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The necessity for de-Anglicising Ireland1 
 

When we speak of “The Necessity for De-Anglicising the 
Irish Nation”, we mean it, not as a protest against imitating what is 
best in the English people, for that would be absurd, but rather to 
show the folly of neglecting what is Irish, and hastening to adopt, 
pell-mell, and indiscriminately, everything that is English, simply 
because it is English. 

This is a question which most Irishmen will naturally look at 
from a National point of view, but it is one which ought also to 
claim the sympathies of every intelligent Unionist, and which, as I 
know, does claim the sympathy of many. 

If we take a bird’s-eye view of our island to-day, and compare 
it with what it used to be, we must be struck by the extraordinary 
fact that the nation which was once, as every one admits, one of 
the most classically learned and cultured nations in Europe, is now 
one of the least so; how one of the most reading and literary 
peoples has become one of the least studious and most un-literary, 
and how the present art products of one of the quickest, most 
sensitive, and most artistic races on earth are now only 
distinguished for their hideousness. 

I shall endeavour to show that this failure of the Irish people 
in recent times has been largely brought about by the race 
diverging during this century from the right path, and ceasing to 
be Irish without becoming English. I shall attempt to show that 
with the bulk of the people this change took place quite recently, 

  
1  Delivered before the Irish National Literary Society in Dublin, 

November 25th, 1892. 

much more recently than most people imagine, and is, in fact, 
still going on. I should also like to call attention to the illogical 
position of men who drop their own language to speak English, 
of men who translate their euphonious Irish names into 
English monosyllables, of men who read English books, and 
know nothing about Gaelic literature, nevertheless protesting 
as a matter of sentiment that they hate the country which at 
every hand’s turn they rush to imitate. 

I wish to show you that in Anglicising ourselves wholesale 
we have thrown away with a light heart the best claim which 
we have upon the world’s recognition of us as a separate 
nationality. What did Mazzini say? What is Goldwin Smith 
never tired of declaiming? What do the Spectator and Saturday 
Review harp on? That we ought to be content as an integral part 
of the United Kingdom because we have lost the notes of 
nationality, our language and customs. 

It has always been very curious to me how Irish sentiment 
sticks in this half-way house – how it continues to apparently 
hate the English, and at the same time continues to imitate 
them; how it continues to clamour for recognition as a distinct 
nationality, and at the same time throws away with both hands 
what would make it so. If Irishmen only went a little farther 
they would become good Englishmen in sentiment also. But – 
illogical as it appears – there seems not the slightest sign or 
probability of their taking that step. It is the curious certainty 
that come what may Irishmen will continue to resist English 
rule, even though it should be for their good, which prevents 
many of our nation from becoming Unionists upon the spot. It 
is a fact, and we must face it as a fact, that although they adopt 
English habits and copy England in every way, the great bulk 
of Irishmen and Irishwomen over the whole world are known 
to be filled with a dull, ever-abiding animosity against her, and 
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– right or wrong – to grieve when she prospers, and joy when she 
is hurt. Such movements as Young Irelandism, Fenianism, Land 
Leagueism, and Parliamentary obstruction seem always to gain 
their sympathy and support. It is just because there appears no 
earthly chance of their becoming good members of the Empire 
that I urge that they should not remain in the anomalous position 
they are in, but since they absolutely refuse to become the one 
thing, that they become the other; cultivate what they have 
rejected, and build up an Irish nation on Irish lines. 

But you ask, why should we wish to make Ireland more Celtic 
than it is – why should we de-Anglicise it at all? 

I answer because the Irish race is at present in a most 
anomalous position, imitating England and yet apparently hating it. 
How can it produce anything good in literature, art, or institutions 
as long as it is actuated by motives so contradictory? Besides, I 
believe it is our Gaelic past which, though the Irish race does not 
recognise it just at present, is really at the bottom of the Irish heart, 
and prevents us becoming citizens of the Empire, as, I think, can 
be easily proved. 

To say that Ireland has not prospered under English rule is 
simply a truism; all the world admits it, England does not deny it. 
But the English retort is ready. You have not prospered, they say, 
because you would not settle down contentedly, like the Scotch, 
and form part of the Empire. “Twenty years of good, resolute, 
grand-fatherly government,” said a well-known Englishman, will 
solve the Irish question. He possibly made the period too short, 
but let us suppose this. Let us suppose for a moment – which is 
impossible – that there were to arise a series of Cromwells in 
England for the space of one hundred years, able administrators 
of the Empire, careful rulers of Ireland, developing to the utmost 
our national resources, whilst they unremittingly stamped out 
every spark of national feeling, making Ireland a land of wealth 

and factories, whilst they extinguished every thought and every 
idea that was Irish, and left us, at last, after a hundred years of 
good government, fat, wealthy, and populous, but with all our 
characteristics gone, with every external that at present 
differentiates us from the English lost or dropped; all our Irish 
names of places and people turned into English names; the 
Irish language completely extinct; the O’s and the Macs 
dropped; our Irish intonation changed, as far as possible by 
English schoolmasters into something English; our history no 
longer remembered or taught; the names of our rebels and 
martyrs blotted out; our battlefields and traditions forgotten; 
the fact that we were not of Saxon origin dropped out of sight 
and memory, and let me now put the question – How many 
Irishmen are there who would purchase material prosperity at 
such a price? It is exactly such a question as this and the answer 
to it that shows the difference between the English and Irish 
race. Nine Englishmen out of ten would jump to make the 
exchange, and I as firmly believe that nine Irishmen out of ten 
would indignantly refuse it. 

And yet this awful idea of complete Anglicisation, which I 
have here put before you in all its crudity, is, and has been, 
making silent inroads upon us for nearly a century. 

Its inroads have been silent, because, had the Gaelic race 
perceived what was being done, or had they been once warned 
of what was taking place in their own midst, they would, I 
think, never have allowed it. When the picture of complete 
Anglicisation is drawn for them in all its nakedness Irish 
sentimentality becomes suddenly a power and refuses to 
surrender its birthright. 

What lies at the back of the sentiments of nationality with 
which the Irish millions seem so strongly leavened, what can 
prompt them to applaud such sentiments as: 

http://www.spinnet.eu


 
SPIN source text on 

the history of cultural 
nationalism in Europe 

www.spinnet.eu 

Source: The Revival of Irish Literature: Addresses by 
Sr Charles Gavan Duffy, KCMG, Dr. George Sigerson, and Dr Douglas Hyde 

(London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1904), 117-161 

 
 
They say the British empire owes much to Irish hands, 
That Irish valour fixed her flag o’er many conquered lands; 
And ask if Erin takes no pride in these her gallant sons, 
Her Wolseleys and her Lawrences, her Wolfes and Wellingtons, 

Ah! these were of the Empire – we yield them to her fame, 
And ne’er in Erin’s orisons are heard their alien name; 
But those for whom her heart beats high and benedictions swell, 
They died upon the scaffold and they pined within the cell. 

 

Of course it is a very composite feeling which prompts them; 
but I believe that what is largely behind it is the half unconscious 
feeling that the race which at one time held possession of more 
than half Europe, which established itself in Greece, and burned 
infant Rome, is now – almost extirpated and absorbed elsewhere – 
making its last stand for independence in this island of Ireland; 
and do what they may the race of to-day cannot wholly divest 
itself from the mantle of its own past. Through early Irish 
literature, for instance, can we best form some conception of what 
that race really was, which, after overthrowing and trampling on 
the primitive peoples of half Europe, was itself forced in turn to 
yield its speech, manners, and independence to the victorious 
eagles of Rome. We alone of the nations of Western Europe 
escaped the claws of those birds of prey; we alone developed 
ourselves naturally upon our own lines outside of and free from all 
Roman influence; we alone were thus able to produce an early art 
and literature, our antiquities can best throw light upon the pre-
Romanised inhabitants of half Europe, and – we are our father’s 
sons. 

There is really no exaggeration in all this, although Irishmen 
are sometimes prone to overstating as well as to forgetting. 
Westwood himself declares that, were it not for Irishmen, these 

islands would possess no primitive works of art worth the 
mentioning ; Jubainville asserts that early Irish literature is that 
which best throws light upon the manners and customs of his 
own ancestors the Gauls; and Zimmer, who has done so much 
for Celtic philology, has declared that only a spurious criticism 
can make an attempt to doubt about the historical character of 
the chief persons of our two epic cycles, that of Cuchullain and 
of Finn. It is useless elaborating this point; and Dr. Sigerson 
has already shown in his opening lecture the debt of gratitude 
which in many respects Europe owes to ancient Ireland. The 
dim consciousness of this is one of those things which are at 
the back of Irish national sentiment, and our business, whether 
we be Unionists or Nationalists, should be to make this dim 
consciousness an active and potent feeling, and thus increase 
our sense of self-respect and of honour. 

What we must endeavour to never forget is this, that the 
Ireland of to-day is the descendant of the Ireland of the 
seventh century, then the school of Europe, and the torch of 
learning. It is true that Northmen made some minor 
settlements in it in the ninth and tenth centuries, it is true that 
the Normans made extensive settlements during the 
succeeding centuries, but none of those broke the continuity of 
the social life of the island. Dane and Norman drawn to the 
kindly Irish breast issued forth in a generation or two fully 
Irishised,and more Hibernian than the Hibernians themselves, 
and even after the Cromwellian plantation the children of 
numbers of the English soldiers who settled in the south and 
midlands, were, after forty years’ residence, and after marrying 
Irish wives, turned into good Irishmen, and unable to speak a 
word of English, while several Gaelic poets of the last century 
have, like Father English, the most unmistakably English 
names. In two points only was the continuity of the Irishism of 
Ireland damaged. First, in the north-east of Ulster, where the 
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Gaelic race was expelled and the land planted with aliens, whom 
our dear mother Erin, assimilative as she is, has hitherto found it 
difficult to absorb, and in the ownership of the land, eight-ninths 
of which belongs to people many of whom always lived, or live, 
abroad, and not half of whom Ireland can be said to have 
assimilated. 

During all this time the continuation of Erin’s national life 
centred, according to our way of looking at it, not so much in the 
Cromwellian or Williamite landholders who sat in College Green, 
and governed the country, as in the mass of the people whom 
Dean Swift considered might be entirely neglected, and looked 
upon as hewers of wood and drawers of water; the men who, 
nevertheless, constituted the real working population, and who 
were living on in the hopes of better days; the men who have since 
made America, and have within the last ten years proved what an 
important factor they may be in wrecking or in building the British 
Empire. These are the men of whom our merchants, artisans, and 
farmers mostly consist, and in whose hands is to-day the making 
or marring of an Irish nation. But, alas, quantum mutatus ab illo! 
What the battleaxe of the Dane, the sword of the Norman, the 
wile of the Saxon were unable to perform, we haveaccomplished 
ourselves. We have at last broken the continuity of Irish life, and 
just at the moment when the Celtic race is presumably about to 
largely recover possession of its own country, it finds itself 
deprived and stript of its Celtic characteristics, cut off from the 
past, yet scarcely in touch with the present. It has lost since the 
beginning of this century almost all that connected it with the era 
of Cuchullain and of Ossian, that connected it with the 
Christianisers of Europe, that connected it with Brian Boru and 
the heroes of Clontarf, with the O’Neills and O’Donnells, with 
Rory O’More, with the Wild Geese, and even to some extent with 
the men of ’98. It has lost all that they had – language, traditions, 
music, genius, and ideas. Just when we should be starting to build 

up anew the Irish race and the Gaelic nation – as within our 
own recollection Greece has been built up anew – we find 
ourselves despoiled of the bricks of nationality. The old bricks 
that lasted eighteen hundred years are destroyed; we must now 
set to, to bake new ones, if we can, on other ground and of 
other clay. Imagine for a moment the restoration of a German-
speaking Greece. 

The bulk of the Irish race really lived in the closest contact 
with the traditions of the past and the national life of nearly 
eighteen hundred years, until the beginning of this century. Not 
only so, but during the whole of the dark Penal times they 
produced amongst themselves a most vigorous literary 
development. Their schoolmasters and wealthy farmers, 
unwearied scribes, produced innumerable manuscripts in 
beautiful writing, each letter separated from another as in 
Greek, transcripts both of the ancient literature of their sires 
and of the more modern literature produced by themselves. 
Until the beginning of the present century there was no county, 
no barony, and, I may almost say, no townland which did not 
boast of an Irish poet, the people’s representative of those 
ancient bards who died out with the extirpation of the great 
Milesian families. The literary activity, of even the eighteenth 
century among the Gaels was very great, not in the South alone, 
but also in Ulster – the number of poets it produced was 
something astonishing. It did not, however, produce many 
works in Gaelic prose, but it propagated translations of many 
pieces from the French, Latin, Spanish, and English. Every 
well-to-do farmer could read and write Irish, and many of them 
could understand even archaic Irish. I have myself heard 
persons reciting the poems of Donogha More O’Daly, Abbot 
of Boyle, in Roscommon, who died sixty years before Chaucer 
was born. To this very day the people have a word for archaic 
Irish, which is much the same as though Chaucer’s poems were 
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handed down amongst the English peasantry, but required a 
special training to understand. This training, however, nearly every 
one of fair education during the Penal times possessed, nor did 
they begin to lose their Irish training and knowledge until after the 
establishment of Maynooth and the rise of O’Connell. These two 
events made an end of the Gaelicism of the Gaelic race, although 
a great number of Poets and scribes existed even down to the 
forties and fifties of the present century, and a few may linger on 
yet in remote localities. But it may be said, roughly speaking, that 
the ancient Gaelic civilisation died with O’Connell, largely, I am 
afraid, owing to his example and his neglect of inculcating the 
necessity of keeping alive racial customs, language, and traditions, 
in which with the one notable exception of our scholarly idealist, 
Smith O Brien, he has been followed until a year ago by almost 
every leader of the Irish race. 

Thomas Davis and his brilliant band of Young Irelanders 
came just at the dividing of the line, and tried to give to Ireland a 
new literature in English to replace the literature which was just 
being discarded. It succeeded and it did not succeed. It was a most 
brilliant effort, but the old bark had been too recently stripped off 
the Irish tree, and the trunk could not take as it might have done 
to a fresh one. It was a new departure, and at first produced a 
violent effect. Yet in the long run it failed to properly leaven our 
peasantry who might, perhaps, have been reached upon other lines. 
I say they might have been reached upon other lines because it is 
quite certain that even well on into the beginning of this century, 
Irish poor scholars and schoolmasters used to gain the greatest 
favour and applause by reading out manuscripts in the people’s 
houses at night, some of which manuscripts had an antiquity of a 
couple of hundred years or more behind them, and which, when 
they got illegible from age, were always recopied. The Irish 
peasantry at that time were all to some extent cultured men, and 
many of the better off ones were scholars and poets. What have 

we now left of all that? Scarcely a trace. Many of them read 
newspapers indeed, but who reads, much less recites, an epic 
poem, or chants an elegiac or even a hymn ? 

Wherever Irish throughout Ireland continued to be spoken, 
there the ancient MSS. continued to be read, there the epics of 
Cuchullain, Conor MacNessa, Déirdre, Finn, Oscar, and 
Ossian continued to be told, and there poetry and music held 
sway. Some people may think I am exaggerating in as¬serting 
that such a state of things existed down to the present century, 
but it is no exaggeration. I have myself spoken with men from 
Cavan and Tyrone who spoke excellent Irish. Carleton’s stories 
bear witness to the prevalence of the Irish language and 
traditions in Ulster when he began to write. My friend Mr. 
Lloyd has found numbers in Antrim who spoke good Irish. 
And, as for Leinster, my friend Mr. Cleaver informed me that 
when he lived in Wicklow a man came by from the County 
Carlow in search of work who could not speak a word of 
English. Old labourers from Connacht, who used to go to reap 
the harvest in England and take shipping at Drogheda, told me 
that at that time, fifty years ago, Irish was spoken by every one 
round that town. I have met an old man in Wicklow, not 
twenty miles from Dublin, whose parents always repeated the 
Rosary in Irish. My friend Father O’Growny, who has done 
and is doing so much for the Irish language and literature at 
Maynooth, tells me that there, within twenty miles of Dublin, 
are three old people who still speak Irish. O’Curry found 
people within seven miles of Dublin city who had never heard 
English in their youth at all, except from the car-drivers of the 
great town. I gave an old man in the street who begged from 
me, a penny, only a few days ago, saying, “Sin pighin agad,” and 
when he answered in Irish I asked him where he was from, and 
he said from Newna (n’ Eamhain), i.e., Navan. Last year I was in 
Canada and out hunting with some Red Indians, and we spent 
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a night in the last white man’s house in the last settlement on the 
brink of the primeval forest; and judging from a peculiarly 
Hibernian physiognomy that the man was Irish, I addressed him in 
Gaelic, and to the intense astonishment both of whites and 
Indians we entered into a conversation which none of them 
understood; and it turned out that he was from within three miles 
of Kilkenny, and had been forty years in that country without 
forgetting the language he had spoken as a child, and I, although 
from the centre of Connacht, understood him perfectly. When my 
father was a young boy in the county Leitrim, not far from 
Longford, he seldom heard the farm labourers and tenants speak 
anything but Irish amongst themselves. So much for Ulster and 
Leinster, but Connacht and Munster were until quite recently 
completely Gaelic. In fact, I may venture to say, that, up to the 
beginning of the present century, neither man, woman, nor child 
of the Gaelic race, either of high blood or low blood, existed in 
Ireland who did not either speak Irish or understand it. But within 
the last ninety years we have, with an unparalleled frivolity, 
deliberately thrown away our birthright and Anglicised ourselves. 
None of the children of those people of whom I have spoken 
know Irish, and the race will from henceforth be changed; for as 
Monsieur Jubainville says of the influence of Rome upon Gaul, 
England “has definitely conquered us, she has even imposed upon 
us her language, that is to say, the form of our thoughts during 
every instant of our existence”. It is curious that those who most 
fear West Britainism have so eagerly consented to imposing upon 
the Irish race what, according to Jubainville, who in common with 
all the great scholars of the continent, seems to regret it very much, 
is “the form of our thoughts during every instant of our existence”. 

So much for the greatest stroke of all in our Anglicisation, the 
loss of our language. I have often heard people thank God that if 
the English gave us nothing else they gave us at least their 
language. In this way they put a bold face upon the matter, and 

pretend that the Irish language is not worth knowing, and has 
no literature. But the Irish language is worth knowing, or why 
would the greatest philologists of Germany, France, and Italy 
be emulously studying it, and it does possess a literature, or why 
would a German savant have made the calculation that the 
books written in Irish between the eleventh and seventeenth 
centuries, and still extant, would fill a thousand octavo volumes. 

I have no hesitation at all in saying that every Irish-feeling 
Irishman, who hates the reproach of West-Britonism, should 
set himself to encourage the efforts which are being made to 
keep alive our once great national tongue. The losing of it is 
our greatest blow, and the sorest stroke that the rapid 
Anglicisation of Ireland has inflicted upon us. In order to de-
Anglicise ourselves we must at once arrest the decay of the 
language. We must bring pressure upon our politicians not to 
snuff it out by their tacit discouragement merely because they 
do not happen themselves to understand it. We must arouse 
some spark of patriotic inspiration among the peasantry who 
still use the language, and put an end to the shameful state of 
feeling – a thousand-tongued reproach to our leaders and 
statesmen – which makes young men and women blush and 
hang their heads when overheard speaking their own language.2 

  
2 As an instance of this, I mention the case of a young man I 

met on the road coming from the fair of Tuam, some ten miles away. 
I saluted him in Irish, and he answered me in English. “Don't you 
speak Irish,” said I. “Well, I declare to God, sir,” he said, “my father 
and mother hasn't a word of English, but still, I don't speak Irish.” 
This was absolutely true for him. There are thousands upon 
thousands of houses all over Ireland to-day where the old people 
invariably use Irish in addressing the children, and the children as 
invariably answer in English, the children understanding Irish but 
not speaking it, the parents understanding their children's English 
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Maynooth has at last come splendidly to the front, and it is now 
incumbent upon every clerical student to attend lectures in the 
Irish language and history during the first three years of his course. 
But in order to keep the Irish language alive where it is still spoken 
– which is the utmost we can at present aspire to–  nothing less 
than a house-to-house visitation and exhortation of the people 
themselves will do, something – though with a very different 
purpose – analogous to the procedure that James Stephens 
adopted throughout Ireland when he found her like a corpse on 
the dissecting table. This and some system of giving medals or 
badges of honour to every family who will guarantee that they 
have always spoken Irish amongst themselves during the year. But, 
unfortunately, distracted as we are and torn by contending factions, 
it is impossible to find either men or money to carry out this 
simple remedy, although to a dispassionate foreigner – to a Zeuss, 

  
but unable to use it themselves. In a great many cases, I should almost 
say most, the children are not conscious of the existence of two 
languages. I remember asking a gossoon a couple of miles west of 
Ballaghaderreen in the Co. Mayo, some questions in Irish and he 
answered them in English. At last I said to him, “Nach labhrann tu 
Gaedheilg?” (i.e., “Don't you speak Irish?”) and his answer was, “And isn't 
it Irish I'm spaking?” “No a-chuisle,” said I, “it's not Irish you're speaking, 
but English.” “Well then,” said he, “that's how I spoke it ever”! He was 
quite unconscious that I was addressing him in one language and he 
answering in another. On a different occasion I spoke Irish to a little girl 
in a house near Kilfree Junction, Co. Sligo, into which I went while 
waiting for a train. The girl answered me in Irish until her brother came 
in. “Arrah now, Mary,” said he, with what was intended to be amost 
bitter sneer; “and isn't that a credit to you!” And poor Mary – whom 
Ihad with difficulty persuaded to begin – immediately hung her head and 
changed to English. This is going on from Malin Head to Galway, and 
from Galway to Waterford, with the exception possibly of a few spots in 
Donegal and Kerry, where the people are wiser and more national. 

Jubainville, Zimmer, Kuno Meyer, Windisch, or Ascoli, and the 
rest – this is of greater importance than whether Mr. Redmond 
or Mr. MacCarthy lead the largest wing of the Irish party for 
the moment, or Mr. So-and-So succeed with his election 
petition. To a person taking a bird’s-eye view of the situation a 
hundred or five hundred years hence, believe me, it will also 
appear of greater importance than any mere temporary wrangle, 
but, unhappily, our countrymen cannot be brought to see this. 

We can, however, insist, and we shall insist if Home Rule 
be carried, that the Irish language, which so many foreign 
scholars of the first calibre find so worthy of study, shall be 
placed on a par with – or even above – Greek, Latin, and 
modern languages, in all examinations held under the Irish 
Government. We can also insist, and we shall insist, that in 
those baronies where the children speak Irish, Irish shall be 
taught, and that Irish-speaking schoolmasters, petty sessions 
clerks, and even magistrates be appointed in Irish-speaking 
districts. If all this were done, it should not be very difficult, 
with the aid of the foremost foreign scholars, to bring about a 
tone of thought which would make it disgraceful for an 
educated Irishman – especially of the old Celtic race, 
MacDermotts, O’Conors, O’Sullivans, MacCarthys, O’Neills – 
to be ignorant of his own language – would make it at least as 
disgraceful as for an educated Jew to be quite ignorant of 
Hebrew. 

 

We find the decay of our language faithfully reflected in 
the decay of our surnames. In Celtic times a great proof of the 
powers of assimilation which the Irish nation possessed, was 
the fact that so many of the great Norman and English nobles 
lived like the native chiefs and took Irish names. In this way 
the De Bourgos of Connacht became MacWilliams, of which 
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clan again some minor branches became MacPhilpins, 
MacGibbons, and MacRaymonds. The Birminghams of Connacht 
took the name of MacFeóiris, the Stauntons became MacAveelys, 
the Nangles MacCostellos; the Prendergasts of Mayo became 
MacMaurices, the De Courcys became MacPatricks, the Bissetts of 
Antrim became MacEóins, and so on. Roughly speaking, it may be 
said that most of the English and Norman families outside of the 
Pale were Irish in name and manners from the beginning of the 
fourteenth to the middle of the seventeenth century. 

In 1465 an Act was passed by the Parliament of the English 
Pale that all Irishmen inside the Pale should take an English name 
“of one towne as Sutton, Chester, Trym, Skryne, Corke, Kinsale; 
or colour, as white, black, brown; or art or science, as smith or 
carpenter; or office, as cooke, butler; and that he and his issue 
shall use this name” or forfeit all his goods. A great number of the 
lesser families complied with this typically English ordinance; but 
the greater ones – the MacMurroghs, O’Tooles, O’Byrnes, 
O’Nolans, O’Mores, O’Ryans, O’Conor Falys, O’Kellys, &c. – 
refused, and never did change their names. A hundred and thirty 
years later we find Spenser, the poet, advocating the renewal of 
this statute. By doing this, says Spenser, “they shall in time learne 
quite to forget the Irish nation. And herewithal,” he says, “would I 
also wish the O’s and Macs which the heads of septs have taken to 
their names to be utterly forbidden and extinguished, for that the 
same being an ordinance (as some say) first made by O’Brien 
(Brian Borúmha) for the strengthening of the Irish, the 
abrogation thereof will as much enfeeble them.” It was, however, 
only after Aughrim and the Boyne that Irish names began to be 
changed in great numbers, and O’Conors to become “Conyers,” 
O’Reillys “Ridleys,” O’Donnells “Daniels,” O’Sullivans “Silvans,” 
MacCarthys “Carters,” and so on. 

But it is the last sixty years that have made most havoc with 

our Milesian names. It seemed as if the people were possessed 
with a mania for changing them to something – anything at all, 
only to get rid of the Milesian sound. “Why,” said O’Connell, 
once talking to a mass-meeting of Lord Chancellor Sugden, 
“you wouldn’t call a decent pig Sugden.” Yet he never uttered a 
word of remonstrance at the O’Lahiffs, O’Brollahans, and 
MacRorys becoming under his eyes Guthrys, Bradleys, and 
Rogerses. It is more than a little curious, and a very bad augury 
for the future independence of Ireland, that men of education 
and intelligence like Carleton the novelist, or Hardiman, author 
of the “History of Galway” and the “Irish Minstrelsy,” should 
have changed their Milesian names, one from that of 
O’Cairellan, who was ancient chief of Clandermot, the other 
from the well-known name of O’Hargadain. In Connacht alone 
I know scores of Gatelys, Sextons, Baldwins, Foxes, Coxes, 
Footes, Greenes, Keatings, who are really O’Gatlies, O’Sesnans, 
O’Mulligans, O’Shanahans, MacGillacullys, O’Trehys, 
O’Honeens, and O’Keateys. The O’Hennesys are Harringtons, 
the O’Kinsellaghs, Kingsleys and Tinslys, the O’Feehillys 
Pickleys, and so on. O’Donovan, writing in 1862, gives a list of 
names which had recently been changed in the neighbourhood 
of Cootehill, Co. Cavan. These Irish names of MacNebo, 
Maclntyre, MacGilroy, MacTernan, MacCorry, MacOscar, 
MacBrehon, O’Clery, Murtagh, O’Drum, &c., were becoming, 
or had become, Victory, Victoria, Callwell, Freeman, King, 
Nugent, Gilman, Leonard, Godwin, Goodwin, Smyth, 
Golderich, Golding, Masterton, Lind, Crosby, Grosby, Crosse, 
Corry, Cosgrove, Judge, Brabacy, Brabazon, Clarke, Clerkin, 
Cunningham, Drummond, Tackit, Sexton, and Mortimer 3  – 

  
3  The following are a few instances out of hundreds of the 

monstrous transmographying of Gaelic names into English. The 
Gillespies (Giolla-Easbuig, i.e., Bishop's servant) are Archbolds or 

http://www.spinnet.eu


 
SPIN source text on 

the history of cultural 
nationalism in Europe 

www.spinnet.eu 

Source: The Revival of Irish Literature: Addresses by 
Sr Charles Gavan Duffy, KCMG, Dr. George Sigerson, and Dr Douglas Hyde 

(London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1904), 117-161 

 

  
Bishops. The Mackays (Mac Aodha, i.e., son of Ae or Hugh) are Hughes. 
The Mac Reevys or Mac Culreevys (Mac Cùil-Riabhaigh, i.e., son of the 
grey poll) are Grays. The Mac Eóchagains instead of being all Gahagans 
or Geoghegans have — some of them — deformed their name into the 
monstrosity of Goggin. The Mac Feeachrys (Mac Fhiachraidh) are 
Vickors or even Hunters. The Mac Feehalys are often Fieldings. Mac 
Gilleesa (Mac Giolla Iosa, i.e., sons of Jesus' devotee) are either Gillespie 
or Giles. The Mac Gillamurrys (Mac Giolla-Mhuire, i.e., son of the 
Virgin's devotee) is often made Marmion, sometimes more correctly 
Macilmurray or Mac Ilmurry. Mac Gillamerry (Mac Giolla Meidhre, i.e., 
son of the servant of merriment) is Anglicised Merryman. Mac Gillaree 
(Mac Giolla-righ, i.e., son of the king's servant) is very often made King, 
but sometimes pretty correctly Mac Gilroy or Mac Ilroy — thus the 
Connemara people have made Kingston of the village of Ballyconry, 
because the ry or righ means a king. The Mac Irs, sons of Ir, earliest 
coloniser of Ireland, have, by some confusion with geirr, the genitive of 
gearr, "short," become Shorts or Shortalls, but sometimes, less corruptly, 
Kerrs. The honourable name of Mac Rannell (Mac Raghnaill) is now 
seldom met with in any other form than that of Reynolds. The Mac 
Sorarans (Mac Samhradháin, the clan or tribe name of the Mac Gaurans 
or Mac Governs) have become Somers, through some fancied 
etymology with the word samhradh. The Mac Sorleys (Mac Samharlaigh) 
are often Shirleys. The honourable and poetic race of Mac-an-bháirds 
(sons of the bard) are now Wards to a man. The Mac-intleevys (Mac an 
tsléibhe, i.e., sons of the mountain) are Levys or Dunlevys. The 
Macintaggarts (Mac an tsagairt, i.e., son of the priest) are now Priestmans, 
or occasionally, I do not know why, Segraves. The Macgintys (Mac an 
tsaoi, i.e., son of the sage) are very often Nobles. The Macinteers (Mac 
an tsaoir, i.e., son of the carpenter) instead of being made MacIntyre as 
the Scots always have it, are in Ireland Carpenters or Wrights, or —
because saor means "free" as well as Carpenter — Frees and Freemans. 
Many of the O'Hagans (O h-Aodhgáin) are now Fagans, and even 
Dickens's Fagan the Jew has not put a stop to the hideous 
transformation. The O'Hillans (Mac Ui Iollain, i.e., sons of Illan, a great 
name in Irish romance) have become Hylands or Whelans. It would be 

not a bad attempt at West-Britonising for one little town ! 

Numbers of people, again, like Mr. Davitt. or Mr. 
Hennessy, drop the O and Mac which properly belong to their 
names; others, without actually changing them, metamorphose 
their names, as we have seen, into every possible form. I was 
told in America that the first Chauncey who ever came out 
there was an O’Shaughnessy, who went to, I think, Maryland, 
in the middle of the last century, and who had twelve sons, 
who called themselves Chauncey, and from whom most of or 
all the Chaunceys in America are descended. I know people 
who have translated their names within the last ten years. This 
vile habit is going on with almost unabated vigour and nobody 
has ever raised a protest against it. Out of the many hundreds 
of O’Byrnes – offshoots of the great Wicklow chieftains – in 
the city of New York only four have retained that name; all the 
rest have taken the Scotch name of Burns. I have this 
information from two of the remaining four, both friends of 
my own, and both splendid Gaelic scholars, though from 
opposite ends of Ireland, Donegal and Waterford. Of two 
brothers of whom I was lately told, though I do not know 
them personally, one is an O’Gara, and still condescends to 
remain connected with the patron of the Four Masters and a 
thousand years of a glorious past, whilst the other (through 
some etymological confusion with the word Caraim, which 
means “I love”) calls himself Mr. Love! Another brother 
remains a Brehony, thus showing his descent from one of the 

  
tedious to go through all the well-known names that immediately 
occur to one as thus suffering; suffice it to say, that the O'Heas 
became Hayses, the O'Queenahans, Mosses, Mossmans, and 
Kinahans, the O'Longans Longs, the O'Naghtens Nortons, the 
O'Reardons Salmons, the O'Shanahans Foxes, and so on ad infinitum. 
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very highest and most honourable titles in Ireland – a Brehon, 
law-giver and poet; the other brother is John Judge. In fact, 
hundreds of thousands of Irishmen prefer to drop their 
honourable Milesian names, and call themselves Groggins or 
Duggan, or Higgins or Guthry, or any other beastly name, in 
preference to the surnames of warriors, saints, and poets; and the 
melancholy part of it is, that not one single word of warning or 
remonstrance has been raised, as far as I am aware, against this 
colossal cringing either by the Irish public press or public men. 

With our Irish Christian names the case is nearly as bad. 
Where are now all the fine old Irish Christian names of both men 
and women which were in vogue even a hundred years ago? They 
have been discarded as unclean things, not because they were ugly 
in themselves or inharmonious, but simply because they were not 
English. No man is now christened by a Gaelic name, “nor no 
woman neither.” Such common Irish Christian names as Conn, 
Cairbre, Farfeasa, Teig, Diarmuid, Kian, Cuan, Ae, Art, Mahon, 
Eochaidh, Fearflatha, Cathan, Rory, Coll, Lochlainn, Cathal, 
Lughaidh, Turlough, Éamon, Randal, Niall, Sorley, and Conor, are 
now extinct or nearly so. Donough and Murrough survive in the 
O’Brien family, Angus, Manus, Fergal, and Felim are now hardly 
known. The man whom you call Diarmuid when you speak Irish, a 
low, pernicious, un-Irish, detestable custom, begot by slavery, 
propagated by cringing, and fostered by flunkeyism, forces you to 
call [him] Jeremiah when you speak English, or as a concession, 
Darby. In like manner, the indigenous Teig is West-Britonised into 
Thaddeus or Thady, for no earthly reason than that both begin 
with a T. Donough is Denis, Cahal is Charles, Murtagh and 
Murough are Mortimer, Domhnall is Daniel, Partholan, the name 
of the earliest coloniser of Ireland, is Bartholomew or Batty, 4 

  
4  It is questionable, however, whether Partholan as a modern 

Christian name is not itself an Irishised form of Bartholomew. 

Eoghan (Owen) is frequently Eugene, and our own O’Curry, 
though he plucked up courage to prefix the O to his name in 
later life, never discarded the Eugene, which, however, is far 
from being a monstrosity like most of our West-Britonised 
names; Félim is Felix, Finghin (Finneen) is Florence, Conor is 
Corney, Turlough is Terence, Éamon is Edmond or Neddy, 
and so on. In fact, of the great wealth of Gaelic Christian 
names in use a century or two ago, only Owen, Brian, Cormac, 
and Patrick seem to have survived in general use. 

Nor have our female names fared one bit better; we have 
discarded them even more ruthlessly than those of our men. 
Surely Sadhbh (Sive) is a prettier name than Sabina or Sibby, 
and Nora than Onny, Honny, or Honour (so translated simply 
because Nora sounds like onóir, the Irish for “honour”) ; surely 
Una is prettier than Winny, which it becomes when West-
Britonised. Mève, the great name of the Queen of Connacht 
who led the famous cattle spoiling of Cuailgne, celebrated in 
the greatest Irish epic, is at least as pretty as Maud, which it 
becomes when Anglicised, and Eibhlin (Eileen) is prettier than 
Ellen or Elinor. Aoife (Eefy), Sighle(Sheela), Móirin (Moreen), 
Nuala and Fionnuala (Finnoola), are all beautiful names which 
were in use until quite recently. Maurya and Anya are still 
common, but are not indigenous Irish names at all, so that I do 
not mind their rejection, whilst three other very common ones, 
Suraha, Shinéad, and Shuwaun, sound so bad in English that I 
do not very much regret their being translated into Sarah, Jane, 
and Joan respectively; but I must put in a plea for the retention 
of such beautiful words as Eefee, Oona, Eileen, Mève, Sive, 
and Nuala. Of all the beautiful Christian names of women 
which were in use a century or two ago Brighid (Breed), under 
the ugly form of Bridget, or still worse, of Biddy, and Eiblin 
under the form of Eveleen, and perhaps Norah, seem to be the 
only survivals, and they are becoming rarer. I do think that the 
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time has now come to make a vigorous protest against this 
continued West-Britonising of ourselves, and that our people 
ought to have a word in season addressed to them by their leaders 
which will stop them from translating their Milesian surnames into 
hideous Saxon, and help to introduce Irish instead of English 
Christian names. As long as the Irish nation goes on as it is doing 
I cannot have much hope of its ultimately taking its place amongst 
the nations of the earth, for if it does, it will have proceeded upon 
different lines from every other nationality that God ever created. 
I hope that we shall never be satisfied either as individuals or as a 
society as long as the Brehonys call themselves Judges, the Clan 
Govern call themselves Smiths, and the O’Reardons Salmons, as 
long as our boys are called Dan and Jeremiah instead of Donal 
and Diarmuid, and our girls Honny, Winny, and Ellen instead of 
Nóra, Una, and Eileen. 

Our topographical nomenclature too – as we may now be 
prepared to expect – has been also shamefully corrupted to suit 
English ears; but unfortunately the difficulties attendant upon a 
realteration of our place-names to their proper forms are very 
great, nor do I mean to go into this question now, for it is one so 
long and so difficult that it would require a lecture, or rather a 
series of lectures to itself. Suffice it to say, that many of the best-
known names in our history and annals have become almost 
wholly unrecognisable, through the ignorant West-Britonising of 
them. The unfortunate natives of the eighteenth century allowed 
all kinds of havoc to be played with even their best-known names. 
For example the river Feóir they allowed to be turned permanently 
into the Nore, which happened this way. Some Englishman, 
asking the name of the river, was told that it was An Fheóir, 
pronounced In n’yore, because the F when preceded by the 
definite article an is not sounded, so that in his ignorance he 
mistook the word Feóir for Neóir, and the name has been thus 
perpetuated. In the same way the great Connacht lake, Loch 

Corrib, is really Loch Orrib, or rather Loch Orbsen, some 
Englishman having mistaken the C at the end of loch for the 
beginning of the next word. Sometimes the Ordnance Survey 
people make a rough guess at the Irish name and jot down 
certain English letters almost on chance. Sometimes again they 
make an Irish word resemble an English one, as in the 
celebrated Tailtin in Meath, where the great gathering of the 
nation was held, and, which, to make sure that no national 
memories should stick to it, has been West-Britonised 
Telltown.5 On the whole, our place names have been treated 
with about the same respect as if they were the names of a 
savage tribe which had never before been reduced to writing, 
and with about the same intelligence and contempt as vulgar 
English squatters treat the topographical nomenclature of the 
Red Indians. These things are now to a certain extent 
stereotyped, and are difficult at this hour to change, especially 
where Irish names have been translated into English, like 
Swinford and Strokestown, or ignored as in Charleville or 
Midleton. But though it would take the strength and goodwill 
of an united nation to put our topographical nomenclature on 
a rational basis like that of Wales and the Scotch Highlands, 
there is one thing which our Society can do, and that is to insist 
upon pronouncing our Irish names properly. Why will a certain 
class of people insist upon getting as far away from the 
pronunciation of the natives as possible?, I remember a Galway 
gentleman pulling me up severely for speaking of Athenree. 
“It’s not Athenree,” he said, “it’s called Athenrye.” Yet in 
saying this he simply went out of his way to mispronounce the 
historic name, which means the “King’s ford,” and which all 

  
5  For more information about Tailtin, see an article by me 

incorporated in the “Rules of the Gaelic Athletic Association,” 
recently published. 
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the natives call -ree, not -rye. 6  Another instance out of many 
thousands is my own market town, Ballagh-ă-derreen, literally, 
“the way of the oak-wood.” Ballach is the same word as in the 
phrase Fág a’ bealach, “clear the way,” and “derreen” is the 
diminutive of Derry, an oak-wood. Yet the more “civilised” of the 
population, perhaps one in fifty, offend one’s ears with the 
frightful jargon Bálla-hád-her-een. Thus Lord Iveagh (Ee-vah) 
becomes Lord Ivy, and Seana-guala, the old sholder, becomes 
Shanagolden, and leads you to expect a mine, or at least a furze-
covered hill. 

I shall not give any more examples of deliberate carelessness, 
ineptitude, and West-Britonising in our Irish topography, for the 
instances may be numbered by thousands and thousands. I hope 
and trust that where it may be done without any great 
inconvenience a native Irish Government will be induced to 
provide for the restoration of our place-names on something like a 
rational basis. 

 

Our music, too, has become Anglicised to an alarming extent. 
Not only has the national instrument, the harp – which efforts are 
now being made to revive in the Highlands – become extinct, but 
even the Irish pipes are threatened with the same fate. In place of 
the pipers and fiddlers who, even twenty years ago, were 
comparatively common, we are now in many places menaced by 
the German band and the barrel organ. Something should be done 
to keep the native pipes and the native airs amongst us still. If 
Ireland loses her music she loses what is, after her Gaelic language 
and literature, her most valuable and most characteristic 

  
6  In Irish it is Beul-áth-an-righ contracted into B'l'áth-'n-righ, 

pronounced Blawn-ree. 

possession. And she is rapidly losing it. A few years ago all our 
travelling fiddlers and pipers could play the old airs which were 
then constantly called for, the Cúis d’á pléidh, Drinaun Dunn, 
Roseen Dubh, Gamhan Geal Bán, Eileen-a-roon, Shawn O’Dwyer in 
Glanna, and the rest, whether gay or plaintive, which have for 
so many centuries entranced the Gael. But now English music-
hall ballads and Scotch songs have gained an enormous place 
in the repertoire of the wandering minstrel, and the minstrels 
themselves are becoming fewer and fewer, and I fear worse 
and worse. It is difficult to find a remedy for this. Iam afraid in 
this practical age to go so far as to advocate the establishment 
in Cork or Galway of a small institution in which young and 
promising pipers might be trained to play all the Irish airs and 
sent forth to delight our population ; for I shall be told that 
this is not a matter for even an Irish Government to stir in, 
though it is certain that many a Government has lavished 
money on schemes less pleasant and less useful. For the 
present, then, I must be content with hoping that the revival of 
our Irish music may go hand in hand with the revival of Irish 
ideas and Celtic modes of thought which our Society is seeking 
to bring about, and that people may be brought to love the 
purity of Siúbhail Siúbhail, or the fun of the Moddereen Ruadh in 
preference to “Get Your Hair Cut,” or “Over the Garden 
Wall,” or, even if it is not asking too much, of “Ta-ra-ra-boom-
de-ay.” 

Our games, too, were in a most grievous condition until 
the brave and patriotic men who started the Gaelic Athletic 
Association took in hand their revival. I confess that the 
instantaneous and extraordinary success which attended their 
efforts when working upon national lines has filled me with 
more hope for the future of Ireland than everything else put 
together. I consider the work of the association in reviving our 
ancient national game of caman, or hurling, and Gaelic 
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football, has done more for Ireland than all the speeches of 
politicians for the last five years. And it is not alone that that 
splendid association revived for a time with vigour our national 
sports, but it revived also our national recollections, and the 
names of the various clubs through the country have perpetuated 
the memory of the great and good men and martyrs of Ireland. 
The physique of our youth has been improved in many of our 
counties; they have been taught self-restraint, and how to obey 
their captains; they have been, in many places, weaned from 
standing idle in their own roads or street corners; and not least, 
they have been introduced to the use of a thoroughly good and 
Irish garb. Wherever the warm striped green jersey of the Gaelic 
Athletic Association was seen, there Irish manhoodand Irish 
memories were rapidly reviving. There torn collars and ugly neck-
ties hanging awry and far better not there at all, and dirty shirts of 
bad linen were banished, and our young hurlers were clad like men 
and Irishmen, and not in the shoddy second-hand suits of 
Manchester and London shop-boys. Could not this alteration be 
carried still further? Could we not make that jersey still more 
popular, and could we not, in places where both garbs are worn, 
use our influence against English second-hand trousers, generally 
dirty in front, and hanging in muddy tatters at the heels, and in 
favour of the cleaner worsted stockings and neat breeches which 
many of the older generation still wear? Why have we discarded 
our own comfortable frieze? Why does every man in Connemara 
wear home-made and home-spun tweed, while in the midland 
counties we have become too proud for it, though we are not too 
proud to buy at every fair and market the most incongruous cast-
off clothes imported from English cities, and to wear them? Let us, 
as far as we have any influence, set our faces against this aping of 
English dress, and encourage our women to spin and our men to 
wear comfortable frieze suits of their own wool, free from shoddy 
and humbug. So shall we de-Anglicise Ireland to some purpose, 

foster a native spirit and a growth of native custom which will 
form the strongest barrier against English influence and be in 
the end the surest guarantee of Irish autonomy. 

I have now mentioned a few of the principal points on 
which it would be desirable for us to move, with a view to de-
Anglicising ourselves; but perhaps the principal point of all I 
have taken for granted. That is the necessity for encouraging 
the use of Anglo-Irish literature instead of English books, 
especially instead of English periodicals. We must set our face 
sternly against penny dreadfuls, shilling shockers, and still more, 
the garbage of vulgar English weeklies like Bow Bells and the 
Police Intelligence. Every house should have a copy of Moore and 
Davis. In a word, we must strive to cultivate everything that is 
most racial, most smacking of the soil, most Gaelic, most Irish, 
because in spite of the little admixture of Saxon blood in the 
north-east corner, this island is and will ever remain Celtic at the 
core, far more Celtic than most people imagine, because, as I 
have shown you, the names of our people are no criterion of 
their race. On racial lines, then, we shall best develop, 
following the bent of our own natures; and, in order to do this, 
we must create a strong feeling against West-Britonism, for it – 
if we give it the least chance, or show it the smallest quarter – 
will overwhelm us like a flood, and we shall find ourselves 
toiling painfully behind the English at each step following the 
same fashions, only six months behind the English ones; 
reading the same books, only months behind them; taking up 
the same fads, after they have become stale there, following them 
in our dress, literature, music, games, and ideas, only a long 
time after them and a vast way behind. We will become, what, I 
fear, we are largely at present, a nation of imitators, the 
Japanese of Western Europe, lost to the power of native 
initiative and alive only to second-hand assimilation. I do not 
think I am overrating this danger. We are probably at once the 
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most assimilative and the most sensitive nation in Europe. A lady 
in Boston said to me that the Irish immigrants had become 
Americanised on the journey out before ever they landed at Castle 
Gardens. And when ventured to regret it, she said, shrewdly, “If 
they did not at once become Americanised they would not be 
Irish.” I knew fifteen Irish workmen who were working in a 
haggard in England give up talking Irish amongst themselves 
because the English farmer laughed at them. And yet O’Connell 
used to call us the “finest peasantry in Europe.” Unfortunately, he 
took little care that we should remain so. 

We must teach ourselves to be less sensitive, we must teach 
ourselves not to be ashamed of ourselves, because the Gaelic 
people can never produce its best before the world as long as it 
remains tied to the apron-strings of another race and another 
island, waiting for it to move before it will venture to take any step 
itself. 

In conclusion, I would earnestly appeal to every one, whether 
Unionist or Nationalist, who wishes to see the Irish nation 
produce its best – and surely whatever our politics are we all wish 
that – to set his face against this constant running to England for 
our books, literature, music, games, fashions, and ideas. I appeal to 
every one whatever his politics – for this is no political matter – to 
do his best to help the Irish race to develop in future upon Irish 
lines, even at the risk of encouraging national aspirations, because 
upon Irish lines alone can the Irish race once more become what 
it was of yore – one of the most original, artistic, literary, and 
charming peoples of Europe. 
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