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Learn�ng to Ident�fy the Fore�gn 
�n Developed Countr�es:  
The Example of Ireland
Colin Ireland
Arcadia University

W�th the growth �n recent years of Amer�can undergraduate students study-
�ng abroad, there has been a commensurate �ncrease �n overseas dest�nat�ons . 
A qu�ck look through Open Doors reveals that the major�ty of Amer�can study 
abroad students st�ll come to the developed econom�es of Western Europe and/
or to Engl�sh-speak�ng countr�es such as England, Austral�a or New Zealand as 
the�r favored dest�nat�ons (Open Doors 2008) . When compared to the grow-
�ng popular�ty of study abroad programs �n As�a, Afr�ca or Lat�n Amer�ca, the 
global�zed econom�es of the developed countr�es seem less “fore�gn” to young 
Amer�cans than dest�nat�ons �n other parts of the world .

The sense of a lack of “fore�gnness” �s compounded because many Western 
European un�vers�t�es offer study abroad programs through Engl�sh �n order to 
attract not only nat�ve Engl�sh speakers but also large cohorts of fore�gn students 
who use Engl�sh as a lingua franca. Wh�le �t �s certa�nly true that dest�nat�ons �n 
As�a, Afr�ca, or Lat�n Amer�ca—where students may have to funct�on �n a second 
language and where the standard of l�v�ng d�ffers from the West—present Amer�-
can undergraduates w�th challenges of adjustment, �t �s a m�stake to assume that 
Western Europe, or Engl�sh-speak�ng countr�es l�ke Canada (Beach and Sherman 
2000), Austral�a (Curthoys 2000) or England (Edwards 2000), do not present 
U .S . students w�th deep lessons to learn and fore�gn d�fferences to negot�ate .

Among the respons�b�l�t�es of �nternat�onal educators �s to help students 
beg�n the process of �dent�fy�ng the fore�gn �n the�r new env�ronments �n order 
to learn from �t . The major obstacle for Amer�cans study�ng abroad �n developed 
econom�es, espec�ally �n Engl�sh-speak�ng countr�es, �s to become sens�t�ve to the 
subtlet�es of fore�gnness . 

Th�s perce�ved lack of d�fference �n many of the fore�gn dest�nat�ons to 
wh�ch Amer�can undergraduates travel �s nearly always superfic�al . The tendency 
to downplay the d�fferences between the Un�ted States and other developed 
countr�es �s encouraged by an Amer�can m�ndset that looks for what we all have 
�n common, to look for shared character�st�cs first . But the d�fferences �n these 
dest�nat�ons, desp�te superfic�al s�m�lar�t�es, are often profound at many levels: 



28

C o l i n  I r e l a n d

h�stor�cal, pol�t�cal, soc�al, cultural . In order to fully exper�ence the fore�gn and 
learn from �t, the student must learn to �dent�fy d�fference, negot�ate �t, learn to 
embrace �t, and come to apprec�ate �t .1

In the case of Ireland, th�s lack of fore�gnness may seem exacerbated by the 
h�gh percentages of “her�tage” students choos�ng �t as a dest�nat�on . For adv�sors 
who have not worked much w�th her�tage students, �t may seem that the student 
has chosen to study �n a place that �s already fam�l�ar . Although her�tage students 
read�ly declare the�r Ir�sh backgrounds, they frequently adm�t that they know 
l�ttle about the�r Ir�sh ancestors, where they came from �n Ireland, why they left 
Ireland, and how long ago they left to come to the Un�ted States . Her�tage stu-
dents qu�ckly real�ze that fam�l�ar�ty w�th an �mm�grant commun�ty �n the U .S . �s 
s�mply another vers�on of the�r shared Amer�can exper�ence . The�r knowledge of 
the ancestral homeland �s too frequently bu�lt up of stereotypes and romant�c�zed 
accounts that are cont�nually re�nforced �n the�r Amer�can env�rons . The locals �n 
Ireland treat them s�mply as “Amer�cans” and her�tage students frequently find 
themselves on steep learn�ng curves .

The purpose of the present essay �s to h�ghl�ght how an Engl�sh-speak�ng 
country w�th a developed, open, global�zed economy �n Western Europe—�n 
th�s case, Ireland—can be used to teach Amer�can undergraduates how to �den-
t�fy, apprec�ate, and learn from the fore�gnness they �nev�tably encounter when 
they travel beyond the boundar�es of the Un�ted States . Amer�can students must 
leave beh�nd the m�ndset of a superpower and become sens�t�ve to the strate-
g�es that a small, relat�vely powerless nat�on must adapt �n order to surv�ve and 
thr�ve econom�cally, pol�t�cally, and m�l�tar�ly �n the commun�ty of nat�ons . They 
can part�c�pate �n a soc�ety and culture where both the spoken and wr�tten word 
w�elds real power and where storytellers, wr�ters and poets are venerated . They 
enter an anc�ent culture that has ma�nta�ned a remarkable cont�nu�ty for m�llen-
n�a desp�te s�gn�ficant l�ngu�st�c, pol�t�cal and soc�al d�srupt�ons; that has suffered 
the loss of a language and �ts l�terature; that has been subjugated by a powerful 
ne�ghbor and recovered �ts �ndependence; that for centur�es has had �ts popula-
t�on d�spersed worldw�de and yet reta�ned a sense of �dent�ty . 
T h e  “ C e l t i c  T i g e r ”  E c o n o m y

Amer�can students of bus�ness and finance often see Ireland as a good des-
t�nat�on because �t �s Engl�sh-speak�ng and offers a clear w�ndow �nto the Euro-
pean Un�on . The recent econom�c success of Ireland, frequently referred to as 
the “Celt�c T�ger,” makes Ir�sh c�t�es and large towns seem �n�t�ally fam�l�ar to 
young Amer�can undergraduates when they first arr�ve . Amer�can students feel 
comfortable �n the restaurants, coffee shops, large department stores and �n the�r 



29

F r o n t i e r s :  T h e  I n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  J o u r n a l  o f  S t u d y  A b r o a d

exposure to the popular med�a they encounter there . Even the recent econom�c 
downturn �s fam�l�ar, based as �t �s �n Ireland on an over-rel�ance on property 
markets and a bu�ld�ng boom that has gone bust . 

Dubl�n �s full of modern bu�ld�ngs made of glass and steel, espec�ally along 
the R�ver L�ffey quays . And even w�th an economy that has ceased to boom, 
the c�ty’s skyl�ne �s st�ll filled w�th cranes as many construct�on projects strug-
gle ahead . Stand�ng at street level and watch�ng the frenet�c traffic and rushed 
crowds move by feels cosmopol�tan and s�m�lar to Amer�can c�t�es . The streets 
of Dubl�n nowadays reveal a m�xed populat�on w�th �mm�grants from Eastern 
Europe, Ch�na, Afr�ca and south As�a obv�ous to the ear and eye . Amer�can stu-
dents w�ll hear many languages spoken �n any Ir�sh c�ty or large town . And as the 
locals scurry past �nternet cafés talk�ng on the�r cell phones, the casual observer 
�s aware that s/he �s �n a well-connected country where global�zat�on has found a 
comfortable welcome .2

In 2004 Foreign Policy magaz�ne ranked Ireland as the most global�zed nat�on 
�n the world (Kearney 2004) . The Un�ted States was ranked seventh �n that same 
l�st . But a close analys�s of the cr�ter�a used to create those rank�ngs qu�ckly dem-
onstrates that a “global�zed” Ireland and a “global�zed” Un�ted States are very 
d�st�nct ent�t�es . The most recently publ�shed global�zat�on rank�ngs by Foreign 
Policy for 2007 show very clearly the d�fferences between Ireland and the Un�ted 
States . Although Ireland had sl�pped to fifth place �n the 2007 rank�ngs wh�le 
the Un�ted States rema�ned at seventh, the d�fferences �n the cr�ter�a between the 
two countr�es reveal a lot (Fore�gn Pol�cy 2007) . There are four major cr�ter�a 
used to rank each country’s global�zat�on: 1) pol�t�cal engagement, 2) techno-
log�cal connect�v�ty, �) personal contact, and 4) econom�c �ntegrat�on . 

The Un�ted States excels �n only one of these four categor�es, that of techno-
log�cal connect�v�ty (Fore�gn Pol�cy 2007) . The Un�ted States �s clearly super�or 
to Ireland �n th�s category . Th�s means that, pract�cally speak�ng, Amer�can stu-
dents typ�cally equate global�zat�on w�th technolog�cal advantages such as ready 
�nternet access and are d�sappo�nted to find Ireland �s s�mply not as well con-
nected as they are accustomed to be�ng back �n the Un�ted States, whether �n 
the�r own homes or at the�r un�vers�t�es . 

Only �n the category of pol�t�cal engagement does the Un�ted States com-
pare well w�th the other top twenty countr�es �n the global�zat�on rank�ngs (For-
e�gn Pol�cy 2007) . Even here �t �s surpr�s�ng that �t does rank as a clear leader 
g�ven �ts m�l�tary and financ�al clout . Th�s reflects not only the other top twenty 
nat�ons’ �nvolvement w�th worldw�de organ�zat�ons l�ke the Un�ted Nat�ons, but 
also, �n a European context, the�r part�c�pat�on �n and engagement w�th reg�onal 
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and local pol�t�cal organ�zat�ons l�ke NATO, or the European Un�on or the more 
recently formed Un�on for the Med�terranean .

Compared to any of the top twenty countr�es �n the global�zat�on rank�ngs, 
the Un�ted States compares poorly �n both the personal contact and econom�c 
�ntegrat�on categor�es . For th�s latter cr�ter�on, any small, econom�cally successful 
nat�on must be, by defin�t�on, well �ntegrated econom�cally or �t cannot succeed . 
S�mply by v�rtue of �ts s�ze, the Un�ted States can rema�n a poorly �ntegrated 
nat�on econom�cally and st�ll rank h�gh for global�zat�on . That �s not an opt�on 
for small, econom�cally �ntegrated countr�es w�th open markets l�ke the Nether-
lands, Sw�tzerland, Denmark or Ireland .

Ireland’s global �nteract�on �s shown by the domest�c debate that �s frequently 
framed as “Boston or Berl�n,” �n wh�ch econom�sts argue e�ther for Ireland 
adopt�ng a model based on Amer�can (“Boston”), r�ght of center, or European 
(“Berl�n”), left of center, approaches to the economy . Th�s l�vely, on-go�ng debate 
makes Ireland an except�onally �nterest�ng place for Amer�can bus�ness students 
to understand the European Un�on, and g�ves them a condu�t through wh�ch to 
v�ew the relat�onsh�ps between North Amer�ca and Europe . We w�ll return to 
th�s top�c �n another context .

S o c i a l  N e t w o r k s

For many Amer�can undergraduates, �nclud�ng her�tage students, the most 
str�k�ng contrast between the Un�ted States and Ireland �n terms of global�zat�on 
comes �n the category of personal contact . Not only are Amer�cans notor�ous as 
a nat�on for not possess�ng passports but, due largely to the s�ze of the country, 
they seldom travel beyond �ts borders and then they travel, usually, as tour�sts on 
short-term v�s�ts . Most Amer�can students, as they get to know Ir�sh students, are 
amazed to learn how many of the Ir�sh have spent summers work�ng �n resorts �n 
the Un�ted States, or �n Europe . A h�gh proport�on of Ir�sh un�vers�ty students 
w�ll take a year off and travel the world, l�terally, work�ng for several months �n 
places l�ke Austral�a to bu�ld up the�r sav�ngs, and then cont�nu�ng the�r round-
the-world journey . The Amer�can students are equally amazed to real�ze how 
many Ir�sh students have relat�ves and members of the�r extended fam�l�es, that 
the�r �mmed�ate fam�l�es �n Ireland have ma�nta�ned contact w�th, as they make 
the�r worldw�de tr�ps through countr�es l�ke the Un�ted K�ngdom, Canada, the 
Un�ted States, Austral�a or South Afr�ca . Th�s �nternat�onal connectedness of the 
Ir�sh extends beyond the purely fam�l�al �nto bus�ness and pol�t�cs .

Desp�te the �n�t�al comfort levels exper�enced by Amer�can under-
graduates, they qu�ckly real�ze that Ireland cannot be l�ke the Un�ted States . 
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One of the obv�ous d�fferences between Ireland and the States �s s�ze . Ireland, 
at �2,599 square m�les, �s roughly the s�ze of Ma�ne (��,128 sq . m�les), wh�ch 
�s sl�ghtly larger, or South Carol�na (�1,117 sq . m�les), wh�ch �s sl�ghtly smaller . 
Amer�can students are often surpr�sed to real�ze that the typ�cal Ir�sh campus �s 
deserted on weekends because such a h�gh proport�on of Ir�sh students can go 
home on weekends, regardless of where they are from on the �sland . Amer�can 
students, of course, are accustomed to the�r own campuses be�ng qu�te l�vely 
on weekends .�

The tendency of Ir�sh students to go home on weekends teaches Amer�can 
students an �mportant soc�al lesson . Amer�cans are often surpr�sed to find how 
connected Ir�sh students are to the�r fam�l�es and the commun�t�es they come 
from . Return�ng home on the weekends allows Ir�sh student to hold part-t�me 
jobs at home, engage �n the local soc�al scene, stay connected to fam�ly and 
fr�ends, as well as to have the�r laundry done by the�r mothers and to get some 
home-cooked meals before return�ng to campus . Amer�can students are accus-
tomed to hear�ng the�r pol�t�c�ans, pastors and clergy talk about “fam�ly values,” 
but �n Ireland they see the concept �n pract�ce, and not s�mply as a nuclear fam�ly, 
but as an extended fam�ly across the generat�ons . Th�s “connectedness” of Ir�sh 
students to the�r fam�l�es and commun�t�es cannot be m�staken for a “stay-at-
home” att�tude because many of these same Ir�sh students w�ll have already spent 
a summer work�ng on the Cont�nent, �n the States or Canada, or they may have 
taken a year off and spent �t travell�ng the world .

I n t e g r a t i n g  S o c i a l l y 

The fact that d�fferences between the U .S . and Ireland are often qu�te subtle 
 matters most �n learn�ng to negot�ate those d�fferences . For example, Amer�can 
students tend to feel comfortable among the�r Ir�sh counterparts because, �n 
general, the Ir�sh are genu�nely fr�endly and the Ir�sh sense of humor, �n �ts m�ld 
forms, �s eas�ly apprec�ated by Amer�cans . Ir�sh humor, however, �s not neces-
sar�ly the same as Amer�can humor . For example, Ir�sh humor tends to be more 
self-deprecat�ng than Amer�can humor . Th�s �s reflected �n the fact that the Ir�sh 
are fond of teas�ng each other (cf . Keltner 2008) . They even have a spec�al word 
for �t . They call �t “slagg�ng .” For the Ir�sh slagg�ng becomes a k�nd of verbal game 
or contest and helps expla�n the Ir�sh reputat�on for repartee . When someone �s 
slagged the expectat�on �s that s/he w�ll come back qu�ckly w�th an even cleverer 
qu�p . Those who are able to do so cons�stently are adm�red and apprec�ated by 
the�r peers . Many Amer�cans do not understand th�s form of humor, New York-
ers, perhaps, be�ng the except�on that proves the rule . 
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Whether th�s Amer�can fa�lure to understand slagg�ng comes from an over-
emphas�s on “pol�t�cal correctness” or s�mply results from the Amer�can des�re to 
have people feel good about themselves, �t presents a challenge to an Amer�can 
student’s success at soc�al �ntegrat�on, espec�ally dur�ng the �n�t�al stages . Some 
Amer�can students may �nterpret slagg�ng as reject�on, wh�ch �s the oppos�te of 
�ts �ntent�on . Typ�cally, the Ir�sh only slag people they l�ke . Not be�ng slagged 
�s, potent�ally, a greater form of soc�al reject�on and at best �mpl�es the person �s 
thought �ncapable of effect�ve repartee . A fore�gn anthropolog�st v�s�t�ng an Ir�sh 
commun�ty m�ght accurately �nterpret slagg�ng as a form of the Ir�sh den�gra-
t�on of self-�mportance . The Ir�sh apprec�ate successful people who do not lose 
the common touch and who �nteract comfortably w�th people at all soc�al lev-
els . An over-sens�t�ve Amer�can who values feel�ng good about h�m/herself, can 
eas�ly �nterpret slagg�ng as ant�-Amer�can sent�ment . Slagg�ng �s, �n fact, a good 
example of the Ir�sh sense of fam�l�ar�ty and connectedness they have w�th one 
another through the�r extended fam�l�es and commun�t�es . 

H i s t o r i c a l  C o n t r a s t s

The d�fference �n h�story between the Un�ted States and Ireland �s often one of 
the hardest aspects for Amer�can students to grasp . The compar�son �s made even 
more compl�cated by the r�ch preh�story and archaeology of Ireland . Structures l�ke 
the megal�th�c tomb of Newgrange (Brú na Bóinne), wh�ch was bu�lt five thousand 
years ago and �s older than the Egypt�an pyram�ds, rem�nd v�s�tors of the cultural 
depth of Ireland . Any tr�p across Ireland reveals archaeolog�cal ev�dence of th�s r�ch 
past, whether one v�s�ts pre-h�stor�c dolmens, stone c�rcles, r�ng forts (often referred 
to as “faer�e r�ngs”), or med�eval tower houses, castles or monast�c ru�ns .

Even �f we pass over Ireland’s amaz�ngly r�ch med�eval h�story and concentrate 
on more recent centur�es, we st�ll reach back further �n t�me than Amer�cans are 
able to �n order to trace the�r own country’s past . For example, Ireland—unl�ke 
other western European countr�es—spent several centur�es as a colony of a major 
�mper�al power . Thus Ireland’s recent h�story—mean�ng, �n th�s context, the last 
three to four hundred years—�s unl�ke that of other Western European countr�es . 
Amer�can students are often surpr�sed to real�ze that Ireland’s relat�vely recent 
struggle for �ndependence g�ves th�s modern Engl�sh-speak�ng Western European 
country more �n common w�th other former colon�es around the world than �t 
does w�th �ts European ne�ghbors and makes �t have much �n common w�th many 
Afr�can, South Amer�can and As�an countr�es �n �ts efforts to ach�eve pol�t�cal 
�ndependence and econom�c success . Due to �ts post-colon�al status, Ireland has 
served as a role model for other former colon�es �n the Th�rd World . 



��

F r o n t i e r s :  T h e  I n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  J o u r n a l  o f  S t u d y  A b r o a d

One way that Ireland’s post-colon�al status can be eas�ly shown �s the dra-
mat�c break w�th �ts �nd�genous cultural past as reflected �n the loss of language . 
Two hundred years ago, a major�ty of Ir�sh people would st�ll be nat�ve speak-
ers of Ir�sh Gael�c and not Engl�sh . The sw�tch to Engl�sh language dom�nance 
reflects rad�cal and fundamental pol�t�cal and soc�al changes throughout Ireland . 
The Engl�sh conquest, begun �n earnest dur�ng the El�zabethan Wars of the late 
s�xteenth century and carr�ed on throughout the seventeenth century, saw the 
del�berate d�smantl�ng of the nat�ve Gael�c Order wh�ch had �ts own elaborate 
system of laws (called Brehon Laws, from the Ir�sh word breitheamh “judge”), 
soc�al and pol�t�cal organ�zat�on, and cultural trad�t�ons that had been con-
sc�ously carr�ed on and handed down for over a thousand years, s�nce the beg�n-
n�ng of recorded h�story on the �sland . 

Dur�ng the s�xteenth century, England and �ts monarchy had part�c�pated 
�n the Protestant Reformat�on and dur�ng the course of the seventeenth century 
 �nst�tuted a Protestant state rel�g�on w�th the monarch as �ts head . In order to 
show loyalty to the Engl�sh crown one adopted the monarch’s rel�g�on, wh�ch 
�s exactly what loyal Engl�sh forces �n Ireland d�d dur�ng th�s per�od . The nat�ve 
Ir�sh and others who supported the Gael�c Order, ma�nta�ned the�r Roman 
Cathol�c rel�g�on wh�ch means that rel�g�on came to be a mark of pol�t�cal and 
cultural loyalt�es .

The use of rel�g�on to mark pol�t�cal and cultural �dent�t�es helped set the 
background to the reason for the present pol�t�cal d�v�s�on of the �sland of Ireland 
w�th an �nternat�onal border separat�ng the Republ�c of Ireland (twenty-s�x coun-
t�es) from Northern Ireland (s�x count�es), th�s latter pol�t�cal d�v�s�on be�ng a part 
of the Un�ted K�ngdom of England, Scotland and Wales on the �sland of Br�ta�n .

W�th the final defeat of the nat�ve forces that supported the Gael�c Order 
�n Ireland and the clear dom�nance of the Engl�sh forces at the end of the seven-
teenth century, the loyal Protestant author�t�es �nst�tuted a ser�es of ant�-Cath-
ol�c restr�ct�ve ord�nances known as the Penal Laws �ntended to guarantee the 
dom�nance �n Ireland of the new Engl�sh land owners referred to as the “Prot-
estant Ascendancy .” These rules were �n place for what �s somet�mes called the 
“long century,” from 1695 to the�r repeal �n 1829, a per�od of over five genera-
t�ons . The protracted wars of the seventeenth century had begun a process of 
d�smantl�ng the soc�al and pol�t�cal structures of the Gael�c Order of the nat�ve 
Ir�sh and the Penal Laws cont�nued th�s process of the “Angl�c�zat�on” of Ireland . 
They guaranteed that Engl�sh Common Law rather than nat�ve Brehon Laws 
became the law of the land �n Ireland, that the old Gael�c ar�stocracy lost the�r 
landhold�ngs and the power of patronage and that, even after �ndependence, the 
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parl�amentary pol�t�cal system and educat�onal system adopted by the new Ir�sh 
state owed more to Engl�sh pol�t�cal and educat�onal patterns than to the former 
Gael�c Order . By the t�me the Penal Laws were repealed a new d�spensat�on was 
firmly �n place that consol�dated a defin�t�ve cultural and pol�t�cal break w�th 
Ireland’s Gael�c past .

F a m i n e  a n d  E m i g r a t i o n

The severest blow to the fabr�c of the Ir�sh nat�on was yet to come how-
ever . Although the r�ch agr�cultural lands of Ireland made �t the bread basket 
of the Br�t�sh Emp�re dur�ng the e�ghteenth and n�neteenth centur�es, the most 
devastat�ng fam�ne �n European h�story was about to overtake Ireland . One of 
the results of the Penal Laws was to create a large peasant class that rel�ed for 
�ts l�vel�hood on small hold�ngs that depended almost exclus�vely on a s�ngle 
crop, the potato, for sustenance . The populat�on of the �sland had also cl�mbed 
to somewhere between e�ght and ten m�ll�on souls . W�th�n one generat�on of the 
repeal of the Penal Laws �n 1829, the potato crop fa�led w�th the peak years be�ng 
�n the per�od 1845-48 . The fa�lure of the potato crop occurred throughout the 
Northern Hem�sphere, across both North Amer�ca and Europe . No other crops 
were affected and Ireland cont�nued to export large quant�t�es of food to Br�ta�n, 
but the results of th�s s�ngle crop fa�lure for the typ�cal Ir�sh peasant, part�cularly 
those l�v�ng �n the West of Ireland, were devastat�ng . It �s est�mated that dur�ng 
those three peak years of fam�ne Ireland lost approx�mately two m�ll�on people, 
at least one m�ll�on from starvat�on and d�sease, and another m�ll�on from em�-
grat�on . The census of 1851 returned a populat�on of 6,250,000 .

One result of the Great Fam�ne (an Gorta Mór “the Great Hunger”), wh�ch 
h�t the Ir�sh-speak�ng populat�ons of the West part�cularly hard, was to set �n 
tra�n a cont�nuous round of em�grat�on from Ireland that was to last for several 
generat�ons . Ireland cont�nued to lose populat�on through em�grat�on unt�l 1991, 
just a few years before the econom�c recovery called the “Celt�c T�ger,” when the 
populat�on decl�ne was finally reversed (Central Stat�st�cs Office 2008) . 

People had been em�grat�ng from Ireland s�nce the seventeenth and e�gh-
teenth centur�es, long before the Great Fam�ne, when a steady flow of Protestant 
settlers from Northern Ireland (Ulster) crossed the Atlant�c to North Amer�ca . 
Th�s latter populat�on movement const�tutes what Amer�cans came to call the 
Scots-Ir�sh, whose descendants to th�s day compr�se a substant�al proport�on of 
the Appalach�an reg�on . They are the reason that ethnomus�colog�sts can trace 
so much trad�t�onal Amer�can folk mus�c d�rectly back to Ireland, Scotland and 
the north of England . Depend�ng on how you reckon descent, anywhere from 
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eleven to fourteen of the forty four U .S . pres�dents—that �s to say, a quarter to 
a th�rd—trace the�r or�g�ns to the Protestant populat�on of Northern Ireland, 
the�r ancestors hav�ng part�c�pated �n th�s earl�est wave of em�grat�on from Ire-
land (Ulster Scots 2004) .

Several generat�ons of cont�nuous post-Fam�ne em�grat�on from Ireland has 
guaranteed that people of Ir�sh descent are found throughout the world, and that 
the Ir�sh “d�aspora” �s eas�ly the largest produced by any of the peoples of Western 
Europe . Seventy m�ll�on people worldw�de �s a common est�mate of those who 
cla�m Ir�sh descent . Nearly eleven percent of the U .S . populat�on, more than �0 
m�ll�on people, makes that cla�m . Nowadays, there are more people on the �sland 
of Br�ta�n who cla�m Ir�sh descent than the present populat�on of five and a half 
m�ll�on on the �sland of Ireland �tself . More than one hundred and fifty years 
after the Great Fam�ne, and even after the econom�c success of the “Celt�c T�ger,” 
Ireland has st�ll not returned to the s�ze of �ts est�mated pre-Fam�ne populat�on 
of between e�ght and ten m�ll�on people .

T h e  Q u a n d a r i e s  o f  I d e n t i t y  a n d  P o l i t i c s

Ireland, to the surpr�se of many, �s a relat�vely small �sland d�v�ded by an �nter-
nat�onal border . S�x count�es, of the total of th�rty two count�es on the �sland, con-
st�tute Northern Ireland and form part of the Un�ted K�ngdom . The populat�on 
of Northern Ireland part�c�pates �n the r�ghts and benefits of Br�t�sh c�t�zensh�p . 
Th�s means that a substant�al m�nor�ty of people on the �sland of Ireland—but a 
major�ty w�th�n Northern Ireland—are as l�kely to �dent�fy themselves as Br�t�sh 
as Ir�sh . Matters of c�t�zensh�p and �dent�ty are further compl�cated by the fact 
that the government of the Republ�c w�ll automat�cally grant Ir�sh c�t�zensh�p 
and a passport to anyone born �n Northern Ireland who chooses to apply .

People who �dent�fy themselves as Br�t�sh, and for h�stor�cal reasons already 
d�scussed they are usually Protestants, have been firmly ensconced �n the pol�t�-
cal, soc�al and cultural h�story of Ireland for longer then there has been a Un�ted 
States of Amer�ca . As an outcome of the El�zabethan Wars the Engl�sh began a 
del�berate pol�cy of “plant�ng” loyal, Protestant settlers �n var�ous parts of Ireland 
�n the late s�xteenth century . The “plantat�ons” of the south began first, �n the 
late s�xteenth century . The plantat�on of Ulster began �n the early years of the 
seventeenth century, around 1610, shortly after the m�l�tary defeat of the prom�-
nent Gael�c ch�efta�ns of the north . In other words, the content�on between 
nat�ve Ir�sh “Cathol�cs” and planted “Protestant” Engl�sh and Scots, has been an 
unavo�dable fact of Ir�sh h�story s�nce before the establ�shment of any of the suc-
cessful European colon�es �n the terr�tory of the Un�ted States .



�6

C o l i n  I r e l a n d

Many pol�t�cal commentators have argued that the part�t�on of Ireland 
would, �nev�tably, result �n armed confl�ct . The roughly three decades of confl�ct, 
known euphem�st�cally as “the Troubles,” from the c�v�l r�ghts demonstrat�ons 
of the late 1960s to the Good Fr�day (or Belfast) Agreement of 1998, are poorly 
understood by most outs�ders, and th�s �ncludes the typ�cal Amer�can her�tage 
student . It �s �naccurate to portray the Troubles as a rel�g�ous confl�ct . Rather, �t 
�s a confl�ct �n wh�ch one’s rel�g�on, for h�stor�cal reasons, becomes a reasonably 
accurate pred�ctor of one’s pol�t�cs .

For Amer�cans the s�tuat�on �n Northern Ireland can be an �nterest�ng 
study �n matters of �dent�ty, �n th�s case, Ir�sh versus Br�t�sh, Cathol�c versus 
 Protestant, or even Ir�sh Gael�c versus the Engl�sh language . Amer�cans often 
th�nk of ethn�c �dent�ty as someth�ng that can be seen superfic�ally on a per-
son; � .e . sk�n color, ha�r texture, shape of the eyes, style of cloth�ng, etc . They 
are amazed �n Northern Ireland to see people try�ng to d�fferent�ate themselves 
who, from an Amer�can po�nt of v�ew, have so much �n common: they are over-
whelm�ngly wh�te and m�ddle class, they are Chr�st�ans and pract�ce h�gh rates 
of rel�g�ous observance wh�le espous�ng fam�ly values, and they profess bel�ef 
�n democracy and the r�ght to have a vo�ce �n one’s future . But how do you 
reconc�le the cho�ce between those who want to ma�nta�n the un�on w�th the 
Un�ted K�ngdom (“un�on�sts”) and those who want to see a s�ngle, un�ted Ire-
land (“nat�onal�sts”)? These are challeng�ng quest�ons for young Amer�can stu-
dents accustomed to deal�ng w�th a whole d�fferent set of cr�ter�a for �dent�ty 
pol�t�cs �n the�r own country .

T h e  C o m p l i c a t i o n s  o f 
I n t e r n a t i o n a l  R e l a t i o n s

Amer�can students study�ng �n the Republ�c are often taken aback by the 
d�fferences �n pol�t�cal outlook that they encounter, part�cularly w�th regard to 
Amer�can fore�gn pol�cy . Often as not, they are confront�ng for the first t�me 
the d�fferences �n att�tudes between a small versus a large nat�on toward fore�gn 
affa�rs . A small country that does not have any m�l�tary m�ght or cannot exert 
any s�gn�ficant econom�c �nfluence must certa�nly deal d�fferently w�th the world 
commun�ty of nat�ons from the way the Un�ted States does . In fact, many Amer�-
can students are surpr�sed to learn that the Republ�c of Ireland has an offic�al 
pol�cy of neutral�ty and that neutral status �s guarded jealously and comes up fre-
quently when d�scuss�ng relat�onsh�ps w�th larger nat�ons, whether that �nvolves 
debates about allow�ng the Un�ted States to use Shannon as a refuel�ng stop for 
�ts m�l�tary, or �f Ireland should contr�bute sold�ers to a European Un�on m�l�tary 
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force, or �f Ireland should jo�n NATO .
In Ireland the debate about fore�gn �nfluence and wh�ch �nternat�onal orga-

n�zat�ons to jo�n and emulate �s closely related to the econom�c debate referred 
to as “Boston or Berl�n .” The quest�on often bo�ls down to whether to h�tch the 
country’s fortunes to the world power of the Un�ted States or to the emerg�ng 
and strengthen�ng European Un�on . Ir�sh people have strong emot�onal and 
fam�ly connect�ons to the Un�ted States that were first created, and then re�n-
forced, for as long as Europeans have colon�zed North Amer�ca . But the t�es to 
Europe are much older and, arguably, even stronger . The quest�on �s a ser�ous 
one for the Ir�sh and, as one can �mag�ne, the pendulum sw�ngs between the two 
poles depend�ng on who �s �n government, wh�ch econom�c commun�ty �s do�ng 
the best, or �s most relevant to the current Ir�sh s�tuat�on .

The Ir�sh are proud of the�r ach�evements �nternat�onally g�ven that they are 
such a small and relat�vely new nat�on . For example, they see Mary Rob�nson, for-
mer pres�dent of Ireland, as a great ambassador for the nat�on through her post as 
comm�ss�oner �n the Un�ted Nat�ons and her ongo�ng work �n human r�ghts . A 
local Ir�sh pol�t�c�an, Pat Cox, served effic�ently and effect�vely for several years as 
pres�dent of the European Parl�ament . A former pr�me m�n�ster of Ireland, John 
Bruton, �s presently the European Un�on ambassador to the Un�ted States, a l�nk 
between Amer�ca and Europe that the Ir�sh seem part�cularly qual�fied to serve . 
Var�ous Ir�sh celebr�t�es, such as former rock stars Bob Geldoff of the Boomtown 
Rats and Bono of U2, have been �nfluent�al �n campa�gns to combat world pov-
erty . The Ir�sh are also proud of the�r peace keep�ng forces that have served the 
Un�ted Nat�ons around the world, �nclud�ng �n Lebanon, L�ber�a, Kovoso, East 
T�mor and, most recently, Chad .

T h e  “ I r i s h n e s s ”  o f  P o l i t i c s  i n  t h e  R e p u b l i c

Desp�te the deep and venerable roots Ireland has �n terms of Western Euro-
pean cultural h�story, �ts modern pol�t�cal h�story �s relat�vely recent . The Repub-
l�c of Ireland, the Ir�sh Free State as �t was known at the t�me, ga�ned �ndepen-
dence from Br�ta�n �n 1921 and �mmed�ately entered a two-year c�v�l war that has 
left s�gn�ficant marks on modern Ir�sh pol�t�cs and soc�ety . Ireland �nher�ted �ts 
parl�amentary system from Br�ta�n to wh�ch �t �mmed�ately gave a spec�al Ir�sh 
qual�ty . Some of the terms used �n Ir�sh pol�t�cs can confuse the nov�ce Amer�can 
student of pol�t�cs . For example, �n Ireland the “pres�dent” �s a figurehead and 
does not w�eld the pol�t�cal power of the pr�me m�n�ster who, �n effect, �s more 
l�ke the Amer�can pres�dent . The Ir�sh parl�ament also has a b�cameral house, 
one of wh�ch �s called the “Senate,” but the Ir�sh Senate w�elds nowhere near 
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the power of the Amer�can Senate . The two largest pol�t�cal part�es, F�anna Fá�l 
and F�ne Gael, are based on pr�nc�ples of c�v�l war pol�t�cs, that �s, whether one 
accepted the 1921 treaty that created the border that part�t�oned Ireland (F�ne 
Gael) or rejected the treaty (F�anna Fá�l) . The �nfluence of c�v�l war pol�t�cs has 
been stead�ly d�m�n�sh�ng �n Ireland, but the usual pol�t�cs based on the eco-
nom�c and fiscal debates of R�ght versus Left st�ll do not dom�nate Ir�sh pol�t�cs 
�n the way they do �n the Un�ted States and �n the European Un�on .

Pol�t�cs �s one area of modern Ir�sh l�fe where the Ir�sh language has reta�ned 
a h�gh profile . Although the parl�amentary system adopted by the Ir�sh looks l�ke 
many other s�m�lar systems around the world, the vocabulary used to descr�be �t 
�s purely Ir�sh . The term for the comb�ned houses of parl�ament �s O�reachtas . 
The major del�berat�ve and leg�slat�ve body �s called the Dá�l . The offic�al who 
oversees the Dá�l, serv�ng much l�ke the “speaker of the House” �n the U .S ., �s 
called the Ceann Chomha�rle . An elected deputy to the parl�ament �s called a 
TD, the acronym comes from the Ir�sh term teachta Dála “member of parl�a-
ment,” parallel to the Br�t�sh MP . The pr�me m�n�ster �s rarely referred by the 
Engl�sh term, except for the sake of fore�gners . Otherw�se, the Ir�sh pr�me m�n-
�ster �s called the Tao�seach . The deputy pr�me m�n�ster �s the Tána�ste . As noted 
above, several pol�t�cal part�es use Ir�sh names, and every pol�t�cal party st�ll holds 
an ardfhe�s, the annual gather�ng open to all members �n wh�ch future pol�cy �s 
d�scussed . Even the pres�dent’s res�dence �n the Phoen�x Park �s typ�cally referred 
to by �ts Ir�sh name, áras an uachtará�n, �n med�a reports of all k�nds .

L i t e r a t u r e  a n d  t h e  I s s u e  o f  L a n g u a g e

Many students come to Ireland eager to study �ts r�ch l�terature and w�ll 
name the�r favor�te wr�ters �nclud�ng W�ll�am Butler Yeats, James Joyce, Samuel 
Beckett and Seamus Heaney . Ireland’s l�terary reputat�on �s well deserved and 
many cr�t�cs have argued that the best Engl�sh language l�terature of the twent�-
eth century was produced by the Ir�sh . That �s qu�te a compl�ment to a people for 
whom, two hundred years ago, a major�ty would st�ll be nat�ve Ir�sh Gael�c speak-
ers . In fact, Ir�sh l�terature wr�tten �n Engl�sh has only been on the world stage 
for about three hundred years . One could argue that Jonathan Sw�ft (d�ed 1745), 
dean of St Patr�ck’s Cathedral and author of Gulliver’s Travels, was the first truly 
�nternat�onal figure of Engl�sh letters who wrote as an Ir�shman . S�nce then, of 
course, there have been many Ir�sh l�terary masters who wrote �n Engl�sh �nclud-
�ng, Ol�ver Goldsm�th, Mar�a Edgeworth, Oscar W�lde, George Bernard Shaw, 
John M�ll�ngton Synge, Kate O’Br�en, James Joyce, W�ll�am Butler Yeats, Seán 
O’Casey, Patr�ck Kavanagh, El�zabeth Bowen, Samuel Becket, Seamus Heaney, 
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Eavan Boland, and John McGahern to name only a few .
In the course of the twent�eth century, the �sland of Ireland produced four 

Nobel laureates �n l�terature: W�ll�am Butler Yeats (192�), George Bernard Shaw 
(1925), Samuel Becket (1969), and Seamus Heaney (1995) . Amer�cans may 
proudly po�nt out that the Un�ted States has produced eleven Nobel laureates �n 
the same per�od, but when one compares the relat�ve populat�ons of Ireland, five 
and a half m�ll�on, and the U .S ., three hundred m�ll�on, then wh�ch ach�evement 
seems greater?

James Joyce’s novel Ulysses has been voted the most �nfluent�al novel of the 
twent�eth century . It �s at once a very modern novel, the first to develop so thor-
oughly the “stream of consc�ousness” narrat�ve, w�th the ent�re novel cover�ng a 
twenty-four hour per�od, 16 June 1904 . Desp�te �ts modern narrat�ve techn�ques, 
the novel emphas�zes a “sense of place,” a common feature of l�terature �n Ireland 
from �ts �ncept�on �n Old Ir�sh dur�ng the early M�ddle Ages . The route of the 
characters �n the�r wander�ngs through the novel can st�ll be traced on Dubl�n’s 
streets today, w�th many places ment�oned �n the novel st�ll �mportant present-
day landmarks . At the same t�me Ulysses, as suggested by �ts t�tle, �s del�berately 
wrapped �n anc�ent cloth�ng, a narrat�ve techn�que used by the Ir�sh s�nce the 
early M�ddle Ages . Its var�ous chapters are modeled on ep�sodes from Homer’s 
Odyssey, one of the oldest surv�v�ng examples of western European l�terature . 

Desp�te Joyce’s venture �nto modern�ty through an acknowledgement of the 
past, few newcomers to Joyce expect to find the �nfluence of nat�ve Ir�sh trad�t�on 
�n h�s works, but they are certa�nly there . Anyone w�ll�ng to enter the l�ngu�s-
t�c puzzle of Finnegan’s Wake w�ll come to real�ze that many characters, scenes 
and subplots are based on anc�ent Ir�sh myth and trad�t�on . In Joyce’s Portrait of 
the Artist as a Young Man, the portrayal of the young wr�ter, Stephen Dedalus, 
has been shown to be based on med�eval Ir�sh �deals of the poet (Owens 200�) . 
Any perusal of modern Ir�sh wr�ters w�ll reveal the�r rel�ance on themes, top�cs, 
story plots, and mot�fs from Ir�sh language trad�t�ons, both anc�ent and modern . 
Among the modern Ir�sh wr�ters wr�t�ng �n Engl�sh who can be shown to have 
been �nsp�red by the Ir�sh language trad�t�on were W . B . Yeats, John M�ll�ng-
ton Synge, Eavan Boland and John McGahern (K�berd 199�; K�nsella 1995), to 
name only a few .

The r�chness of Ir�sh l�terature �n Engl�sh must be contrasted w�th one thou-
sand five hundred years of l�terature �n Ir�sh Gael�c . Ireland has the d�st�nct�on 
of creat�ng the oldest vernacular l�terature �n Western Europe . By vernacular, we 
mean the nat�ve language spoken by the people, �n other words, for the early 
M�ddle Ages, we mean a language other than Lat�n . The convers�on of the Ir�sh 
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to Chr�st�an�ty brought w�th �t l�teracy �n Lat�n �n order to read the B�ble and the 
wr�t�ngs of the Church fathers . The Ir�sh soon made themselves l�terate �n the�r 
own vernacular, Ir�sh Gael�c, and by c .600 were creat�ng and preserv�ng elaborate 
and soph�st�cated poetry and prose texts .4

There are vast numbers of med�eval narrat�ves preserved from Early Ir�sh l�t-
erature w�th tales about the heroes Cú Chula�nn (Cuchula�n) and F�onn mac 
Cumha�ll (F�nn McCool) be�ng w�dely known . The s�ngle most famous of the 
early Ir�sh ep�cs �s the Táin Bó Cúailnge (The Cattle Ra�d of Cooley) first wr�tten 
down �n the e�ghth century . Its v�v�d act�on portrays Cú Chula�nn defend�ng the 
prov�nce of Ulster �n a ser�es of brutal s�ngle combats from the warr�ors of the 
comb�ned arm�es of the rest of Ireland . The sense of place �s palpable �n the text, 
w�th dramat�c events dep�cted �n the med�eval narrat�ve st�ll eas�ly �dent�fiable 
on the modern landscape today, the same techn�que cop�ed by Joyce �n Ulysses . 
The story �s also notable �n that a female protagon�st, Queen Medb (Maeve), �s 
�n charge of the comb�ned Ir�sh forces arrayed aga�nst Ulster and Cú Chula�nn . 
In fact, early Ir�sh narrat�ve �s full of �nterest�ng female characters from the w�ly 
Queen Medb; to the determ�ned Emer, w�fe of Cú Chula�nn, who must struggle 
to keep her warr�or husband from the w�les of otherworldly women; love-struck 
Grá�nne who plays a rôle parallel to Gu�nevere �n later med�eval Arthur�an tales; 
the beaut�ful Étaín, wooed and pursued by both mortal and otherworldly k�ngs; 
and the trag�c De�rdre, fated to be parted from her chosen lover by powerful 
k�ngs because of her great beauty .

Students �nterested �n modern Ir�sh l�terature wr�tten �n Engl�sh are often 
surpr�sed to learn how frequently and naturally modern Ir�sh wr�ters m�ne the 
wealth of the med�eval Ir�sh trad�t�on . W . B . Yeats, for example, often wrote 
poems based on anc�ent Ir�sh themes and even wrote a cycle of plays centered 
on the tales of Cú Chula�nn and h�s explo�ts, �nclud�ng characters already men-
t�oned l�ke Queen Medb and h�s w�fe Emer . But these anc�ent tales have entered 
modern Ir�sh l�fe �n other surpr�s�ng ways and the story of the Táin Bó Cúailnge 
and Cú Chula�nn’s defense of the prov�nce of Ulster aga�nst the comb�ned �nvad-
�ng arm�es of Ireland has turned the trag�c warr�or Cú Chula�nn �nto an �con 
of res�stance for “loyal�st” (Protestant) param�l�tar�es �n Northern Ireland �n a 
remarkable resurrect�on of anc�ent myth �nto the modern pol�t�cs of “the Trou-
bles” of recent decades .

One of Ireland’s most �nterest�ng modern l�terary figures �n th�s global-
�zed world �s the poetess Nuala Ní Dhomhna�ll . Nuala wr�tes only �n Ir�sh and 
never translates her own poetry �nto Engl�sh, but she �s well served by fellow 
poets such as Seamus Heaney, Paul Muldoon, Medbh McGuck�an and E�léan 
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Ní Chu�lleaná�n who have helped expose the w�der world to her poetry through 
fac�ng page translat�ons of her work . Her parents came or�g�nally from the west 
Kerry Gaeltacht (Ir�sh-speak�ng area) and settled �n England where Nuala was 
born . Grow�ng up she spent long per�ods back �n Kerry w�th her grandparents 
and eventually came to l�ve w�th them where she was �mbued w�th the Ir�sh lan-
guage and all the legends and lore carr�ed through �t . In college she developed her 
�n�t�al �nterest �n wr�t�ng poetry . But, �ron�cally, �t was after marry�ng a Turk�sh 
eng�neer and spend�ng five years �n Turkey, where she learned the language and 
lore of that land, that turned her back to her Ir�sh roots and �nsp�red her to pur-
sue poetry �n Ir�sh (Ní Dhomhna�ll 200�) .

T h e  U n i v e r s i t y  E x p e r i e n c e

There �s much more to learn wh�le abroad than the obv�ous th�ngs such as 
new soc�al customs, d�fferences of h�story and pol�t�cs, and the cultural r�chness 
expressed �n art and l�terature . When �nternat�onal educators talk about the 
learn�ng exper�ences of Amer�can students abroad they tend to overlook one of 
the most �mportant cultural �nst�tut�ons of all: the fore�gn un�vers�ty �tself and �ts 
vary�ng approaches to pedagogy and research . 

When an Amer�can undergraduate enrolls at an Ir�sh un�vers�ty for a semester 
or a year, s/he �s about to enter a system that d�ffers markedly from the system s/he 
w�ll return to and earn a degree at home . Desp�te the changes affect�ng all Euro-
pean un�vers�t�es, such as semester�zat�on and modular�zat�on, through the ongo-
�ng Bologna Process, undergraduate degree structures rema�n w�dely d�fferent 
from those �n the Amer�can h�gher educat�on system . At un�vers�t�es �n Ireland, 
north and south, the typ�cal undergraduate degree takes three years, although an 
�ncreas�ng number of un�vers�t�es have a four-year undergraduate degree structure . 
Amer�can undergraduates qu�ckly real�ze that the broad array of general educat�on 
requ�rements of the Amer�can system are assumed to have been met at secondary 
level �n Ireland, and the undergraduate degree structure �s much more restr�cted 
�n terms of subjects stud�ed so that the three year undergraduate degree �s ne�ther 
eas�er nor harder, but �t �s more concentrated �n �ts contents .

Amer�can students also encounter a completely d�fferent pedagog�cal style 
at un�vers�t�es �n Ireland and one that forces them to emphas�ze a d�fferent set of 
sk�lls from what they are accustomed to at home . Wh�le the Amer�can system of 
Socrat�c teach�ng �nvolv�ng quest�on and answer sess�ons as a normal part of each 
class meet�ng w�ll st�ll be met, Amer�can students find that the emphas�s sh�fts to 
a d�fferent set of learn�ng sk�lls . The Amer�can students have honed these sk�lls �n 
the�r home env�ronments, but �n Ireland they must g�ve them an emphas�s they are 
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not accustomed to at home . Amer�can students are certa�nly pract�ced �n l�sten�ng 
to lectures and tak�ng careful notes, and they are perfectly capable of �ndependent 
research �n wh�ch they have chosen the read�ngs themselves under superv�s�on of 
the�r teachers, and they have learned to wr�te coherent, well-argued essays .5  But 
they have now entered a system where the prev�ously ment�oned techn�ques are 
pr�v�leged, and the system they are accustomed to—of regular graded ass�gnments, 
and teachers who systemat�cally engage �n classroom d�scuss�ons of top�cs be�ng 
stud�ed, and where students are judged on the�r class part�c�pat�on—d�sappears .

The lectur�ng system �s used �n the Un�ted States more frequently than we 
care to adm�t, part�cularly �n large state un�vers�t�es at the lower classmen levels 
where d�sc�pl�nes as d�sparate as b�ology, psychology and Engl�sh l�terature are 
taught to freshmen �n large lecture theatres . Most Amer�can undergraduates adapt 
to �t qu�ckly . Wh�le some students find the lack of controlled superv�s�on of the 
deta�led Amer�can syllabus d�sconcert�ng, at least an equal number are l�berated 
by the freedom to explore and research subjects on the�r own us�ng the l�ghter 
gu�dance of the lecture as a beacon to help d�rect the�r �nd�v�dual research . Based 
on rev�ews of GPAs before and after study�ng for a semester at an Ir�sh un�vers�ty, 
Amer�can undergraduates do not suffer academ�cally . 6 They tend to earn wh�le 
study�ng abroad a GPA roughly equ�valent to the GPA they had earned at home . 

Some �nternat�onal educators have argued that Amer�can undergraduates 
abroad should be taught �n a manner that �s fam�l�ar to them from home desp�te 
the new env�ronment of the�r fore�gn locat�on (vande Berg 2007) . Others find �t 
an odd pedagog�cal ph�losophy to encourage Amer�can students to exper�ence a 
fore�gn culture w�thout part�c�pat�ng fully �n one of the most s�gn�ficant �nst�tu-
t�ons of a college-age person, the fore�gn un�vers�ty �tself .

C o n c l u s i o n s

The learn�ng opportun�t�es presented by Ireland are vast . Amer�can under-
graduates can study a soc�ety that went from a rural, peasant economy to a devel-
oped, global�zed one �n a few short generat�ons . Bus�ness and pol�t�cal sc�ence 
students can engage �n the “Boston or Berl�n” debate wh�le us�ng Ireland as a 
w�ndow �nto the economy and pol�t�cs of the European Un�on . Ireland’s post-
colon�al status, a rare s�tuat�on for a Western European country, has made �t a 
model to emulate for countr�es �n As�a, Afr�ca and Lat�n Amer�ca because of �ts 
relat�vely recent successful b�d for pol�t�cal and econom�c �ndependence . Ireland’s 
status as a colony of an �mper�al power helped fuel several generat�ons of con-
t�nuous em�grat�on that �n�t�ally weakened the homeland but helped create an 
�nternat�onal network for future econom�c development and �nfluence . Ireland’s 
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post-colon�al legacy bequeathed the �sland a dual �dent�ty that �s played out 
today �n content�ous pol�t�cal debate and that has, on occas�on, sp�lled over �nto 
v�olence . Ir�sh culture has pr�v�leged the word, both spoken and wr�tten, from �ts 
earl�est records �n the M�ddle Ages and �n several languages—Ir�sh Gael�c, Lat�n, 
Engl�sh, to name only three—to a degree rarely atta�ned �n other countr�es . It can 
be argued that, hav�ng lost the�r nat�ve language, the Ir�sh literati have excelled 
�n a second language . In short, an �sland people w�th a reputat�on for be�ng tra-
d�t�onal and backward-look�ng have rap�dly evolved �nto a model of modern�ty 
(Tymoczko and Ireland 200�) . Astute Amer�can undergraduates have a lot to 
learn from Ireland’s mult�-faceted d�fferences .

The Amer�can undergraduate �s r�ght to see �n�t�ally the superfic�al s�m�lar�-
t�es between the Un�ted States and Ireland . But the s�m�lar�t�es only mask more 
profound d�fferences . It �s our duty as �nternat�onal educators to encourage and 
fac�l�tate students to explore and understand the deeper d�fferences that ex�st, 
to help them search below the surface for a compell�ng learn�ng exper�ence . The 
rewards for the effort are myr�ad .7 In th�s br�ef essay we have touched on eco-
nom�c, soc�al, pol�t�cal, h�stor�cal and cultural �ssues that reveal Ireland’s “for-
e�gnness .” The process must beg�n before students depart, �t �s �ntens�fied wh�le 
they are abroad, and �t cont�nues and matures after they have returned home .
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E n d n o t e s
1 Engle 2007 d�scusses many of the challenges �n ach�ev�ng th�s goal .
2 See the w�de rang�ng d�scuss�on on global�zat�on and �nternat�onal educat�on �n 
Falk and Kanach 2000 .
� Amer�can students qu�ckly learn to use the�r weekends for travel and, l�ke the�r 
Ir�sh peers, learn to spread the�r soc�al�z�ng across selected weekdays . 
4 See Ireland 1999 for a d�scuss�on of how th�s same early per�od �n Ir�sh cultural 
h�story compares w�th our own modern world of �nternat�onal educat�on .
5 NSSE surveys find that “when courses prov�ded extens�ve, �ntellectually 
challeng�ng wr�t�ng act�v�t�es, students engaged �n more deep learn�ng act�v�t�es 
such as analys�s, synthes�s, and �ntegrat�on of �deas from var�ous sources …” 
Nat�onal Survey of Student Engagement 2008 .
6  Th�s observat�on �s supported by ev�dence gathered at Nat�onal Un�vers�ty 
of Ireland, Galway; Un�vers�ty of L�mer�ck and Arcad�a Un�vers�ty (personal 
commun�cat�ons from M�ke Kavanagh, NUIG; L�am Ó Docharta�gh, UL; 
Dav�d Rudd, AU) .
7  The observat�ons �n Falk and Kanach 2000 are relevant here .


