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lost population during the 1840s. But the ever-shrinking Irish
market clearly deterred many potential investors, particularly
in key sectors such as railway construction. Emigration thus
tended to slow down the twin processes of agricultural and
industrial ‘modernization’, and to enable the Famine-shocked
survivors to maintain unexpectedly many elements of their
former way of life.

Emigration had analogous consequences for Irish demog-
raphy. Ireland’s pre-Famine demography was remarkable in the
context of rural Europe only for the high emigration rate:
marriage age, ‘celibacy’* proportions, marital fertility* and
mortality all appear to have fallen within the normal ranges for
northern Europe. A remarkable facet of post-Famine
demography was that most of these characteristics changed so
little while the demographic profile of the rest of Europe was
transformed. More spectacular, however, was Ireland’s unique
experience of continuous depopulation, which was mainly due
to still heavier emigration together with the growing avoidance
of marriage. By the end of the century, the Irish were among
the most ‘celibate’ as well as the most migratory of populations.

Several models of interaction between emigration and
marriage avoidance have been postulated. The expectation of
emigration may have discouraged home marriage; the rarity of
home marriage may have facilitated emigration. Individuals bent
upon raising their living standards may have chosen between
the alternative strategies of emigrating in search of higher
income, or avoiding the need to share their home income with
hungry dependants by remaining unmarried. The first two
factors help explain the timing of marriage and emigration but
not their eventual probability, while the third relies upon a
simplistic model whereby economic decisions were determined
by individual rather than family or group interests (see Kennepy
for an elaboration of this thesis). More plausibly, perhaps, one
might argue that from the Famine onwards emigration was
generally considered the optimum strategy for those without
prospect of inheriting the family plot. The general availability
of the emigration outlet between 1846 and 1854 enabled the
rural population to adopt a novel set of values. These were
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manifested in the ‘stem-family’* system of succession, imparti-
bility of land-holding, and the mechanism of the property
‘match’ which made these systems workable. For those remain-
ing in Ireland, non-marriage signified not the triumph of self-
interest but defeat: the ‘celibate’ had failed either to escape Irish
restrictions or to qualify for an Irish match.

Far from being land-holders cannily husbanding assets
instead of spouses, the unmarried adult population consisted
largely of underproductive dependants returned at the census
as ‘servants’, ‘labourers’ or ‘assisting relatives’. Under the stem
system the match was usually contracted in advance of the
transfer of occupancy, and fathers were as loath to hand land
to unmarried sons as women were to accept men without land.
The increasing rarity of marriage in tle2 rural east should
therefore be attributed to the chilling combination of a rigid
marriage system and a decreasingly attractive emigration market.
Judged in terms of family rather than individual economy,
emigration of a member generated shared benefits whereas
continued non-marriage entailed shared costs. The rigidity and
growing inefficiency of the post-Famine marriage system may
be traced to the initial prevalence and subsequent curtailment
of emigration, in turn.

The promise of future support from emigrant progeny was
perhaps the major factor in sustaining marital fertility at a level
which became abnormally high in the changing context of late
nineteenth-century Europe. Marital fertility in Ireland seems
to have changed little over the century, being generally close
to the highest levels on record. There was, however, variation
between counties, and by the last third of the century fertility
was markedly higher in the counties of heavier emigration. This
supports the notion that the economic attractiveness of children
depended upon their potentiality to emigrate, though the
mechanisms by which married easterners limited their fertility
within marriage remain obscure.

Overall fertility levels were also affected by regional varia-
tion in the female age at marriage, and once again the counties
of heavier emigration (together with the major cities) tended
to produce the younger brides—a correlation which was to be
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gradually reversed during the twentieth century. Large families
in emigration-prone counties were further encouraged by fairly
low mortality levels. The combination of earlier marriage, higher
fertility and lower mortality tended to augment the population
of young adults in the west, and thus increase the pressure for
further emigration. Yet even in regions where emigration was
relatively sluggish, Irish families continued to rear far more
children than their European counterparts. Emigration was a
national rather than local episode in the life-cycle, and made
possible the maintenance of an archaic demographic as well as
economic system.

The imprint of emigration might be traced in every sector
of Irish life. The ‘safety-valve’ acted to reduce tensions arising
from competition for land or benefits within the family group,
yet it also helped concentrate what tensions remained upon key
transactions such as transfer of household headship, negotia-
tion of the dowry, and allocation of financial compensation to
non-inheritors. Thus emigration played a causal role in the
changing intensity and character of disputation within the
family. Its shadow also suffused politics, for the overseas Irish
became indispensable contributors to each new nationalist move-
ment, and often interfered at critical points with its conduct.
When emigration was unexpectedly stopped, as during the
American recession of the 1870s or the First World War, the
resultant surplus of frustrated youths who had expected to escape
Ireland contributed both manpower and indignation to populist
organisations such as the Land League and Sinn Féin. Ireland
without emigration would have been a radically different place
by 1921. But so pervasive were the consequences of emigration
that no persuasive counterfactual history can be devised.

The place of emigration in the Irish life-cycle is poignantly
symbolised by the institution of the ‘American wake’, otherwise
termed the live wake, parting spree, farewell supper, feast of
departure, or (in prosaic Donegal) the American bottle night.
The celebration of departure, and subsequent ‘convoy’ to railway
station or port, had evident parallels with the Irish celebration
of death and its attendant promise of future benefits for those
still living. During the Famine ritual tended to be neglected,
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and embarkation was seldom marked by anything more
contrived than the odd ‘merry dance’ to the bowing of a
fiddler. But the post-Famine revival of decorum was manifested
in the farewell to emigrants from Killaloe in 1852, when

these warm-hearted and simple-minded people demeaned themselves
entirely as if they had been shrouded in all the privacy of home,
clinging to and kissing and embracing each other with the utmost
ardour, calling out aloud, in broken tones, the endeared names of
brother, sister, mother, sobbing and crying as if the very heart would
burst, while the unheeded tears ran down from the red and swollen
eyes literally in streams.'?

By 1882, however, a change of tone was perceptible in the
ceremony of farewell. In Galway, the philanthropist Tuke ‘did
not hear a single “wail’” as we left the ship; but before we steamed
out a multitude of hand-shakings and blessings were showered
upon me, and three cheers rang across the bay'.!’ In
Queenstown, as Fr. Sueenan observed with sorrow,

the crowds on shore look with envy at the fortunate friends who are
escaping. They no longer shout an everlasting farewell, but a ringing
cheer, which is strengthened by the hope that when the letter and the
passage-money arrive, they, too, will be able to leave this land of
bondage.

As the impulse to emigrate altered from shove to tug to promo-
tion, so the expression of farewell changed from casual to
sorrowful to congratulatory. Emigration became a fact of life,
a ‘fashion’, a ‘fever’. As P. D. Murphy wrote in 1917 of ‘the
intending emigrant’: “You can tell him at a glance, for there
is something in his appearance that betrays him. He is listless,
restless, discontented. . . He has caught the fever that has
depopulated the Irish countryside’.!4
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GLOSSARY

CELIBACY PROPORTION: The percentage of men or women

aged 45-54 who had never been married, according to their
census schedules.

COHORT DEPLETION: The percentage of people aged 5-24
at one census who had ‘disappeared’ from the group aged 15-34
a decade later. This index of net outward migration is sensitive
to mortality, internal movement, reverse migration and mis-
recording of age, yet in the Irish context it provides a reasonable
estimate of emigration rates among the age-group most heavily
affected.

EMIGRATION RATE: The ratio of persons leaving Irish ports,
with the intention of settling ‘permanently’ overseas, to the
population of the county or region affected. Prior to 1851, the
criteria used for computing rates of gross outward migration
(or levels, as in Figure 1) were somewhat different, and several
parallel tabulations are available for later years.
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MARITAL FERTILITY: The ratio of births to married women
of child-bearing age, standardised according to the age distribu-
tion of a standard population of wives to allow comparisons over
time and between regions.

NET MIGRATORY INFLOW: An indicator of movement
into Irish counties emanating from other Irish counties, based
upon birthplace returns in the census. Counties which contained
more natives of other Irish counties than they had contributed
natives to other Irish counties were deemed regions of N.M.I.

REVERSE MIGRATION: Gross migratory inflow into Ireland
from overseas. Gourp (1980, 1) has computed ‘repatriant ratios’
for various ethnic groups in the United States, being the ratio
of those arriving in the U.S.A. between 1904-5 and 1910-11,
to those leaving the U.S.A. between 1907-8 and 1913-14. The
figures quoted in the text are based upon immigrant aliens
arriving from a foreign country (outflow), and emigrant aliens
leaving for that country together with the difference between
non-emigrant aliens leaving and non-immigrant aliens arriving
(reverse flow).

SEGREGATION: The extent to which persons of Irish or other
birthplaces tended to cluster in certain states, regions or wards
of settlement overseas. The index used here, which is analogous
to the geographer’s ‘index of segregation’, is the coefficient of
variation of the proportions of each regional population born
in Ireland.

STEM FAMILY: A model of the system whereby control of
households and of property was transferred between generations
(see ArensBerG & Kimparr). Typically, a single selected inheritor
brought his wife into the parental household before the death
of one or both parents, the marriage being a parentally-arranged
‘match’. Before assuming household control, the inheritor would
undertake to make provision for his parents and offer compen-
sation to his siblings in the form of cash, training, board and
lodging, or an emigrant passage.
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