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" s a learner of English, if you 
visit Ireland, you will be able 
to freely and confidently en-

gage in conversation with the native 
people. That’s because the first lan-
guage of almost everyone born in 
Ireland today is English, specifically a 
set of dialects called Hiberno-English, 
also known as Irish English, which are 
almost indistinguishable to foreign 
ears from British and American  
English. However, if you’d visited 
Ireland 200 years ago or more, you 

probably would have had great dif-
ficulty understanding and conversing 
with the native people, because most 
of them spoke Irish, or Gaelic, which 
was the dominant language of the 
Irish people for over a thousand years.
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The earliest form of the Irish language 
is known as Primitive Irish, which 
was written using an Early Medieval 
alphabet called Ogham. Irish dates 
back to at least the 4th century, 
which is when the earliest surviving 
written inscriptions of it were made, 
but it is probably a lot older than that. 
In the 5th century, Primitive Irish 
evolved into Old Irish, which was 
written using the Latin alphabet, and 
this in turn evolved into Middle Irish 
a few hundred years later. By the 
10th century, Middle Irish was being 
spoken throughout Ireland and also 

in Scotland and the Isle of Man, 
where it gave rise to Scottish Gaelic 
and Manx. Eventually, older forms of 
Irish were replaced by Modern Irish, 
the type of Irish spoken today, which 
has three major dialects, Munster, 
Connacht and Ulster (named after the 
provinces in Ireland where they were 
once commonly spoken), each with 
its own distinctions, both in spoken 
and written form.
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Although the British rule of Ireland, 
which began in 1169 and continues 
in some form to this day, is often 
exclusively blamed for the decline of 
the Irish language, the influence of the 
Catholic Church and the devastation 
of the Great Famine of 1845 to 1852 
also played a major role in it. The first 
British law enacted in Ireland that 
specifically banned the use of the 
Irish language was Article III of The 
Statute of Kilkenny, which made it 
illegal for English colonists in Ireland 
to speak the Irish language, and for 
native Irish people to speak their lan-
guage when interacting with them. 
This law was enacted in 1367 and 
was followed about 150 years later 
by a law that banned the use of the 
Irish language in the Irish Parliament, 
and soon after that by a law that 
banned the use of Irish in parts of 
Ireland that were under English rule. 

Despite these early laws, Irish 
continued to be the dominant lan-
guage in Ireland until around 1800, 
when the number of Irish speakers 
began to steadily decline. By this time, 
both the Anglo-British and Roman 
Catholic Church leaders in Ireland 
were encouraging the use of English 

instead of Irish among all social classes; 
indeed, the Church even prohibited 
the use of Irish in schools for a period, 
between 1831 and 1878. What exac-
erbated this situation was the Great 
Famine, a period of mass starvation 
that was caused by a potato blight. 
The famine killed about a million peo-
ple in Ireland and forced more than 
two million more to move abroad, 
primarily to the US and Canada, where 
an ability to speak English was a 
huge advantage. All of these factors 
made English the first language of 
choice for many Irish people, who 
encouraged their children to speak 
it exclusively.

�����

#SJUJTI�3VMF

UP�CF�CMBNFE�GPS
UP�FOBDU
UP�CBO

TUFBEJMZ
TUBSWBUJPO

QPUBUP�CMJHIU

IVHF

	JDJ
�MB�EPNJOBUJPO�
CSJUBOOJRVF

pUSF�UFOV�SFTQPOTBCMF�EF
	JDJ
�QSPNVMHVFS�EnDSnUFS
JOUFSEJSF

	JDJ
�SnHVMJoSFNFOU
MB�GBNJOF
MF�NJMEJPV�	EF�MB�QPNNF�
EF�UFSSF


nOPSNF

$�

8SJUUFO�*SJTI

5IF�FBSMJFTU�SFDPSET�PG�UIF�*SJTI�
MBOHVBHF�BSF�JOTDSJQUJPOT�XSJUUFO�
JO�TUPOF�VTJOH�BO�&BSMZ�.FEJFWBM�
BMQIBCFU�LOPXO�BT�0HIBN��
5IFTF�JOTDSJQUJPOT�EBUF�CBDL�UP�
UIF��UI�DFOUVSZ�"%��CVU�UIF�
MBOHVBHF�DPVME�CF�NVDI�PMEFS�
UIBO�UIBU��*U�JT�QPTTJCMF�FWFO�
QSPCBCMF�UIBU�FBSMJFS�JOTDSJQUJPOT�
XFSF�NBEF�PO�XPPE�BOE�PUIFS�
QFSJTIBCMF�NBUFSJBMT�UIBU�EJE�OPU�
TVSWJWF��5IF�TUPOF�JOTDSJQUJPOT�
XFSF�EJTDPWFSFE�BU�IVOESFET�PG�
MPDBUJPOT�UISPVHIPVU�*SFMBOE�
QSJNBSJMZ�JO�TPVUIFSO�.VOTUFS�
BOE�UP�B�MFTTFS�EFHSFF�BMPOH��
UIF�XFTU�DPBTU�PG�(SFBU�#SJUBJO�

*O�UIF�����T�B�QBSMJBNFOUBSZ�
DPNNJTTJPO�JO�*SFMBOE�EFWJTFE�
B�TUBOEBSE�XSJUUFO�GPSN�PG�*SJTI�
CBTFE�PO�B�WBSJBOU�PG�UIF�-BUJO�
BMQIBCFU�XJUI����MFUUFST�UIBU�
FYDMVEFE�UIF�MFUUFST�K�L�R�W�X�
Y�Z�BOE�[��5IJT�XBT�MBUFS�SFQMBDFE�
CZ�UIF�TUBOEBSE�-BUJO�BMQIBCFU�
UIPVHI�UIF�MFUUFST�UIBU�XFSF�
PSJHJOBMMZ�PNJUUFE�BSF�VTFE�NBJOMZ�
JO�MPBOXPSET��*O�BEEJUJPO�UIF�*SJTI�
BMQIBCFU�JODMVEFT�UIF�BDVUF�BDDFOU�
LOPXO�JO�*SJTI�BT�UIF�´TrOFBEI�
GBEBµ�NFBOJOH�UIF�´MPOH�NBSLµ�PS�
TJNQMZ�UIF�´GBEBµ�NFBOJOH�´MPOHµ��
5IJT�BDDFOU�JT�VTFE�PWFS�WPXFMT�
°�g�n�r�w�|�°�UP�MFOHUIFO�UIFJS�
TPVOE�BOE�JO�TPNF�DBTFT�UP�
DIBOHF�UIFJS�RVBMJUZ��

��"%�JT�B�-BUJO�BCSFWJBUJPO�GPS�"OOP�%PNJOJ�
XIJDI�NFBOT�²JO�UIF�ZFBS�PG�UIF�-PSE³��"%�
SFGFST�UP�EBUFT�BGUFS�UIF�CJSUI�PG�UIF�$ISJTU�

�
�$
$�
#:
�4
"�
��
�

B�SFDPSE
B�TUPOF

UP�EFWJTF
UP�PNJU

B�MPBOXPSE
BO�BDVUF�BDDFOU

UP�MFOHUIFO

	JDJ
�VOF�USBDF�	nDSJUF

VOF�QJFSSF
	JDJ
�DPODFWPJS�JOWFOUFS
PNFUUSF
VO�FNQSVOU
VO�BDDFOU�BJHV
BMMPOHFS

&NJHSBOUT�MFBWJOH�*SFMBOE�CZ�)FOSZ�%PZMF�
����



(P�&OHMJTI�/P��������.BSDI�"QSJM�������

803%4�$6-563&
����� $�

5IF�SFWJWBM��
PG�UIF�MBOHVBHF

By the late 1800s, Irish had become 
a minority language in Ireland, spo-
ken mainly in remote, rural parts of 
the country. Although it was once 
again being taught at schools, it 
continued to decline, which is why in 
1893, a group of intellectuals estab-
lished Conradh na Gaeilge, or the 
Gaelic League, to revive it. Since 
then, the organisation has been 
fighting to keep the language alive. 
It has been instrumental in estab-
lishing the national Irish language 
radio station RTÉ Raidió na 
Gaeltachta, the national Irish lan-
guage television network TG4, and 
Údarás na Gaeltachta, which is a  
regional state agency responsible 
for the economic, social and cultur-
al development of Irish-speaking 
regions in Ireland, known as 
Gaeltachts.

Today, Irish is the national and 
first language of the Republic of  
Ireland, an official recognised mi-
nority language in Northern Ireland 
and one of the official languages of 
the European Union. Around 1.2 mil-
lion people worldwide speak Irish, 
though only around 170,000 of them 
speak it as a first language. Most 
Irish speakers live in Ireland, where 
Irish is a compulsory subject in all 

government-funded primary and 
secondary schools, and many people 
who use it as a first language live in 
Gaeltachts, which are located prima-
rily in coastal regions of Munster, 
Connacht and Ulster. However, even 
in Gaeltachts, the use of Irish is de-
clining, and so the fight continues to 
keep the language alive. 
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