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,. 
This report is relatively brief and is primarily concerned 

with the publication of the findings of a national survey of 
attitudes towards the Irish language and some related issuea. It is 
intended to analyse these findings further in a later publication 
when the relation between attitudes towards Irish and intergroup 
dispositions will be examined. The main value of this publication is 
the fact that it gives the Irish public a profile of their current 
relati onship to their native language .. 

I wish to acknowledge all who have helped in the preparation 
of this report and in the primary survey research of the data. 'l1le 
fieldwork was efficiently carried out by the Survey Unit of the 
Economic and Social Research Institute on conmi.ssion from the 
Survey and Research Unit, st. Patrick's Colleae, Maynooth. Gratitude 
is due especially to Ms. Nessa Winston for processing the data and 
assisting at all stages of the research. The cooperation of the 
Computer Centre, St. Patrick's College, Mavnooth, merits gratitude, 
as do Ms. Maureen Redmond, Secretary of th~ Department of Social 
Studies, and Mrs. Mary Clougher, Executive Assistant, the New Arts 
Block, Maynooth. Final gratitude is due to the 1,005 respondents who 
provided the necessary information. 

Ta m1il .aaam ao mbeidh to:raoh m.aith ar an saothar seo 
d'ainneoin na laigi at.a air. 

M!cheal Mac Greil 

2S6 Ea!lair 1990 
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Miche&l Mac Greil, Ph.D., 
Director of Survey. 

Nessa Winston, B.Soc.Sc., 
Research Assistant. 

INTRODUCTION 

The following report examines the findings of a survey 
of attitudes towards, competence in, and use of the Irish l~ge, of 
a representative sample of the adult population of the Republic of 
Ireland. The survey ·was carried out during the period from November 
1988 until April 1989. The 1988/89 findings are compared with a 
similar survey carried out in Dublin in 1972/3. 

Over one thousand people (1,005) were interviewed out of a sample 
of 1,374, i.e., a response rate of 73.14%. The questions relating to 
the Irish language were part of an extended interview - averaging one 
and a half hours. The maxi.mum margin of error in the findings is+ 3%. 

ATTITUDES Tc.WARDS THE RESTORATION OF IRISH. 

Four measures were used to gauge the attitudes of the people 
toward the national language. In the first place, a special scale 
used in 1972/73 was repeated in the 1988/89 survey. Secondly, the 
respondents were asked to give their views on the potential of "a 
return to the Irish language and culture as a good basis for Irish 
unity in the long-term." This view was also measured in the 1972/73 
Dublin survey. Thirdly, respondents were asked to indicate how their 
"feelings towards Irish" had .changed since the time they left school. 
Fourthly, attitudes towards 'Irish speakers' were measured. Findings 
in relation to these four questions give a valuable measure of the 
present general public status of Irish in the Republic at the end of 
the 1980s. 

The respondents were asked to select one of six possible choices 
in regard to the future of the Irish Language in the Republic. The 
options ranged from abandonment of Irish to it replacing of English. 
Table No. 1 gives the response for three samples, i.e., the total 
sample of 1988/9; the Dublin sub-sample of 1988/9 and the total 
Dublin sample of 1972/3. 
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TABLE 00. 1: ATrITUDES 'lt:WAROS THE RES'IOMTIC.W OF IRISH 
1988/9 AND 1972/3. 
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"With regard to the future of the Irish language, which of the 
following would you like to see happen?" 

OPTICNS 
QiOSEN 

1988/9 1988/9 1972/3 Percentage 
National Dublin Dublin Change 
Samole Sub-samole Samnle 

l."The Irish language should 6% 4% 15% -11% 
be discarded and forgotten." 

2."It should be preserv~d for 43% 
its C'~ltural value as in 
D1USic and arts." 

3.nSpoken Irish should be 9% 
preserved only in the 

52%1 _ l 
9, rl' 134% +27\ 

Gaeltacht." 
4."Ireland should be 34% 31\ 33% -2% 

bilingual, with English 
as the principal language .. " 

S."Ireland should be bilingual 5% 3% 10% -7\ 
with Irish as the principal 
language." , 

6. "Irish should be the principal! 4% ! 
;anguage of use ( like English 

1

, 
1 u; now)," . ! 

3% 8% -5\ 

N-274 N-2,2821 

Note: Deviati ons from total of 100% due to rounding. 

The 1988/9 findings for the National sample show that 94, of the 
respondents are postively disposed towards Irish and wish to have it 
revived or preserved. Some 52\ wished to see it preserved for its 
cultural value as i n music or art or as the spoken language in the 
Gaeltacht. Some 43% would like to see it in daily use again - mainly 
as the s cond language of a bilingual society. 

These findings points to the practically universal attachment to 
Irish among the population. The change in attitudes since 1972/3 shows 
a very significant drop (from 15% to 4%) in the percentage wishing to 
"discard and forget" Irish. Despite this widespread attachment to the 
language, there has been a lowering of idealism over the 15 years 
in relation to the extent to which the people wish to restore the 
language to daily use. This may be due to any of a number of 
developoents, such as the lowering of the status of Irish in the 
public services, the lack of Irish on a more widespread media and so 
forth. 



Only thr r 
r id nc, and oc 
in regard tor t' c.boice. 
ducation and occupation, 
xpec:tation in r lation to Iri 

connaught/Ulster had the highe t ctat · 
future of Irish, while Dublin respondents 
expectations In the ea of occupational 
status jobs were more favourably ispcsed.. tCM!D!!nt 
standing of Irish amonq the more highly statused · society indicates 
that Irish is becoming 'fashionable'# ( See Appendix ) 

Attitudes towards Irish by Party Political Prefe~ences: 

While the variations ber-.-een the supporters of the po~ itiC3:.1 
parties is not appreciable, there are some i teresting differeD:"es as 
shown in Table No. 2. 

TJ\BLE ~. 2: A'ITITlJl)ES 1UWAlmS 'IBE RES'IURATIQl OF IRISH BY 

Choice 

l.That Irish should 
be discarded and 
forgotten 

2.That Irish be 
preserved for its 
cultural value as in 
music and art/ 
in Gaeltacht 

I 4% 

f I s2, 

9% 8% 

56% 46% 

l !U'J3L 
i 

0\ 01 l 6% 

I 
! 

56\ 29\ 52\ 

3.Ireland should be 35% 30% 35% 37\ S4\ 34% 
bilingual with English 
as the principal 
language 

4.Bilingual with Irish 9% 5% 11% 7% 17\ 8% 
as principal language 
/or/Irish to become 
spoken language as 

li · n 

Chi-square ~ . 05 * Other Parties and Non-Party not included_ 
due to size of sub-samples. 

** Because of the size of this total, the 
distributions are less reliable. 



Respondents were as ed if their attitudes towards Irish bad 
changed since they were t s 1 .. Table No. 3 gives a breakdown of 
the direction of change of feeling towards Irish for the snp\e. 1he 
respondents -were asked: · eh of t.fte following best describe the way 
you feel ? " 

'Feeling' 

!.Strongly 
in favour 

2.Somewhat 
in favour 

3.No particular 
feelings 

4.Somewhat 
opposed 

5.Strongly 
opposed 

I 
i 
f . 
l 

l 

When in School 

18%}· 
44\ 

26% 

33% 

13\} 
23\ 

10% 

N-973 

19\} l 
57\ 

38% 

29% 

9%} f 
15\~ 

61 ~ 
i 

N-973 

rcentage Change 
since leaving 

school 

+ll} 
+13\ 

+121 

-4\ 

Note: Deviations from total of 100% due to rounding. 
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It is .clear from the above table that Respondents' feelings 
towards Irish have significantly changed in the intervening years 
since leaving school. The percentage in favour has gone fran 44\ to 
S7t, while those opposed to Irish have dropped from 23\ to 151. This 
is a net change of 21% in favour of the language, i.e., the margin 
between those in favour and those opposed has changed from 21\ 'when 
in school' to 42% "now". 

Table No. 4 gives the principal reasons given by 251 of those who 
had changed their feeling since being at school. 

TABLE 00. 4: F~S FOR OIANGES IN FEELIM;S 'l'OiARDS IRISH SINCE 
Lp..yn.x; SQ3CQL 

Reason 

(a)Positive Chanqes(83%) 

l.Greater CUltural Appreciation 

2.Reaching Personal Maturity 

3.Renoval of Compulsory Irish 

4.Irish a National Symbol 

5.0ther Positive Reasons 

(b)Negative Changes(18\) 

l.Of Little Use;Waste of Time 

2.0ther Negative Reasons 

Percent 

22% 

14% 

12% 

10% 

25% 

11% 

7\ 

N-251 

} 18\ 



The purpos of the question wa to sure the re ived importance of 
the language as a basis of ethnic unity or id ntity .. 'Ihe question 
was included in the 197 .. -73 survey. Tabl No. S gives a breakdown of 
repli s of the tot l sample and of the 1972-73 Dublin sampl. 

' 
TABLE 00. S: "A RETURN 'IO THE IRISH LAl'GlAGE AND CULTUU COOLD P!CN'IDE 

• 

Response National Sample Dublin SUb-Sample Dublin sample Change 
(1988-89) (1988-89) (1972-73) in 

Dublin 
Re ses 

1 .. Agree 24% 20% 18\ +21 

2.Don't 19% 22\ 4\ +181 
Know 

3 .. Disagree 57% 58% 79\ -21, 

N-1,000 N-274 N-2,279 

Support for the view expressed in the statement is clearly a 
minority opinion. Almost one quarter of the National saq;>le agreed 
that the Irish language would provide a good basis for Irish unity 
while more than half of the sample disagreed. 'Ihe shift of opinion 
since 1972-13, however, has been a significant reduction of 21\ in 
the proportion disagreeing with the view expressed in the statement. 
This may indicate the begiMing of a growth in the perceived 
importance of the language as a coanon unifying symbol of national 
identity. 

The response to the value of Irish as a basis of unity elicited 
significant differences by age, county of residence, education ancl 
party political preferences. Table No. 6 gives a breakdown of these 
differences. 
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TABLE Ml. 6: 11 A RETt.mN ro TH! IRISH ~ AND CUL'rullE COOLD 
PROVIDE A GOOD BASIS FOR IRISH UNITY IN THE UH:i TDM" 

EIXJCATI~ .AND POLITICAL ~) (BY~ R!SIDEM:!, 

PERSCNAL 'VARIABLE: Agree Don't ltnow Disagree 

A.~e (E< .001) 

1.18-20 years 30\ 231 

2.21-35 years 22\ 22, 

3.36-50 years 18% 131 

4.51 vears and older 29% 20% 
.-;_ 
:~ 

a,cgµnty of ;sesidence{p<,OS> 
l.Connaught/Ulster 351 131 

2.Dublin 20% 221 

3.Rest of Leinster 20\ 19\ 

4.Munster 25\ 20\ 

C,Fnt.1,atign<gs,QS) 

1. Primary only 28% 22\ 

2.Incomplete 2nd Level 27\ 181 

3.Complete 2nd Level 19\ 21% 

.i . 'ft'\; rn T _a,•r• 1 17% 14, 

o.Party Political Preference 
(p<, 001) 

1.rianna rail 28% 21, 

2.Fine Gael 21% 14\ 

3.Labour 29% 14\ 

4.Progressive 12\ 141 
Democrats 

S.workers Party 46\ a, 

rorAL NATI~ SAMPLE 24% 191 

* Because of the size of this total, the 
distributions are less reliable. 

461 

551 

701 

51\ 

531 

sa, 
61\ 

ss, 

51\ 

ss, 
60\ 

69\ 

52\ 

65% 

58\ 

741 

461 

571 

N 

53 

325 

253 

309 

162 

264 

230 

284 

248 

329 

224 

137 

447 

252 

66 

42 

24• 
. 

1,000 



_ Respond 1;t und r 1 y r of g r th onl r nd nt 
t~ r cord d1 gr nt r of un so • Al 0 , y they~d the 
highest agr ement cor t 30\. The g group showing le t ppor 
for the vie~ "'9re th 36- SO ye r ub- ampl • '1'h st r ngth of young 
respondent~ scor may point to growing upport for th view 
expressed 1n th statement. 

In the 7ase of 'county of res idence', Connaught/Ul ter wa the 
most supportive sub-sample, while Dublin and 'the Rest of Leinster' 
were l!ast supportive. There was a negative correlation bet~•n 
~cation and support for the importance of Irish as a basis for 
unity. In the case of Party Political Preferences, the workers Party 
had the most positive overall score, with Progressive Democrats' 
supporters least supportive of the view expressed in the statement. 

Attitudes towards Irish Speakers: 

In the 1988-89 survey, 'Irish Speakers, were included as a category 
in the Bogardus Social Distance Scale, which measured how close 
respondents' were willing to admit them into their lives. Table No. 7 
gives the social distance scores of 1 Irish Speakers' in the case of 
the National Sample. 

TABLE 00. 7 : SOCIAL DISTANCE RATINGS OF ' IRISH SPFAJ(ERS' , 

Degree of Closeness Actual Percent CUmulative Percent N 

1. Would marry or 
welcome as member 
of family. 

2.Would have as a 
close friend. 

3.Would have as 
next-door neighbour. 

4.Would work in 
same workplace. 

5.WOUld welcome 
as an Irish citizen. 

6.Have as visitors 
r l d. 

84.4% 

8.1% (92.5%) 

4.1% (96.6%) 

1.8\ (98.4%) 

1.4% (99.81) 

0.3% (100.1%) 

Mean Social Oistance•l.287 on a scale of 1-7) 

847 

81 

41 

18 

14 

3 

1,0 

8 
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that ~i~scclear from the social distanc r ting of 'Iri h s ak r, 
were rank ategory ~s v ry much an 'in group' in Iri h society. 'l'1 y 

.~ fourth in a sc le of fifty-nin c tegories Th finding 
shOW' practically total acceptance of 'Irish speak rs' ·This li y 
~egative stereotype of the 'Gaeilgeoir'. Th r c nt f~rfold incr a 
1n;t~ ffor the gold Fainne(from 1,639 in 1988 to 6,632 in 1989)* 
wo rein orce the growing positive image of 'Irish peaker ' • 

. Beca~se of the very high ratings there is hardly sufficient 
lat7tude 1n the scores to have sub-variable variations. The positiv 
attitude is practically a consensus rating • 

... 

PERCEIVED COMPETENCE IN IRISH: 

Respondents were asked in the 1988-B9 survey and the 1972-73 
Dublin 
survey to state their level of competence in Irish on a pre-coded 
ordinal scale: 

( 1 )Very Fluent, i.e., "totally at ease in the language"; 
(2)Fluent, i.e., "articulate but more conscious of 

the effort"; 
(3}Middling, i.e., "can communicate with some 

difficulty"; 
(4)Not so fluent, i.e., "can pick up the gist of 

conversation and could get by"; 
(S)Only a little, i.e .. , "elementary vocabulary and 

understanding but unable to have 
a complete conversation". 

(6)t1one. 

Table No. 7 gives a breakdown of the findings and measures the changes 
which have taken place since 1972-73. 

• Figures for the distribution of Fainn! in 1988 and 1989; 

1988 
1989 

Enamel 

222 
1,611 

Silver Gold Total 

2,852 
6,792 

-
1,639 4,713 
6,632 15,035 

(Figures from Comhdhail ~isiunta na Gaeilge) 
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3 ( 3 ) 3 }11 }, +4 
rlu nt s ( 8 ) s, 

3. Middling 19\ (27) 22\ )39 }1a +21 
4. Not Q lu n 14 ( 41 ) 16 

s. Only littl 40 321 so -18 

20 

920 N-274 N-274 N-2,282 



II 

.001) 

l. r 21 

2.21 35 y t 

3.36-50 ye r 

4.50 y r and 
o r 

r 

.Education ~.001) 

1.Primary only 

2.Incompl t second 
l V l 

3.Compl te second 
l V l 

4.Third level 

C.Pl ce of Residence 
(p(.001) 

l.Larg city 

2.Small city 

3.Town 

4.Rur l 

Tot l Sample 

1\ 

6% 

11% 

7% 

4% 

3% 

9% 

26% 

12% 

5% 

6% 

7' 

8% 

451 (561) 

43% ( 481) 

30\ (41\) 

23% (30\) 

15% (19%} 

28% (31%) 

48% 1 57\) 

53% (79%) 

39% (51\) 

33% (38\) 

35% (411) 

29% (36%} 

33% (41%) 

34\ 

41\ 

401 

401 

431 

521 

351 

151 

31% 

51\ 

31, 

45\ 

40\ 

91 

101 

181 

301 

371 

17' 

8% 

5% 

18% 

11% 

22% 

19% 

18% 

Then gative correlation between age and competence in Irish is 
r from th findings of Table No. 8. only those over 50 years of . 

g scor low the national average. The positive link between 
""""'.'"'""tion and competence is also very clearly borne out by the 
ind·n s. Probably the place of residence variable is the a:,st 

·n r sting ir. that it would seem to indicate that the level of 
eal'ID!tt nee among 'large city' residents i$ considerably higher than 

t • rur 1' and 'small city' residents. The 'town' residents 
,.,..p, .... ,r.. These findings should challenge the popilar image that 

rur 1, rustic phe~. 



1 .. i!7 1.2 

2.9\ 

17.7 

rely 22.s 

49.7 

975 

·rage :IZ 

: how ftt!Q\Mmtly would you say you UM 
o or speak?- ir repli I are given in 

(7 .2 ) 4 .. 51 (4.S\) 1 .. 0, (7.0t) -2.s, 
(10.l 1.lt (S.61) 9.11 (16 .. 1') -e.o, 
,21.s,, 19.51 (25 .. 21} 8.6, (24 .. 7 +10.91 

22.6i 23. -0.8 

S2.3\ 52,0\ +0.3 

, 274 2 282 

lev l of u.e of Irish is much l r 
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E lRISHBY~ 

,ersonal Variab es 
Never r 

A.Age(p< .05) 

1.18-20 years 61 27\ (331) 131 S41 54 
2.21-25 years 11\ 17\ (281) 30I 421 329 
3.36-SO years 11\ 201 (311) 191 511 266 

10, 15\ (251) 201 561 326 

B.Gender~~ .OS) 

l .Jllale 91 14\ (231) 231 551 447 

2.Female 11\ 21\ (321) 231 451 528 

C.COunty of 
~:iisJencei~ .OS) 

l. Connaught/1Jlster 19\ 18% (37%) 22\ 42\ 166 

2.Dublin 6\ 20, (26\) 231 521 266 

3.Rest of 10\ 16% (26%) 211 531 250 
Leinster 

4 ter 10\ 181 (28% 241 491 250 

o.Education 
1~·001) 

l.Primary only 9\ 10\ (19\) 151 66\ 273 

2. Incomplete 7\ 15\ (221) 24\ 541 238 
aecond level 

3.Complete 9\ 24\ (231} 27\ 391 226 
second level 

4.'lbird level 22\ 301 (521) 241 241 136 

E.Occupation 
i12<.00l! 

l.tJnskilled/Semi. 81 12\ (201) 161 641 154 
skilled 

2.Skilled/ROUtine 7\ 141 (221) 231 57-1 271 
Non-Manual 

3.Inspectional/ 91 20, 292 
Supervisory 

4.Professional/ 23\ 
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Resl?°ndents were asked 
fll'· 1l gives a breakdown where they used 
:J11eS" are presented in r~ responses to sev the Irish langua"" _,. -order of , en pr&-eoded ,-· uwle 
v,aLE 00. 11: WHERE yes• responses. occaaians. 

OR WH1!:N IRISH 
( Excluding those wh IS USED BY RESPCND!NTS o never use the l 

Where,Mhen Irish is anguage) 

used 

1. Listening to 
progra111res (Tv/ 
radio). 

2. At home. 

3 • Wh:n meeting 
1 n.sh-speaking 
friends. 

4. At •.,rork. 

5. Reading. 

6. All possible 
opportunities. 

7. communicating with 
officials. 

B. other. 

Percent 
using 
Irish 

SO\ 

45\ 

39% 

18% 

14\ 

13% 

lH 

11% 

N-495 

Nct:e_l soine respcndents have answered 'yes• to a nu:obe< of the 

categories. The use of 1rish takes place in predominantly doml!Stic enviro.-nts. 
The fact tnat SO% of respondents use their knoWledge of Irish wt,en 
listening or vi""1n9 radio and television underlies the media's 
pctential in the extension of language usage. 'l'he relatively low 
usage at work is noteworthy. 'l'he iJIIPOrtance of meeting other Irish 
speakers is confirined by the high percentage (39\l who use Irish on 
such occasions and, also, indicates that a significant number of 

resPondents 11ave Irish-speaking friends. 



~IX A. 
12: AT!'IIDDES Ta-iAru)s ntE 

~ JI). B'l P~ YARlABLGS. y 

(A}Education 
o<. 01 
l.Primary 

2. Incomplete 
Second .. eve_ 

3.Ccmplet.e .. 
second leve.1 

4.Third level 

{B)Cm.mty of 
Residence 
' p<. 05' \ . ..... , 
.... co-.1.4..au.~, 11.../ 

ulster-

2 .Dublin 

3.Rest of 
L-einst:er 

1 unskilled/ -
• . sk1.· 11eo senu- . 

tine 2.sx.:.11ed: 
non-man 

oectional/ 
3 . Ins. "S0rv superv... ...z 

I 
I 

Ir.:.sh 
discarded 
and 
forgotten 

10\ 

5% 

3% 

2% 

5~ 

4% 

9% 

5% 

10% 

6% 

4% 

3% 

6% 

50% 

I S4% 

I 
t 

I 
51% 

51% 

42% 

f 60% I 
52\ 

50% 

51% 

51% 

52% 

49\ 

52\ 

i 

I 
3 \ 9\ 

I 
276 r 

I 
3:% 

I -
34S 

I I 
........ 3'i% 

I 
1 \ ~ 

I 
' 44% 3% :4 

i 

I 
f ! 

I . --39% 14\ !. " 
t 

I 

" -' I 31% 5' ... i::- .. 

31% I 8% 23 

I 37\ I 9 4 

I 
31\ 8\ 154 

I I 
I 

I 29\ 13 2 7 

i 
I 

299 I 6 
I 

381; ! 

i 
i I 

! I I I 5\ 157 i 431 

34\ 9\ 1,005 
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Pages 15-16 not present. 

11 December 2020 

M Mackey 

Senior Archivist, AGS 
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