......................................................................................................................... 30 
A language rights approach ................................................................................................................... 35 
An economic approach ........................................................................................................................... 41 
A political approach............................................................................................................................... 44 
A post-structural approach..................................................................................................................... 56 
Developing the Theory ........................................................................................................................... 66 

CHAPTER 2: ABOUT THE RESEARCH ............................................................................................. 73 
Purpose and justification of the research............................................................................................... 75 
Locating Breton activism in the broader language context.................................................................... 77 
About the research project ..................................................................................................................... 79 
Negotiating researcher/participant status and identity in the interview process ................................... 97 
The author as a reflexive participant in his own research: the thesis as activism ............................... 101 

CHAPTER 3: A SOCIO-HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF BRITTANY AND BRETON ............... 104 
The socio-historical context of Brittany and Breton............................................................................. 104 
Breton from the Revolution to the Second Empire (1789-1870)........................................................... 107 
Breton during the Third Republic (1870-1940).................................................................................... 111 
The socio-symbolic marginalisation of Brittany and Breton................................................................ 114 
French representations of Breton language and identity during the Third Republic........................... 117 
The Breton revival movement............................................................................................................... 127 
Changes to the Breton social landscape following the Second World War.......................................... 132 
The Rebirth of Breton ........................................................................................................................... 138 

CHAPTER 4: LINGUISTIC TRANSFORMATIONS OF BRETON................................................ 146 
The territorial presence of Breton ........................................................................................................ 146 
The Breton speakers ............................................................................................................................. 150 
Generational difference and the rise of a neo-Breton standard ........................................................... 152 
Intergenerational linguistic disruption................................................................................................. 159 
Generational differences in the language ideology and practice of Breton speakers .......................... 165 
Breton Language Education................................................................................................................. 168 

CHAPTER 5: PERCEPTIONS AND PRACTICES OF BRETON.................................................... 186 
Breton linguistic and socio-cultural identities ..................................................................................... 186 
The development of a Breton identity ................................................................................................... 188 
Contemporary representations of Breton identity ................................................................................ 194 
Why do people learn Breton? ............................................................................................................... 204 
What do people want from Breton? What do they want for Breton?.................................................... 223 
The desire for Breton to express conviviality ....................................................................................... 232 

 

CHAPTER 6: POLICY, PLANNING AND LANGUAGE IDEOLOGY IN BRITTANY................ 237 
Language Policy and ideology in France............................................................................................. 237 
Language Policy and ideology in Brittany ........................................................................................... 243 
The Breton Language Office: a case study in Breton language planning ............................................ 248 



 iv

Problematising foundationalism in Breton language activism............................................................. 256 
Post-structural approaches to language activism ................................................................................ 271 

CHAPTER 7: IDENTITY AND ACTIVISM IN BRETON POPULAR MUSIC.............................. 279 
The origins and development of Breton music as a site of identity representation .............................. 280 
Authenticity and activism: Festoù-Noz and the Festival Interceltique ................................................. 284 
Transgression and performativity in Breton music .............................................................................. 297 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ................................................................................................................................... 327 
 



 v

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 
 

This thesis explores the ways in which linguistic diversity is represented, articulated 

and theorised in the context of the promotion of Breton, a minority or lesser-used 

language spoken in the region of Brittany in western France. In doing so it seeks to 

provide a critical analysis of the changing practice of Breton and the different ways 

in which the language is mobilised as a vehicle for personal and collective identity. It 

provides a historical reading of the development of a sense of Breton identity through 

the language, locating the changing practice of Breton, particularly following the 

revival movement that began in the 1960s, in a socio-political and socio-cultural 

context. 

 

In tracking these functional and symbolic transformations of Breton, the thesis takes 

a theoretical approach that can broadly be described as belonging to the discipline of 

critical language studies. Working from this critical perspective, it explores the way 

different language ideologies frame issues of linguistic diversity and examines the 

way notions of language, linguistic diversity and identity are epistemologically 

constructed. In doing so it argues the need for greater critical awareness of the effects 

these ideologies may have on diversity, with a view to developing more effective 

ways of promoting diverse language practices and linguistic identities in Brittany. 
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