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MÌOS NAN GÀIDHEAL

May is Mìos nan Gàidheal, or Month of the Gaels, in Nova Scotia.  
But who are the Gaels and why are we talking about them anyway?

The Gaels are a group of people 
who spoke, and speak the Gaelic 
language (not to confuse matters 
but there are three of them, 
Scottish Gaelic, Irish, and Manx… 
the Gaelic of the Isle of Man). 
In a Nova Scotia context when 
we talk about the Gaelic 
language, we’re usually talking 
about Scottish Gaelic, but the 
other two languages are 
also Gaelic.

Between the late 1700s and mid 
1800s 50,000 people who had 
been cleared from their land in 
the Highlands of Scotland, under 
varying circumstances, came to 
Nova Scotia.

These settlers in Mi’kma’ki, 
brought their language and 
culture mostly to the Eastern 
Mainland and Cape Breton. At 
one point in the 1800s as many 
as 100,000 Nova Scotians spoke 
Gaelic, which was then 25% of 
the population. In the Eastern 
end of the province that number 
was more than 90% in many 
places. In 1901 there were 50,000 
Gaelic speakers in the province, 
which was still more than 10% of 
the entire population of Nova 
Scotia. Gaelic was institutionally 
marginalized and the number of 
speakers declined through 
the 20th century.

Today, Scottish Gaels live 
throughout the province and 
Gaelic is the heritage language 
and culture of just under a third 
of the population. If Irish and 
Manx Nova Scotians are included, 
Gaels represent closer to half of 
the people in Nova Scotia. While 
most no longer speak Gaelic, 
many do, and others are actively 
learning the Gaelic language 
and/or practicing Gaelic culture 
including music and dance, and 
Nova Scotian Gaels’ contribution 
to the province’s culture and 
society has been significant. 
Nova Scotia represents the only 
place in the world outside of 
Europe where a Gaelic language 
and culture remain a vibrant part 
of communities and families.

Because of their numbers Gaels 
have had a huge impact on 
Nova Scotia and Gaelic continues 
to have an important place in 
many Nova Scotian communities, 
having been the primary 
language of communities in 
many regions for generations. 
Gaelic is the heritage language
of hundreds of thousands of 
Nova Scotians and we celebrate 
this, them, and the Gaelic 
language and culture 
each May.
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