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Northern Ireland 
(grey counties,most 
in Ulster) is part of 
the United Kingdom. 
Population: c. 1.5m.

Majority: Protestant 
(nominally)

The remainder of the 
country is the 
Republic of Ireland, 
population 4 m.

Majority: Catholic 
(nominally)

The Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland (UK)
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Language varieties in Ireland

Irish English / Scots

Northern Southern 
Irish 
English

Ulster 
English

Ulster 
Scots

Western Southern
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Historical overview of 
the English language in 

Ireland
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The coming of the Normans and the English
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1169 Anglo-Norman invasion in the south-east of the country 
(Wexford and Waterford) by Normans from Pembrokeshire, 
south-west Wales.

1172 Charter of Dublin issued; Anglo-Normans strengthen their 
presence in the city.

c 1200 Beginning of Early Modern Irish period (until c 1600). 
1235 Anglo-Norman invasion of Connaught (Western province).
1315-8 Bruce invasion from Scotland with resistance to Anglo-

Norman rule.
1366 Statutes of Kilkenny, proscribing the Irish language and Irish 

customs, attempt to curb the rapid Gaelicisation of the Anglo-
Norman settlers.

15c Gaelic revival continues. 
1509 Henry VIII King of England. 
1541 Henry VIII accepted by Irish parliament as King of Ireland.
1549-57 Plantation of Laois and Offaly (centre of country). 
1558 Elizabeth I, last of the Tudors, ascends the throne.
1586-93 Plantation of Munster. 
1592 Foundation of Trinity College, Dublin. 
1595-1603 Rebellion of Hugh O’Neill, Earl of Tyrone. 
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The Kildare Poems

16 pieces of verse 
of Irish origin in the 
Harley 913 
manuscript in the 
British Library

Early 14th century
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— 1600  —

The Gaelic revival which started in the 14th 
century continued into the16th century with English 
in a fairly weak position (its strongholds were the 
towns on the east coast).

The fortunes of English were to change with the 
Irish defeat at the battle of Kinsale and the 
aggresive plantations of the 17th century, first in 
Ulster and later in other parts of the country. 
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c 1600 Beginning of Modern Irish period. 
1601 Irish and Spanish forces defeated by the English at Kinsale, Co.

Cork.
1603 Death of Elizabeth I. Accession of James I (James VI of Scotland).
1607 On 14 September many Ulster leaders leave for the continent 

(‘Flight of the Earls’) depriving Ulster of native leadership.
1641 Beginning of the Ulster rising against Protestant settlers. 
1642 Outbreak of civil war in England.
1649-50 Oliver Cromwell’s campaigns in Ireland. 
1652-3 Cromwellian confiscation of lands. Act of Settlement regulates 

this.
1660 Restoration of the monarchy (with Charles II as king). The 

Cromwellian conquest is maintained.
1685 Death of Charles II and accession of James II (Catholic). 
1690 Arrival of William of Orange in Ireland. Battle of the Boyne (1 July).
1691-1703 Land confiscation follows. 
1695 Beginning of a series of legislative measures against the Irish 

Catholics known as the ‘Penal Laws’ which were to last up to the 
beginning of the 19th century. 
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Spread of English in Ireland
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The Ulster Scots areas in Northern Ireland
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Map of Ulster by the 17th century English 
cartographer John Speed
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— 1700  —

The turbulent 17th century saw the end of Irish 
hopes for independence with Catholic help from 
Scotland under James II (1633-1701).

The Irish defeat at the Battle of the Boyne (1690) 
led to a strengtening of English in public life 
(administration, government and the military) in 
Ireland. After this, the position of English was 
unassailable.
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The transportation of English overseas 
during the colonial period
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Literature on the transportation of English
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Present-day 
dialect 

divisions in 
Ulster
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Documents in a 
specific form of 
English in Ireland 
begin to emerge 
in the 17th 
century. Many 
have been edited 
and published in 
recent decades.
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The 18th century: The long peace

1713 Jonathan Swift becomes Dean of St Patrick’s in 
Dublin. 

1740-1 Famine breaks out in large parts of the country. 
1796-8 Rebellion by the United Irishmen.

1700s Emigration of up to 250,000 people from Ulster to 
North America for economic and religious 
reasons.
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— 1800  —

The 18th was a period of relative peace in Ireland. 
There were periods of famine and continued 
immigration, especially from Ulster, to North 
America.

English continued to expand its position in Irish 
society with the rise of the Ascedancy (a 
Protestant propertied class with English 
orientation). The disenfranchisement of the native 
population continued unabated.
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1801 Act of Union of Great Britain and Ireland comes into force (1 Jan).
1823 Catholic Association founded, led by Daniel O’Connell. 
1829 Catholic Emancipation Act. 
1837 Reign of Queen Victoria begins. 
1845 Potato blight starts in some counties and begins to spread. 

Beginning of the Great Famine (1845-49).
1850 Queen’s University of Belfast founded. 
1854 Catholic University of Ireland founded with John H. Newman first

rector.
1867 Fenian rising takes place in five counties including Dublin.
1870 Home Rule movement launched by Isaac Butt. Gladstone’s first 

Land Act recognises the rights of tenants.
1875 Parnell returned to parliament as member for Co. Meath.
1879-1882 ‘Land War’ is waged. 
1881 Parnell imprisoned; Gladstone’s second Land Act. 
1893 Second Home Rule Bill is introduced. The Gaelic League is 

founded.
1899- Literary revival gets well under way; Irish Literary Theatre founded.
1904 Abbey Theatre opened. 
1908 Irish Universities Act establishes the National University of Ireland.
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Retreat of Irish westwards
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The Great Famine (1845-8)
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The Great Famine is a 
watershed in the 
development of English 
in Ireland. The roughly 
two million who either 
died of starvation or 
emigrated during and in 
the immediate aftermath 
of the famine were mostly 
native speakers of Irish 
(from rural areas).
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Statistics on language use in Ireland are found 
for the first time in the 1851 census. 

Here considerable under-reporting is typical as 
people wanted to conceal the fact that they were 
native speakers of Irish. 

— 1850  —
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Revival of the Irish language

The Gaelic League / 
Conradh na Gaeilge
founded in 1893. Figures 
such as Douglas Hyde / 
Dubhghlas de hÍde were 
instrumental in raising 
consciousness about Irish 
revival in late 19th century 
Ireland. 
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— 1900  —

By the end of the 19th century the language shift 
was all but completed. Numbers of native 
speakers were well below 10% with none left in 
the city and towns of Ireland. 

The remaining areas were discontinuous rural 
communities in the west and along the south-
west coast of the country.
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The main 
areas 

where Irish 
is spoken 
in present-
day Ireland
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The main 
dialect 

regions in 
present-

day Ireland
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Periods in the development of Irish English

1) First period Late 12th century to 1600

Establishment of English on the east coast in a band from Dublin down to 
Waterford. English is above all present in the towns; Anglo-Norman — and of 
course Irish — in the countryside. Increasing Gaelicisation in the centuries after 
the initial invasion led to the demise of English outside the major towns. The 
low point for English is reached in the 16th century with Irish in a 
correspondingly strong position.

2) Second period 1600 to present-day

This begins with a decisive military defeat for the Irish. The north of the country 
is particularly affected with settlers from Lowland Scotland moving to Ulster 
and establishing a firm presence there. Later on in the 17th century there are 
vigorous plantations of the south of the country (under Cromwell). By the end 
of the 17th century, the position of English is unassailable and the general 
decline of Irish sets in with events like the Great Famine in the late 1840s and 
the ensuing mass emigration dealing a final blow to the language.



34

Language Shift in 
Ireland
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How did the language shift take place?

At the onset of the early modern period (ca 1600) there 
were two basic groups in Ireland

1) There were small numbers of (i) original English 
settlers (from late medieval times in towns of the 
east coast) and (ii) later ‘planters’ (settlers on 
escheated land granted to people from Britain).

2) A very large majority of Irish whose first language 
was Irish and who gradually shifted to English in 
order to improve their lot in life.
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How did the Irish learn English?

The vast majority of Irish people switched to English in a 
process of 

Unguided adult second language acquisition 
in a non-prescriptive environment.

Basically, they picked up bits of English from other Irish 
people who knew somewhat more than themselves and 
gradually knowledge of English increased in the 
population.



37

How long did the language shift last?
The shift to English gained momentum in the 17th 

century with the renewed plantation of Ireland by 
English/Scots speakers.

In the 18th century the shift continued at a steady pace 
(but school education for the Irish was not introduced 
until the 1830s).

However, in the 19th century, due to the Great Famine 
(1845-8) and the subsequent mass exodus of Irish 
through emigration (largely to North America), the 
language shift accelerated considerably so that by 
1900 well under 10% of the population was Irish-
speaking.
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Shift varieties of Irish English

These go through a period of mixture and fluidity –
much as in New Dialect Formation scenarios – and 
only gain a clear linguistic profile somewhat later.

This means that some features present in the early 
stages of a language shift variety are not present at 
later stages, that is they are not continued by later 
generations of speakers.

Furthermore, a particular feature may itself undergo 
a development in the shift variety after the latter has 
become independent and the original source 
language is not present.



39

A closer look at selected 
features of Irish English
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Sources
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Features
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Transfer
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Structures and their expression
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How are features transferred in a 
language shift situation?

Getting from individual speakers 
to the speech community
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The prosody of transfer

The case for contact should be considered across all 
linguistic levels. 

If one looks at structures in Irish English, which could be 
traced to transfer from Irish, then one finds in many 
cases that there is a correspondence between the 
prosodic structures of both languages. To be precise, 
structures which appear to derive from transfer show 
the same number of (metrical) feet and the stresses fall 
on the same major syntactic categories in each 
language.



46

Metrical feet

A foot is the distance between two stressed 
syllables. These can be separated by unstressed 
syllables or can be immediately adjacent to each 
other, consider:

/When  \to  \the  /se\ssions  \of  /sweet  /silent  /thought
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The after perfective
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Subordinating and
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Comparative structures
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Why are such prosodic features important?

They help to explain how one gets from individual 
transfer to community-wide features.

During language shift, if speakers create equivalents to 
structures of their outset languages which are not 
present in the target language, then the likelihood of 
such equivalents being accepted by other speakers, 
and eventually by the entire community, is greatest if
such structures are transparent to others, i.e. if they are 
easy to understand as equivalents to structures in the 
common outset language of the shifting community.
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What does not get transferred 
during contact / shift
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The argument from parameter setting

Irish is a post-specifying language (VSO, N+Gen, N+Adj) 
and the fact that English is pre-specifying (SVO, Gen+N, 
Adj+N) is recognised quickly by language learners, and 
would have been in the historical language shift as well. 
This recognition then blocks (and blocked in the past) 
the transfer of any post-specifying strategies from Irish to 
English. The view that the direction of specification is a 
parameter of language, which needs to be recognised by 
only one setting and which is then fixed for all others, is 
supported by the data in A Collection of Contact English
and by the history of Irish English.
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The question of structural match

It would appear that only those features which have a 
fairly good structural match between outset and target 
language have a chance of transfer to the latter. Take, 
for instance, the autonomous in Irish. This is a finite verb 
form - but without a personal pronoun - where relevance 
is expressed via a preposition, e.g.

Rugadh mac di. ‘She gave birth to a son.’
[born-PAST son to-her]

This structure is (and was) never transferred to Irish 
English, probably because of the difficulty of mapping it 
onto English syntactically.
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Some tentative conclusions

Language contact can cause considerable structural change 
if it involves intense speaker interaction. 

Language shift is a special situation which leads to the 
transfer of speech habits from the source to the target 
language, usually during unguided adult second language 
acquisition.

Such features can remain in the target language and can be  
seen by later generations as part of the focussed variety of 
English they speak.
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A final caveat

The golden rule of language contact studies is: 

‘don’t overstate your case’

By no means all the features of Irish English result from 
contact, many have their origin in older, often dialectal 
forms English. Others are independent developments, 
perhaps resulting from the situation in which English was 
acquired by the Irish.
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A final caveat (cont.)

Doing language contact is about convincing colleagues that 
your interpreation of change is a valid one. To do this one 
has to bear all factors in mind and have a proper balance 
between internal and external factors. 

Only in those instances where an internal explanation is 
not available, or is clearly inadequate, can one postulate 
language contact as a source for change. But there are 
enough instances where this is the case to make language 
contact a worthwhile scholarly pursuit.



Dublin EnglishDublin English

Evolution and ChangeEvolution and Change
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Language Variation and ChangeLanguage Variation and Change

For the following consideration 
of Dublin English the research 
paradigm known as Language 
Variation and Change has been 
employed. This examines 
minute variation in language and 
considers how the preference 
for certain variants in certain 
groups in society can lead to 
language change over time. 
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Location of Dublin with its hinterlandLocation of Dublin with its hinterland
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The English language in DublinThe English language in Dublin
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Contemporary Dublin

The city of Dublin lies at the mouth of the river Liffey in 
the centre of the east coast, and spreads along the 
shores of the horseshoe shape of Dublin bay. 
The suburbs, which have increased dramatically since 
the 1960’s, reach down to Bray and beyond into Co. 
Wicklow in the south, to the West in the direction of 
Maynooth and to the north at least to Swords, the airport 
and beyond. 
The Dublin conurbation now encompasses about a third 
of the population of the Republic of Ireland. 
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Contemporary Dublin

Like any other modern city Dublin shows areas of high and low 
social prestige. Within Dublin there is a clear divide between the 
north and the south side of the city. The latter is regarded as more 
residentially desirable (with the exception of Howth and its 
surroundings on the peninsula which forms the north side of Dublin 
bay). Within the south there is a cline in prestige with the area from 
Ballsbridge and Donybrook out to Foxrock enjoying highest status. 
This is the area of certain key complexes like the Royal Dublin 
Society (an important exhibition and event centre in the capital) and 
the national television studios (RTE) and of the national university 
(University College Dublin) in Belfield. This entire area is known by 
its postal code, Dublin 4. Indeed this number has given the name to 
a sub-accent within Dublin English which has been known as the 
‘Dublin 4 Accent’, now referred to simply as ‘D4 English’ or as 
‘Dartspeak’, ‘Dart English’. The less prestigious parts of the city are 
known by their district names such as Tallaght to the west, the 
Liberties in the centre of the city and Ballymun in the north near the 
airport, the only suburb in Ireland with high-rise flats and which is 
associated with adverse social conditions.
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Varieties of Dublin English

Any discussion of English in Dublin necessitates a few basic 
divisions into types. For the present contribution a twofold division, 
with a further subdivision, is employed. The first group consists of 
those who use the inherited popular form of English in the capital. 
The term ‘local’ is intended to capture this and to emphasise that 
these speakers are those who show strongest identification with 
traditional conservative Dublin life of which the popular accent is 
very much a part. The reverse of this is ‘non-local’ which refers to 
sections of the metropolitan population who do not wish a narrow, 
restrictive identification with popular Dublin culture. This group then 
subdivides into a larger, more general section which I label 
‘mainstream’ and a currently smaller group which vigorously rejects 
a confining association with low-prestige Dublin.

1)   local Dublin English 
2)   non-local Dublin English  — a)   mainstream Dublin English

b)   new Dublin English
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A central issue in contemporary Dublin English is the set of vowel shifts 
which represent the most recent phonological innovation in Irish English (see 
below). This is not surprising as Dublin is a typical location for language 
change given the following features. 1) The city has expanded greatly in 
population in the last three or four decades. The increase in population has 
been due both to internal growth and migration into the city from the rest of 
the country. 2) It has undergone an economic boom in the last 15 years or 
so, reflected in its position as an important financial centre and a location for 
many computer firms which run their European operations from Dublin. The 
increase in wealth and international position has meant that many young 
people aspire to an urban sophistication which is divorced from strongly local 
Dublin life. For this reason the developments in fashionable Dublin English 
diverge from those in local Dublin English, indeed can be interpreted as a 
reaction to it. This type of linguistic behaviour can be termed local
dissociation as it is motivated by the desire of speakers to hive themselves
off from vernacular forms of a variety spoken in their immediate
surroundings. 

Varieties of Dublin English
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Variable features in Dublin English

T-lenition The clearest phonetic feature of southern Irish English is the 
realisation of /t/ as a fricative with identical characteristics of the stop, 
i.e. an apico-alveolar fricative in weak positions. This cannot be 
indicated in English orthography of course but vacillation between t and 
th for /t/ is found already in the Kildare Poems (probably early 14th 
century) and would suggest that it was a feature of English in Ireland in 
the first period. 

Extensions include the lenition of /t/ in a weak position beyond the initial 
stage of apico-alveolar fricative to /r/ then to /h/ with final deletion as in 
the following instance. 

/t/ [8] F [r] F [h] F ø
water  [w<:8Q] [w<:rQ] [w<:hQ] [w<:Q]
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Variable features in Dublin English
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Dissociation: How to avoid local features

Speakers of both mainstream and new Dublin English 
generally avoid the local features I have already 
mentioned. 

But the speakers of new Dublin English have developed 
strategies for maximising the phonetic differences 
between realisations typical of their own variety and 
those of local Dublin English. This has been achieved by 
moving away — in phonological space — from the 
realisations found locally. 

The following list gives some indication of what is 
involved here. 
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Dissociation: How to avoid local features

a) Local Dublin English has a distinction between historic 
back and front short vowels before /r/, in the NURSE and 
GIRL lexical sets, [nu:(r)s] and [ge:(r)l] respectively. But 
because the open front realisation is so typical of local 
Dublin English, there is a migration in fashionable Dublin 
English of historically front long vowels to the central 
rhotic type as seen in words from the SQUARE lexical 
set like carefully [kqr:fqli] and daring [dq:rin]. This 
realisation has no precedent in the history of southern 
Irish English.
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Dissociation: How to avoid local features

b) Connected with the previous feature is the strict 
avoidance of schwa retraction before /r/ in NURSE 
words such as third [tq:rd], purse [pq:rs], not [tu:(r)d] and 
[pu:(r)s]. 

c) The local back rounded vowel /u/ in the STRUT lexical 
set is replaced by an unrounded front vowel which is 
almost /i/, as in Sunday [si-nde]. 

d) A syllable-final retroflex /r/, [5], is used which has the 
advantage of marking the /r/ even more clearly vis à vis
the popular forms of Dublin English which, if at all, have 
only a weak syllable-final /r/. 
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The Dublin Vowel ShiftThe Dublin Vowel Shift
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The Dublin Vowel Shift

In present-day Ireland the major instance of language change is 
undoubtedly the shift in pronunciation of Dublin English. To 
understand the workings of this shift one must realise that in the 
course of the 1980s and 1990s the city underwent an 
unprecedented expansion in population size and in relative 
prosperity with a great increase in international connections to and 
from the metropolis. The in-migrants to the city, who arrived there 
chiefly to avail of the job opportunities resulting from the economic 
boom formed a group of socially mobile, weak-tie speakers and their 
section of the city´s population has been a key locus for language 
change. Speakers began to move away in their speech from their 
perception of popular Dublin English, a classic case of dissociation 
in an urban setting. This dissociation was realised phonetically by a 
reversal of the unrounding and lowering of vowels typical of Dublin 
English hitherto. The reversal was systematic in nature, with a 
raising and rounding of low back vowels and the retraction of the /ai/ 
diphthong and the raising of the />i/ diphthong, representing the 
most salient elements of the change.
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Gender and language changeGender and language change



( new feature )( new feature )

( new feature )( new feature )

( traditional feature )( traditional feature )
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Perception of change by the general populationPerception of change by the general population

When language variation proceeds towards language 
change it becomes more and more noticed by the general 
population. In this situation the change is universally 
condemned (true for all instances). In the case of Dublin 
English negative references abound to the front vowel in a 
word like roundabout or the perky ‘r’ in a word like Cork or 
the high vowel in a word like toy. Sometimes a label arises 
for the new pronunciation. This happened in Dublin where it 
was called ‘Dortspeak’ (from ‘Dartspeak’) for a time. 
But people can get used to anything, including a new 
pronunciation, and with time the excitement and the 
condemnation subsides and the ‘new’ becomes ‘normal’
until the next set of changes comes along.
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Recent literature on Dublin English 
and Irish English in general
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Website for Irish English: www.uni-due.de/IERC

http://www.uni-due.de/IERC
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