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I. Socio-economics of migration in Ireland and their 
(international) political dimensions

● A colonised country, a European country

● A pivotal role between Europe and the USA

● Exploring and questioning some of the causes of emigration and 
immigration



  

19th c. emigration from Ireland, before, during and after
the Great Famine of 1845-48



  



  

Poor Irish labourers and their families leaving Ireland to find work 
in Britain during the Industrial Revolution, 1800s



  

Passengers on an immigrant ship off the coast of Ireland, 1895 / 
Irish immigrant mothers and their children, USA 1902



  

Parallels between Ireland and India



  

Colonised and colonists in the British Empire
(picture from 1950s Nigeria)



  

● “No substantial famine has 
ever occurred in any 
independent and democratic 
country with a relatively free 
press.”

Armatya Sen



  

Meat and dairy farming in Ireland, all the way from the 19th c. - 
‘traditional’ and necessary for the Irish economy and farmers or 

unsustainable?



  

● 1950s and 1980s as ‘decades of emigration’

● Mid-1990s to 2007, ‘Celtic Tiger’ economic boom and first major 
reversal of the migration flow:

- Reasons for the economic boom

- Multinational companies and high tech exports

- Jobs and recruitment abroad (mostly from Eastern Europe)

- A ‘soufflé’ economy?

- Sustainability issues: data centres and their energy consumption



  

Microsoft and Apple data centres near Dublin



  

Eastern European and Baltic states immigrants in Ireland



  



  

2000 to 2014 migration flows



  

Unfinished property developments after the 2008 crisis:
‘Ireland’s ghost estate nightmare’

(2012 and 2013 pictures from the Dublin suburbs)



  

The gap between economic and social indicators, or ‘leprechaun 
economics’ (Paul Krugman)



  

‘Leprechaun economics’ – in (and since) 2015



  



  

BBC News on 
15 July 2020



  



  

● Ireland AM 
programme on 
Virgin Media 
One, 14 Sept. 
2022 (YouTube 
video)



  



  

II. Impacts of emigration and immigration on conceptions of Irish 
identity – and how Irish society copes with demographic change



  

● A ‘country of emigration?
● A Commission on emigration in 1955 noted that emigration was now ‘a part of the generally 

accepted pattern of life’.

● ‘Most countries send out oil or iron, steel or gold, or some other crop, but Ireland has had only 

one export and that is its people.’ John F. Kennedy on his presidential visit to Ireland, June 1963

● Historian Joe Lee wrote in 1989 that ‘emigration (had) left a prominent imprint on the 

archaeology of the modern Irish mind’.



  



  

Irish Minister for Finance Michael Noonan in January 2012:

‘There’s always young people coming and going from Ireland, some of them are emigrants in the 

traditional sense, others simply, it’s a small island and they want to get off the island, a lot of the 

people that go to Australia, it’s not being driven by unemployment at all, it’s driven by a desire to see 

another part of the world. I have five adult children, three of them living and working abroad, I don’t 

think any of the three would be described as an emigrant, it’s a free choice of lifestyle and what they 

wanted to do with their lives. There’s a lot of families like that. Now there are other people being 

driven abroad alright. Now what has happened is that the collapse of the building industry has 

created a lot of forced emigration. ... What we have to make sure is, that people have the best 

possible education right up to third level so when they go, they’re employed as young professionals 

in their country of destination rather than the traditional image of Irish people from the 1950s.’



  



  

‘The Gathering’ 2013



  

Immigration then and now

Newgrange and neolithic farmers from 5000 years ago



  

Immigration then and now

● Neolithic farmers, Celts and Picts… where did they come from and 
why is it important?

● Saint Patrick, 5th c.!

● Vikings from the 9th c., Anglo-Norman settlers in the 12th c., colonial 
‘plantations’ in the 16th and 17th centuries... 

● A more recent or renewed focus on Gaelic and Catholic identity as 
part of late 19th c. Irish cultural nationalism



  

Since the 1990s

● ‘Remigrants’ or returning emigrants

● Migrant workers recruited by employers in Ireland: In 2003, there were 140 
different nationalities from all continents

● 10 top countries in 2003, Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, Ukraine, the Philippines, South 
Africa, Romania, China, Brazil and Australia

● Significant drop since 2008, but still a wide variety or countries of origin - now also 
India (topped the figures in 2010)

● Comparatively much smaller number of asylum seekers, many from Nigeria, but 
also some from Somalia, China, Pakistan, Congo,  Sudan and other countries



  



  



  

June 1999 article in the Irish Times by Kitty Holland, on “the new Irish”



  

A Bloomberg columnist in 2022 (12 April 2022, Washington Post),

‘In the case of Ireland, the country is now the only member of the European Union in which 

English is the main language not only for business but also for schools and public life. Foreign 

investors are drawn by that fact. They also see that Ireland is relatively underpopulated, 

and appears to be receptive to absorbing talented foreign immigrants. Furthermore, 

Ireland is ruled by mainstream parties and seems largely unaffected by the populism and 

nativism that are creating problems elsewhere in Europe’.



  

● A move away from traditional conceptions of Irishness that started in the late 
1960s, before immigration:

● Progressive social secularisation

● A rethinking of the nationalist historical narrative

● Away from the ‘WHISC’ (Marshall Tracy, 2000), for White, Heterosexual, Irish-
born, Settled and Catholic

● Former Taoiseach Garret FitzGerald, a proponent of civic rather than ethnic/cultural 
republicanism in the 1990s



  

● Waning influence of the Catholic Church (1995, 2015, 2018 referenda legalising divorce, 
same-sex marriage and abortion)

● Parallel reassertions of Ireland as a Christian country

- ex. Fine Gael politician Enda Kenny in 2007

- Persistent institutional presence of the Catholic Church through the school system 
(more than 90% of primary schools):

‘The curriculum acknowledges the centrality of the Christian heritage and tradition in the Irish experience and 

the Christian identity shared by the majority of Irish people. It equally recognises the diversity of beliefs, values 

and aspirations of all religious and cultural groups in society’. Primary School Curriculum Introduction, 1999



  

● A 2004 referendum put an end to the automatic right 
to Irish citizenship of children born in Ireland of non-
Irish parents.

● Question 14 added to the Irish Census from 2006:

● National Consultative Committee on Racism and 
Interculturalism scrapped in 2008

●

● ‘But you don’t look Irish’ – high levels of skin-
colour related racism (though relative compared to 
other European countries)



  

Asylum seekers in Ireland



  



  

● Direct Provision 
Centres for 
asylum seekers



  

● In The 
Guardian,

22 January 
2023



  

‘One of the central ironies of contemporary Irish society?’ (historian Enda Delaney)

● When Irish 
people were 
not 
considered 
white either

(Harper’s 
Weekly, mid-
19th c.)



  

● USA, mid-1800s



  

● Brixton street scene in 2016

● (Brixton Buzz)



  

Irish Independent article:

‘Undocumented migrants in 
Ireland 'living in fear' as 
hundreds protest in city’

March 2016 (Saint Patrick’s 
Day)

‘People gather in Dublin's city 
centre for a street party in 
support of the undocumented 
migrants in Ireland and the US’



  

Kieran O’Sullivan of the Irish Pastoral Centre in Boston, quoted in a 2019 Irish Post article on 

fear of deportation under Trump: 

‘The majority of the undocumented Irish here work hard, they pay taxes and they're only 

looking to make a better life for themselves and their families and this notion that's out 

there, that they're a threat to the country, is nonsense’.
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