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“In 2011, the Queen of England, for the first time of a century came for a visit to Dublin and at a banquet in Dublin 
castle she had to give a speech and she opened up with ‘A Uachtarán agus a chairde’. Uachtarán is the word for presi-
dent. It derives from the word ‘uachtar’ which means cream. You milk a cow, the cream goes to the top. And the 
president is at the top. You don’t need a separate word for president when you can say ‘that one who has risen to the 
top’ by using the word ‘cream’.”

        Colm Mac Aindreasa, child of the Shaw’s Road Project and native Irish speaker
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You can tell a Swiss writer from a German writer both using the High German 
language by the flow, the precision of words, the construction of a sentence, by 
the overall tone and rhythm of the text. Even if the Swiss author doesn’t employ 
vernaculars, the language comes across rather descriptive than sharp and distin-
guished. As if a Swiss story needs more time and space than a German story. 

Something similar could be said regarding the Irish English, the so called Hi-
berno-English or Anglo-Irish, where the English language is amalgamating with 
grammars and narration of the Irish language. “We’re not long after finding that you 
weren’t in bed.” “Sure didn’t I take my own mother’s name and never any harm did it to me.” “Is he in? 
He’s not but he bes here every Friday.” “That was me sitting in the middle of my dinner.” “I went to the 
shops, so I did.” Even if you don’t have any Irish, that’s how the English here works. 
A flowery English, found in the works of Irish writers and praised for by the in-
ternational literary world. It uses imagery, comparison and analogy demanding 
creativity to express yourself and a broad mind to understand and make sense of 
what is being said. The English language, in contrast, has a word for everything. 
Every possible situation, emotion and scenario finds a precise definition, requir-
ing knowledge to let it blossom.  

Cultural values and mentalities are reflected in the use of language and you have 
to understand the underpinning context in order to do translations any justice:  

“When you translate the Irish word ‘Rí’ – a Rí in Irish was an administrator of the tribe. A Rí in Irish 
was elected by the Thuath [the people, the tribe]. The Rí was not a law-maker, he was a law-giver. When you 
translate the word ‘Rí’ into English it translates as ‘King’. A King, he’s royal descent. It’s a God-given 
right to rule. It’s the law-giver and the law-maker. Totally different societal and most particularly power 
relationships. The minute you describe a Rí a King, you change everything. The Rí is given the power 
that he never had as a Rí but he does have as a King.”  Jake Mac Siacais, Director of Forbairt Feirste

An Irish Rí has got nothing in common with an English King. The concept of a Rí 
embraces something very different from the concept of a King. Therefore, trans-
lating Rí to King ignores and devalues the culture embraced by the Rí. 
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Since the Norman invasion into Ireland sometime in the late twelfth century, Ire-
land’s been struggling in one form or the other against exploitation, subjugation 
and conquest, trying to prevent the overthrow of its social system, its values, and 
its identity. British imperialism – with its inherent assumption of cultural superi-
ority – did not recognise the Irish as equals and it was the English colonial spree 
of the fifteenth century and onwards which saw English, Scottish and Welsh 
farmers being given the good land to strategically subjugate the unruly Irish. All 
over Ireland, but especially in Ulster, plantations started to emerge on the land 
that the Irish previously owned and the planters, the now inhabitants, began to 
introduce a new way of life, a different culture and an alien language. 

Britain eventually gained control over the whole island of Ireland. It brought in 
the Penal Laws which outlawed everything Irish and Catholic, everything that 
didn’t conform to the established Church and the Queen’s English. It denied 
Catholics ownership of land and livestock, to vote and to be educated about their 
religion. Speaking Irish was made illegal, leading to generations of parents not 
speaking to their children in order to protect them from punishment in school. 
To succeed in life and progress in the official world, you had to speak English. 
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The anti-British sentiment of that time, this sudden mutual understanding of 
Irishness, harmonised with Sinn Féin’s political line and gave the party a major 
push. They quickly adopted the Irish language, creating bilingual election docu-
mentation despite the fact that most of the people had only basic Irish if any. 
Sinn Féin’s success in adopting the Irish cultural identity galvanised unionist ob-
jection of everything Irish – in particular the language – and alarmed the British 
government into ‘counter-investment’ by finally funding Irish medium education 
and creating the ULTACH trust for cross-community Irish language programmes, 
devaluating Sinn Féin’s political leverage as the lone arbiter of Irish cultural 
identity. Historically supporters, they jumped on the Irish language bandwagon 
driven by the blanket protestors when it became politically useful to them, whilst 
the Shaw’s Road families have been quietly planting a seed twenty years ahead.

Not everybody had the privilege to learn Irish after a good night’s sleep in a warm 
bed and a hearty breakfast. Many of today’s Irish speakers didn’t go to Irish danc-
ing and language classes in their social club around the corner. They were teach-
ing each other from prison cell to prison cell, first through the door and then – 
after the guards threw boiling water through the door scalding their bodies – out 
through their windows. The blanket and later no-wash protest which evolved into 
the hunger strikes was on and the protesting prisoners found themselves in a cell 
naked, with a mattress, three blankets, a chamber pot and a gallon of water. No 
pens, no paper, no radio, no exercise, no nothing and under these circumstances 
they set up their Irish language classes. They learned their Irish in the ‘Jailtacht’ 
as opposed to the ‘Gaeltacht’ and for that they deserve nothing but respect.   
“When we arrived in the H-Blocks, which was a totally different kettle of fish [from the Cages, where the pris-
oners availed of political status and had access to Irish media and the Gaeltacht, exclusively Irish speaking cages], Bobby Sands 
functioned as an education officer. During the breaks when the screws went off to their meals and when 
they went away in the evening, we would jump up to the door and teach Irish. We had a basic class, an 
intermediate class and a high class. The transmission of news from cell to cell could only be done in 
Irish. Orders were only issued in Irish. There were five who didn’t want to learn Irish. So people with 
Irish had to translate to them. But after five years on the blanket they all ended up fluent Irish speakers 
despite themselves.”  Jake Mac Siacais 

Educating themselves in the Irish language and culture not only put them at an 
advantage over the wardens in a practical sense, it also boosted their morale, re-
alising how the human spirit can triumph over abhorrent surroundings. 
“I think that what the H-Blocks did was they inculcated a massive love for Irish amongst prisoners. And 
they also taught us that the liberation of an individual and then the liberation of the community comes 
through the reversal of the colonisation process. And so to role back the conquest you needed first of all 
within yourself to de-colonise your mind. You then had to de-colonise your community.”  Jake Mac Siacais  

The Great Hunger or the so called Famine – 
“There was no famine, the Irish people were only allowed to eat potatoes, all of the other food, 
meat, fish and vegetables were shipped out of the country under armed guard to England while 
the Irish people starved.”  Sinead O’Connor, Lyrics from ‘Famine’

The Great Hunger from 1845 to 1849 was being used to full capacity to co-
erce the Irish into renouncing their identity. Soup kitchens were deny-
ing food to Catholics unless they converted to Protestantism. Convert to 
Protestantism or starve. Renounce your identity or starve. Speak English 
or starve. It’s the thing a coloniser does. Make the native people feel bad 
about their own culture, persuade them through military, legal, economic, 
social and every other means to abandon their language and culture and 
adopt the ways of the oppressor. 
“Military conquest is not enough. If you want the whole of the territory you must destroy not 
just its territory, you must also destroy its soul. And any indigenous culture will have its soul 
built around its language. The English knew that early on. They moved towards suppressing the 
language, as they did in Scotland, in Wales and elsewhere. ‘Destroy the local culture and then 
they will have nothing to do but become like us.’”  Colm Mac Aindreasa

For the colonial project to succeed it was essential to make the natives de-
spise their own culture. To understand that being Irish was shameful. They 
were taught contempt for their own identity. It was backwards, associated 
with poverty, remoteness, farming, no education. The unionist Prime Min-
ister of Northern Ireland, Lord Craigavon, in 1936 cynically stated that, 
“What use is it here in this progressive busy part of the Empire to teach our children the Irish 
language? Is it not leading them along a road which has no practical value? We have not 
stopped such teaching; we have stopped the grants – simply because we do not see that these 
boys being taught Irish would be any better citizens.”  Lord Craigavon

Politicisation of Irish has deep roots in colonial history. After Partition 
in 1922, the new government in the north strategically frustrated efforts 
to keep the language alive by banning it from the curriculum in schools, 
burning Irish language books, removing funding, ignoring the wish of stu-
dents to learn the language. Never sounding like the British and missing a 
real sense of their cultural inheritance, the Irish grew up with the sense of 
being less than the British, of being second-class citizens. 

Throughout the decades, various Irish language activist groups have done 
their best to keep the language alive and to reintroduce it into society. 
There’s an expression in Irish that says – ná habair é, déan é – don’t say it, do it! 
In 1969, just when the Troubles were about to kick off, that’s what a group 
of working class families were doing. With no funding, they built a mini-
Gaeltacht in west Belfast – a row of houses and a primary school consisting 
of a portacabin – where the official language taught and spoken was Irish. 
The unionist government threatened them with prosecution should they 
ever try to set up an Irish school but as the six counties tumbled deeper 
into turmoil, “prosecuting a small group in west Belfast for setting up a school that didn’t 
speak English was pretty low on the list of priorities” and the state was trying to pre-
tend that it wasn’t happening, as Colm states.
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The Shaw’s Road project was trying to establish a non-political Irish-speaking 
community. They were referred to as ‘The Irish Houses’ by the community around 
them who didn’t really understand what was going on there. They were those 
weirdos who spoke Irish to what point escaped them. But that was to change with 
the evolving trauma of the 1980 and 1981 hunger strikes where Margaret Thatch-
er’s government let ten people die just to then quietly give up their brutal stance 
on the treatment of political prisoners in Northern Ireland. 

The collective trauma of the hunger strikes led to a massive shift in the national-
ist community mindset. Anger and hatred towards everything that Thatcher rep-
resented led to even soft nationalists becoming more Irish or ‘not British’. Never 
has Britishness been more rejected than during that period. This new sense of 
identity manifested itself in a hype of everything Irish. Pubs and clubs started 
beginner classes for the Irish language and Irish dancing and traditional music 
replaced the Top of the Pops in these venues.
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The Irish language has a widespread symbolic significance in the nationalist 
community whereas unionism – especially on a political level – shows nothing 
but contempt for the language and culture. The Arlene Fosters (feeding the crocodiles) 
and Gregory Campbells (Curry my yoghurt) of this world appear to be uneducated 
and ignorant not knowing their own background. Was it not the Protestants, the 
Anglo-Irish of the 19th century, who did most to try to revive the Irish language. 
Was it not the Reverend Rutledge Kane, Grand Master of the Orange Order, tak-
ing up the post of secretary of the Gaelic League to promote the Irish culture 
in the face of its massive decline. Did not the Gusty Spences, David Ervines and 
Billy Hutchinsons of the loyalist prisoners learn the Irish from their republican 
counterparts, acknowledging an Irish element to their identity. Was it not in 2011 
their own monarch, Queen Elizabeth, beginning her speech in Dublin Castle in 
Irish – A Uachtarán agus a chairde, President and friends. A number of Orangemen 
are fluent in Irish. The Irish language wasn’t politicised by Irish speakers, it was 
politicised by the unionist state of the late 1890s when they started to disassociate 
themselves from rural Ireland exchanging their ‘loyal Irishness’ – Irish people 
loyal to the monarchy – with ‘Britishness’ – people of cultural supremacy.
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Sinn Féin’s growing popularity during the painful and violent period of the hun-
ger strikes in the early 1980s, aggravated unionists’ proclamation that Irishness 
meant Sinn Féin, who of course to their mind was a terrorist organisation. To this 
day, unionism parallels Irishness and the Irish language with republicanism and 
republicanism with terrorism, though, finally, that narrative is being contested 
from within the unionist community as well. 
“Irish was never the affront I took it to be. It was my culture that supplanted Irish, burying it in the 
peremptory administration of imperial bureaucracies and commerce. I cannot relate to the dislocation 
and alienation that native speakers must have experienced. Yet, I do recognise the loss. I do feel the nar-
rowness of my inheritance. Irish is not my language, but it’s part of my story, too. In opposing the Irish 
language, we oppose a part of ourselves.”  Richard Irvine, Teacher  

Political unionism’s deep hatred for the Irish language, claiming it undermines 
their Britishness (any form of expressing Irish identity is a threat to British cul-
tural hegemony), discriminates against them, turns them into second-class citi-
zens – that age-old fear of the unknown and terrible lack of generosity denies 
their community to embrace an identity that belongs to everybody and enrichens 
a society altogether. Ignorance only feeds uncertainty and insecurity and today’s 
grassroots unionism knows. 

Irish Language activist and unionist Linda Ervine, sister in law of the late loyal-
ist paramilitary turning politician David Ervine, runs TURAS, an Irish language 
project on the Newtownards Road, in the heart of Protestant east Belfast. TURAS 
upholds the ethos that the Irish language is not a threat to the unionist identity 
or antithetical to Britishness but rather a contribution to the linguistic diversity 
of these islands, part of a continuum of Celtic languages such as Scottish Gaelic 
and Welsh. It brings people together and Linda is adamant that this is the per-
fect medium for reconciliation. The message seems to catch on, it’s said that the 
fastest-growing cohort of Irish language learners is now amongst Protestants.
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It has taken an awful lot to move towards a situation whereas the Irish identity as 
a whole has a good chance to become legally recognised. It’s yet to be seen how 
it’s all going to play out, but on May 25, 2022, the IDENTITY AND LANGUAGE (NORTH-
ERN IRELAND) BILL was introduced in Westminster. It will grant the Irish language 
as well as the Ulster Scots official status in the north of Ireland, as did the GAELIC 
LANGUAGE ACT 2005 in Scotland and the 1993 WELSH LANGUAGE ACT in Wales.

The repeal of the ADMINISTRATION OF JUSTICE (LANGUAGE) ACT (IRELAND) dating 
from 1737 will allow Irish to be used in the Stormont Assembly and to register 
births, deaths, marriages and wills in Irish and if it does succeed –  
“This could be an historic day when being Irish is no longer a crime, I will be allowed to speak Irish 
in court. It legitimises the language and therefore me and my identity which did not exist prior to now. 
People have been arrested and prosecuted for refusing to speak English with police and in court in the 
past. I’ve had full legal status as a speaker of English but as an Irish speaker that aspect of my identity 
has always been legally denied me until now. I hope we have finally taken that last step to re-legitimising 
Irishness in this country.”  Colm Mac Aindreasa  

An estimated 17,000 people took part in this May’s Irish language protest march. 
Over 7,000 children are enrolled in Irish medium schools and the boys and girls 
who live in today’s 22 houses on the Shaw’s Road don’t see themselves as special, 
living in the Gaeltacht, it’s just a home home where they speak their language 
which happens to be Irish. In a way, that’s what the Shaw’s Road project was all 
about from the start: normalising the language and accepting it as part of life. 
More and more people in these parts of the world understand that.

KNEECAP
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LCdTTm-hwRs

An extra THANK YOU goes to Colm Mac Aindreasa and Jake Mac Siacais for their 
generous time and unique insight into aspects of their lives as a native Irish 
speaker growing up in Belfast’s own Gaeltacht and a former prisoner discovering 
the love for the Irish language in prison. 


