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ABSTRACT

During the nineteenth century, “exile” became a key term to describe
the Irish-diasporic community in North America. More recently,
scholars in the fields of diaspora studies and Irish studies have
described this community as a “victim diaspora” with connotations
of forced expulsion, exile, and nostalgia for the homeland. Moreover,
among scholars and within the Irish-American community, the notion
exists that the Great Irish Famine (1845–1851) constitutes the IrishAmerican “charter myth”, that it was the starting point of an IrishAmerican identity. This article sheds a different light on these (self-)
identifications by discussing the concepts of origin myth, exile and
nostalgia and also considers the concept of diasporic belonging in the
context of Irish and Irish North-American works of popular “Famine
fiction” written between 1871 and 1891. Consequently, the impact
of these late nineteenth-century literary considerations on presentday conceptualisations of the Irish-American community as a victim
diaspora are discussed.

KEYWORDS

Great Irish Famine; cultural
memory and identity; Irish
diaspora; popular fiction;
exile; origin myth; nostalgia

Introduction: late nineteenth-century representations of Irish emigration in
context
Having conducted research on the Irish diaspora in the United States in the late 1990s,
sociologist and cultural anthropologist Astrid Wonneberger concluded that the Great Irish
Famine (1845–1851) was still very important for Irish Americans and their processes of
self-identification. Often not taking historical likelihood into consideration, many claimed
their familial history of emigration was rooted in the “catastrophic origin” of the Famine,
thereby “neglecting all other causes for Irish emigration”.1 Similarly, Margaret Kelleher has
critically observed that the Famine has come to be seen as the “charter myth” of the IrishAmerican community, despite the realisation that emigration was already a well-established
element of Irish life before the mid-nineteenth century.2
Nevertheless – and perhaps especially so in the United States – the Famine is frequently
represented as the diasporic origin myth.3 More broadly speaking, the conviction that it is
one of the seminal events of (recent) Irish history also features frequently in the field of Irish

CONTACT Lindsay Janssen

l.janssen@let.ru.nl, Lindsay_janssen@emerson.edu

© 2018 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group.
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

200

 L. JANSSEN

studies, as more longitudinal views include the belief that the Famine’s disruptive impact is
still felt today.4 The Famine’s appropriation in recent political discourse attests that this notion
has a broader public support.5 Such uses of Famine memory both reflect and enable the
prolongation of self-definitions based upon collective victimhood, exile and (passive) suffering into the present.
The Great Famine was caused by consecutive potato crop failures. Estimates vary, but on
a population of over eight million, between 1 and 1.5 million died during the Famine years
and another 1.8 million left Ireland for America between 1845 and 1855. With regard to Irish
emigration, within Irish studies opinions vary as to just how influential the Famine was. The
current, more mitigated view is that although the period served as a catalyst for emigration,
it was not its sole motivator. Rather, not only had emigration been an integral part of Irish
life since at least the seventeenth century, it also continued well into the twentieth
century.6
Arguably, together with the long history of Irish emigration a strong sense of Irish exile
developed, well before the occurrence of the Famine.7 During the nineteenth century, the
idea of exile became a key denominator for the Irish abroad, significantly for those who were
part of the North-American Irish community.8 Across the Atlantic, this sentiment was perhaps
most vehemently expressed in and widely disseminated through the works of political exiles
such as Thomas D’Arcy McGee, John Mitchel and Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa. Indeed, in his
polemic Ireland Since ’98 (1871), Mitchel portrayed the Irish as exiles who displayed “[a] deep
and prevailing anxiety to fly – to escape any whither! […] If a country be made too hot to
hold its inhabitants, they will be willing even to throw themselves into the sea”.9 Additionally,
the poem “A Malediction”, which was reprinted in the Canadian magazine The Harp in 1880,
twelve years after former Irish nationalist turned influential Canadian conservative politician
McGee had been assassinated, included the following lamentation: “My Native Land! how
does it fare / Since I last saw its shore? / Alas! alas! My exiled frère, / It aileth more and more”.10
Many Irish newspapers in the US and Canada also adopted the interpretation of emigration-as-expulsion and published numerous articles in which the terms Famine and exile
featured together. When reporting Mitchel’s return to Ireland in 1874, The Irish-American
reprinted an article from the Dublin Freeman’s Journal, which labelled the returned nationalist
“the Exile” and spoke of exile as “a bitter thing at best, and, to those whose thoughts and
emotions centre on their country, it is the double and abiding pain of loss to head and
heart”.11 Moreover, the term “exile” appears in several works of popular fiction such as Mary
Anne Sadlier’s Bessy Conway; Or, the Irish Girl in America (1862) and William C. Upton’s Uncle
Pat’s Cabin; Or, Life Among the Agricultural Labourers of Ireland (1882), and writers including
Reverend F.H. Clayton and Margaret Dixon McDougall dedicated their work to the “[e]xiled
sons and daughters of Ireland”.12 As Christopher Cusack observes in a recent article which
critically reflects on the supposed silence surrounding the Famine, such integrations of
Famine memory in American periodicals continued after the period the current article covers,
persisting well into the twentieth century and even reaching American mainstream journals
which did not cater for a specifically Irish audience.13
Laments concerning the Irish emigrants’ conditions were widespread in both fiction and
non-fiction of the second half of the nineteenth century. However, not all writings by the
Irish at home and in North America from the period support this one-dimensional vision in
which diasporic Irishmen and women are considered pining exiles with a nostalgic preoccupation with the homeland. Charles Fanning states that “Irish-Americans who fashioned
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their experience into fiction did not limit themselves to the grey monotone of the exile’s
lament” and that in Irish-American literary works of the “second generation” – written
between the Famine and 1875 –, no singular approach to Irish life in America is found.14
Providing an extension of the positive dimension of Fanning’s argument, the current essay
will provide an analysis of a substantial fund of forgotten and currently underresearched
popular fiction published in the latter three decades of the nineteenth century on both sides
of the Atlantic which provides the possibility of a forward-looking interpretation of Irish
emigration.
Several literary approaches were popular during the latter half of the nineteenth century;
while some authors continued to follow the romantic-didactic tradition, known for its heavyhanded moralisation and romantic plotlines, others opted to write in a realist fashion, which
acknowledged problems inherent to Irish immigrant life. And yet others, aspiring to be part
of America’s middle classes, wrote genteel or “lace-curtain” fiction, in which preoccupations
with middle-class respectability and acceptance into the American mainstream played a
crucial part. Many texts oscillated between these genres, and Fanning argues that this lack
of division is the by-product of “the uneasy, transitional, ambivalent culture that produced
it”.15
Speaking about the current state of Irish studies scholarship, David Lloyd points out that
the use of the term “diaspora” to denote the Irish experience of emigration only recently
came into vogue during the commemorative boom of the 1990s, and that its conceptualisation is “irrevocably marked” by “certain aspects of the historical Jewish diaspora”.16 Lloyd
argues that although the label of diaspora is useful in the Irish context, for it acknowledges
the “catastrophic social and economic reasons for the departure of so many”, it is reductionist
in scope, collapsing different forms, periods, reasons and sentiments concerning Irish emigration into one limited term. Moreover, the rather free use of the concept diaspora “insidiously” aids in claiming “a special ethnic status” of prolonged victimhood, even at
present.17
Accordingly, in this article, I will show that very different representations of Irish migration
can be found in popular fiction written in the US, Canada and Great Britain during the late
nineteenth century, consequently arguing that commonly held views of the Irish diaspora
in current scholarship would benefit from a reconsideration. The notions of exile, nostalgia
and the Great Irish Famine as diasporic origin myth are crucial to this re-examination. While
I do not intend to claim that fiction bears the burden of truthfulness to life, these works do
reflect their contemporary concerns and hot issues of the time; consequently, I consider
literary works as “portable monuments”, as carriers and shapers of cultural memory and
identity.18 Focusing on the process of narrativisation inherent to both fiction writing and
memory formation, I will investigate the influence narrative aspects such as focalisation and
“embedding” have on literary recollections of the Irish Famine and emigration. While providing an analysis of a literary corpus of 28 works of fiction, I will zoom in on three works of
fiction as in-depth case studies (Table 1).19

Nostalgia and belonging: William Upton’s Uncle Pat’s Cabin and
Annie Keary’s Castle Daly (1875)
Although it is widely acknowledged in the field of diaspora studies that “home” is an unstable
and slippery concept, a typical trait often ascribed to a diasporic consciousness is a
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Table 1 Corpus of popular fiction, 1871–1891.
Corpus of popular fiction which recollects the Famine and emigration, 1871–1891
Anonymous. Dick O’Dell. A Story of ‘48. Young Ireland. An Irish Magazine of Entertainment and Instruction 2/36 (Dublin: 2
Sept. 1876) – 3/6 (Dublin: 10 Feb. 1877)
Anonymous. “Thade M’Sweeney; Or, A Tenant Farmer’s Trials. A Story of the Great Famine”. The Irish-American 32/15 (New
York: 10 Apr. 1880)
Anonymous, “The Bridal of Death; Or, The Curse of Landlordism. A Story of ‘47”. The Irish-American 40/15 (New York: 21
Apr. 1888) – 40/16 (New York: 28 Apr. 1888)
Armstrong, M. M. “The Piper’s Gift. A Tale of the Irish Famine”. McGee’s Illustrated Weekly: Devoted to Catholic Art, Literature
and Education 1 (1876–7)
Berens, Louise. Steadfast unto Death: A Tale of the Irish Famine of To-day (London: Remington and Co., 1880)
Brew, Margaret. The Chronicles of Castle Cloyne; Or, Pictures of the Munster People. 3 vols (London: Chapman and Hall,
1885)
Clayton, F. H. (“An Irishman”). Scenes and Incidents in Irish Life (Montreal: John Lovell [printer], 1884)
Cusack, Margaret Anne (Sister Mary Francis Clare). From Killarney to New York; Or, How Thade Became a Banker. McGee’s
Illustrated Weekly 2 (New York: May–Nov. 1877)
Doran, James. Zanthon: A Novel (San Francisco, CA: Bancroft, 1891)
Ford, Bessie Garland. The Old Man’s Darling (Toronto: B. Garland, 1881)
Fox, Emily (“Toler King”). Rose O’Connor; A Story of the Day (Chicago, IL: Chicago Legal News Company [printer], 1880)
“Washington Frothingham”. Blind Peter. Written from his own Statements (New York: C.A. Alvord [printer], 1871)
Hoare, Edward N. Mike: A Tale of the Great Irish Famine (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1880)
“Ireland”. Forlorn but not Forsaken: A Story of (the Famine of 1848) the “Bad Times” in Ireland (Dublin: George Herbert, 1871)
Keary, Annie. Castle Daly; The Story of an Irish Home Thirty Years Ago. 3 vols (London: Macmillan, 1875)
Lawless, Emily. Hurrish. A Study. 2 vols (Edinburgh: Blackwood, 1886)
McCarthy, Justin Huntly. Lily Lass (London: Chatto and Windus, 1889)
McDougall, Margaret Dixon (“Norah”). The Days of a Life (Almonte, Ontario: W. Templeman, 1883)
Mulholland, Rosa. “The Hungry Death”. In Representative Irish Tales. Ed. W. B. Yeats (London: Putnam, 1891), 369–95
Munroe, M. F. “How the Croziers Came to Canada”. Canadian Literary Journal: Devoted to Select Original Literature and the
Interests of Canadian Literary Societies 1/7 (Toronto: Jan. 1871)
O’Brien, Charlotte G. Light and Shade. 2 vols (London: Kegan Paul, 1878)
O’Brien, William. When We Were Boys (London: Longmans, Green, 1890)
O’Brien, Richard Baptist. D. D. The D’Altons of Crag. An Irish Story of ‘48 & ‘49. The Harp. A Magazine of General Literature 5/1
(Hamilton: Nov. 1879) – 5/9 (Hamilton: Jul. 1880, Montreal)
Quigley, Hugh. Profit and Loss: A Story of the Life of a Genteel Irish-American, Illustrative of a Godless Education (New York: T.
O’Kane, 1873)
Sigerson, Hester. A Ruined Race; Or, the Last Macmanus of Drumroosk (London: Ward and Downey, 1889)
Smith, John Talbot. “The Deacon of Lynn”. In His Honor The Mayor. And Other Tales (New York: Vatican Library, 1891), 1–31
Smith, John Talbot. “How the McGuinness Saved his Pride”. In His Honor The Mayor, 218–58
Upton, William C. Uncle Pat’s Cabin: Or, Life among the Agricultural Labourers of Ireland (Dublin: M. H. Gill, 1882)

homeward orientation. In many works of Irish emigrant fiction, this preoccupation is translated as nostalgia. For multiple works of Famine fiction, nostalgic desire not only refers to
the sense of being home but also to the (physical) landscape of that home. In a broader
context, Nina Witoszek and Pat Sheeran demonstrate the Irish preoccupation with place,
arguing that since the bardic tradition until today, the Irish have been “consumed by
topophilia”.20
As Oona Frawley states, nostalgia can serve “as a safety mechanism designed to bridge
past and present for cultures as they experience change”.21 Alternatively, not establishing a
connection to home can “mean the ultimate disbandment of diasporic identity”.22 In several
works of Irish emigrant fiction, especially those written before the period this article covers,
the link to a (past) identity, a nostalgia for the home landscape can be found in its (mental)
transportation to North America, whereby the past landscape of Ireland could continue to
influence Irish-diasporic identities. This backwards orientation manifested itself not only in
Irish (diasporic) literature, but also in verse and the popular press, demonstrated, for example,
by the poetic lines by D’Arcy McGee included in the introduction.23
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In several works of fiction from the period starting with the Famine and running up to
the 1880s, representations of the (Irish) landscape refer to some pristine and unspoilt
pre-Famine and even pre-colonial version of Ireland cast in hues of what Svetlana Boym has
called “restorative nostalgia”: a nostalgia which “puts emphasis on nostos and proposes to
rebuild the lost home and patch up the memory gaps”. However, at the same time, the
development of a critical dimension can also be observed, as works of Famine fiction written
in the latter quarter of the century provide a different take on (recent) Irish history, the
landscape of home and their continued influence on diasporic configurations of Irishness.
In that manner, they showcase a critical and elegiac form of “reflective nostalgia”, which
rather “dwells in algia, in longing and loss, the imperfect process of remembrance”.24 In this
process, they also demonstrate the constructed nature of that home and the narrativisation
inherent to recollection.
A form of reflective nostalgia can be found in Upton’s Uncle Pat’s Cabin, a narrative which
spans the Famine and the Land War of 1879–1882 and details the hard lives of Irish land
labourers. As the title makes clear, to fortify its message concerning the plight of the Irish
poor, the novel draws many parallels between the pre-abolition suffering of the AfricanAmerican slave and that of the Irish land labourer of the early 1880s. Little is known about
Upton, a carpenter working in Ardagh.25 Sometime after 1878, Upton emigrated to New
York, where he prospered enough to be able to privately publish a revised edition of Uncle
Pat’s Cabin in 1914.26 The first version of the novel is used for the analysis below; this edition
was published in Dublin by M.H. Gill in 1882.
As did many of her peers in real life, protagonist Pat M’Mahon’s niece Kathleen emigrates
to America to take care of her family by working as a domestic. When she goes to find her
father’s grave (he died during the Civil War), Kathleen comments upon the American landscape. But instead of providing a typical veneration of her American natural surroundings
by referring to how much they resemble (more) beautiful Ireland – as for example is done
in Elizabeth Hely Walshe’s Cedar Creek; From the Shanty to the Settlement; A Tale of Canadian
Life (1863) or the early pages of Hugh Quigley’s Profit and Loss (1873) – Kathleen sighs that
nothing in America reminds her of home:
The journey to there was rendered very pleasant by the varying scenes of American rural life
[…] She did not at first like the face of the country, it was so much unlike her own. Here there
were no stone or sod fences dividing the country into fields and gardens; here there were
no pretty hedgerows cutting off the occupiers’ residence from the outlying country. And she
missed the warm-looking thatched houses of her own land, that for her were more acceptable
than these pretentious abodes of rural wealth and happiness, with their broad piazzas, their
ornamental-headed windows, their white wooden walls, and their shingle roofs. Taking them
in all their architectural beauties and designs, they could not compete with the one-storeyed
thatched cottages of Ireland.27

In this passage, the transportation of the imagined homeland does not take place and the
omission actually fortifies the emigrant’s nostalgic sense of longing and homeward orientation. However, instead of continuing to pine for the lost home now out of reach, Kathleen
expresses great relief: “Yet, in that journey she saw no human residence like her Uncle Pat’s
cabin. Ah, no, nor in the whole civilised world could such be found, to the credit of the society
in which that oppressed individual moved”.28 Kathleen is glad that nothing reminds her of
home, because this means that such ruined hovels luckily cannot be found here, or anywhere
else in the “whole civilized world”; here, the beautiful American rural landscape provides a
contrastive critique on rural Ireland’s recent history and present state. For young Kathleen,
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idealised Ireland is an inherited rather than lived memory: Upton demonstrates that Ireland’s
present condition is the result of a steady deterioration spanning several decades, starting
during the Famine when Uncle Pat becomes destitute and loses his wife and child. Kathleen’s
nostalgia is a hybrid nostalgia, as she has a restored idealised home in mind, but simultaneously acknowledges the lack of realism behind that image, for recollections of her uncle’s
abode imply that things are very different in present-day Ireland. Together with the heavyhanded moral and political critique on British land legislation in Ireland in the early 1880s
which permeates the novel, this reference to Ireland’s rural landscape directly confronts
Ireland’s recent misery.
In similar vein, the idea of home is questioned later in the novel. When Kathleen comes
back to Ireland with her American husband Mr. Harmon during the smaller famine of 1879–
1882, she is too late to save her uncle and finds rural Ireland in an even poorer state than
when she left. After stating that the Irish land labourers are “no better than slaves in the
treatment they receive and the position they are reduced to, living in hovels that the southern
slave-owner would not house his slaves in”, Harmon provides Kathleen with a different point
of orientation for home, the US: “Come away to my own country – America […] Come away
to that land where your countrymen have found a home”.29 Consequently, Kathleen returns
to the US and takes her younger siblings with her, a decision which marks the end of the
M’Mahon family in Ireland. Although Kathleen revisits Ireland, her (spiritual) homecoming
to her former home is deferred, as is typical for reflective nostalgia.30
Casting the Irish/American landscape in tones of restorative nostalgia, and thereby idealising the homeland, can be considered both a diasporic inclination and a convention of
the romantic-didactic tradition. However, Uncle Pat’s Cabin serves as but one example of
how this is not unquestionably or uniformly done in Famine fiction written between 1871
and 1891. By precluding the (mental) return to an idealised homeland, it is acknowledged
that Ireland is no longer a place which the emigrant necessarily wants to return to, as recent
history has left lasting scars on the landscape and its inhabitants, scars that are so pervasive
that they become set connotations of the mnemonically transported landscape as well. In
a context in which easy access to an idealised past is hindered by a traumatic episode in
recent history, the term “anti-nostalgia” seems a more fitting label: as Emilie Pine explains,
the term can be used when (Irish) history cannot be used “as a welcome break from the
demands of the present”.31 This mode of memory, then, sustains but alters cultural identity’s
link to the past, rather foregrounding the idealisation of the future. Uncle Pat’s Cabin provides
the possibility for such a future-oriented appropriation of the painful past. In one of the final
paragraphs of this novel which stresses the importance of changes in land ownership and
legislation for the benefit of the land labourer, the Lockean ideal that man should uphold
“that great fundamental law, that ‘man has a right to a home in the land God created for his
use and benefit’”, is presented as long overdue in the Irish context.32
The sentiment of nostalgia encompasses a wish to return, either in body or spirit; in reality
only few emigrants actually returned to Ireland.33 In contrast, return migrants do often feature
in Famine fiction written between 1871 and 1891. Bernard Butler in McDougall’s The Days
of a Life returns to Ireland after being unsuccessful in the US and the eponymous protagonist
of the anonymous Dick O’Dell. A Story of ’48 (1876–1877) also goes back. The latter narrative
does not show whether the main character will stay in Ireland for good; however, through
an emphasis on Dick’s feelings of loneliness and exile during his early days in America and
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happiness and familial bliss when back in Ireland, Dick O’Dell implies that its protagonist
belongs in Ireland.
My study of a larger corpus of Irish and Irish-diasporic emigrant fiction suggests that Dick
O’Dell’s sentiments are rather the exception than the rule. In fact, only few fictional “Yank”
Irishmen return to Ireland to stay and their reactions to their homecomings signify a departure from typical interpretations of nostalgia and belonging normally ascribed to a victim
diaspora. A case in point is Annie Keary’s Castle Daly, in which the emigrant protagonist
shows little connection to Ireland upon his return. Keary was born in Wetherby (Yorkshire)
in 1825 to an Irish father and English mother. Her Big House novel Castle Daly was hugely
successful. It was initially written for the Irish and British markets and after its initial serialisation in British magazine Macmillan’s, Castle Daly went through at least six republications
before 1880, including two American editions published in New York and Philadelphia.34
The popularity of the novel suggests that at the time, the Famine was (still) a welcome topic
in popular literature on both sides of the Atlantic, even before the advent of the smaller
famine of 1879–1882. Keary spent most of her life in England and the South of France. Castle
Daly is based on her own observations during a two-week sojourn in Ireland in the early
1870s, as well as on second-hand recollections of the Young Ireland rebellion and “the terrible
Famine preceding it” provided by friends and relatives living in Ireland.35 This insight into
Keary’s biography suggests that her novel’s sometimes ardent sentiments concerning the
hardships undergone by the Irish poor during the Famine can be considered as inherited
memory. In that sense, it resembles what Marianne Hirsch has called “postmemory”, a form
of cultural memory that is passed down within a cultural group, but which can be experienced just as intensely as one’s own memories.36
In the novel, landlord’s son Connor Daly initially does not want to leave Ireland but is
forced to do so because of his implication in the Young Ireland Rebellion of 1848. After his
narrow escape, the novel skips to the scene of Connor’s homecoming years later. Tellingly,
the chapter in question starts with the description of Connor as a vaguely familiar stranger
who surveys the much-changed Irish landscape: the hero is alienated from his home. Rick
Altman discusses the difference between focalisation and his concept of narrative “following”,
arguing that the former describes through whose eyes we see events, while the latter focuses
on whose actions we follow. Structurally speaking, at this point in the narrative of Castle
Daly, the distance between return emigrant Connor and his home is supported by a difference in the focalising and following entities, as the scene’s singular following pattern focuses
on Connor, but is focalised through the eyes of a minor character (a tenant).
Moreover, through the fast-forwarding technique, the structure of the narrative underscores this detachment between diasporic subject and former home: we learn nothing of
Connor’s life in between his flight from Ireland and his return as an Irish American years later,
disconnecting these two distinct episodes in his life. It is only when he is brought into contact
with his sister that the identity of the mystery visitor is verified. Connor has become a fully
integrated Irish American who has no intention of resettling in Ireland. Ireland is no longer
described as his home, as Connor’s sister Ellen states that he is “giving up the old home for
the new one you have made for yourself out in the far West”.37 In contrast to the Wynns in
Hely Walshe’s Cedar Creek who create an Irish and Canadian home for themselves, in Castle
Daly, a dichotomy is presented between those who remain and those who leave; a sense of
dual belonging is undermined, as Ellen presents emigration as a choice to belong either to
the Old or the New World.
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While many of his poorer peers in real life could only imagine their return home, Connor
is able to return to Ireland. But upon his return, any idealisation of the homeland is impeded,
as he considers the Daly estate “so changed”. Confronted with its great desolation and transformation, Connor exclaims:
Yes, yes; but where are the people? that is what I cannot make out – to be sure I have only had
a morning’s experience – but though I see signs of prosperity about the place itself, and in one
or two cabins I have been in, I say again where are the people?

Ellen sighs that she “mourn[s] over the deserted villages and the silent hill-sides”, and attributes the emptying out of Ireland to the Famine, and especially to emigration.38
For Connor, his former home now engenders an uncanny experience, for it is somehow
familiar, yet very different from the idyllic pre-Famine space as observed through his eyes
in the first volume of Castle Daly. No longer reminiscent of his childhood haunts, Ireland is
no longer described as Connor’s home, and as he laments the loss of people and the desolation of the landscape, Connor displays a sentiment that can be read as reflective nostalgia,
for it underscores the fissures between the Irish emigrant subject and his identification with
his homeland. To a lesser extent, such a sense of bewilderment and critical form of nostalgia
can also be found in Margaret Brew’s The Chronicles of Castle Cloyne; Or, Pictures of the Munster
People (1885).39
A discrepancy is displayed between the idealised, restored (mental) image of home and
the experience of that home, laying bare the constructed, illusory nature of that image. The
sense of nostalgia typically ascribed to the Irish diasporic subject is complicated and feelings
of belonging are altered,40 as the characters become disillusioned with post-Famine Ireland
and can no longer unproblematically consider it their home. These emigrant narratives
underline that identification with the original homeland need not necessarily come first.

Origin myth and exile
In Scenes and Incidents of Irish Life (1884), Irish-Canadian author F.H. Clayton bemoans the
Irish exilic condition, stating that
Like Israel’s tribes of old when carried away captive, and, by the waters of Babylon, their broken-stringed harps hung desolate on the willows, refused to sing the songs of Zion in a strange
land, or forget the land of their forefathers which they loved so well, so it is with the sons and
daughters of Erin […] There is one thing certain, that, roam where he may, […] the Irishman’s
heart fondly returns to that gem of the ocean – the Emerald isle – true as the needle to the pole.41

Clayton’s words demonstrate features often associated with Famine and post-Famine Irish
emigration: a strong homebound orientation marked by a romantic nationalist connection
between the “sons and daughters of Erin” and their soil, a sense of nostalgia and unwanted
expulsion from the homeland, as well as a parallel between Irish emigration and the banishment of the Jewish people.
In his influential work Emigrants and Exiles (1985), Kerby Miller argues that the Irish experienced a real sense of banishment while living in America.42 Miller accordingly states that
“sufficient evidence exists” to draw the conclusion that “both collectively and individually
the Irish – particularly Irish Catholics – often regarded emigration as involuntary exile”.43
Although Miller first published his idea in the mid-1980s, his conclusions have proved to be
lasting. More recently, diaspora scholar Robin Cohen has denoted the Irish and Irish self-conceptions in terms of “involuntary exiles” and a “victim diaspora”.44 As work by scholars
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including Lawrence McCaffrey, Christine Kinealy and Charles Fanning has shown, many Irish
narratives – whether they are works of fiction, historiographies, or other kinds of writing –
published on both sides of the Atlantic during and shortly after the Famine, engage with
diaspora and exile as defining terms.45 Although Cohen calls for a more dynamic redefinition
of this prototypical form of diaspora in a broader context, the term nevertheless continues
to connote a sense of unwilling expulsion.
Accordingly, several works of fiction written in the second half of the nineteenth century
portray the Great Famine as the driving force for Irish emigration. Examples include David
Power Conyngham’s Frank O’Donnell (1861) which was republished as The O’Donnells of Glen
Cottage in 1874 and Peter McCorry’s The Lost Rosary (1870). Moreover, famed romantic-didactic author Mary Anne Sadlier’s New Lights (1853) provides a Famine emigration narrative
as a subplot, while Harvey J. O’Higgins hints at the Famine as the root cause for the departure
for the US of an Irish domestic in “The Exiles” (1906).46 In Irish-American author Washington
Frothingham’s – likely a pseudonym for Peter Halleran – little-known hodgepodge of autobiography, fact and fiction Blind Peter. Written from His own Statements (1871), protagonist
Peter leaves for America “in 1847” after “the crops failed” and the “Famine in Ireland set in
with great severity”.47 Peter faces many trials in America, including struggles with his religion,
alcohol addiction and his gradual loss of sight, which are all abundantly complained about
by Peter as the narrator. Nevertheless, decades of setbacks and several religions later, Peter
finds his true religion (Methodism) and lives a fulfilling life in his adopted country, stating “I
have loved America and the American people ever since, and desire no other country this
side of heaven”.48 The Famine is only mentioned once and seems to be cast as a specifically
Catholic ordeal, as immediately after his Famine-induced move to America, Peter fervently
denounces Catholicism and fully integrates into US society.
In contrast, the majority of emigrant characters in works that recollect the Famine written
between 1871 and 1891 leave for other reasons than Famine-related suffering. To provide
a few examples: while the country is starving, Connor Daly in Castle Daly leaves because of
his rebel actions. And although they leave Ireland in the late 1840s, the Mulrooney family in
Quigley’s Profit and Loss come to America not as destitute peasants fleeing the Famine, but
rather as well-off members of the strong farmer class looking for that land of promise “where
there are no landlords, but plenty of land for all the world!”49 Generally speaking, many
narratives of Irish emigration represent Famine memory as part of the life story of the Irish
(emigrant), but do not cast the crisis as the emigrant charter myth. Figure 1 and Table 2 show
whether the 28 works referencing emigration included in the larger project this article derives
from represent the Famine as the main reason for leaving Ireland.50
To be able to draw overarching conclusions about the Famine’s potential status as origin
myth, this literary corpus is divided along three orientations: works that consider the Famine
as the main reason for emigration, those that give a variety of motivations for leaving Ireland,
and those that list other reasons for Irish emigration. Twenty-four works do not represent
the Famine as the main reason for departure. While the event does feature in the life stories
of the characters included in these narratives, it is not represented as standing in direct
correlation to their motives for leaving their native soil. Accordingly, in these narratives, the
typical element of coerced leaving is present, but the driving force is seldom (just) the
Famine, Famine suffering or the threat of death itself; here, the memory of the Famine does
not function as the immigrant founding myth. As such, these narratives of Famine and Irish
emigration undermine a one-sided definition of the Irish as a victim diaspora.
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Figure 1. Famine as main reason for emigration? (total 28).
Table 2. Famine as main reason for emigration? (total 28).
Famine as main reason for emigration?
Yes
Yes and No, multiple reasons
No
Total

Percentage
14
18
68
100

Number
4
5
19
28

Mary Francis Cusack’s From Killarney to New York (1877)
For post-Famine, second- and third-generation emigrants social mobility and economic
prosperity in America became realities.51 However, this mobility was relative, for it “was often
a matter of getting a better position within the working class, rather than progressing to the
upper echelons”.52 By contrast, several of the Irish emigrant characters found in the 28 works
of fiction, included first-generation migrants, are described as experiencing great immediate
post-Famine prosperity. This tension between narrative representations and socio-historic
reality can be attributed to the limitations of generic conventions and concomitant moral
responsibilities of romantic-didactic fiction: behave well and stay Irish – generally taken as
a paraphrase for remaining a true Catholic – and you will live the good life in America.
This typical lesson also informs Cusack’s From Killarney to New York. Cusack, also known
as the Nun of Kenmare, was born in Dublin in 1830 and was a devoted social worker, early
feminist, writer, poet and publisher. For some time she was a Catholic nun and went to the
US to start branches of her order – the Poor Clares – there.53 She was quite famous, and her
works were lauded in McGee’s as not only having been “extensively read and admired in her
own country and England, but throughout the length and breadth of North America” too.54
She was a productive writer of fiction, religious works, historiographies, biographies of Daniel
O’Connell and Fr Theobald Mathew, and advice books for emigrants and was celebrated as
a “champion of the faith”.55 In 1872, her Advice to Irish Girls in America was published, a Catholic
advice book for Irish servant girls in America. The strongly didactic tone found in the Advice
also features in From Killarney, whose original title was Tim O’Halloran’s Choice, with the later
title as subtitle. It was republished various times in 1877: in London, the novel was published

IRISH STUDIES REVIEW 

209

by Burns, while in Dublin M.H. Gill was responsible for its publication. Moreover, the text was
issued in Melbourne and Paris, and was serialised in McGee’s, all in the same year.56 The
Catholic dimension of the tale is extremely explicit: as Cusack states, “even infidels have
admitted it to be the grandest religion the world has ever known”.57
The choice in the original title refers to the choice made by former strong farmer Tim
O’Halloran not to let his son be converted to Protestantism in exchange for sustenance (a
phenomenon in Famine-time Ireland called “Souperism”), despite their destitution during
the Famine. Tim dies, and his young son Thade is kidnapped by Blanders, the same evil
“souper” who tried to convert him. The boy is rescued by Miles O’Grady and his servant Mick,
after which he is welcomed into the O’Grady household as a servant-cum-family member.
When he is close to reaching adulthood, Thade finds a well-filled wallet; instead of keeping
it, he gives it to his employer’s daughter for safekeeping. The wallet belongs to the wealthy
American banker Mr. Maxwell, who is visiting Ireland. Impressed by Thade’s honesty and
looking for a successor, he offers to take the youngster to America, give him “a gentleman’s
education” and teach him the trade of banking.58 Thade accompanies Maxwell, becomes a
prosperous banker and marries his benefactor’s – Catholic – daughter. In this incredible tale
of Famine, Irish emigration and American settlement, Cusack argues that because of father
Tim’s original loyalty to the Catholic faith, son Thade eventually becomes a successful banker
in New York many years later. However far-fetched this typically romantic-didactic plot might
seem to modern-day readers, it was valued in its day; for instance, a review reprinted in
McGee’s claims that “[t]he story is interesting, is relieved by many comic passages, and has
a striking moral. It illustrates the fact that on our conduct in life may depend the salvation
of many souls”.59 In contrast to Mary Anne Sadlier, the uncrowned queen of the romantic-didactic tradition, who in her novels presented urban America as a veritable “[Babylon] of the
West”,60 Cusack never portrays America as a morally hazardous society, but rather as the land
of promise.
Although Cusack’s narrative contains both elements of Famine suffering and emigration,
it does not make direct connections between them. After an initial spell of Famine-related
suffering, Thade does well and is happy with the O’Gradys. The narrative never presents his
choice to emigrate as forced or necessary, but represents Thade as the quintessential
American self-made man responsible for his own actions and moral decisions, rather than
an exiled sufferer in a hostile America. Furthermore, Thade’s Famine experiences – which
include his father “dying of famine-fever” and his grandmother’s death due to “months of
starvation” and grief for her deceased son, and Thade’s being kidnapped by Protestants –
must have left their scars, but do not play any part in his life or identity formation in America.61
Shaped by the generic and moral conventions typical of the romantic-didactic tradition,
Cusack’s narrative quickly bypasses Thade’s initial Famine experiences and any possible challenges in starting a new life in America and foregrounds the dimension of moral action and
divine reward across generations.
Cusack’s narrative creates a distance between the Famine and Irish emigrant life in
America, by embedding different temporal and affective layers in the narrative. The different
episodes of Thade’s life are clearly demarcated. First, in Part One, the young boy suffers from
hunger, loses his family and is kidnapped by soupers. Secondly, in Part Two, chapters one
to five, Thade is accepted into the O’Grady family and grows up to be an honest young man.
Thirdly, in Part Two, chapters seven to ten, Thade displays virtue and is rewarded by wealth,
happiness and full integration in American society.
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Figure 2. References to and views of emigration (total 28).
Table 3. Works of Famine fiction that contain references to emigration (total 28).
Views of emigration
Positive view
Ambiguous-positive
Ambiguous-negative
Negative view
Total

Percentage
57
36
7
0
100

Number
16
10
2
0
28

Narrative distancing between the Famine and emigration is further established by the
choice in following patterns. While, as is typical of many works of romantic-didactic fiction,
in From Killarney the entire narrative is focalised by the omniscient narrator, the following
patterns shift at significant moments, thereby establishing varying levels of engagement
with the character’s experience and the events described. Thade’s life with his father (Part
One), is marked by a contrastive “dual-focus”62 following pattern in which alternately the
father and souper Blanders are followed. The second episode (Part Two, chapters one to five)
is characterised by a similar following pattern focusing on Miles O’Grady and Mick on the
one hand, and Mr. and Mrs. Blanders on the other. Finally, in the latter episode, the reader
follows Thade and Mr. Maxwell. It is this final part of the narrative which is most strongly
connected to Thade’s consciousness as the reader gains an insider’s perspective of Thade’s
moral decision and experience of emigrant life. In contrast, while some of the novel’s narrative
experientiality is linked to Thade in the second section, in the first section Thade’s feelings
or responses hardly feature at all; he is presented predominantly as the object rather than
the subject of religious strife during the Famine. Through its episodic structure, the narrative
retains the connection between the Famine and Irish-American life, but establishes a distance
between Thade’s success story of emigration and his distant experiences of Famine. For its
protagonist, Cusack’s narrative undercuts the interpretation of the Famine as a diasporic
origin myth as it creates distance both on the temporal and affective level and provides the
character with a different motive to leave Ireland and settle in the US.

IRISH STUDIES REVIEW 

211

Conclusion: reconsidering diaspora
Figure 2 and Table 3 demonstrate the different views regarding Irish emigration found in
the larger corpus of fiction. They are divided into works that provide a negative view of
emigration, works that provide an ambiguous view which tends towards the negative, works
that provide an ambiguous view leaning towards the positive, and works that provide an
overall positive interpretation of Irish emigration. Not one work is entirely negative, and the
majority of works (26) contain largely positive views of Irish emigration. Together, these
works of fiction do not offer an image of the Irish abroad as displaced exiles with traumatic
baggage, which was – and, if we look at Wonneberger’s study, still is – quite common in
contemporary Irish cross-Atlantic self-configurations.
This article demonstrates that Fanning’s claims about “second generation” Irish Americans
can be extended to texts written after 1875 and to Famine narratives written by authors in
Canada, Ireland and England. As such, my research supports the existence of a truly transnational Irish literary community, and underscores that among its members works of fiction,
literary traditions, genres, innovations and viewpoints were widely disseminated and
adopted. Indeed, with regard to popular fiction, any single denominator would fall short of
covering the entire spectrum of literary representations of late nineteenth-century Irish
emigrant experiences.
Generally speaking, the views on emigration found in works of popular Famine fiction
seem to contrast with those often found in articles and works of poetry published in Irish
and Irish North-American journals and newspapers, political writings, and emigrant letters
exemplified by Miller’s study, by the journalistic and political pieces about and by John
Mitchel published in Ireland and North America, and the poem by Thomas D’Arcy McGee.
These are only a few examples of the many writings containing such bleak imagery. My
exploration of literary Famine recollections suggests that this discrepancy between the views
on Irish emigration offered in late nineteenth-century prose fiction on the one hand and
poetry and non-fiction on the other is striking.63 While reasons for this difference cannot be
provided easily, it could be attributed to the possible orientations and intentions at the heart
of these different textual forms. Often, the political and journalistic writings and works of
poetry included in many periodicals had the goal to emphasise the (long-existent) oppressed
condition the Irish found themselves in at home and abroad, and consequently represented
Irish emigration as expulsion. In turn, this interpretation of Irish emigration could be used
as support for anti-Anglo-Saxon nationalist rhetoric. By contrast, the majority of works of
Famine fiction seem to be written from a more positive perspective, depicting Irish emigrants
as active and morally responsible in shaping their own destinies. In that way, these narratives
followed the romantic-didactic tradition and genteel conventions, to which socially integrationist views were key. The concepts of exile and prolonged victimhood would not have
been very useful in this context. Together, these different textual forms created a truly polyphonic view of Irish emigration and life in North America, a combined representation in
which the Famine could feature alternately as origin myth for the diasporic community and
as “just” another trial to be overcome, and at once showcasing a sentiment of exile and
victimhood and a sense of agency and triumph in Irish immigrant life.
In its tracing of the concepts of exile, nostalgia and origin myth in Irish and Irish NorthAmerican fiction of the late nineteenth century, this essay demonstrates that, in the context
of Irish emigration, critical reflections concerning the use of the term diaspora already apply
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to this period. Fiction written relatively soon after the Famine is open to many different
interpretations of Irish emigration and the Famine’s legacy. With this remark I in no way
intend to downplay the hardships and suffering that were part of nineteenth-century Irish
(emigrant) life, but simply want to highlight the variety of literary interpretations of those
experiences. Consequently, I believe that we need not let go of the term of diaspora as a
theoretical tool to describe the nature of the Irish emigrant community. However, it would
be beneficial to the current scholarly debate to move beyond the narrow classification of
Irish emigrants, and even Irish Famine emigrants, as members of a victim diaspora. It would
be fruitful to distinguish our understanding of the Irish emigrant community from connotations usually associated with biblical/historical Jewish expulsion and suffering.
Avtar Brah argues that all diasporas are “differentiated, heterogeneous, contested spaces,
even as they are implicated in the construction of a common ‘we’”, and that the diaspora
space provides room for a “confluence of narratives”.64 Honing in on the Irish diasporic space,
Mary J. Hickman comparably provides a useful redefinition. She focuses on becoming rather
than being and emphasises diasporic space’s continually changing “(national) formation[s]
and reconfigurations”.65 She argues that through the concept of diaspora space we can focus
“on the creation of new social relations and identifications”.66 My article provides further
historical support for such calls for a more inclusive definition of the term diaspora, a redefinition which opens up the term to both positive and negative readings and does justice
to the many new and fluid social formations within the diasporic space instead of focusing
on finite senses of belonging and being. This more open approach provides a suitable lens
to look at identity and memory formation within the transnational Irish community of the
late nineteenth century, and allows us to expand from limiting (self-ascribed) connotations
of loss, victimhood and exclusion.
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