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Irish English, generally considered a contact language (Filppula 1993, Hickey 2007), is said
to be the oldest variety of English outside Britain (Hickey 2007), resulting from an at least
800-year contact with the Irish language. The origins of many Irish English verbal
constructions have been subject of debate among leading scholars in the field (see, for
instance, Bliss 1979, Harris 1991, Filppula 1999, Hickey 2007). However, to the best of my
knowledge, no extensive study into the usage of Irish English modal verbs has been carried
out hitherto (but notice Filppula, Kallen and Kirk’swork in progress).

My paper will fill this gap. The aim is to investigate whether — and to what extent — the use of
modal verbsin Irish English differs from other varieties of British English. Evidence will be
based on a self-compiled corpus of texts written from the 17" to the 19" centuries, retrieved
from (a) The Old Bailey Corpus and personal letters from David Fitzpatrick’s Oceans of
Consolation, as well as (b) a control corpus of texts from other British varieties of English.
The analysis is two-fold. Firstly, following Coates (1983), | will offer a detailed linguistic
classification of the data regarding (i) the properties of modal auxiliaries (negation, inversion,
no non-finite forms, etc.), and (ii) root vs. epistemic modality; both syntactic and semantic
criteria will be taken into consideration. Secondly, from a sociolinguistic approach, | will
assess the influence of factors such as gender, age, social class and region on language usage
over time. All in al, it is hoped that this research will provide a starting point for future
research into the origin and development of Irish English modal verbs.
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