
Starter Q for discussion: The next sub-topic 
involves looking at four groups who migrated 
to Scotland and their experiences here. Use 
the pictures to help you work out which four 
groups of people we’ll be studying.

????



The experience of Irish immigrants in Scotland
L.Os
1. Describe in detail 7 facts about the Irish 

experience in Scotland
2. Evaluate why there were differences between the 

experiences of Catholic and Protestant immigrants. 

Sub-topic 2: The experience of immigrants in Scotland



Irish immigration – early immigrants

• Before 1840 you were able to gain a 
passage from Ireland to Greenock 
for 6 pence. 

• This allowed for temporary 
emigration during harvest times, 
small numbers to work in industry 
and to help build the railways. 

• Note:  At this time there was no 
attempt to remain in Scotland on a 
permanent basis.  



Irish immigration – the potato famine

• A huge influx of Irish 
immigrants arrived in 
Scotland during the Great 
Famine of the 1840s. 

• The potato blight ruined the 
crops and left the farmers 
impoverished and starving. 
Many looked to gain 
opportunities overseas. Many 
left for America and Canada. 
Those who were too poor to 
do this arrived on Scottish 
shores.



Irish immigration – the potato famine

• Statistics from the Census:

– Irish-born population of Scotland (see table below)

– During 1848 the average weekly inflow of Irish into 
Glasgow was estimated at over 1000, and the figure for 
January to April of that year was put at 42,860.  

– Between 1841 and 1851 the Irish population of Scotland 
increased by 90 per cent.

YEAR Total population of 
Scotland

Number of Irish in 
Scotland

Percentage of 
Scottish population

1841 2,620,184 126,321 4.8

1851 2,888,742 207,367 7.2



Irish settlement patterns

• Due to a severe lack of money 
many migrants settled where they 
disembarked, generally the west of 
Scotland. 

• Some went east to Dundee. A large 
female community was established 
there – many working in the jute
factories. 

• The capital, Edinburgh, was not as 
attractive. (By 1851, a mere 6.5 per 
cent of  its population were Irish). 

• The majority of Irish immigrants 
settled in the industrial west – in 
and around Glasgow. 



Irish immigrants and employment
• Low-skilled manual labour was the main source of 

employment for the Irish. 

• Mining, shipbuilding and dock work seemed the 
biggest draw. 

• Others gained lesser skilled work in the textile 
industry as weavers. 

• Ease of gaining positions? 

– Generally the Irish immigrants were poorly 
educated and poorly skilled so they were forced 
to work in low-paid, unskilled jobs. 

– Sectarianism was rife so many were not 
promoted within their workplace.

– Few were in highly paid skilled jobs.



Assimilation?

• Tensions were high between 
Scots and the Irish 
immigrants. 

• Initially the fact that the 
Irish would work for less pay
than the Scots did not 
please the working classes.  

• Religious division was also a 
key factor. Since the 
Reformation, Scotland had 
been a Protestant country.
The fact that the Irish 
followed the Pope outraged 
the Presbyterians of 
Scotland.



The Catholic Irish experience in Scotland

• Outcome: 
– Attacks on the Irish were frequent (in newspapers, in 

church and on the streets).  
– As late as 1923, the Church of Scotland could still 

publish a pamphlet entitled ‘The menace of the Irish 
race to our Scottish Nationality’.  

– Perception: the Irish were seen as drunken, idle, 
uncivilised and undermining the moral fibre of Scottish 
society. They were also seen as carriers of disease, 
even though this had nothing to do with their 
nationality or religion, or course. Typhus, for example, 
was known as 'Irish fever'.

– In short, tensions and divisions ran deep between the 
Catholic Irish and the Protestant Scots.



Creation of Irish communities
• Despite hostility and their lowly social 

status the Irish Catholics showed a 
tremendous capacity to build 
sustainable local communities.

• Case study: Dundee
– In the early 1860s, there were only 

two Catholic churches and three 
schools, one of which the Dundee 
Advertiser described as a 'cellar 
under the Chapel', serving a 
community of around 20,000.  

– Within 10 years, the number of 
churches and schools had doubled, 
all financed to a large degree out of 
the contributions of low-paid 
workers. The Church provided other 
services of a recreational and social 
kind. Indeed, there was little need 
for Catholics to go beyond the 
bounds of the Church since all their 
needs were catered for.



Creation of Irish communities

• Even the working class obsession 
with professional football was 
catered for by the setting up of 
Hibernian FC in Edinburgh and Celtic 
FC in Glasgow.  

• The Irish Catholics had become a 
community within a community and 
this was strengthened by the degree 
of inter-marriage. 

• Case study: Greenock 
– It was found that in 1851, 80.6 

per cent of Irish men and 
women had found marriage 
partners amongst their own 
numbers. Forty years later the 
numbers were still high at 72.4 
per cent.  

– Such a situation made it difficult 
for the Irish Catholic to 
assimilate into the mainstream 
of Scottish society.



The Protestant Irish experience

• The plight of the Protestant Irish was far different to their Catholic 
counterparts. 

• The Protestant Irish began to arrive in the late 1870s and 1880s, a time 
when the influx of Catholic emigrants began to slow down. 

• This group was made up mostly from the Orange counties of the north, 
such as Armagh, building on historical religious links. 

• Generally this group was accepted into Scottish society. 

• For example, the Church of Scotland wrote ‘[no complaint can be made 
about] the presence of an Orange population in Scotland. They are of the 
same race as ourselves and of the same Faith, and are readily assimilated 
to the Scottish race’.  

• In conclusion, the Protestant Irish faced nothing like the discrimination 
endured by the Catholic Irish.



The Protestant Irish experience

• Protestant Irish communities wanted to 
maintain their distinct identity. The Orange 
Order was created to do this. 



Challenge: The Irish experience in Scotland

1. The Catholic Irish experience: Read - Chapter 2: The 
experience of immigrants in Scotland – The Irish Catholics -and 
take at LEAST ONE bullet pointed note under each of the 
following headings. 

• Employment & education
• Discrimination & Relations with native Scots
• Society and housing
• Development of communities

2. Do the same for the Protestant Irish using the section on 
Protestant Irish. If you cannot find anything on housing, 
don’t worry as you can comment on Irish Protestant society 
and the importance of their religion & the Orange Order. 



Sectarianism in Scotland

• With the  arrival of the Ulster Protestants and their traditions, 
an increase was noted in sectarian rivalry.  

• As previously mentioned, many Catholics tended to live 
together in tightly knit communities. Certain parts of Glasgow
and other towns became associated with Irish Catholics.

• Poor housing conditions were common across the working 
classes and thus a sense of common purpose was felt by all 
sectors in working class society. This helped to alleviate some 
of the tensions.

• This led to creation of Catholic schools, publicly funded by 
local taxes – a move not readily welcomed by the Protestant
section of the community. 



Summary of the Irish immigrant experience

• Note down the seven points about the experiences of ALL 
Irish people that you think you will be able to remember 
most easily. Make sure you can write two sentences about 
each point. 

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.



Challenge : Consolidating your knowledge 

• Using all your notes, create a revision or study 
aid that will help you remember the 
experience of ALL the Irish in Scotland.

• You MUST feature a minimum of 7 points, all of 
which you will be expected to understand and 
remember.

• You could produce a poster, an illustrated mind 
map, a storyboard or a powerpoint
presentation. This piece of work should be 
emailed to me @:

Christopher.hume@castlebrae.edin.sch.uk


