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Objects and artifacts are potent signs of cultural values, and in popular media they 

are often used as external signs of racial identity. This dissertation investigates how 

certain objects and settings come to be identified as characteristic of particular racial 

groups, and how stereotypes about material culture are then exploited to justify 

discriminatory political policy. I conduct an analysis of the visual representation of 

Mexicans and the Irish in U.S. media, beginning in 1840 and continuing to the present 

era. I identify when and why certain artifacts, like potatoes or sombreros, began to be 

used as stereotypical signs of each group. In each case, I examine how these metonymies 

were employed as weapons in contemporary political struggles over land, jobs, and 

representation. Drawing on the records of Mexican and Irish representation, I develop a 

theoretical model I term "the material discourses of raceò to identify the three ways that 

objects are turned into signs of racial identity, and to explain why certain objects are 

repeatedly employed to construct an idealized image of whiteness in U.S. visual culture. 
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Introduction: Seeing Race in Material Culture  

ñThe sole aim of philosophical enquiry is to eliminate the contingent. Contingency is 

the same as external necessity, that is, a necessity which originates in causes which are 

themselves no more than external circumstances. In history, we must look for a general 

design... and we must comprehend it by means of reason, which cannot concern itself 

with particular and finite ends, but only with the absolute.ò 

- G.W.F. Hegel. Second Draft of the Introduction to  

  The Philosophical History of the World. 1830. 

  

 

What if race isnôt just about color? What if Americaôs racial distinctions were 

built, from the very beginning, on ideas about peopleôs things just as much as on beliefs 

about their biological differences? 

A curious episode from the 1940s shows how easily ñracialò identity can turn on 

cultural performance rather than complexion or physical appearance. At the beginning of 

that decade, an organization that called itself the League of United Latin American 

Citizens (LULAC) began pressuring the Texas State Legislature to pass a resolution 

declaring that Mexicans were legally white (see Guglielmo 2006:1220; Kells 2006:74). 

LULACôs leadership argued that this ñCaucasian Race Resolutionò would be justified on 

historical grounds because Mexicans, being part Spanish, were ñthe first white race to 

inhabit this vast empire of oursò (LULAC News v.1 no.9, 1932:7). There was already a 

long history of ambiguity surrounding Mexican racial identity in the Southwest: the 

Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo that ended the Mexican American War in 1848 had allowed 

thousands of Mexicans living in the new Southwest states to naturalize as U.S. citizens in 

an era when naturalization was limited by law to ñfree white personsò (Griswold del 

Castillo 1990:66). The treaty effectively declared the Mexicans who remained in the U.S. 
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to be white by statutory fiat. Within a few years, however, states like California and 

Texas revoked that privilege and subjected their new Mexican American citizens to racial 

segregation and disenfranchisement (Menchaca 2001:217). The issue was relitigated in 

Texas half a century later when an immigrant named Ricardo Rodríguez applied to 

naturalize despite the still-standing ñfree white personsò clause. The judge who decided 

in re Rodriguez (1897) made a point of noting that Rodríguez was ñcopper-colored,ò with 

the ñdark eyes, straight black hair, and high cheek bonesò of an Indian or mestizo (in re 

Rodriguez, 81 F. 337). The judge ruled him to be white anyways, on the grounds that 

Congress must have intended to include copper-colored Mexicans in the category of ñfree 

white persons.ò Official decisions like these did not, of course, put an end to the racism, 

segregation, and extrajudicial lynchings that Mexicans suffered in Texas (Carrigan and 

Webb 2013:6; Ramos 1998:52). As Gómez (2007:149) points out, there is a distinction 

between ñlegal raceò and ñsocial race,ò and the former need not coincide with the latter. 

However, these episodes do show that in the United States, Mexican race has not always 

been a simple and direct product of Mexican complexion. Cultural and political-economic 

factors have been equally important in determining how Mexicans would be racialized at 

any particular moment (Montejano 1987:7; Almaguer 1994:205; see Guerrero 2017:16) 

In the 1940s, LULACôs leadership was forced to acknowledge that many Mexican 

Americans had ñolive-coloredò complexions, although they preferred to attribute this to 

their ñSouthwestern Europeanò blood rather than to indigenous or afromestizo heritage 

(LULAC News v.13 n.5, Nov. 1946:12). Since there was nothing to be done about the 

color of their skin, one of the organizationôs main tactics as they campaigned for 

recognition as Caucasian Mexicans was to exploit what are termed here the material 



3 
 

discourses of race. A material discourse is a set of cultural conventions that marks 

certain objects, artifacts, textures, and settings as being characteristic of a racialized 

group. Material discourses are made up of stereotypical associations, ñdog whistleò-like 

coded messages, and the symbolic equations known as metonymies. A material discourse 

of Mexican race had existed in Texas since the late 1840s, when color lithographs 

employed elements like sombreros, jacales (thatched huts), and traje de charro (cowboy 

clothes) to illustrate traits of Mexican character like disorganization, laziness, and 

foreignness. However, there were also material codes for performing middle-class white 

ñdomesticityò (Smith 2012:343-344; Glenn 2002:75) that could be appropriated by 

individuals or groups to try to re-racialize themselves as white. It was one part of a 

broader strategy that has been variously referred to as a ñpolitics of respectabilityò or a 

ñpolitics of misrecognitionò (Cacho 2012:128; Alexander 2010:212; Delgado and 

Stefancic 2017:62). LULACôs leaders deliberately exploited the material discourses of 

race as part of their own practices of self-representation. The organizationôs newsletters 

very pointedly published photos of members wearing tailored suits or fashionable low-cut 

dresses in elite settings (e.g., LULAC News v.13 n.5, Nov. 1946:11-13), while their 

children smiled at the camera in bright Boy Scout uniforms. They studiously avoided 

being photographed with things like field clothes or sombreros, because those objects 

were loaded with a racial significance that had no place in the visual economy of ñTotal 

Americanizationò that the organization sought to project (LULAC News, v. 22 n. 12, June 

1955:13). 

LULACôs strategy of re-racialization was at least partly successful. The 

ñCaucasian Race ï Equal Rights Resolutionò failed when it was put to a vote in 1941, 
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and again by a wide margin in 1942, but it passed unanimously in 1943 (Guglielmo 

2006:1212). From that point on, Mexicans in Texas were, theoretically, members of the 

white race. But what changed in 1943 to convince the entire legislature that Mexicans 

were white? In short, it was the economy. The U.S. entered WWII in 1942 after the attack 

on Pearl Harbor. There was a shortage of farm labor because so many men enlisted or 

went to work in the war industries, so the U.S. negotiated a labor treaty with Mexico to 

create what became known as the Bracero Program (Scruggs 1960:140). It let U.S. 

farmers hire Mexicans as guest workers on temporary contracts, at wages far below what 

domestic workers were paid. It promised to be a bonanza for agriculture in the Southwest, 

and Texas politicians wanted to make sure their constituents stood to benefit. The 

Mexican government, however, had other ideas. Texas at that time was internationally 

notorious for ñrampant racial discriminationò (Mart²nez-Matsuda 2020:12). Besides 

segregation, Black people and Mexicans could be lynched with impunity or murdered 

outright by Texas Rangers (Carrigan and Webb 2013:113-125), so the Mexican 

government threatened to let braceros work in every state but Texas. The state legislature 

passed the Caucasian Race Resolution in 1943 in the hopes that it would placate their 

neighbor to the south (Scruggs 1960:146; Guglielmo 2006:1223). Mexican American 

activists in mid-century Texas took advantage of a material discourse of whiteness and a 

new political-economic calculus to try to re-racialize themselves as ñolive-coloredò 

Europeans. To what extent they were successful continues to be a matter of scholarly 

debate (c.f. Foley 1998:53; Gómez 2020:95). 

Declaring Mexicans white did not put an end to racial prejudice in Texas. It took a 

generation of court battles to get Mexican children into white schools, Mexican soldiers 
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buried in white cemeteries, and Mexican representatives into the legislature (see Kells 

2006:79; Kaplowitz 2005:46; Ramos 1998:52). LULACôs leaders soon embarked on a 

second strategy to prove that they deserved the legal protections afforded to whites: they 

began to dissociate themselves from other Mexicans as part of a racial project (Omi and 

Winant 2015:125) termed in a later chapter racial partitioning. Mexican American civil 

rights groups in Texas became heavily involved in raising awareness of what they called 

the ñwetbackò menace (e.g., Sánchez and Saunders 1949:1-4). They argued that Mexican 

migrants, who were poorer and less educated, were a lower class of Mexican that was 

more Indian than Spaniard. In contrast to the suit-and-tie wearing Caucasian Mexicans, 

ñwetbackò Mexicans were dangerous, ignorant, and lazy (G.I. Forum 1953:3). A series of 

photographic reports and news articles sponsored by groups like the G.I. Forum drew on 

an extant tradition of social-problem photography (see Street 2008:165-231) to depict 

ñwetbacksò as creatures of inevitable degeneracy. They were ñsad-eyed and sickò (G.I. 

Forum 1953:2), always surrounded by human feces, dirty field clothes, peasant sandals, 

and decrepit shacks. Middle-class Mexican American activists thus exploited an 

alternative material discourse to build symbolic boundaries (Barth 1998:14) between 

themselves and the ñwetbacksò and to position themselves on the white side of the color 

line. The iconographies they adopted were specific to their context, but the overall 

strategy the Texas activists employed is a universal tactic of ñracial formationò (Omi and 

Winant 2015:109). Certain artifacts and settings always operate as characteristic signs of 

a racialized group.  

The following chapters will argue that material discourses are constitutive 

elements of racial formation. Metonymic objects and settings give meaningful content to 
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racial distinctions, and they establish the terrain in which racial identities are often 

negotiated. Some of the current scholarship on race has tended to dismiss stereotypes 

about costume, diet, and habitation as mere ñaccessoriesò added after the fact, or else as 

ñethnicò markers that are independent of racial identity (e.g., Curtis 1997:xix). However, 

the basic distinction between race and culture that is so fundamental to modern 

scholarship has never been accepted by race-thinkers or white nationalists (e.g., Gobineau 

1915:42; Grant 1916:xv; Buchanan 2006:248; Camus 2018:16-17). Racialists, even the 

so-called ñscientific racistsò of the 19th and 20th centuries, have consistently held that a 

groupôs essential character or genetic endowment will inevitably objectify itself in their 

cultural performances, possessions, and environments. That means that material culture 

can be read backwards as the external sign of a peopleôs essential character. If a people is 

caricatured living in shanties or barrios it must be a consequence of a character that tends 

toward laziness and pauperism; if they are depicted with liquor bottles or smoking pipes 

it is because they are constitutionally immoderate and unable to control their impulses. 

Over the last two centuries dwellings, hats, outfits, foods, livestock, and even textures 

like silk and cobblestone have all been exploited in this fashion to serve as the external 

signs of racial character. They can serve in this capacity regardless of complexion or 

appearance. Indeed, the theory of the material discourses of race disproves the scholarly 

argument that skin color is the ñexperiential bedrockò of race (Hall 2017:16), and 

suggests instead that ñracism is not about colorò (Camp and Heatherton 2017:104). Race 

is not an inevitable consequence of melanin content in the epidermis, and object 

metonymies do not passively reflect natural distinctions grounded in biology. Material 

discourses actively constitute so-called ñracialò difference. 
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The following chapters are built around a series of historical vignettes that 

examine how material discourses were used to racialize two groups, Mexicans and the 

Irish, from the 1840s to the present day. The Mexican case already alluded to is discussed 

in more detail in later chapters that show how U.S. visual culture relied on icons like 

sombreros and indigenous costume to resolve the ambiguity of Mexican racial identity. 

The racialization of the Irish in the 19th century is the other major subject of this study. 

The Irish throw into stark relief the significance of the material discourses of race, 

because for half a century the Catholic Irish were racialized as innately inferior in spite of 

having white complexions and European origins. This could only be accomplished by 

objectifying their inferiority in their cultural residues rather than their appearance. Later 

chapters will show how the English popular press invented a material iconography of 

pigs, pipes, and potatoes in the 1840s to distinguish the Celt from the Anglo-Saxon. Each 

of those objects was understood to be the manifestation of one of the problematic traits of 

Celtic temperament. Comparing this Irish experience to the Mexican experience across 

two centuries of racial representation makes it possible to identify some common 

historical patterns of metonymic representation. The last chapter analyzes those 

convergences to organize a typology of racial metonymies built around three symbolic 

complexes: COSTUME, CONSUMPTION, and HABITATION. 

As part of this argument I draw some distinctions between the related terms 

ñrace,ò ñracism,ò and ñethnicity.ò I understand race to be an arbitrary system of social 

categorization that grants individuals more or less access to land, livable wages, or safety 

from violence (Almaguer 1994:19). ñRacialò distinctions can be manufactured out of any 

culturally salient difference, including class, language, or complexion (Robinson 
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2000:26), by making those features into the signs of a hereditary moral or intellectual 

predisposition. What distinguishes ñraceò from ñethnicityò is raceôs supposed 

immutability and its deadly consequences (Cacho 2012:7). Following Gilmore (2007:28), 

I understand racism to be behaviors or systems that differentially predispose a racialized 

people to suffering and premature death. Thus, when discussing whether European 

groups like the Irish ever really experienced racism, what is important is not their 

complexion but whether or not their hereditary ñcharacterò was believed to be innately 

inferior, and whether beliefs about that character justified prejudicial policies that lead 

directly to their exploitation and premature death. On both counts, the answer is 

affirmative. The remainder of this introduction will explain how material discourses of 

race function in more detail, including their three basic elements and their long history of 

use in European thinking about race. 

 

 

THE MATERIAL DISCOURSES OF RACE  

Racial distinctions are made meaningful by attributing cultural significance to 

them. This is accomplished by positing a relationship between a racialized group and 

some sort of food, clothing, or housing. Discursive practices that attempt to associate a 

racial group with a subset of cultural practices that characterize them can be called 

material discourses of race. Material discourses forge symbolic connections between 

races and artifacts in one of three ways: proposition, metonymy, or signification. 
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The simplest way of connecting culture to race is through a stereotype. 

Stereotypes are propositional statements about a groupôs possessions or their 

consumption (see Lippman 1922; Dovidio et al. 2010). For example, one of the 

stereotypes that appears in nearly all of the following chapters is that the Irish drink too 

much. The idea can be traced at least as far back as the 19th century, when it was used as 

an excuse to deny Irish immigrants the benefits of public charity (Brighton 2008). 

Protestant moralists assumed that it was pointless to give the Catholic Irish assistance 

because they would drink it away and come back for more1. Stereotypes about the Irish 

were common in newspapers and political tracts of the era, and if contemporary diaries 

are any indication, they were a normal part of everyday conversation (e.g., Strong 1952 

[1867], Daly 1962 [1862]). Ironically, studies of Irish American families have shown 

they do not drink any more than anyone else, but the idea persists (Staski 1983:323; see 

Waters 1990). Cultural stereotypes give meaning to ñracialò distinctions: they are 

understood to manifest or objectify character deficiencies that may or may not be visible 

on the surface of the skin. This is not the same thing as ethnicity. Ethnicity theory implies 

that human culture and behavior are distinct from racial inheritance, but this proposition 

has never been accepted by race-thinkers. The popular doctrine of race that is expressed 

in material discourses implies that poverty, incarceration, weakness, and strange costume 

are all outward manifestations of internal racial qualities. In Hallôs (2017b:100) 

formulation, ñethnicity and race continue to play hide-and-seek with each other.ò 

 
1 The New York Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor, for example, explicitly enjoined 
members from providing any assistance, even food, unless the beneficiaries agreed to give up alcohol 
(1869:18). This was clearly targeted at Irish and German immigrants, who were known to drink and to be 
lazy (ibid:31). 
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The second foundation of the material discourses of race is the series of 

metonymies that equate a racial group with a set of artifacts. Metonymy is a mode of 

representation that makes one thing stand in for another thing. It is a ñmetalinguistic 

operationò based on the displacement of one sign by another (Jakobson 1990:123). The 

classic case involves the use of an object as a metonym for a person. To take a useful 

example (Bredin 1984), in the old poem Death the Leveller, James Shirley says ñSceptre 

and crown / Must tumble down / And in the dust be equal made / With the poor crooked 

scythe and spade.ò Here scepter and crown are metonyms for the king, and scythe and 

spade for a peasant. More colloquially, instead of saying ña businessman visited the 

office,ò an English speaker might say that they were visited by ña suit.ò Metonymy 

causes an object to function as a substitute for a particular kind of person. The effect is 

not unlike a rebus puzzle where a sequence of pictures is used to stand in for a sentence. 

Metonymy is copular: it posits an equivalency in the form A=B. Metonymies are made 

whenever someone proposes that an object is a characteristic sign of a racialized group. 

For example, whenever an archaeologist proposes that something like brightly colored 

pots are a sign of Black culture (e.g., Wilkie 2000:20), or an interior designer decides that 

Guinness posters are typical signs of Irishness (see Grantham 2009:261), they are 

establishing metonymies between a race and an artifact. This creates an equivalency at 

the level of the signifier rather than the level of the signified (Lacan 2006:424). That 

means that it is independent of meaning. Meaningful relationships are something else: 

metonymy is pure sign substitution. The stronger the metonymic effect, the more the 

artifact and the racial group become symbolically interchangeable in human thought.  
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The metonymic relation shows how material discourses of race can be more 

profound than basic stereotypes. Metonymies link ñraceò to the broader symbolic 

structure of societies dominated by capitalist production. Racial inequality can be made 

to appear natural when metonymies are used to equate people with things, because in a 

consumer society objects already exist in a symbolic hierarchy (Baudrillard 2005:208-

214). Filet mignon already exists in a hierarchical relationship to fried chicken as a result 

of cost, rarity, points-of-sale, and consumer association: making those foods into 

metonyms for Blackness and French whiteness reinforces the symbolic inequalities on 

which racial hierarchy depends (Sahlins 1976:176). Metonymic substitution works by 

engaging what Levi-Strauss (1966:91) called the ñtotemic operatorsò of symbolic 

thought. Totemic operators are structural homologies that posit an isomorphism between 

different structures of meaning. They stitch together systems that otherwise appear 

unrelated, like food and biology. Levi-Strauss (1966:104) argued that the main function 

of totemic operators was to make the divisions of human society appear to be a reflection 

of the natural order. In many indigenous societies in America, for example, social groups 

were identified with totem animals or plants. The point of these identifications was not to 

suggest that Clan A was ñlikeò Totem Aðthat would have been a signifying relationship, 

not a metonymic relationshipðbut to explain that the inegalitarian relations between 

Clans A, B, and C were analogous to natural differences between Totems A, B, and C. 

Totems thus rationalized hereditary inequality by equating it to nature. They do the same 

thing today. However, American society no longer uses animals or plants as signs of 

patrilineal descent groups and ñnatureò is no longer the outside system to which most of 

us immediately refer. Instead, manufactured commodities are the totems of group identity 
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(Levi-Strauss 1966:127). Marshall Sahlins (1976:178) called this ñbourgeois totemism.ò 

He explained that ñBy the systematic arrangement of meaningful differences assigned the 

concrete, the cultural order is realized also as an order of goods. The goods stand as an 

object code for the signification and valuation of persons and occasions, functions and 

situationsò (ibid). Object metonymies characterize racial groups and to distinguish them. 

They naturalize racial inequality by inserting it into the commodity code of consumer 

societies where objects are already unequal. Metonymies turn race hierarchies into the 

symbolic shadows of class hierarchies. 

The third foundation of every material discourse of race is a set of coded 

messages. Coded messages are repetitive visual associations that suggest that a particular 

object or environment is characteristic of racial group. For nearly a century, for example, 

Irish figures were drawn with whiskey bottles in their back pockets: this was a coded 

message for Irish racial alcoholism. Coded messages take advantage of the meaningful 

aspects of signification. They transmit whatever cultural connotations the artifact or 

object has onto the group of people that becomes associated with that artifact 

(McCracken 1988; Miller 1987). This transference of meaning between objects and 

people is the same principle on which consumerism is based. Commodities all possess 

cultural connotations: a business suit means something different than a black leather 

jacket, and those meanings generally transfer onto the person wearing the suit. However, 

in a consumer context, the transfer of meaning from commodities to people is usually 

voluntary. Shoppers buy things that appeal to them, and present themselves to the world 

in a style that they find congenial (Veblen 2009 [1899]; Belk 2000; Elliot 1999). Material 

discourses are involuntary. They are established by somebody elseðthe media, the 
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government, or a dominant racial group with the power influence social meanings 

(Willi ams-Forson 2006:35). For example, Chapter 3 shows how the English press, 

beholden at that time to aristocratic patrons, made pigs into icons of the Irish in the 19th 

century (De Nie 2004:17). So closely were they associated with Irishness that a sketch of 

an empty cottage with a pig wallowing in the front was immediately read as an Irish 

cottage. Pigs already had a variety of figurative meanings in Victorian caricature. They 

meant filth, poverty, and cultural backwardness. Pigs thus operated as coded messages to 

English audiences that the Irish were content to live in filth, that they slept with beasts 

and were by nature bestial, and as a result that they were incapable of self-government 

and required English supervision. Coded messages are intentional: they use objects to 

insult entire groups of people by transferring derogatory meanings onto them. They could 

equally well be called ñdog whistlesò (Haney-Lopez 2013:4) in a material form. 

 The three elements of a material discourseðstereotypes, coded messages, and 

metonymiesðgive meaningful content to racial formations. Each of the following 

chapters will investigate how this attribution of racial meaning has happened in a 

different historical context. Chapter Two shows how a peasant iconography of pigs, 

potatoes, breeches, and wool hats began to be used by the English media to dehumanize 

the Irish in the 1840s. An invented biological difference, prognathism, was later 

superimposed on these material stereotypes to provide the scientific justification for 

racializing Irish Catholics as ñCro-Magnonò and ñAfricanoidò (Beddoe 1885:10-11). 

Chapter Three follows the Irish to New York and examines how a new set of material 

icons, including rum bottles and burning orphanages, was used to provoke racial anxiety 

among Protestant Yankees and to influence the outcome of national elections. Chapter 
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Four shows how an entirely new material discourse termed here the ñVictorian heritage 

fantasyò exploited signs of wealth like crystal and silver to retroactively re-racialize 

Victorian-era Irish American immigrants. Chapter Five returns to the 1840s to examine 

how Anglo Americans tried to make sense of Mexican racial identity during their first 

major engagement, the Mexican-American War. Lithographic artists in New York 

initially relied on cultural signs like clothing and architecture, rather than on complexion, 

to distinguish Mexicans from Anglos. Chapter Six jumps forward in time to the 1940s 

and 1950s to examine in detail a pair of competing visual regimes for depicting Mexican 

labor, one built around a furtive ñwetbackò and the other based on an archetypically 

smiling and content ñhappy campesino.ò Chapter Seven investigates the representation of 

ñillegal aliensò in the 1970s in the L.A. Times, and shows how a material discourse of 

incarceration was used to make illegality legible. 

Taken together, the analytical chapters of this project suggest that at every 

moment in American history, Irish and Mexican racial identity have been defined by a 

characteristic material discourse. They were not unique in this regard. The follow pages 

will argue that using things to distinguish races has been a standard practice in Western 

literature and visual culture for 300 years. 

 

 

THE ORIGINS OF THE MATERIAL DISCOURSES OF RACE  

The significance of the material discourses of race may be more apparent when 

they are understood to have been integral to the entire unfolding of European thinking 
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about ñrace.ò Western thought has a long and robust tradition of using peopleôs 

possessions to determine their racial identity. When Carl Linnaeus published the hugely 

influential 10th edition of the Systema Naturae in 1758, for example, he distinguished the 

various subspecies of Homo sapiens according to their material culture. In Linnaeusô 

work humanity is divided into four geographical varieties (1758:20): Americanus, 

Europaeus, Asiaticus, and Afer2. Following the precedent he had established in the first 

edition in 1735, he assigned each subspecies a characteristic color. Homo sapiens 

Europaeus was white, American man was red, Africans black, and Asians yellow. 

However, in the 10th edition Linnaeus finally added predicates to the races of man in 

order to describe how they differed. In the first place, he assigned each of them a 

particular humor. American man was choleric, whereas European man was 

characteristically sanguine. Linnaeusô conception of racial difference was theoretically 

complementary rather than hierarchical. He fit humanity into the ancient cosmological 

system of fours marked by the four humors, the four seasons, and the four elements. Each 

variety of Homo sapiens had its proper place and its proper virtues, just like the seasons 

and the stars. However, even in this early proto-racial cosmology, Linnaeus found it 

necessary to make material culture one of the predicates of the subspecies of Homo. It 

was key to telling them apart. H. sapiens Europeaus is not only white and sanguine: he is 

also ñTegitur vestimentis arctis,ò man who is fully clothed, in contrast to Homo sapiens 

Americanus who is ñPingit se lineis daedalis rubris,ò painted with red lines (1758:20-21). 

Proper attire was central to notions of European selfhood, at least as much as skin color 

 
2 Linnaeus also added two semi-mythological subspecies to the 10th edition, Ferus (Wild Man) and 
Monstrosus (Monstrous Man), but those were special cases excluded from the four basic geographical 
varieties of man. 
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or disposition, and in the 18th century clothing was acknowledged to be one of the most 

important determinants of racial identity (Wheeler 2000:7).  

The connection between race and things was more explicit in the 18th and early 

19th centuries than it is today, for the simple reason that human complexion was thought 

to be a transitory and malleable thing, subject to the caprices of heat, altitude, diet, and 

habit. That meant that skin color was a deceptive and unreliable sign of racial difference. 

Until the popularization of the theory of natural selection in the middle of the 19th 

century (see, e.g., Prichard 1826), it was generally believed that skin color was a simple 

and direct product of climactic conditions. Heat turned people black and cold made them 

white (Mitchell 1744; Smith 1788; White 1799; Buffon 1812 [1749]; Blumenbach 1865 

[1775]). Writing in 1744, Virginia physician John Mitchell (1744:133) proposed that 

Africans and Indians had dark complexions because they were ñconstantly exposed, and 

generally naked, to the scorching Heat of the Sun in a perpetual summer.ò The Reverend 

Samuel Stanhope Smith (1788:20) of New Jersey proposed that temperature and sunlight 

dilated and contracted the blood vessels, which over time became fixed and ñan habitual 

colour begins to be formed.ò The great naturalist the Comte de Buffon (1812:404) wrote 

that ñthe differences of colour are produced by the climate,ò and in Johann Blumenbachôs 

(1865:101) 1775 treatise On the Natural Variety of Mankind, he argued that external 

differences in stature and skin color were ñowing almost entirely to climate alone.ò There 

was a consensus that skin color was a product of climate: the only debate was whether the 

climate acted directly on the epidermis, or whether it did its work by facilitating the 

production of bile, which then diffused into the skin to render it black. Smith (1788:26) 

thought the sun increased production of black bile; Blumenbach (1865:211) argued that 
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climate operated on the skin through the inhalation of atmospheric carbon; Mitchell 

(1744:117) thought that a hot climate simply made the outermost layer of the skin 

opaque, since he claims to have ñmacerated the Skins of Negroes, and particularly the 

Epidermis, in warm Water, which readily dissolves the Juices of the Body, yet I could 

never extract any black juices from them.ò 

 The causal connection between climate and skin color meant that complexion 

was, theoretically, something that could change under the influence of a new climate. 

Some scholars thought it could be transformed in a single lifetime. In his Natural History, 

General and Particular, Buffon (1812:400) relates the story of a Dutch trading vessel 

that ñcarried off a Hottentot girl a few days after her birth, brought her up among 

themselves, and she soon became as white as any European.ò More often, permanent 

changes in skin color were thought to result from ten to twelve generations of residence 

in a new climate (e.g., Smith 1788:12; Blumenbach 1865:198). It was to be expected that 

Europeans residing in the ñTorrid Zoneò would eventually take on the same complexion 

as their Indian or African neighbors, and that Africans transplanted to Europe might 

experience the same transformation in the opposite direction (Buffon 1812:441). The 

Spanish colonists in the Americas were commonly pointed to as an example of this 

process. The creoles were thought to be taking on the same complexion as the indigenous 

peoples, even as they remained racially distinct from them. Mitchell (1744:150) reported 

that ñthe Spaniards themselves, who have inhabited America under the Torrid Zone, for 

any Time, are become as dark coloured as our native Indians of Virginia, as I have been 

an Eye-witness... it is very probable that, in a Succession of many Generations, they 

would become as dark in Complexion.ò Only the infusion of fresh blood from Spain kept 
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the Spanish colonists from looking exactly like the native peoples. Since complexion was 

entirely dependent on external factors like climate, it was no proof of racial identity. 

After all, two nations of humanity from the same racial ñstockò might simply have been 

subject to different climactic influences. Black men might even be white. The Comte de 

Buffon (1812:406) thought it reasonable to suggest that Ethiopians, in spite of their dark 

skin, ñbelong more to the white than to the black race.ò His judgment was not based on 

their complexion, but on their religion and their monumental architecture, which Buffon 

thought sufficiently advanced that it must have arisen from the same racial stock as 

Europeans. The significance of such a claim should not be underestimated. One of the 

founders of anthropology thought that Ethiopians were white men on account of the 

sophistication of their culture3. Things were the exterior sign of their inner racial truth. 

Material culture played a dual role in these early theories of race. In the first 

place, diet, clothing, and housing could be the causes of racial distinction rather than the 

signs or symptoms of it. Poor nutrition, exposure to the elements, and the application of 

paints and oils could all, over the course of many generations, contribute to a people 

becoming dark, small, and savage. Proper European norms of dress and habitation, 

however, offered protection from the vagaries of the elements and prevented the racial 

degeneration that afflicted many with darker skin. John Mitchell (1744:138) thought that 

certain nations developed dark complexions not only from the heat but from going ñstark-

nakedò in the desert, applying greasy ointments to the skin, and ñLiving not only without 

 
3 ²ƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ 9ǘƘƛƻǇƛŀƴǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǿƘƛǘŜέ ƛǎ ŀ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŜŀǎŜŘ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘ 
years. In the Summa Theologica, Thomas Aquinas endorsed the apparently common proposition that 
Aethiops est albus secundum dentes (II.I.IV.III). He was rebuked for it by John Duns Scotus (see Bäck 1998 
for the theological issues involved), and for the next 500 years it remained a controversy in textbooks on 
logic (e.g., Strangii 1657:402). However, the debate was more about the validity of a species of syllogism 
ǘƘŀƴ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘ άǊŀŎŜΦέ CƻǊ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŎŀǊƛŎŀǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ ōŜƴƛƎƘǘŜŘ ƳȅǎǘƛŎǎΣ ǘƘŜ 
Medievals were actually rather severe rationalists. 
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Cloaths, but also without Houses, in a very barbarous and rude manner.ò Conversely, 

whiteness was accentuated by ñwarm and soft Cloaths,ò solid housing, comfortable beds, 

and a nourishing diet, all of which relaxed and moistened the ñFibresò of the body (ibid). 

Samuel Smith (1788:74-75) imagined that the body paints and ñfilthy unguentsò 

employed by savages eventually worked their way into the skin, and that the poor 

ventilation of their crude huts trapped the smoke of their hearths, which eventually 

entered their pores and permanently blackened their complexions. Smithôs conviction that 

climate and custom were the sole determinants of physical diversity led him to conclude 

that the differences in complexion between European Americans and Indians, who 

inhabited the same latitudes, would disappear if they adopted the same forms of society 

(1788:93). Based on observations of an Indian boy studying at the College of New Jersey, 

Smith (1788:95) concluded that ñthe same state of society, united with the same climate, 

would make the Anglo-American and the Indian countenance very nearly approximate.ò 

Continental scholars mostly agreed that dress, housing, and diet were the central 

causes of physical diversity. Buffon (1812:373) argued that cultural customs accounted 

for the physical differences between nations living in the same latitudes, and that ñit is 

reasonable to think, that the savage people would be more ugly, more tawny, more 

diminutive, and more wrinkled than the nation that enjoyed the advantages of society and 

civilization.ò Blumenbach (1865:112) also thought that ñmode of lifeò was a major 

determinant of skin color and complexion. He was especially interested in the effects of 

diet on the human form. He thought that a diet high in animal fatsðsuch as consumed by 

many pastoralists and nomadic tribesðwould result in a darker complexion, while a diet 

rich in fruit was likely to produce a lighter tint (1865:214). He pointed to the example of 
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certain European larks and finches which, he said, turn entirely black if fed a diet of 

hemp seed. He considered this to be analogous to effects of diet on humans (1865:199). 

The notorious Swiss physiognomist John Lavater (1793:20) also thought that skin color 

was a sign of custom rather than race. In his Essays on Physiognomy he suggests that 

dark-skinned Romani were actually Germans whose complexions were changed, over 

many generations, by the continual application of ñgreasy unguents and fuliginous 

mixtures dried in the sun.ò 

Material culture functioned as a cause of racial difference, but it was also a sign 

of the boundaries between the races. Until the end of the 18th century, many Anglo 

Americans understood racial difference to be primarily embodied in dress, religion, and 

customs, rather than in phenotype (Wheeler 2000:7). Clothing was a particularly obvious 

and important sign of diversity, such that attire functioned as a ñproto-racial ideologyò 

(Wheeler 2000:17) for Europeans in the 18th and early 19th centuries. During this period 

it was nakedness that created the most fundamental distinction between civilized 

Europeans and other varieties of humanity, more so than phenotype: ñdark complexion is 

not ideologically necessary, though it does bolster the negative image when it is presentò 

(Wheeler 2000:67). Housing and diet were the other major proto-racial ideologies used to 

divide humanity into its constituent categories. Rude huts, ñbad lodging,ò and a ñmeagre 

dietò (Smith 1788:76) were the exterior signs of racial inferiority. Systematic agriculture 

and solid housing positioned a people closer to European whiteness. If Ethiopians could 

be considered racially white, for example, it was not only on account of being Christian, 

it was also because they were known to produce monumental architecture, to carve rock-

hewn churches, and to have a command of working fine metals. In the 18th and early 
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19th centuries, then, a racial Other was often a person who had the wrong things, not 

enough things, or a lack of enthusiasm for trading those things with European settlers 

(Wheeler 2000:92). 

 Westerners never stopped using material culture to define racial difference. 

However, the significance of clothing and diet were disavowed when biological models 

of race became fashionable. In the 19th century, the climactic theory of race began to 

cede ground to the notion that race was heritable and immutable. Anglo-American men of 

science challenged the idea of racial malleability on empirical grounds. In An Account of 

the Regular Gradation in Man, published in 1799, British physician Charles White 

pointed to the example of enslaved Africans in the Americas as evidence that climate and 

mode of life had no permanent consequences for the complexion. If, as White (1799:112) 

noted, ña hundred and forty years in Pennsylvania has produced no sensible change,ò 

then it was reasonable to conclude that racial difference was impervious to change. In 

1826, British ethnologist James Cowles Prichard reasoned that climate did not directly 

make people white or black, and that acquired characteristics like tanned skin were not 

passed on to offspring (1826:548). Instead, he intuited that skin color was an adaptation 

to the environment and that it made certain individuals more or less likely to succeed in a 

given geographic location, and thus to pass on their complexion to their descendants 

(1826:570). In 1853, Arthur de Gobineau incorporated those ideas into his Essai sur 

lôin®galit® des races humaines, the founding document of scientific racism. Gobineau 

was a royalist whose goal was to prove that the French nobility was racially distinct from 

the bourgeoisie and the peasantry. The aristocrats were supposed to be the descendants of 

pure-blooded Germanic conquerors, while the poorer classes were mongrelized Celts 



22 
 

who had none of the moral qualities necessary to exercise leadership (1915:43). His racial 

theories were intended quite explicitly to defend the class prerogatives of the ancien 

régime (Arendt 1944:47), and he flatly denied that either climate or custom could be the 

cause of racial difference. However, for all his emphasis on lineage and ñblood,ò 

Gobineau still required culture and class to be the external signs of racial difference. 

Germanic nobles might look the same as Celtic mongrels, but they could be told apart by 

their laws, their architecture, and their dress. The same principle was true of the other 

races as well. In a survey of the races of Oceania, Gobineau determined which groups 

were Black and which were Asian based entirely on the sophistication of their boats and 

their looms (1915:173). Even for Gobineau (1915:120), skin color was not ñessential.ò 

Race might have been hereditary and immutable, but its truth could only be known when 

it was objectified in things.  

The various chapters of this project all show that the old ñproto-racial ideologyò 

(Wheeler 2000:17) of cultural difference never really went away. As Stuart Hall 

(2017:100) put it, culture and race ñcontinue to play hide-and-seek with each other.ò 

Every biological discourse of race eventually ends up having to argue that genetic 

differences are manifested in cultural practices, or in material conditions like poverty or 

incarceration. Even the most rigidly biological theories, like craniometry and eugenics, 

still used material discourses as proofs of racial identity4. Their only novelty was that 

they pretended not to do so. Chapter Two shows how the Irishðas white-skinned a 

 
4 Like Gobineau, Madison Grant and the other eugenicists determined racial identity by evaluating cultural 
ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎΦ CǊƻƳ DǊŀƴǘΩǎ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ƻŦ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǿŜ ƭŜŀǊƴΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ {ǇŀǊǘŀƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ bƻǊŘƛŎǎ 
because of their martial accomplishments, whereas Athenians were inferior Mediterraneans. Grant 
(1916:36-37) likewƛǎŜ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƻƻǊ ǿƘƛǘŜ άŎǊŀŎƪŜǊǎέ ƛƴ !ǇǇŀƭŀŎƘƛŀ ƘŀŘ ǊŀŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŘŜƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƴƻ 
longer counted as Nordics because of their poverty and their work as manual laborers. Even for 
aŜƴŘŜƭƛŀƴ ŜǳƎŜƴƛŎƛǎǘǎΣ άǊŀŎŜέ ǿŀǎ ǇǊƻǾŜŘ ƻǊ ŘƛǎǇǊƻǾŜŘ ōȅ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ ƴƻǘ ǎƪƛƴ Ŏƻlor. Grant (1916:47) favored 
ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜǎŀƭŜ ǎǘŜǊƛƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ άǿƻǊǘƘƭŜǎǎ ǊŀŎŜ ǘȅǇŜǎΦέ 
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people as there ever wasðwere for a while seriously considered to be an ñAfricanoidò 

race on account of both brachycephaly and poverty (Beddoe 1885:11). Potatoes and 

breeches were pointed to as exterior signs of a racial difference that skin color obscured. 

Chapter Five shows how the racial identity of Mexicans was initially based on cultural 

signs rather than physical appearance. Mexicans with money, land, and an American 

accent were selectively embraced as ñwhite,ò even in the days of the Texas Republic. 

Jumping ahead, Chapter Four shows how the Irish were retroactively deracialized by 

replacing the old peasant iconography with Victorian emblems of wealth like silver and 

fine china. This historical race fantasy then became a part of the political narrative of 

modern white nationalists like Pat Buchanan (2002) and Renaud Camus (2018). 

Material discourses were still used to produce race long after the advent of the 

biological pseudosciences, but hypocritical race thinkers talked about it as though it were 

purely a matter of heredity. Possessions turned out to be the ñvanishing mediatorò (Ģiģek 

2015:189) of race. A vanishing mediator is a logical premise that has been retroactively 

disavowed, because it has become inconvenient. However, it still functions 

surreptitiously. Racial distinctionsðin practiceðcontinue to be made in terms of dress, 

diet, housing, and consumption, even as the universe of discursive statements 

surrounding race mischaracterize it as a biological or physical phenomenon (see Foucault 

1980, Deleuze 1995). There is an enormous gap between how race is talked about and 

how race actually works. 
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COMPARING  THE IRISH AND MEXICAN AMERICAN  EXPERIENCES 

 This project is composed of a series of historical sketches that investigate two 

groups in particular: Mexicans and the Irish. They are the focus of this study for both 

theoretical and historical reasons. In theoretical terms, they make a useful contrast 

because they clearly illustrate the two opposite ways that ñraceò can be constructed 

against the grain of corporeal difference. In the case of the Catholic Irish, metonymic 

representation was used to racialize a white-skinned group as hereditarily inferior and 

questionably European. In the case of Mexicans and Mexican Americans, as the 

introduction has already alluded to, metonymic representation was sometimes exploited 

for the opposite purpose. Material discourses have been called on to negate the darker 

complexions of mestizos and afromestizos and to position them on the white side of the 

color line, usually by referencing the so-called ñSpanish heritage fantasyò of European 

origins (Fregoso 2003:103, Molina 2014:27, McWilliams 1949:19; see Menchaca 

2001:275). Taken together, the two examples paint a fairly complete picture of the ways 

that material discourses can either produce racial difference or negate it. In historical 

terms, the Irish and Mexican cases also form a natural pair because the prejudices against 

them were mutually constitutive. The following pages will argue, for example, that anti-

Irish racism and anti-Mexican racism developed out of the same global economic 

transformations that occurred in the 19th century, in particular the division of capitalist 

production between core manufacturers and peripheral raw goods producers (see 

Wallerstein 2011b:137-138), and they made use of a shared trans-Atlantic vocabulary of 

Anglo-Saxon chauvinism (Garrison 1911:818). Likewise, a later chapter will argue that 

anti-Irish nativism in the 19th century U.S. prefigured many of the ñscriptsò (Molina 
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2014:2) of anti-Mexican nativism today. Catholic Irish immigrants were targeted for 

immigration restriction and deportation (Hirota 2017:2), they were accused of refusing to 

assimilate, and they were regarded by many of their contemporaries as illegitimate 

citizens who cast illegal votes for Democrats. The following chapters will eventually 

argue that material discourses are a constitutive element of all racial formations, but the 

Irish and Mexican cases form an instructive pair in which the contours of the relationship 

can be seen particularly clearly. 

 The first three analytical chapters of this study are devoted to the experience of 

the Irish and their Irish American descendants. The Irish example shows how material 

discourses can be exploited to produce a ñracialò distinction, even in the absence of any 

visible difference between the oppressor and the oppressed. The Irish are unique in that 

they are one of the few ethnonational groups to be definitively ejected from whiteness, 

and then to become white again (Ignatiev 2009; Allen 2012; Curtis 1997; De Nie 2004; 

Eagan 2006; Roediger 2005, 2007). Under the Protestant Ascendancy of the 18th century, 

the Catholic Irish were the subject of severe religious bigotry and oppression, but they 

were not racialized. In the early 1840s, however, the English press began to employ a set 

of material icons to distinguish Celtic figures from Anglo-Saxons. Members of the 

independence-minded Repeal Association were caricatured wearing homespun wool 

walking caps and old-fashioned Georgian breeches, with white clay pipes, potatoes, and 

whiskey bottles always close at hand. At the same time, their poverty was sensationalized 

in endless images of poorly kept cottages and wallowing pigs. Each of those icons was a 

coded message about Celtic character: Victorian audiences would have read the potatoes 

as signs of Irish laziness because potato agriculture was understood to be an easy 
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alternative to growing proper cereal crops (De Nie 2004:128), whereas pigs were mocked 

as signs that the Irish loved squalor and were bestial themselves (ñIreland,ò Punch v.9, 

1845:176). In 1846, an abortive revolutionary movement further incensed the British 

public, and proto-racial suspicions blossomed into full-scale racism. The Irish were 

derided as atavistic primitives, closer to Cro-Magnons and Africans than to Europeans 

(Beddoe 1885:11), and their degeneracy was illustrated by caricaturing them as 

hyperprognathic ñviolent Paddies,ò although the new craniometric feature existed only in 

the imagination. The prejudices about Irish character embodied in the material 

iconography of the ñviolent Paddyò were soon pointed to as the political justification for 

terminating Famine relief programs. As a result, hundreds of thousands of racialized Irish 

Catholics died of starvation and disease in 1847 alone (Coogan 2012:55). 

The English treatment of the Irish is significant because it was a template for 

other systems of racial oppression in the U.S. and the English-speaking colonies (Johnson 

2017:7; Robinson 2000:187; Allen 2012:31). However, the Irish experience presents ña 

case of racial oppression without reference to alleged skin colorò (Allen 2012:22). Anti-

racist activists Cedric and Elizabeth Robinson, who are central figures in the Black 

Radical Tradition, cite the Irish as evidence that ñracism is not about colorò (Camp and 

Heatherton 2017:104). Post-colonial scholar Anne McClintock (1995:52) argues that the 

Irish experience ñcomplicates postcolonial theories that skin color... is the crucial sign of 

otherness.ò The Irish case suggests that skin color, complexion, and morphology are 

contingent elements of race that are not necessary for racialization to take place. Instead, 

the essential feature of race is the set of hereditary moral and intellectual predispositions 

that are supposed to characterize a racial group, and which inevitably objectify 
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themselves in that groupôs cultural performances and environments (e.g., Gobineau 

1915:120-121). Race is a sort of invisible substance, transmitted hereditarily, which may 

or may not correspond to any external physiological features (ibid). Of course, the claim 

is not made here that complexion is never a fundamental feature of a racial formation, nor 

does it deny the pernicious effects of colorism, especially for Black and indigenous 

Americans (Cacho 2012:37; Harris 2003:18). When differences in complexion 

correspond with other important socioeconomic cleavages, such as between colonizer and 

colonized, they will be exploited for the purpose of racial formation. However, the Irish 

case shows that racial formations organized around phenotype are not historically 

inevitable.  

The second set of analytical chapters investigates the historical racialization of 

Mexicans and Mexican Americans. The Mexican experience illustrates a different 

relationship between race and material culture: it shows how cultural performance can be 

used to determine racial identity, especially where physical features are either ambiguous 

or inconvenient. Mexicans are physically diverse: their skin color and phenotype include 

an enormous spectrum of indigenous, African, and European features. In spite of endless 

racial diatribes against Mexican ñmongrelsò (De León 1983:4) dating back at least to the 

Alamo, the racial status of Mexicans in the United States has always been ambiguous on 

account of their potential Iberian ancestry. This ñSpanish heritage fantasyò (Fregoso 

2003:103, Molina 2014:27, McWilliams 1949:19) makes all Mexicans potential 

Spaniards. Wealthy and acculturated Mexican Americans have often been selectively 

embraced as ñwhite,ò even in places like early Texas and California where prejudice 

against Mexicans was at its strongest. They were offered white political rights, white 
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legal status, and white marriage partnersðso long as they had enough money and land to 

be useful to their Anglo neighbors (Montejano 1987:34, De Leon 1983:13, Gómez 

2007:52, Almaguer 1994:55; Carrigan and Webb 2013:45). Even belligerent white 

supremacists like Senator John C. Calhoun (1848:12) were willing to concede that ñThe 

better class have Castilian blood in their veins, and are of the old Gothic stockðquite 

equal to the Anglo-Saxons in many respects and in some superior.ò A later chapter will 

show how this confusion surrounding Mexican racial identity was initially resolved by 

using material icons to distinguish Mexicans from Anglo Americans. In the 1840s, color 

lithographs of Mexicans tended to give them the same white skin and European features 

as Anglos. The two groups were understood to be racially distinct, but not distinct in 

terms of complexion. Instead, elements of costume and architecture, like sombreros and 

Spanish-style plazas, were used to signify Mexican identity in visual representation. 

Many of those icons were selected for symbolic rather than purely descriptive reasons: 

they were coded messages for the traits of Mexican character, like disorganization and 

laziness, that were imagined to distinguish them from Anglos (De León 1983:24). The 

prejudices about Mexicans that were embodied in this material iconography were 

instrumental in justifying the violent territorial conquest demanded by Anglo-Saxon 

ñmanifest destinyò (see OôSullivan 1845:5; 1847:9). 

The introduction has already alluded to some of the ways that material discourses 

were later used to negotiate Mexican American identity in the 20th century. In the 1940s 

and 1950s, for example, acculturated Mexican Americans in South Texas exploited the 

material icons of white ñdomesticityò (Smith 2012:343) to try to re-racialize themselves 

as Caucasians. Their claim to whiteness was based on their performance of middle-class 
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norms and on often exaggerated displays of patriotism, not their skin color. The LULAC 

and G.I. Forum activists also tried to distinguish themselves by racializing poorer, more 

recent Mexican immigrants as ñwetbacksò and mojados, which they did mostly by 

pointing to visual signs of poverty like nakedness, bad housing, or old-fashioned clothes 

(see G.I. Forum 1953:1-3). The last analytical chapter of this study will argue that there is 

also a material discourse of ñillegalityò that makes illegality legible in visual 

representation. The racial archetype of the ñillegal alienò developed its modern contours 

in the early 1970s, and part of constructing this archetype involved inserting the ñillegalò 

into a set of four stereotyped narrative scenes. Material icons like border fences, police 

uniforms, handcuffs, and detention cells were all central elements of these scenes, and 

they were also coded messages about the character of Mexican migrants that contributed 

to a nativist discourse of immigration restrictionism. 

The following chapters will point out a number of historical patterns in the racial 

representation of Mexicans and the Irish. There were, for example, common prejudices 

about illegitimate citizenship and perpetual foreignness, and metonymic headwear has 

been used in both cases to create a binary opposition between Anglo and non-Anglo. It 

will be argued that these convergences derive from two sources. In the first place, 

racialization is often motivated by economic opportunism and the desire to hoard 

resources like land, jobs, and political power (Menchaca 2001:1; Almaguer 1994:19; 

Haney-López 1996:xvi). Racial discourses and racist imagery may reproduce similar 

themes of prejudice because they are being used to justify analogous political programs. 

For example, in both Ireland and Texas, specific racial prejudices developed in the 1840s 

to justify the seizure of indigenous land so it could be incorporated into the expanding 
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global economy of export agriculture. Accusations that Mexicans were idle, shiftless 

cowards were exploited during this era to rationalize the expropriation of Tejano ranchers 

and the conquest of New Mexico, Arizona, and California. The land was supposedly 

being wasted by ñlazy Mexicansò when it belonged in the hands of Anglo-Saxons 

(Schaeffer 1860:90-91, OôSullivan 1847). During the same period, caricatures of the Irish 

as vicious, gun-toting apes justified the mass clearance of the peasantry and the 

subsequent ñimprovementò of Irish agriculture (De Nie 2004; Lebow 1976). It gave 

English landowners, as Lord Clarendon caustically observed, the long yearned-for 

opportunity to ñimprove them [the Irish] off the face of the earthò (Coogan 2012:173). 

What both Texas and Ireland experienced in the 1840s were capitalist economic 

dislocations that were racialized ex post facto. 

 However, it will also be argued that convergences occur because racial 

representation draws from a shared stock of cultural connections between objects and 

ideas, as well as from a universal set of affective anxieties. These are termed in the last 

chapter the elementary mythemes and abstract imagos of racial representation. For 

example, elements of COSTUME are often exploited in racial caricature to suggest that a 

people is by nature economically backwards, anachronistic, or perpetually foreign; 

likewise, elements of HABITATION are often used to suggest that a group is given to 

hereditary pauperism, laziness, and disordered gender relations. Irish scalpeens (holes 

covered in thatch) and Mexican jacales (thatch-roofed huts) both became central 

elements of their respective material discourses in the 19th century, because both 

symbolized a set of prejudices about the character of the people who lived in them. 
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Material discourses are local to their particular context, but they are also linked across 

time and space by shared ideological and affective structures (see Molina 2014:2). 

 

 

THE OUTLINE OF THE CHAPTERS  

This project is composed of six analytical chapters that each examine the material 

discourses of race native to a different time and location. However, it begins with a 

Background and Methodology chapter that describes the current state of race scholarship, 

citing the theories of prominent scholars like Stuart Hall (1980), Cedric Robinson (2009, 

2013), and Omi and Winant (2015). It addresses the broad scholarly debate over the 

ñrelative autonomyò (Althusser 2014) of race and whether or not racialization is the 

product of economic competition (or, in a certain parlance, whether race is ñreduceable to 

classò). The second part of the chapter describes the state of material culture scholarship 

and the technical features of a material discourse. It connects the work of consumption 

theorists like Baudrillard (2005) and Miller (1984) to structuralists like Levi-Strauss 

(1966) and Sahlins (1976). It argues that existing models of material culture have missed 

the significance of the metonymies that make artifacts into stand-ins for racial groups 

(see Jakobson 1990). The last section addresses the sources and methodology. It explains 

why particular visual archives were chosen to be the focus of each chapter, and describes 

the interpretive framework used to analyze them. It argues that images in popular culture 

both reflect and reinforce contemporary American ideas about race (Chavez 2001, 

Herman and Chomsky 2002), often by using implicit material discourses. It then 
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describes the interpretive approach, which combines semiotic analysis (Baudrillard 1975, 

1981, 1994, 1998, 2005; Barthes 1977, 2013) with clinical psychoanalysis (e.g., Freud 

1960, Abraham 1966, Klein 1975a, 1975b; Mercer 1994).  

Chapter 2, ñFamine, Repeal, and the Material Discourse of Irishness,ò investigates 

the representation of the Catholic Irish in English media in the 1840s, especially during 

the era of the Great Famine that began in 1845. It is based on an analysis of more than 

400 caricatures and engravings published in the magazine Punch and the Illustrated 

London News between 1842 and 1843. The analysis shows how a supposed ñracialò 

distinction can be manufactured out of the cultural residues embodied in a material 

discourse. At the beginning of the 1840s, the Irish were caricatured in class terms but not 

as racially degenerate. However, as an aggressive independence movement began more 

and more to capture the attention of the English press, their depictions of the Irish began 

to exploit a set of cultural icons like pigs, potatoes, and clay pipes. Each of those was a 

coded message for the problematic tendencies of Celtic character. After 1846, those icons 

congealed into a racial archetype termed here the ñviolent Paddy.ò Stereotypes about the 

ñviolent Paddyò were called on to justify terminating Famine relief on the grounds that 

that the Irish had brought the blight down on themselves with their laziness and turpitude, 

and would anyways use English charity to buy guns rather than food. These ideas were 

solidified by attributing to the Irish an invented physiognomy of simian faces and 

prognathic jaws. 

Chapter 3, ñThe Irish Ape Comes to New York,ò investigates the representation 

of Irish immigrants in New York mass media after the Civil War. The chapter is based on 

an analysis of 369 images printed between 1850 and 1900 in Harperôs Weekly, the 
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nationôs most popular illustrated newspaper, as well as 182 cartoons published during the 

same period in the satirical magazine Puck. The analysis shows that racial antipathy 

toward the Catholic Irish was moderated during the Civil War years, but it erupted soon 

after as working-class Irish immigrants fought the Yankee Protestant political class over 

wages, political representation, and public services. Anti-Irish racial caricature was 

employed deliberately and strategically in the progressive press to provoke racial anxiety 

among Anglo-Protestant voters and to influence the outcomes of national elections in 

1864, 1868, and 1872, as well as New Yorkôs municipal and state elections during the 

same period. It exploited a set of material icons native to U.S. visual culture, including 

rum bottles, brickbats, and crushed top hats. However, the chapter also shows how Irish 

representation began to change at the end of the century. As the descendants of the 

Famine immigrants achieved stable political power and middle-class jobs in New York, a 

new set of Irish American figures began to be appear in popular culture. They included 

Irish American bosses and Irish American aldermen, and their incorporation was marked 

by a new material discourse of domesticity.  

Chapter 4, ñThe Victorian Heritage Fantasy: Irish Pubs and White Nationalism in 

the 21st Century,ò conducts a historical reconstruction of the emergence of the Irish 

ñtheme pubò phenomenon. It is based on ethnic marketing literature, site visits to Irish 

theme pubs, and an analysis of white nationalist theory beginning with Patrick 

Buchananôs polemic works from the 1990s. The analysis argues that the tropes of Irish 

racialization presented in the previous chapters were erased in the 1990s and the Irish 

retroactively integrated into Americaôs white mainstream and so-called ñAnglo-Protestant 

core culture.ò This was accomplished by creating a new material discourse of Irishness 
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that is named here the Victorian heritage fantasy. This heritage fantasy reconstituted 

19th-century Irish immigrants as wealthy aristocrats rather than racialized, oppressed, and 

excluded immigrants. However, this fantasy was seized on by contemporary white 

nationalists as proof that America was a homogenous white nation, free from any racial 

tensions, until the unwelcome arrival of Mexicans and other new immigrants after 1965. 

Chapter 5, ñSombreros, Scoundrels, and the Spanish Heritage Fantasy,ò returns to 

the 1840s and shifts focus to the representation of Mexicans and Mexican Americans in 

U.S. visual culture. It is based on a study of more than 70 popular lithographs published 

between 1846 and 1848 during the Mexican-American War. These were the first images 

of Mexicans that many Americans would have encountered, and they depicted Mexican 

soldiers with the same white skin and European facial features that the Americans had. 

The lithographic artists who drew and colored these images were caught between two 

contradictory discourses of Mexican race, one based on a ñSpanish heritage fantasyò of 

European descent and the other a discourse of racial ñmongrelization.ò The confusion 

was initially  resolved in U.S. visual culture by making clothing and architecture into the 

visible signs of the racial distinction between Mexicans and Anglo Americans. That 

analysis shows how real physical differences between two groups can be ignored or 

rationalized away, by pointing to material discourses as the real basis for race. 

Chapter 6, ññWetbacksò and Campesinos: Competing Visions of Migrant Labor,ò 

jumps forward in time to the 1940s and 1950s to explore how two competing regimes for 

representing Mexican foreign labor developed in U.S. media. One was based on the 

derogatory archetype of the ñwetback,ò while the other depicted Mexican workers as 

contented, smiling, and benign ñhappy campesinos.ò Different material discourses were 
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constitutive of these alternate visions, which were employed for entirely different 

political purposes. The former was an element of arguments for immigration restriction 

and mass deportation, while the latter was used to defend California growersô continued 

access to a pool of cheap and tractable labor. This chapter also explores in more detail the 

episode described at the beginning of the introduction. It examines how LULAC and G.I. 

Forum activists exploited both the material discourses of whiteness and a material 

discourse of racialized poverty to try to establish symbolic boundaries between 

themselves and other Mexicans and to re-racialize themselves as white. 

Chapter 7, ñChicano Backlash and the Four Narrative Scenes of Illegalityò is 

based on analysis of more than 2,000 L.A. Times articles from the 1950s through the 

1970s, as well as on ethnic newspapers like La Raza and El Malcriado that were 

published during the same period. It traces the emergence of a visual discourse of 

ñillegalityò that is centered on the figure of the illegal alien and a set of four generic 

scenes in which this figure is always depicted. A material discourse developed in the 

background of these images that made illegality legible through a series of signs like 

police uniforms, border fences, vast stretches of desert, night-time train depots, and 

prison bars. However, the chapter also shows how Chicano activists attempted to develop 

their own counter-discourses of self-representation. In particular, the United Farm 

Workers Association (UFW) employed a visual economy of protest and modernity to try 

to show that Mexican American workers were participants in civic society.  

Chapter 8, ñThe Logic of the Material Discourses of Race,ò concludes the project 

by analyzing the patterns of metonymic representation identified in all the previous 

chapters. It argues that there are historical patterns in the types of artifacts that are used as 
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racial signifiers and in the meanings attributed to those artifacts. The first half of the 

chapter organizes a typology of racial metonymies built around three symbolic 

complexes: COSTUME, CONSUMPTION, and HABITATION. The second half of the 

chapter argues that there are three abstract orders of racial representation: the icon, the 

archetype, and the imago. Icons are individual stereotypes, coded messages, or 

metonymies. Archetypes are the serialized figures identified in the previous chapters, like 

the ñviolent Paddyò or the ñwetback.ò However, I argue that behind the locally situated 

archetypes lies a hidden order of racial abstraction, that of the transhistorical racial 

imagos. The three racial imagos, the Fool, the Pauper, and the Brute, are primal 

representations of the Other. They each reflect an affective response to racial difference 

like fear, loss, or avarice, and they enjoin a particular political response to the problem of 

racial difference. 

The following chapters will argue that there is a disjunction between the discourse 

surrounding race and the way racial distinctions are actually made in practice (see 

Deleuze 2006:55-56; Lacan 2004:618). Since the emergence of ñscientific racismò in the 

19th century, race has been described as primarily a product of corporeal differences. But 

the visual perception of race is culturally constructed: modern-day Americans have been 

trained by their visual culture to see physical differences that are hardly there, or to 

ignore differences that are obvious, in order to maintain the arbitrary categories of ñraceò 

that are so central to our moral and social order. Recognizing how objects implicitly 

stabilize and reaffirm these purported racial categories can help us to overcome our own 

ideological blindness. 
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Chapter 1. Background and Methodology 

ñRacial regimes are constructed social systems in which race is proposed as a 

justification for the relations of power. While necessarily articulated with accruals of 

power, the covering conceit of a racial regime is a makeshift patchwork masquerading as 

memory and the immutable. Nevertheless, racial regimes do possess history, that is, 

discernable origins and mechanisms of assembly. But racial regimes are unrelentingly 

hostile to their exhibition.ò 

- Cedric J. Robinson. Forgeries of Memory and Meaning. 2007. 

 

 

 

 Racial distinctions are given meaning through cultural stereotypes. Since culture 

is objectified in a peopleôs things (Miller 1987), stereotypes about possessions are one of 

the major domains in which ñraceò is negotiated. Theorizing the significance of these 

material discourses requires linking the scholarship surrounding race to the scholarship 

on material culture. This chapter provides the necessary theoretical and methodological 

background for connecting race to material discourses. 

The chapter is divided into three parts. The first part addresses the current 

scholarship on race and ethnicity. It discusses how scholars working in many different 

fields, and with many different groups, have come to define ñraceò as a phenomenon that 

is as much symbolic as it is a determinant of social outcomes. However, it notes that the 

literature on race tends to emphasize the role of physical appearance while minimizing 

the contributions made by cultural performance and possessions. The second part of the 

chapter addresses the current scholarship on material culture. It describes theories of 

consumerism and of the symbolic meaning tied to commodities. A growing body of 

scholarship is using these theories to show how the social meanings of objects can be 

used to define a group of people as Other. The last part of the chapter addresses the 
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methods used in this project. It explains the rationale for selecting certain popular visual 

media, like Punch magazine or the L.A. Times, to study the processes of racialization. 

Finally, it explains the interpretive methodologies that are used to study the data set of 

racist imagery, and how those methods were adapted from semiotics and clinical 

psychoanalysis. 

 

 

CURRENT SCHOLARSHIP ON RACE AND ETHNICITY  

According to Omi and Winant (2015:110), race is ña concept that signifies and 

symbolizes social conflicts and interests by referring to different types of human bodies.ò 

In recent years, this definition has been widely adopted as a standard in studies of race 

and ethnicity across disciplinary lines (e.g., Molina 2015). Omi and Winantôs definition 

captures three of the most significant features of race. In the first place, race exists as a 

signifying structure that attaches moral or intellectual values to certain people. In the 

second place, race always has social consequences. It tends to channel resources away 

from one group and towards another, or make certain groups more likely to experience 

violence and poverty. Finally, racial differences are always said to be based on heritable 

biological differences. This makes them permanent, so the social inequalities they 

manifest are presumed to be permanent, too.  
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SYMBOLIC ASPECTS OF RACE 

The primary feature of race that scholars have noted is that race signifies, or 

carries meaning. It works by making external features like skin color and hair texture into 

signs of a personôs inner character or moral worth. Stuart Hall (2017:33), for example, 

argues that race is fundamentally a ñsystem of meaningò because it attributes particular 

moral and intellectual characteristics to individuals basedðsupposedlyðon what they 

look like. Black skin, which has no signifying content of its own, can thus be made to 

ñmeanò that someone is lazy or undeserving of public assistance, in the same way that 

exaggerated jaws were made to ñmeanò that the Irish were unintelligent brutes with no 

hope of governing themselves (Curtis 1997). Race-thinking is, in this sense, the direct 

descendant of the phrenological theories of the 18th century, all of which sought to read 

an individualôs entire personality and future from the lines and lumps on their face (see 

Lavater 1793). Haney-Lopez (2006:10) likewise defines race as one of the possible 

ñsystems of meaningò that can attach to visible morphology. Things like blue eyes or 

curly hair become invested with positive or negative connotations, and these meanings 

ñgain forceò in the material world as they become translated into social difference. Lisa 

Cacho (2012:38) says that race is a ñsignifierò that makes it possible for spectators to 

interpret a personôs actions and motives. She points to the many cases in which a white 

spectator has assumed that a black person doing something entirely innocuousðtrying to 

get in their own front door, going to a pool party, selling water on the sidewalkðmust be 

engaged in a crime. It is their skin that made their actions ñlegibleò (ibid) by determining 

how they would be interpreted. Race originates at the level of symbolic meanings. 
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Recent scholarship has pointed out that ideas about race are inherently relational 

(Molina 2015; Guerrero 2017; Lipsitz et al. 2019). Racial meanings never exist 

independently or in isolation. Instead, they are ñmutually constitutiveò (Molina 2015:3) 

across time and space. They only make sense in relation to each other. One of the great 

lessons of structural linguistics is that meaning can only function within a total signifying 

structure, because the meaning of a sign is dependent on its relationship to every other 

sign. According to Saussure (1986:114), ñThe content of a word is determined in the final 

analysis not by what it contains but by what exists outside it.ò Saussure illustrated his 

sign theory by pointing to the word ñtreeò (1986:67), which only takes on a specific 

meaning through its contrast with other signifiers like ñshrub,ò ñbush,ò and ñflower.ò 

Similarly, racial categories like ñblack,ò ñwhite,ò ñAsian,ò and ñLatino/aò are only 

meaningful in relation to each other. For example, the stereotype that Mexicans are lazy 

and ñindolentò was embraced in the 19th century to define them in relation to Anglo 

settlers, who supposedly brought with them economic ambition and a Protestant work 

ethic (De Leon 1983:7; see also Weber 1905). Similarly, De Nie (2004:108) argues that 

the British press used derogatory images of the Irish as a foil in order to construct an 

ñidyllic conceptionò of Britain, where equivalent social problems and tensions did not 

exist. Racial prejudices about the Irish took on meaning in relation to the supposed 

bucolic harmony of rural Anglo-Saxon England. Race is also relational in the sense that 

race prejudices repeat themselves across time and space. The same nativist insults that 

were hurled at the Irishðthat they were alcoholic, that they depressed wages, and that 

they were inappropriately fecundðwere resurrected a century later and applied to 
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Mexicans. Western culture possesses a surprisingly limited lexicon of racial prejudices, 

but those that exist are recycled endlessly. 

Race creates a symbolic ordering of society that is hierarchical in addition to 

being relational. There is no such thing as a neutral racial designation. One of Derridaôs 

(1981) main critiques of structural linguistics was that there are invisible power relations 

embedded in signifying structuresðrelations that Saussure missed because he assumed 

that signification is ñunmotivatedò (Saussure 1986:69). So, for example, the meaning of 

ñmaleò is defined largely in opposition to the meaning of ñfemaleòðwhat is masculine is 

the opposite of what is feminineðbut the two terms are not equal. There is a relation of 

superiority and inferiority hidden within the binary opposition. In patriarchal cultures 

whatever signifies masculinity is valued, esteemed, and desired, while whatever signifies 

femininity also signifies inferiority and weakness (Ortner 1974). Derrida (1981:41) says 

that ñwe are not dealing with the peaceful coexistence of a vis-à-vis, but rather with a 

violent hierarchy. One of the two terms governs the other (axiologically, logically, etc.), 

or has the upper hand.ò Racial features, likewise, are not merely relational carriers of 

meaning, but components of a ñviolent hierarchy.ò Racialized societies are built on 

hierarchical symbolisms that classify some bodies as ñmore thanò because others are 

ñless than.ò To say that Mexicans are prone to crime is, at the very same time, to suggest 

that whites are by nature law-abiding. This is one of the inevitable structures of symbolic 

thought. Race thinking operates according to Newtonôs third law of physics: For every 

action there is an equal and opposite reaction. Whenever one group is stereotyped as 

violent or undeserving, we can be certain that the unspoken corollary of this attack is that 

a different group is being constructedðin oppositionðas morally righteous. 
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It should go without saying that the semiotic equivalence between external form 

and inner character is spurious. As early as 1807, in the Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel 

(1977:193) had already worked out the logical fallacies of this correspondence as part of 

his full-scale attack on the science of physiognomy. Hegel mocked phrenologists for 

reading every character trait into the ñskull-boneò when ñWe neither commit theft, 

murder, etc. with the skull-bone... Nor has this immediate being the value even of a sign. 

Look and gesture, tone of voice, even a pillar or a post erected on a desert island, directly 

proclaim that they mean something else than what they simply are at first sight. They at 

once confess to be signs... but the skull-bone just by itself is such an indifferent, natural 

thing that nothing else is to be directly seen in it, or fancied about it, than simply the bone 

itselfò (1977:200-201). Hegelôs point is that signification is a product of intention or 

agencyðeven unconscious intention, which can affect body language and tone of 

voiceðwhereas skull-bones, as natural things, just are. Unlike other objects, they 

communicate nothing because they are not chosen or manipulated by their owners. 

Symbolic value is incorrectly imputed to them by the observer. Hegelôs critique applies to 

every physical feature that is not transformed by human agency, like skin color or eye 

shape. When it comes to intentions and moral character, external features mean nothing 

at all. Indeed, for Hegel, there is no such thing as a natural or racial character. What we 

are is nothing but the sum of what we do. ñ[I]t is the deed alone that must be affirmed as 

his genuine beingðnot his face or outward appearance, which is supposed to express 

what he ómeansô by his deeds, or what anyone might suppose he merely could doò (Hegel 

1977:194). 
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SOCIAL ASPECTS OF RACE 

 The second feature of race is that it is social. It is social in two ways. As Omi and 

Winant (2015:110) note, race ñsymbolizesò pre-existing social conflicts: racial difference 

gives people a language or idiom for rationalizing why they should be the ones who get to 

use the water fountain or why they should be given priority access to jobs or housing. As 

Bonilla-Silvaôs (2014:87) experiments with college students showed, racial ideas are 

often embodied in narratives or testimonies that purport to explain socioeconomic 

phenomena, like neighborhood segregation, as a natural result of racial preferences (as in, 

ñblack people just prefer to live next to each otherò). Race naturalizes socioeconomic 

disparity ex post facto: that is why so many utilitarian class conflicts are subsequently 

racialized. Similarly, complex socioeconomic phenomena like the hollowing-out of urban 

cores due to outsourcing, or the loss of farm employment due to automation and 

globalization, can more easily be digested when framed as issues of racial conflict (Metzl 

2020). Blaming Mexican immigrants for low wages and job loss (e.g., Buchanan 2002) 

not only makes these problems intelligible, it has the psychological advantage of creating 

an enemy who can be fought against and defeatedðin contrast to the largely abstract and 

unassailable system of global finance. Stuart Hall (1980:341) famously argued that race 

is ñthe modality in which class is ólivedô, the medium through which class relations are 

experienced, the form in which it is appropriated and ófought through.ôò His point is that 

race is an idiom through which people can make sense of and live through abstract 

socioeconomic problems, by interpreting these problems through the lens of racial 

grievance. That is why racism is profoundly reactionary: it distracts from the true sources 

of suffering. 
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Perhaps more importantly, race is social because, in a racialized society, certain 

kinds of bodies inevitably become predisposed to certain kinds of jobs, neighborhoods, 

and experiences. Omi and Winant (2015:125) use the term ñracial projectò to refer to 

political policies that translate the meanings inscribed in racial classifications into social 

distinctions in wealth, opportunity, and power. A racial project is ñan effort to organize 

and distribute resources... along particular racial linesò (ibid). One of the clearest 

examples of a racial project was the practice of ñredliningòðthe refusal of government 

agencies like the FHA and VA to finance mortgages in black and Latino/a neighborhoods 

after WWII (Roediger 2005:227). Redlining was part of a ñracial projectò that translated 

ideas about racial superiority and inferiorityðfor example, that Blacks and Latino/as 

were untrustworthy debtors and undesirable residents who would lower neighborhood 

property values (Roediger 2005:171)ðinto significant material differences. In fact, 

Lipsitzôs (2006:108) analysis concludes that contemporary wealth disparities between 

black and white families are almost entirely the product of the appreciation and 

inheritance of real estate wealth, much of which is traceable to the period of residential 

segregation and redlining (2006:14). Racial projects make biases into social realities, and 

simultaneously reinforce the system of racial meanings. For example, redlining 

reinforced the idea of ñwhitenessò in American society by integrating European 

immigrants into white neighborhoods and excluding others (Roediger 2005:169). 

Haney-Lopez (1996:10) argues that racial ñmeaning-systems, while originally 

only ideas, gain force as they are reproduced in the material conditions of society. The 

distribution of wealth and poverty turns in part on... the ways in which law translates 

ideas about race into the material societal conditions that confirm and entrench those 
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ideas.ò Racial stereotypes, in other words, become the foundation for policies that further 

reinforce racial disparities. Michelle Alexander (2010:134), in her work on mass 

incarceration, documented this in what she calls the ñcircular illogic of racial profiling.ò 

Although police data show that whites are statistically more likely to be found carrying 

drugs on their person or in their car than Blacks (2010:133), stereotypes about Black 

criminality have led to increased police enforcement in black neighborhoods and the 

racial profiling of Blacks, who are more likely to be either pulled over or stopped and 

frisked. Because of this targeted profiling, more Blacks are arrested for drug possession, 

which reaffirms the (false) stereotype that Blacks are more prone to drug use. These 

policies further exacerbate racial disparities by differentially exposing African Americans 

to the criminal justice system and the ñnegative credentialò (2010:151) of a felony 

conviction, which makes it nearly impossible to find a job and an apartment. Racial 

stereotypes contribute to the creation and maintenance of socioeconomic disparities 

because they become the basis for political policy. The ultimate result of those disparities 

is heightened exposure to both systemic and subjective violence. Gilmore (2007:28) 

highlights those consequences by defining racism as ñ the state-sanctioned or extralegal 

production and exploitation of group-differentiated vulnerability to premature deathò. 

The inevitable social consequences of race show that race is not a benign or 

neutral system of classification, like some sort of Linnaean taxonomy for human bodies. 

Race is functional. As the anti-racist activist Elizabeth Robinson admitted in an 

interview, ñI always want toé stand up and shout, ñTheyôre purposeful imaginaries!ò Itôs 

not just that theyôre fanciful; theyôre pernicious because theyôre so intendedò (quoted in 

Camp and Heatherton 2017:101). Legal scholar Haney-Lopez (1996:xvi) argues that 
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ñRace and racism... have their origins in efforts to rationalize the expropriation and 

exploitation of land and laborò and that they continue to do so today. Omi and Winant 

(2015:111) say that ñRace is strategic; race does ideological and political work.ò Natalia 

Molina (2014:139) concluded her study of the U.S. immigration regime by arguing that 

racist tropes ñare often molded and transformed, or even revived and recycled, by those 

in power to advance explicit and/or implicit agendas.ò Cedric Robinson (2013:8) argued 

that race and racism were just ñcoversò for conflicts over economic resources. Almaguer 

(1994:19), in his study of race politics in California, argued that racialization results from 

ña contestation over privileged access to either productive property (i.e., physical capital 

such as land or factories) or positions in a highly stratified labor market.ò Immanuel 

Wallerstein (1983:78) considered racism to be ñthe ideological justification for the 

hierarchization of the work-force and its highly unequal distributions of reward.ò 

Anthropologist Marvin Harris (1973:56) put it more bluntly: he argued that wherever 

systems of racial classification exist, ñwe can be confident that society has manufactured 

a social lie in order to help one of its segments take advantage of another.ò Racial 

prejudices protect the resources and political power of a dominant social group, even if 

some members of that group end up sacrificing themselves, kamikaze-style, in order to 

maintain their privileged role of their race (Metzl 2020:5). 

 

CORPOREAL ASPECTS OF RACE 

The third and final feature of ñraceò is that it refers to human bodies (Omi and 

Winant 2015:110). What distinguishes race from other modes of social categorization, 

like religion and ethnicity, is that it supposedly refers to differences that are heritable, 
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immutable, and physically apparent. It is visible on the skin or on the face, it cannot be 

changed, and it is passed down to children. These features make race ideal for 

legitimizing systems of hereditary inequality5. Stuart Hall (2017:61) argued that 

corporeal differences ñare differences that... come to be put beyond dispute as brute 

physical-biological facts about óraceô because of their existence in the field of vision. 

Seeing is believing, as the commonsense saying has it. This obviousness of race is the 

experiential bedrock upon which the sociocultural and historical definitions so often 

flounder.ò Legal scholar Ian Haney-Lopez (2006:10) says that racial differences ñattach 

to elements of morphology and ancestryé race turns on physical features and lines of 

descent.ò Gayle Wald (2000:153) argues that race is based on ñnormative visual 

epistemologiesò that assign value to physical features. Omi and Winant (2015:111) argue 

that ñthere is a crucial and non-reducible visual dimension to the definition and 

understanding of racial categories,ò and that ñRace is ocular in an irreducible wayò 

(ibid:13). Roxanne Wheeler (2000:303), in her study of early climactic theories of race, 

agrees that today race ñdesignates fairly rigid distinctions in appearance.ò There is a 

broad scholarly consensus that corporeal difference is a key aspect of racialization. 

The corporeal theories of race all fall prey to the fallacy of epistemological 

naturalism. What is forgotten here is that the visual and the ocular are themselves 

culturally constructed (Dikovitskaya 2006:2). Whether actual visual differences between 

bodies will be acknowledged or even seen is a political choice, not a reflection of things 

 
5 Far more so than systems of oppression built on modifiable characteristics like religion. Although 
conversion was rare during the Protestant Ascendancy, several thousand Irish Catholics did join the 
Church of England (Allen 2012:77), which gave them property and inheritance rights. These conversions 
were not encouraged by the English authorities, regardless of their missionary rhetoric, because they 
made it more difficult for colonial settlers to appropriate Irish Catholic property. Assigning the 
colonized/colonizer divide a hereditary racial basis made the system both more stable and more 
advantageous to the English. Religious oppression thus evolved into racism. 
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as they are. The histories of Irish- and Mexican-American racialization described in the 

following chapters will show that corporeal difference is merely the covering conceit of 

racialized social systems. Racial distinctions can be created even in the absence of visible 

physical difference, as in the case of the Irish. As Chapter Two shows, motivated race 

thinkers can simply claim to perceive a characteristic feature like brachycephaly or 

hyper-prognathism, and a spurious corporeal difference is thereby invented. Religious, 

linguistic, and socioeconomic differences between two groups of people can all be 

exaggerated into ñracialò differences (Robinson 2000:26) by manufacturing a biological 

or physical basis for them. Likewise, actually existing physical differences can easily be 

rationalized away. The incorporation of such phenotypically distinct groups as 

Scandinavians, southern Italians, and ñSpanishò mestizos into a mainstream whiteness is 

evidence that physical variation can be rendered insignificant by emic racial theories (see 

Ignatiev 2009, Allen 2012). This is usually accomplished by what ethnographers refer to 

as ñfictive ancestries,ò such as the mythic pedigrees that allow diverse South American 

lineages to join together under the sign of a supernatural progenitor (Levi-Strauss 

1963:31). The Spanish fantasy heritage described in Chapter Five and the Victorian 

heritage fantasy described in Chapter Four are two examples of these fictive racial 

ancestries, but all kinds of legal and cultural fictions, from immigration statutes to 

hypodescent laws, can suffice to render physical appearance moot (see Haney-Lopez 

1996; Fregoso 2003; Mora 2015). Corporeal difference is not the ñexperiential bedrockò 

of race (c.f. Hall 2017:61). Visual features, real or imagined, are merely post hoc 

justifications for systems of hereditary inequality whose motivations lie elsewhere. 
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The superfluous nature of appearance is evidenced by the many logical 

inconsistencies tolerated by race-thinkers. The main problem they face is that corporeal 

differences between human bodies exist along a graduated spectrum. This makes it 

impossible to assign every individual to overarching categories based solely on a feature 

like white skin: there are too many people with white skin who arenôt ñwhite,ò and more 

than a few ñwhiteò people with dark complexions. All race-thinkers have faced this 

problem. The craniometrists were entirely aware that certain African and Asian 

populations are dolichocephalic and many Europeans brachycephalic, so they were 

forced to make craniometrics a matter of relative proportion (e.g., Blumenbach 1865:236) 

and then to arbitrarily decide what percentages ought to define what races. The Nordic 

eugenicists invented all variety of fantastic hypotheses to explain why their favored race 

was distinct from, in spite of looking identical to, ñAsiaticò Frenchmen (Grant 1916:150). 

Visual contradictions are ubiquitous, and they threaten to destabilize racialized social 

systems (Fregoso 2003:136). This requires external rectification. Legal scholar Ian 

Haney-Lopez (2006), for example, has written an excellent account of how the visual 

ambiguities of race were resolved in the U.S. through the court system. Being a ñwhite 

personò was a statutory requirement for foreigners who wanted to naturalize as U.S. 

citizens until 1952 (2006:31). In a series of cases in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, 

the federal courts were forced to confront the question of what, exactly, ñwhite personò 

meant. In In re Ah Yup (1878), a Chinese immigrant applied to naturalize as a U.S. 

citizen, and the judge struggled to determine the appropriate outcome because Mr. Yup 

did, in fact, have white skin. Lest we consider the outcome of the court case obvious, out 

of a misplaced belief that Asian Americans are of course not white persons, Haney-Lopez 
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(2006:39) reminds us that ñthat we now view the courtôs struggle as quaint or absurd 

should draw attention to our own historical position. Our response betrays that we are the 

immediate and largely unquestioning inheritors of the pronouncement that the Chinese 

are not White.ò In In re Najour (1909), a federal court in Georgia ruled that a Syrian 

could naturalize as a ñwhite person,ò in spite of having a dark complexion, because 

anthropologists considered Syrians to be members of the Caucasian race (Haney-Lopez 

2006:48). In re Najour was reversed by the Supreme Court in U.S. v. Thind (1922), when 

the court rejected the conflation of ñwhite personò with an ethnographic category and 

ruled that white should be ñinterpreted in accordance with the understanding of the 

common manò (Haney-Lopez 2006:64). The justices thus adopted a ñcommon 

knowledgeò rationale that need not be logical so long as it upheld the status quo. 

Probably the court recognized that it was futile to give U.S. racial prejudices a rational 

basis in physiology or science. Visual systems of race inevitably fall victim to their own 

irrationality unless stabilized by extrasomatic forces. 

Mexicans are a special case of the visual gradation problem. Mexicans come in all 

shapes and all colors, although stereotypically they are portrayed as brown-skinned 

indígenas. As Chapter Five will show, categorizing them racially has always been a 

problem. Mexicans, in fact, were made legally ñwhiteò in the United States at the end of 

the 19th century. In In re Rodriguez (1897), a Mexican immigrant named Ricardo 

Rodriguez petitioned the Bexar County court in Texas to naturalize as a U.S. citizen 

(Rodriguez 2000:103; Haney-Lopez 1996:44). The naturalization statutes still maintained 

the ñwhite personò requirement, and court filings described Mr. Rodriguez as ñcopper-

colored,ò with the ñdark eyes, straight black hair, and high cheek bonesò (In re 
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Rodriguez, 81 F. 337) of an indigenous person or mestizo. The problem for the court was 

that thousands of Mexicans, many of whom looked just like Mr. Rodriguez, already had 

been allowed to naturalize. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo that ended the Mexican 

American War gave Mexican citizens in the new southwest states a choice: they could 

flee south into territory still controlled by Mexico, or they could stay on their own land 

and become U.S. citizens. Many chose to stay. The judge in the Rodriguez case, Thomas 

Maxey, thus found himself confronted by a legal dilemma: the man before him did not 

look white, but Congress had ratified a treaty that allowed many people with the same 

phenotype to naturalize as ñwhite personsò in 1848. After much deliberation on the intent 

of the Founders, Judge Maxey ruled that ñthe Court is of the opinion that, whatever may 

be the status of the applicant viewed solely from the standpoint of the ethnologist, he is 

embraced within the spirit and intent of our laws upon naturalizationò (ibid). Mexicans 

thus became white persons for the purposes of immigration law. According to Gómez 

(2007:4), ñThe central paradox was the legal construction of Mexicans as racially ñwhiteò 

alongside the social construction of Mexicans as non-white and as racially inferior.ò 

Judge Maxeyôs ruling contributed to the irresolvable contradictions surrounding 

corporeality by positing white mestizos with brown skin. 

The other challenge to corporeal theories of race is that biological features like 

skin color and eye shape have a limited capacity to signify. Things like black skin 

(Mercer 1994), large buttocks (Gilman 1980; Hall 1997), and jutting, prognathic jaws 

(Curtis 1997) are the most obvious physical features of racialization, but the specific 

meanings that can be attached to these features are limited. They tend toward general 

impressions of aggression, stupidity, or sexual promiscuity based on animal analogies. 
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These meanings are not sufficient to construct a system of racial oppositions and 

hierarchies on their own: stereotypes about cultural performance are required to make 

racial distinctions meaningful. For example, when the Victorian press began racializing 

the Irish in the 19th century, the jutting, prognathic jaws and snub noses they drew had 

distinct meanings vis-à-vis  to the physiognomic science of the day (Curtis 1997:xvii ). 

Extended jaws were meant to be a sign of racial primitivity that situated the Irish closer to 

chimpanzees, gorillas, and Africans than to fully developed Europeans. According to 

American phrenologist Samuel Wells (1871:164), ñthe lower and more close to the 

animal the race or the individual may be (other things, of course, being equal), the 

stronger and more prominent are the jaws.ò Anthropologist John Beddoe (1885:10) 

thought that a prognathic cranial form meant that ñthe intelligence is low, and there is a 

great deal of cunning and suspicion.ò Prognathism signified primitive aggression and 

stupidity, and a general tendency toward criminal activity (Foster 1993:192). Similarly, 

snub noses evoked the collapsed nasal bridges that were a recognizable symptom of 

advanced syphilis (Curtis 1997:125). They signified promiscuity, immorality, and 

degeneration. However, suggestions of biological aggression and sexual promiscuity 

alone could not exhaust the ways in which the English understood themselves to be 

racially distinct from the Irish. There were more specific notions about the Irish that were 

fundamental to the justification of colonial policyðfor example, the Victorian idea that 

potato agriculture had made economic modernization impossible because the ease of 

growing potatoes had destroyed the Irish work ethic (De Nie 2004:128). In order to give 

the requisite content to the Irish racial ñtype,ò (Beddoe 1885:2) the Victorians racialized 

them with a series of material discourses. 
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 What is important about ñraceò is not that it is visible on the body. It may or may 

not be, and very often it only becomes obvious when objectified in cultural residues. 

What is essential to race is that it is a set of internal dispositions that are supposed to be 

hereditary and immutable. It is the hereditary immutability of ñraceò that justifies the 

consequent systems of hereditary socioeconomic inequality. 

 

 

THEORIES OF THE CAUSE OF RACIALIZATION 

There is a general consensus on the phenomenological features of race. It is 

symbolic, social, and presumed to be heritable and permanent. However, theories about 

the causes of racialization remain extremely controversial in race studies. Many scholars 

agree that racism yields material benefits in specific cases, but they stop short of positing 

a formal relationship between race and economic competition. So, for example, Omi and 

Winant (2015:111) recognize that ñRace is strategic,ò but they resist explaining 

racialization in general as an outcome of competition over wages and scarce resources. 

Instead, they caution that materialist analyses risk turning race into an ñepiphenomenon 

of classò (2015:67) and subsuming it into a generic class-conflict paradigm. Likewise, 

Roediger (2007:8) says that ñTo set race within social formations is absolutely necessary, 

but to reduce race to class is damaging.ò He points out that working-class whites often 

value racism over their own self-interests, for example, by voting for conservative 

politicians who openly promise to undermine the social safety net (see Metzl 2020). 

Roedigerôs argument is that race cannot be an outgrowth of class competition if 
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individuals are willing to abandon their class interests for the sake of it. More recently, 

intersectionality theorists have argued that race, class, and gender are mutually 

constitutive but formally independent of each other (Nash 2008; Delgado and Stefancic 

2017). They argue that there is no ñprime moverò or ñunitary axisò among the various 

social contradictions (Glenn 2002:12; Hancock 2007b:64), and that ñthe relationship 

between categories is an open empirical questionò (Hancock 2007b:64). That means that, 

to borrow Stuart Hallôs phrase (1980:325), there is no ñnecessary correspondenceò 

between race and class. 

The controversy over the root cause of racialization can be traced to Marxôs 

interpretation of the ñIrish Question,ò that is, Irelandôs relationship to England in the 19th 

century. Marx never uses the term ñracismòðit was not a part of his vocabularyðbut he 

does say that English hostility toward the Irish was ñpracticallyé the sameò (1870) as the 

hostility of poor whites in the U.S. South toward Blacks, so he clearly conceptualized 

anti-Irish prejudice in what we would call racial terms. Marx thought that this antipathy 

between the Irish and English poor had been purposefully provoked by the English land-

owning classes and political elite. It benefited them when workers expended their energy 

fighting each other for scraps rather than uniting behind major reforms like the repeal of 

the Corn Laws, the tariff on grain imports that lined the pockets of landowners by 

keeping food prices high. In his words (1870), ñthe English bourgeoisie has not only 

exploited the Irish misery to keep down the working class in England by forced 

immigration of poor Irishmen, it has also divided the proletariat into two hostile campsé 

in all the big industrial centers in England, there is a profound antagonism between the 

Irish and English proletariansé This antagonism between the proletarians in England is 
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artificially nourished and kept alive by the bourgeoisie. It knows that this split is the true 

secret of maintaining its powerò [emph. added]. This is the classic materialist theory of 

race: that racial antagonisms are intentionally provoked by the wealthiest members of a 

society, using all the means of cultural hegemony at their disposal (Gramsci 2014), in 

order to divide the working classes and make them train their aggression on each other 

rather than on the investor class. Racialization is seen as a tool that maintains the overall 

economic status quo in favor of the elite, and it is directly responsive to that groupôs class 

interests. 

W.E.B. Du Bois (1998[1935]) came to a similar conclusion when he studied the 

role of racism in the South after the Civil War. Du Bois argued that poor whitesð

sharecroppers, mechanics, landless laborers, etc.ðwould have been best served by 

making common cause with newly freed Blacks and fighting for better treatment by the 

wealthy planter class. Poor whites and poor Blacks represented the bulk of the population 

in the South, and together they could have pressed for better pay, fairer crop sharing, 

stronger political representation, and a more equitable distribution of land. That never 

happened because of a ñcarefully planned and slowly evolved methodò (1998:700) on the 

part of wealthy and middle-class whites to gin up racial hatred and drive a wedge 

between two groups that should have been natural allies. All the manifestations of racial 

apartheid that developed after Reconstruction, from the cross-burnings to the separate 

water-fountains, were part of an overall strategy to make working-class whites see the 

planters as their allies and protectors in a perpetual race war. One of the consequences 

was that Southern racism maintained the social and economic dominance of the planter 

class, which never again had to worry about agitation over wages, land reform, or social 
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services. Woods (2017:61) calls the resulting system the ñBourbon death economyò 

because of its consequences for poor whites and Blacks alike. Working-class whites 

continued to labor in poverty, but racism protected their privileged access to menial jobs 

and a modicum of local political power. They became tied to the system because of the 

ñpsychological wageò (Du Bois 1998:700; see also Roediger 2007:13) of being treated 

like a superior caste. This is the same point that Otis Madison was trying to make when 

he said that ñ[t]he purpose of racism is to control the behavior of white people, not black 

people. For Blacks, guns and tanks are sufficientò (quoted in Camp and Heatherton 

2017:105). 

More recent scholars have pointed out that the Marxist explanation for racism is 

incomplete. In the first place, it posits that racial prejudice is always planned and imposed 

from above, by the wealthy and the political elite, and that it never emerges 

spontaneously on the part of normal people (Roediger 2007:9). Marxists too often want to 

see the proletariat as essentially innocent or even virtuous, which means attributing their 

bad behavior to someone else. One need only look at Foucaultôs (1980:1-36) contortions, 

during his Maoist phase, to explain away the excesses of ñproletarian justice,ò or E.P. 

Thompsonôs (1968) wholesale dismissal of anti-Irish racism as part of his project to 

rescue the English working class from the ñenormous condescension of posterityò 

(ibid:12). Luk§csô (1971:50-54) notion of false consciousness is another well-known 

theory often called on to rationalize working-class racism. Lukács argued that the 

working class was manipulated by a dominant ideology created by the elite-controlled 

media and culture industries. This created a false consciousness that stood in contrast to a 

correct ñclass consciousness,ò defined as the ñappropriate and rational reactionsò that 
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workers ought to have based on their economic interests and their role in society (Lukacs 

1971:51). Luk§csô idea was that if the working class could be taught to see the illusory 

nature of racial ideology, they would recognize their correct class interests and their 

racism would disappear (Lukacs 1971:5). To their disappointment, progressive scholars 

have shown that this is not how ideology works (Leone 2010:152). Instead, many white 

workers will continue to embrace and perpetuate racism all on their own. Racism is not a 

ñconspiracy from above,ò as Stuart Hall (1980:341) aptly put it. Roediger (2007:12) 

explains that ñWhite labor does not just receive and resist racist ideas but embraces, 

adopts and, at times, murderously acts upon those ideas. The problem is not just that the 

white working class is at critical junctures manipulated into racism, but that it comes to 

think of itself and its interests as white.ò Racialization is a general tool of class conflict, 

not the sole prerogative of the élite. It is easily employed by one fraction of the working 

class to maintain its privileges vis-à-vis another fraction of the same class (see Ribas 

2016). 

A theoretical alternative to the classic Marxist explanation for race developed out 

of the work of Louis Althusser (2005, 2014). Althusser was a French philosopher and 

structuralist critic who objected to the crude ñeconomismò (2005:108) of the Marxists of 

his eraðthat is, the tendency to consider all social problems to be simple reflections of 

class conflict. He blamed this tendency on the ñshade of Hegelò (2005:117) that haunted 

Marxist thought. For Althusser, Hegelôs insistence that societies are organized around 

central Ideas had corrupted Marxist theory and made it politically sterile. Marx had 

adopted that Hegelian notion, although he famously inverted it and made the 

infrastructure the organizing principle of society (Marx 1990:102-103). Throughout his 
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works, there are clear references to Marxôs belief that material relations are the ultimate 

cause of social conflicts, which work themselves out in history through the ñiron 

necessityò (ibid:91) of logical contradiction. This was the theoretical basis for 

considering race, amongst other things, to be a product of class relations. To expel 

Marxôs Hegelian influences, Althusser (2005:32) developed a theory of the 

epistemological break, a ñmutation in the theoretical problematic.ò More prosaically, it is 

a change of thinking. For Althusser (2005:34), everything before 1845 was Marxôs 

ñideological period,ò the bad Marx, whereas everything after 1845 was his good 

ñscientific period.ò The point was to disconnect Marx from Hegel by assigning all the 

major Hegelian ideasðespecially the belief that social problems could be explained 

solely by reference to the infrastructureðto the bad ñideological period.ò After 

dismissing the earlier writings, Althusser argued that the mature Marx actually rejected 

Hegelôs belief in ñessencesò or central principles, and that he had believed in ñthe relative 

autonomy of the superstructures and their specific effectivityò (2005:11). Whatever the 

ultimate validity of Althusserôs ideas, however, his attempt to read them into Marx was 

highly dubious. Marxôs historical interpretations are more nuanced than is generally 

acknowledgedðhe recognized that ideology itself becomes part of the infrastructure 

ñonce it has gripped the massesò (1992:251)ïbut he never abandoned the fundamental 

Hegelian principle of imminent contradiction. 

Althusser rejected the notion that the ñprinciple contradictionò of the economy 

determined all other social contradictions (2005:205). Instead, it was merely primus inter 

pares. In his view, racial, ethnic, and gender-based inequalities were independent of the 

capitalist mode of production, rather than being inevitable consequences of it as Marx 
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believed. He argued there was no causality and no ñprime moverò in the Aristotelian 

sense. Instead, society was an integrated unity where all the different contradictions were 

articulated together into a ñstructure in dominanceò (structure à dominante) (2005:204). 

Culture Studies scholar Stuart Hall (1980) took Althusserôs ideas and applied them 

directly to the problem of racism in his seminal essay Race, Articulation, and Societies 

Structured in Dominance. Hall argued that race is best understood as an autonomous 

ideology ñarticulatedò with other economic and social practices but not directly 

attributable to them (1980:339). In his view, racism develops out of historically specific 

events like wars, invasions, or episodes of colonization. It has no common cross-cultural 

cause. Racial ideas then become articulated with other social ideologies surrounding 

citizenship, criminal justice, media representation, and labor. Hall repeatedly emphasized 

that there is never any ñnecessary correspondenceò (1980:325, 329) between racial 

bigotry and economic conflict: they remain formally independent. One major 

consequence of Hallôs embrace of relative autonomy was that he was forced to reject the 

notion that there might be some ñcommon and universal structureò to racism (1980:337). 

This meant abandoning the idea that racism could be explained by a general theory. Hall, 

in fact, warned against trying to find a common explanation for racism in different 

societies, like the antebellum South, apartheid South Africa, and colonial Latin America. 

He argued, for example, that racism in South Africa was sui generis because African 

tribes were incorporated into the labor market through conquest, rather than as free wage 

laborers (1980:310). Hall concluded that racism could not be explained by economic 

competition because ñRacism is not present, in the same form or degree, in all capitalist 

formations: it is not necessary to the concrete functioning of all capitalismsò (1980:338).  
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The argument that racism is ñrelatively autonomousò from class conflict and 

capitalism proved extremely fruitful for race scholarship. It provided the foundation for 

many theories of intersectionality (see Hancock 2007a, 2007b; Caratasthis 2016; McCall 

2005; Davis 2008), and for studies of race conducted under the guise of Cultural Studies 

and Critical Race Theory (Roediger 2005, 2007; Delgado and Stefancic 2017). Indeed, 

Nash (2008:2) calls intersectionality the ñgold standardò for studying oppression in 

academia today. However, Hallôs (1980:338) argument that racialization is independent 

of economic formations was based on a major category error. Hall confused 

ñcapitalisms,ò by which he really meant ñnation-states,ò with the capitalist world-system 

itself. Whether or not racism exists in individual countries is immaterial so long as those 

countries are integrated into a world economy that derives profits from racial apartheid 

(Golash-Boza 2015:62). Hall argued that there are capitalist states not characterized by 

racial inequality; presumably he was referring to (at the time) racially homogenous 

European nations like Norway or Switzerland. Capitalism, however, is a global economic 

structure or ñworld-systemò (Wallerstein 2011a) into which every nation-state on earth 

has been integrated since the 17th century. All Western nation-states benefit from 

racialized international relations, even if the violence occurs outside their borders. Their 

middle classes can afford cheap clothing and fruit because of racialized disparities in 

relative wages; they protect their high purchasing power parity with racialized 

immigration regimes. There is no such thing as a capitalism that is not already a ñracial 

capitalismò (Robinson 2000:2). Wallerstein (2011a:127) argues that ñthe órelations of 

productionô that define a system are the órelations of productionô of the whole systemò 

and not the social relations within any particular state. Individual nations ñdo not develop 
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and cannot be understood except within the context of the development of the world 

system. The same is true of both social classes and ethnic (national, religious) groupings. 

They too come into social existence within the framework of states and of the world-

systemò (Wallerstein 2011a:67). Thus, the absence of explicit racial disparities within 

particular national boundaries is irrelevant because ñthe stateò is not the correct unit of 

analysis. This is also why the project of investigating only individual racisms has 

ultimately proved inadequate. Recent scholars have pointed out that all racisms are 

constructed in relation to other racisms across time and space (Molina 2014; Lipsitz et al. 

2019), and integrated into the same global productive system (Robinson 2000, 

Wallerstein 2011a). Indeed, Chapters Two and Three will show how 19th-century racism 

against Mexicans and the Irish developed out of the same trans-Atlantic economic 

transformations. 

In contrast to the consensus that developed out of Culture Studies and 

intersectionality theory, an alternative scholarly tradition still argues that material 

conditions are the primary cause and motive for racialization. This argument is 

articulated most clearly in the Black Radical tradition. Cedric Robinsonôs Black Marxism 

(2000) argues that race and racism occur because they are integral to the structure of the 

global economy. Indeed, Robinson coins the term ñracial capitalismò to acknowledge that 

ñThe development, organization, and expansion of capitalist society pursued essentially 

racial directions, so too did social ideologyò (2000:2), and he argues that ñrace and 

racism are merely covers for classò (2013:8). According to Robinsonôs interpretation of 

European history, the techniques of racialization in Europe go as far back to the 

Germanic conquests of the first millennium, when the conquerors developed specifically 
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racial justifications for the subjugation of conquered peoples (2000:66; see also Arendt 

1944; Gobineau 1915, 1856). Those racial distinctions did not need to be visible on the 

body. Regional, cultural, and linguistic differences were all exaggerated into racial ones 

(2000:26). Indeed, Robinson (2007:6) argues that scholars ñstumbleò when they presume 

that racialization requires physical difference, noting that ñThe fact that the phenotypes of 

the enslaved and the slavers differed insignificantly did not erode the force of the racism 

which victimized Koreans, Poles, the Irish, and others who experienced the misfortune of 

long-term slavery.ò His interpretation is consistent with the early modern sources cited in 

the introduction, all of whom placed emphasis on diet, dress, and ñmode of lifeò as 

determinants of racial identity during a period when complexion was thought to be 

malleable (e.g., Mitchell 1744; Linnaeus 1758; Smith 1788; Lavater 1793; Buffon 1812). 

Robinson argues that the capitalist world-system has been dependent on 

racialization since its inception in the 16th and 17th centuries. Feudalism was already 

permeated by racial oppression, and capitalism inherited those practices when the 

bourgeoisie superseded the aristocracy (Robinson 2000:10). The transition to the private 

ownership of capital and waged laborðthe twin pillars of capitalismðdid nothing to 

dispel the utility of racial distinctions, either as a technique of governance or as a strategy 

for extracting profits. The global market economy has always taken advantage of some 

peopleôs unpaid or unfree labor in order to maintain growth. In the 18th and 19th 

centuries, this took the form of the indentured and enslaved labor that produced sugar and 

cotton, the two commodities that were key to the creation of global commerce and to the 

success of the Industrial Revolution (Mintz 1985; Kennedy 2013; Torget 2015). Chapters 

Two and Three directly explore how this global expansion of cotton agriculture 
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contributed to the racialization of both Mexicans and the Irish. Today, unpaid or 

underpaid labor still exists in the form of domestic labor, undocumented agricultural 

labor, and the off-shoring of manufacturing jobs to nations whose citizens cannot migrate 

in search of better wages (Singh 2017:55; Ribas 2016:126; Golash-Boza 2015:3). 

Economic inequalities continue to be sustained through the idiom of race under the 

international system of ñracial capitalismò (Robinson 2000:2). Chapter Five, for example, 

will show how Mexicans were racialized in various ways as a consequence of U.S. labor 

needs during the era of the Bracero program, and Chapter Six shows how Irish 

Americans were retroactively deracialized in the 1990s as part of conservative cultural 

backlash against free trade (see Buchanan 2002). The most recent materialist scholarship 

on race has abandoned Marxôs insistence that racism is ña conspiracy from aboveò (Hall 

1980:341). However, it still argues that racialization is motivated by capitalist 

accumulation and class conflict, even intraclass conflict. To borrow Robinsonôs 

(2000:288) phrase, materialism, for all its flaws, remains the ñsuperior grammarò for 

explaining race. 

 

 

STRUCTURAL INCENTIVES TOWARD RACIALIZATION  

ñRaceò is endemic to our global economy because of the reward structures of a 

system based on privatized property, nationalism, and waged labor. When, for example, 

there is constant competition for jobs that pay livable wages, there will always be an 

incentive for some individuals to try to monopolize those jobs for themselves and their 
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children by claiming that they are naturally better-suited to them. There are structural 

incentives toward using racialization as a tool to legitimize systems of hereditary 

inequality. That is why ñraceò is the logically necessary and entirely predictable 

consequence of the organization of our civilization. Indeed, materialist theory suggests 

that racialization is a rational process tied to global socioeconomic imperatives. That 

means that race can be explained dialectically (Hegel 1975, 1977; Kojève 1969; Lukács 

1971; Marx 1990; Robinson 2000; Ģiģek 2013, 2015).  

In Hegelôs thought, the dialectic is a form of movement: it represents the 

compulsory transition from one state of being to another. It can be a movement from one 

form of consciousness to a more complex and developed consciousness (Hegel 1975:64), 

or it can take the form of a sociopolitical transition. Hegel, for example, characterized the 

eruption of the French Revolution as a dialectical confrontation between individual 

political rights and the universal will of the body politic (1977:360). What makes a 

movement dialectical is that it is logically necessary. It resolves an inherent contradiction 

within a social formation that renders that formation incomplete, unstable, or perpetually 

conflicted. Economic inequality, for example, is an inevitable outcome of the logic of 

capitalist social relations, but also a source of perpetual conflict and instability. The 

dialectical resolution of these contradictions is what is variously called the ñnegation,ò 

ñovercoming,ò ñsublation,ò or Aufheben of the existing state of affairs. Hegelôs wager is 

that every social formation is characterized by structural contradictions that make them 

unstable and incomplete, unable to live up to and fulfill their own promise. As a result, 

conflict and transformation are immanent to every society and dialectical movement is 

inevitable: this is the ñiron necessityò of history to which Marx referred (1995:91). Hegel 
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would have argued that racism and racial inequality are logical consequences of the 

logics underlying American social relations, and that they create an unsustainable 

contradiction in American society. There can be no stability until they are resolved, 

although Hegel would not have guessed at the specific date or character of their negation. 

There are three structures of the global world-system that make racialization 

central to the accumulation of capital. In the first place, national economic prosperity is 

dependent on differential remuneration for equal labor. This manifests in offshoring 

manufacturing jobs and in the exploitation of undocumented immigrants (Singh 

2017:51). Indeed, Wallerstein (1983:78) argues that this is the central function of 

racialization, which allocates the rewards of labor force participation unequally. A clear 

example of this is the ñMexican wagesò that were paid to farm workers in Texas 

throughout the 20th century. These artificially low wages kept Texas cotton and melons 

competitive on the international market, and they precipitated corresponding symbolic 

and social formations. Anglo farmers justified low wages by repeating the stereotype that 

Mexicans only need beans, tortillas, and a one-room shack to be content (Montejano 

1987:199). To maintain the tractability of underpaid Mexican labor required the 

application of techniques of racialized ñsocial controlò (Allen 2012). Those took the form 

of punitive lynchings, debt peonage that kept Mexican farm workers legally or extra-

legally bound to farms (Montejano 1987:202), and the ever-present threat of 

ñdeportabilityò (De Genova 2005:8) that prevented Mexicans and Mexican Americans 

from voicing concerns about workplace safety, timely payment of wages, or abuse by 

employers (Ribas 2016:132). All these symbolic and social modes of racialization were 

logical consequences of the reward structure of the global economic system. As Ruth 
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Gilmore (2017:240) notes in a different context, ñCapitalism requires inequality and 

racism enshrines it.ò 

The second racial structure that facilitates capital accumulation is the global 

system of racialized citizenship and immigration regimes (Molina 2014; Ngai 2014; see 

Haney-Lopez 2014). These function to create artificial zones of profitability by restricting 

the free flow of labor across national boundaries. Golash-Boza (2015:3) characterizes the 

contemporary global migration system as one of ñglobal apartheidò where affluent 

Westerners can travel anywhere with their passports, but poor non-Westerners are 

restricted and their movement tightly controlled. She notes the hypocrisy of a system that 

allows producers to sell goods wherever they will fetch the highest price, facilitated by 

free-trade agreements, whereas racialized laborers are restricted to selling their 

commodity, their labor power, only where it will be purchased at the lowest price 

(2015:256). If the free movement of labor were possible, workers would migrate toward 

locations with greater real wages and global wage rates would eventually equalize, 

eliminating the possibility of profiting by outsourcing jobs to nations like India or 

Vietnam. Global migration regimes preserve the privileges of powerful nations at the 

expense of less powerful, peripheral nations that are lower down the productive supply 

chain (Ngai 2014:270).  

The third feature of the global world-system that encourages racialization is the 

tenuous nature of indigenous property rights. There is perpetual pressure to incorporate 

colonized and indigenous land into commercial production, especially when indigenous 

land tenure can be challenged, and when newly incorporated populations still maintain 

some sort of subsistence economyðin other words, when they are not yet fully 
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proletarianized (Wallerstein 1983:26-27). Racialization has historically been the mode 

through which these appropriations are legitimated. Both Tejano ranchers and Irish small 

farmers fell victim to this pressure in the 1840s, as their land was expropriated for use 

growing either cotton, cereal grains, or cattle (Marx 1870; Torget 2015). Wallerstein 

(1983:26-27) argues that the most efficient method for reducing labor costs has 

historically been to incorporate these ñsemi-proletarianò groups into the global economy. 

By ñsemi-proletarian,ò Wallerstein means households not entirely dependent on wages, 

especially those households still engaged in subsistence agriculture. Theoretically, the 

minimum cost of labor is the cost of the reproduction of labor, or the wages that workers 

need merely to survive and feed themselves. Semi-proletarian households meet some or 

all of those needs through domestic production, so they can work for less than households 

that rely entirely on wages. As a result, there are substantial economic incentives to 

coerce subsistence agriculturalistsðoften violentlyðinto the wage labor economy. 

Challenges to indigenous land tenure, and the incorporation of indigenous labor, continue 

to be sources of substantial profit. So long as the world contains subsistence 

agriculturalists, the global economy has opportunities for expansion and cost-cutting 

(Wallerstein 1983). 

The dialectic theory of history suggests that these three racialized processes are 

constitutive of the global world-system, not accidents. Sustained profit growth would not 

be possible without them. Racialization is thus a tool of class conflict and capital 

accumulation. However, racialization creates perpetual social and moral contradictions 

that cannot be resolved. Hypermarginality, intense poverty, genocide, systemic violence, 

pointless incarceration, and social unrest are all consequences of the direction that racial 



68 
 

capitalism (Robinson 2009) has taken since the 17th century. But the radical premise of 

Hegelôs dialectics is that no internally contradictory system like this can last forever. The 

negation of social formations organized around racial hierarchy is logically and 

historically inevitable. 

This study contributes to the scholarly controversy surrounding race and class by 

proposing a collateral damage model of racialization. The collateral damage model uses 

a military metaphor to explain the apparent contradiction of working-class whites who 

sacrifice their personal interestsðand sometimes even their livesðto prop up the U.S. 

racial hierarchy. This contradiction is the classic counterexample that is used to argue that 

racialization is not attributable to class conflict (e.g., Roediger 2007:8). However, what is 

often forgotten is that class conflict is ultimately a conflict between classes. Individuals 

can view themselves as expendable when the interests of the racialized class fraction are 

at stake. This is precisely what recent ethnographic work with working-class whites has 

demonstrated. Metzlôs (2020) interviews with Southern white men documented an 

explicit willingness to die for the cause, by refusing Medicaid expansion, so long as it 

meant that Mexicans and Blacks would die even more. It is not just white men: Chapter 

Six will show that Mexican Americans have often been willing to sacrifice themselves, or 

each other, in a quest to seize the socioeconomic privileges of whiteness. In each case, 

apparent contradictions are really evidence of collateral damage in pursuit of class 

interests.  

In the same way that monopoly is the inevitable outcome of free market 

competition between firms, racialization is the inevitable outcome of competition 

between social groups in an unregulated labor market. So long as wages and public 
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resources are scarce and their distribution is unequal, there will always be an incentive 

for some groups to lay hereditary claim to those resourcesðfor themselves and for their 

childrenðby racializing other groups. Racialization is the entirely predictable and 

rational outcome of the capitalist mode of production: it represents the inner logic of 

capitalism working itself out through the ñiron necessityò of history (Marx 1995:91; see 

Hegel 1975:75). Only strong public regulation or countervailing moral ideologies can 

challenge this natural tendency. That is why political remedies, like affirmative action 

and holistic college admissions, are so important, as well as ethical programs like anti-

racism (Kendi 2019). The need for them will never go away, because the tendency 

toward racialization is woven into the fabric of our civilization. 

 

 

CURRENT MATERIAL CULTURE SCHOLARSHIP  

The scholarship on material culture is mostly separate from the scholarship on 

race, because for a long time ñraceò has been considered to be a problem of biology 

rather than an issue of cultural production. When the topic of race has been broached, it 

has often been dismissed as either unrelated or impossible to effectively study through 

material culture (e.g., Orser 2001:1). In recent decades, however, a growing body of 

scholarship is beginning to explore how ideas about possessions and consumption inform 

ideas about race (De Leon 1983; Kelley 1994; McClintock 1995; Poole 1997; Harris 

2003; Williams-Forson 2006; Negra 2006; Nericcio 2007; Williams 2012; Loza 2016; 

Metzl 2020). Much of this recent work has come out of richly creative ethnic studies 
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departments, rather than the fields of anthropology and sociology that gave birth to the 

most well-known approaches to material culture. 

The following review of material culture scholarship is divided into three parts. 

The first part addresses the literature derived from semiotics and cultural anthropology. 

Much of this work originated in the writings of Jean Baudrillard (2005), who argued that 

consumer goods create a structure of meaning that operates along the lines of a natural 

language. It expanded into a field of consumer culture studies (e.g., Douglas and 

Isherwood 1979; Miller 1987) that focuses on the ways that individuals use objects to 

express themselves and construct their identities. The second part of this section 

addresses historical archaeology, the other major tradition of material culture scholarship. 

It examines the various difficulties archaeologists have had trying to infer race from 

material residues, as well as their successes in showing how racialization is experienced 

in daily life (Orser 2004; Brighton 2008; Leone 2010). The last part of this section 

defines the material discourses of race that are the subject of all the following chapters. 

The theory of material discourses of race links together the existing scholarship on 

material culture with the scholarship on race. It creates a framework for recognizing how 

racialization takes place through material stereotypes and metonymies. It also provides a 

rationale for decoupling race from physical appearance, and instead recognizing how 

ñraceò is a condensate of cultural stereotypes. 
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SEMIOTICS AND CONSUMER STUDIES 

The most common approach to material culture is to use semiotic theories to 

determine what objects mean to the people who own or use them (e.g., Douglas and 

Isherwood 1979; Miller 1987; McCracken 1988; Belk 1995; Campbell 1995: Elliot 2004; 

Dunn 2008; Motz 2016). Semiotics is the branch of philosophy concerned with the 

production of meaning. It is usually traced to the work of the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de 

Saussure and his theory of signification (1986), although a related theoretical tradition 

derives from the works of the American philosopher Charles Peirce (2011)6. According 

to Saussure, natural languages are made up of linguistic ñsignsò that are themselves made 

up of two components, the signifier and the signified. The signifier is the combination of 

sounds or letters that make up a word, and the signified is the mental concept linked to 

those sounds or letters. Saussureôs (1986:67) classic example was the word ñtree,ò a 

series of phonemes that is arbitrarily linked to certain subset of natural phenomena. One 

of Saussureôs main arguments was that the relationship between sign and signifier is 

arbitrary. The mental concept associated with ñtreeò can just as easily be evoked by the 

words arbol or Baum. Since signifying relationships are arbitrary, meanings are never 

fixed. They can always change, or slip, or equivocate. The signifier ñtree,ò for example, 

can be applied to new signifieds like the file tree on a computer. Another principle of 

semiotics is that signs only have meaning in contrast to other signs, never on their own 

(Saussure 1986:114). ñTreeò only has a particular significance because it fits into a 

 
6 In practical terms, the major difference is that Peirce proposed two additional modes of signification, 
indexicality and iconicity. In contrast to signs, icons are supposed to be non-arbitrary. A sketch of a boat is 
a signifier for a real boat, but the signified is directly inferred from the icon, rather than being a cultural 
convention. However, other scholars have pointed out that there really is no such thing as non-arbitrary 
signification. That is why ancient art, drawn in a foreign style, can be so confusing. Sahlins (1976:195) calls 
tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ƛŎƻƴƛŎƛǘȅ ŀ άǎƛƳǇƭŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƛǎǘƛŎ ǘǊŀǇΦέ 
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system of contrasting signs like ñshrub,ò ñbush,ò and ñgrass.ò Signs create signifying 

structures that possess their own rules and logics. The premise of semiotics is that the 

rules of any particular sign system can be identified and investigated, in much the same 

way that linguists study the grammar and syntax of foreign languages. Semiotics has been 

applied fruitfully not just to structural linguistics but to psychiatry (Lacan 1997, 2006; 

Fink 2009, 2011) and cultural anthropology (Levi-Strauss 1963, 1966; Sahlins 1976, 

1983). It can also be used to analyze the meaning of material objects. 

The philosopher Jean Baudrillard (2005; see also 1975, 1981, 1998) first applied 

semiotic theories to material culture in his study of consumption in post-war France. 

Baudrillard (2005:9) argued that consumer goods create a structure of meanings akin to a 

linguistic systemðhe called it ñthe system of objects.ò Saussure (1986:67) had thought 

of signifiers primarily in the form of phonemes, but Baudrillard argued that material 

objects are signifiers, too. Objects all denote particular sets of cultural values. For 

example, Baudrillard pointed out that post-war French consumers tended to value 

materials like oak or stone not because of their objective physical properties but because 

of what they meant. Oak furniture signifies solidity, timelessness, and warmth, not so 

much because oak really is warmer than any other wood but as ña mere cultural sign of 

such warmthò (2005:39). Stone siding signifies wealth, strength, and tradition, whereas 

vinyl connotes modernity, mass production, and cheapness. Stone, wood, and vinyl thus 

work as social signs that communicate specific meanings to a receptive audience. All the 

possible permutations of consumers goods function together to create a structure of 

cultural meanings along the lines of a language. Consumers learn to ñspeakò that 

language in order to gauge each other and to present themselves to the world in a way 
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that they see fit. That is why we can quickly read someoneôs social status, or the status 

they aspire to, from their clothes and their car. Baudrillard argued that life in consumer 

societies fundamentally transformed peopleôs relationship to objects. In his estimation, 

earlier societies valued goods mostly for their practical applications. If stone was valued 

it was because it solid, and oak because it was strong. This way of relating to goods 

corresponded to what Marx (1990) referred to as the ñuse-valueò of commodities. 

Baudrillard (1981:29) argued that consumer societies no longer relate to goods at a 

practical level and now engage primarily with their ñsign-value.ò We live in a world in 

which all things are signs, and all signs are open to profane commerce. 

Later scholars expanded on Baudrillardôs semiotic approach material culture. 

Roland Barthes (1977:22) showed that objects are central the communication of cultural 

myths. He pointed out that ñobjects are accepted inducers of associations of ideas (book-

case = intellectual)... Such objects constitute excellent elements of signification: on the 

one hand they are discontinuous and complete in themselves, a physical qualification for 

a sign, while on the other they refer to clear, familiar signifieds.ò Levi-Strauss (1966:127) 

pointed out that the ñsystem of objectsò constitutes an artificial symbolic order that runs 

parallel to nature. As a result, human societies have a tendency to posit analogies between 

objects and natural phenomena. Differences in possessions, diet, and wealth can then be 

rationalized as reflections of the inequalities found in nature. Sahlins (1976) expanded on 

this notion by showing how the symbolic meanings tied to objects reinforce the class 

system. He pointed out that foods, for example, are hierarchically ranked according to 

their symbolic meanings (1976:176). Expensive steaks have more cachet than cheap 

hamburger, and lowest and cheapest of all are the organ meats that are either eaten by the 
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poor or fed to pets. American preferences surrounding meat are tied to a series of cultural 

beliefs that equate organ meat with cannibalism. The cheapest cuts of meat are thus 

marked as defiling, so symbolic marginality and class marginality are mutually 

constitutive. Sahlins (1976:181) also pointed out that the symbolic meaning of goods 

organizes the capitalist productive apparatus. An entire industry is organized around 

raising, slaughtering, and retailing the most desirable cuts of meat to the most 

symbolically privileged customers. McCracken (1988:75) argues that the system of 

clothing likewise makes cultural categories visible. ñCategories of person divided into 

parcels of age, sex, class, and occupation can be represented in a set of material 

distinctions through goods. Categories of space, time, and occasion can also be reflected 

in this medium of communication. Goods help substantiate the order of culture.ò Blue 

and pink clothing, for example, materialize culturally constructed gender roles, making 

those social constructs appear natural. None of the structuralist studies explicitly address 

the racialization of material culture, but they created a robust theoretical framework for 

doing so.  

The structuralist evaluation of consumer culture was often cynical: Baudrillard 

thought of it as a false spectacle and mirage, and eventually he became convinced that 

objects were empty simulacra (see Baudrillard 1994:2). Cultural anthropologists studying 

material culture tend to interpret the signification of objects in a more positive light. In 

their 1979 book The World of Goods, Douglas and Isherwood suggested that the 

consumption of material meanings is actually a highly creative, culturally productive act. 

They argued that buying, wearing, consuming, and displaying mass commodities gives 

individuals an opportunity to develop new social bonds, for example, by forming clubs 
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around hobbies or youth cultures around a particular fashion. ñConsumption,ò in their 

view, ñis the very arena in which culture is fought over and licked into shapeò (1979:57). 

Kopytoff (1986) expanded the semiotic field of material culture by arguing that objects 

all have biographies or life histories. Even objects that start out as undifferentiated mass 

goods, like shirts or souvenir baubles, become invested with deeply personal meanings 

over the course of their usable life. Kopytoff (1986:81) called this process of attributing 

personal and social significance to objects ñsingularization.ò Miller (1987:28), likewise, 

argued that the mass consumption of commodities was a good thing. In his view, 

possessions represent the ñobjectificationò of culture through which individuals 

materialize their identities. Hegel (1977:120) had argued that individuals put a part of 

themselves into their creations and their labor, and then come to know themselves by 

contemplating these objectifications of their inner Idea. Miller (1987:25) suggested that 

commodities, artifacts, and possessions are the media through which we express and 

subjectify ourselves à la Hegel. This is accomplished through cultural rituals of 

consumption like purchasing, display, and grooming that transfer the meanings of objects 

onto the people associated with them (McCracken 1988:84). Anthropologists thus rely on 

semiotic theories, but they emphasize personal creativity, novelty, and self-fulfillment. 

What is generally absent from anthropological accounts is any consideration of the social 

limitations on self-fulfillment and the production of meaning (Williams-Forson 2006:35; 

McClintock 1995:226). Cultural anthropologies of material culture almost uniformly 

ignore or minimize the semiotic constraints imposed by poverty and racism (Lodziak 

2002:69). 
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Historians and ethnic studies scholars have been the ones to explore the symbolic 

constraints that race imposes on material cultural. In his study of race relations in early 

Texas, for example, De Leon (1983:24) argues that material culture was one of the 

central idioms through which Anglos racialized Mexicans. In particular, Anglos pointed 

to jacalesðthe traditional thatch huts common in South Texasðas external proofs of 

Mexican character flaws like laziness and poor hygiene (1983:30). Mexican plows, foods, 

and clothing were all seen as manifestations of a racial inferiority that invited 

colonization and replacement. Sanchez (1993:204-205) describes how Mexican 

Americans in the 1930s and 1940s tried to adopt the material discourses of whiteness to 

deracialize themselves. They studiously avoided anything marked as ñMexican,ò like 

open-toed sandals, muslin pants, or traditional traje, and instead carefully chose what 

they wore to avoid standing out. Many Mexican Americans ultimately aspired to own 

their own homes, because owning a house symbolized being rooted in the U.S., and it 

defied the racial stereotype of Mexicans as seasonal migrants (1993:200). 

Homeownership was a consumption practice through which racial identity was 

negotiated. Robin D.G. Kelley (1994) argues that clothing was a major medium of 

racialization for Blacks in the U.S. South. Blacks were encouraged to adopt ñrespectableò 

middle-class norms of dress, but they could also be ridiculed for doing so, and even 

violently attacked for wearing clothes that were supposed to be too good for them. Kelley 

(1994:51) concludes that ñthe political implications of dress as an assertion of dignity and 

resistance should not be dismissed as peripheral to the ñrealò struggles of Southern black 

working peopleé clothing could serve as a badge of oppression or a sign of 

transgression.ò Other scholars have shown how guns (Metzl 2020:63), indigenous 
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clothing (Poole 1997:100), soap (McClintock 1995:214; Negra 2001:86), shoes (Loza 

2016:36-37), headscarves (Harris 2003:94), mortgages (Roediger 2005:277), tortillas 

(Montejano 1987:199), luxury brands (Cacho 2012:21), and chicken (Williams-Forson 

2012:48) are all highly racialized totem objects. Race scholarship suggests that the 

potential strategies for self-definition through material culture are constrained by 

relations of power and domination (Williams-Forson 2012:35; McClintock 1995:226). 

 Other scholarship has demonstrated additional complexities for semiotic readings 

of material culture. McCracken (1988) points out that objects do not transmit meaning in 

the same way as a language because objects cannot be combined syntagmatically, like 

words in a sentence, to produce ñtextsò (c.f. Hodder and Hutson 2013). McCracken 

demonstrated this by showing individuals photographs of strangers dressed in atypical 

clothing combinations, like pajama pants paired with a suit jacket. His respondents were 

unable to interpret what the novel outfits were supposed to mean: the combination of 

signifying objects in unfamiliar ways produced only confusion. McCracken (1988:66) 

concluded that the meanings attached to material objects like clothing have no 

grammatical rules of combination and thus ñno combinatorial freedom.ò Other scholars 

have pointed out that objects also communicate in a different way than linguistic 

discourses because they are interpreted affectively and unconsciously. Miller (1987:108) 

suggests that objects directly evoke emotional or physical responses without passing 

through a filter of language or reflexivity. Objects associated with emotions like fear, 

anxiety, or revulsion provoke powerful visceral responses. This makes material culture an 

ideal medium for communicating the stereotypes behind racialized regimes of 

representation (Hall 1997:249). Miller traces this to ñ[t]he artifactôs affinity for the 
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unconsciousò (1987:108). Objects are easily made into sign-substitutes or metonyms for 

human beings in the unconscious mind. Melanie Klein (1975:213) found that ñthings 

represent human beings, and are therefore objects of anxietyò for many psychiatric 

patients. McCracken (1988:68), likewise, argues that objects are used to communicate in 

more covert ways than a linguistic discourse. He finds an explicitly political dimension to 

this practice: ñthe inconspicuousness of the messages of material culture also permit them 

to carry meaning that could not be put more explicitly without the danger of controversy, 

protest, or refusalé Political statement can therefore be undertaken with diminished risk 

of counter-statementò (1988:69). 

 Semiotics remains the superior grammar for understanding and interpreting 

material culture. It shows that objects have both personal and social meanings, and that 

those meanings attach to individuals either through consumption practices or because of 

racial stereotyping. However, while semiotics is effective at analyzing symbolic 

meanings, it has less to say about the personal consequences of the unequal distribution 

of material goods. Those analyses are the domain of historical archaeology. 

 

 

HISTORICAL ARCHAEOLOGIES OF RACE 

Historical archaeology investigates the connection between race and material 

culture from a distinct scholarly tradition that emphasizes the lived experience of 

racialization (Orser 2004, Mullins 2016:382-383). Archaeologies of race have focused 

especially on the African diaspora (e.g. Babson 1990; Epperson 2004; Ferguson 1992; 
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Leone et al. 2005; Mullins 1999, 2004; Perry & Paynter 1999; Singleton 1997; Wilkie 

1995, 1997, 2000), European immigrants to the United States (e.g., Brighton 2008, 2009, 

2011; Linn 2010; Shackel 2003, 2011; Yamin 1998), and the overseas Chinese (e.g., 

Solari 2001; Voss 2005, 2008; Voss and Allen 2008; Williams 2008). Orser (2004:75-

111) has written an excellent history of archaeologyôs attempts to situate race in the 

material record, although many of the earlier studies were conducted under the rubric of 

ñethnicityò rather than race (e.g. McGuire 1982, 1983). One of the earliest strategies that 

archaeologists used to link material culture and race was the attempt to locate ñethnic 

markersò at excavated sites (Orser 2004:107). So, for example, archaeologists working at 

U.S. sites would use the presence of opium pipes to infer that the site was inhabited by 

overseas Chinese, blue beads to deduce the presence of Africans or African Americans 

(Wilkie 1997; Stine, Cabak, and Groover 1996), or clay pipes and buttons stamped with 

shamrocks to infer the presence of Irish immigrants. The strategy was dependent on good 

fortune, since ñethnic markersò are typically uncommon finds, but it was a rational 

response to the paucity of most historic site assemblages. However, the hunt for ethnic 

markers was always theoretically problematic. It relied on what Orser (2004:109) calls a 

ñwhole cultureò perspective that assumed groups like ñthe Chineseò or ñthe Irishò were 

homogenous enough to all be identified with the same sorts of objects, when in reality 

ethnic markers tend to be representative of very specific regional or occupational classes. 

A Dublin lawyer and a Galway cottier, for example, are likely to leave very different 

ñethnic markersò of themselves. The other problem was that the hunt for ethnic markers 

implicitly naturalized the very metonymies that create material discourses. It ended up 

reinforcing racial stereotypes by implying that the presence of Chinese or Irish 
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immigrants could only be validated when those immigrants acted in ways that conformed 

to pre-existing racial expectations.  

Social archaeologists developed a more sophisticated approach to linking ñraceò 

and ñthingsò by abandoning the search for specific ethnic markers and instead trying to 

identify patterns of cultural behavior associated with particular groups (Orser 2004:107). 

So, for example, the tradition of social tea-drinking in Ireland and Britain was 

hypothesized to create a distinct material assemblage, one with a higher proportion of 

serving vessels and teacups than what could be expected for a household conforming to 

typical American patterns (De Cunzo 1983). This meant that racialized groups, like Irish 

immigrants in 19th century New York, might be identified archaeologically and linked to 

specific cultural practices. Similar approaches were tried with other cultural practices that 

leave a material residue, like preferences surrounding meat-eating (Griggs 1999). It was, 

once again, an imperfect but rational solution to the problem of archaeological data, 

which is always fragmentary and incomplete. However, as Orser (2004:108) points out, 

the main problem of the social approach to linking ñraceò and ñthingsò is that it is built 

on the premise that peopleôs possessions (and thus, the record they leave of themselves 

for archaeologists) are a product of free choice. To work, it requires that people freely 

purchase objects that embody their cultural preferences, without any external restraints, 

so that their material record becomes a legible expression of their cultural identity. In real 

life that is rarely the case. Buying things like clothes, dishes, houses, or cuts of meat 

tends to be a compromise between what people want and what people can get. Cultural 

preferences might be obscured in the material record because, for example, poorly paid 

immigrants cannot afford a complete tea service and make do with unmatched cups. 
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Similarly, meat-eating practices might be a sign of affordability, not cultural norms. 

Milne and Crabtree (2000) found that Irish households at Five Points in New York ate 

more pork than other racial groups, but pork also happened to be the cheapest meat at the 

time (Orser 2004:105). Instead of linking material culture to cultural practices or 

racialization, archaeology might simply be digging up poverty.  

The challenge that often stymies archaeological attempts to study race is that race 

cannot be distinguished from culture purely on archaeological grounds, because it is 

culture that leaves material residues. Inferring race from culture reinforces racial 

stereotypes or, in a certain parlance, ñessentializesò racial groups (Hall 2017:76; see 

Armstrong 2008; Epperson 2004). It is the same operation that the craniometrists and 

eugenicists engaged in when they decided who was Aryan or who was Black based on 

their architecture or the sophistication of their looms (Gobineau 1915:173; see also Grant 

1916:139-147). This creates a paradox or ∕́ɞɟӢ for archaeology that occasionally results 

in interpretive oddities. One well-known study of enslaved populations in the Bahamas, 

for example (Wilkie 2000:20), found that the enslaved households possessed a greater 

percentage of bowls decorated with concentric rings than the slave masterôs household. 

The archaeologist noted that Bakongo ceramics in Africa also tend to be decorated with 

concentric bands of incised decorations (2000:19). This was cited as evidence that the 

Black household must have purchased these bowls themselves, on account of their 

fascination with concentric rings (2000:20). Interpretations like these are material 

discourses avant la lettre: they propose metonymies between a racialized group and a set 

of artifacts, in this case, brightly decorated ceramics. Like all material discourses, they 

turn cultural performance and possessions into marks of racial identity. However, as Leo 
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Chavez (2001:300) points out, ñRace and culture are not isomorphic; they are 

independent factors. Race does not determine culture.ò Many members of racialized 

groups try to emulate white, middle-class cultural norms of dress, décor, and lifestyle, yet 

they still remain vulnerable to targeted police violence. As Chapter Five will show, that 

was the strategy many Tejanos pursued throughout the 20th century. Likewise, some 

racially distinct groups living in close contact, in the same environment, may adopt 

similar cultural practices as a result of acculturation or convenience (c.f. Orser 2004:246). 

Attempts to discern the presence of Mexican Americans in the archaeological record have 

been mostly unsuccessful for this very reason (see McGuire 1983; Staski 1987). Anglos 

and Mexican Americans in places like El Paso often adopted each otherôs utensils and 

foodways, leaving similar traces of themselves while remaining socially distinct. 

 More recent archaeological studies of race have recognized these difficulties, and 

draw on multiple lines of historical evidence to confirm the presence of racialized groups 

(Wilkie 2014:257). The emphasis now is on using material residues to show how 

individuals experienced and resisted racialization. For example, Orserôs (2004) study of 

Irish peasants at Ballykilcline uses the presence of industrially manufactured ceramics to 

argue that the rural Irish intentionally defied the stereotype that they were backward 

primitives by buying into the ñelite-dominated mass marketò of consumer goods 

(ibid:243). Paul Mullins (2001) investigated the ñbric-a-brac,ò like statuettes and 

figurines, found in late 19th-century homes in West Oakland, California. He used 

historical records to determine the racial identity of the occupants of each home, and then 

asked how their possessions reflected their experience of racialization. He argued that the 

Abraham Lincoln figurine owned by an Irish family at 818 Linden St. symbolized 
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aspirations toward U.S. belonging (ibid:163), while the luxury goods displayed by the 

African American families at 1774 Atlantic St. materialized their aspirations toward 

middle-class affluence and their rejection of derogatory stereotypes (ibid:164). Brighton 

(2008) used both archaeological and historical evidence to show how 19th-century Irish 

immigrants were blocked from receiving medical care in New York and New Jersey. As 

Chapter Four will show, Irish immigrants were viewed in cities on the East Coast through 

a lens of racial antagonism ñfounded on stigmas and stereotypes of differenceò (Brighton 

2008:133). Reformers and charitable organizations believed that the Irish ñgenerally 

prefer living rent-free amidst filth, and malarial diseaseò (NYAICP 1869:31) because of 

laziness and alcoholism, so their poor health was natural and incurable. As a result, 

public dispensaries and charity hospitalsðthe only professional health care accessible to 

many immigrantsðoften refused to treat the Irish on the grounds that they were 

responsible for their own condition and that treating them would be a waste of resources 

(Brighton 2008:136). This was a racialized mode of exclusion because it was based on 

stereotypes about Irish moral deficiencies rather than on simple class antagonisms. 

Brighton showed this by comparing the medical bottles found in Irish immigrant 

households to those found in German immigrant and non-immigrant households located 

in the same neighborhoods. He found that that Irish immigrant families were forced to 

rely overwhelmingly on patent medicines compared to other households of similar means 

(2008:144). Patent medicines in the 19th century were mostly liquor and opium: they did 

not treat any diseases, but they did numb the pain while the disease progressed. Many 

Irish immigrants were thus condemned by racialization to a slow, premature death 

(Gilmore 2007:28) because of their alienation from professional care.  
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 Historical archaeology is extremely effective at using material residues to 

demonstrate the lived experience of racialization. It can show how racialized individuals 

dealt with extreme poverty or violence, and also how they fought back. Archaeological 

and semiotic approaches are complementary, in the sense that one studies the origins and 

meanings of race, while the other studies its consequences. Both approaches to material 

culture contribute to understanding the material discourses of race. 

 

 

THE MATERIAL DISCOURSES OF RACE  

 All the discursive and ideological practices that attempt to associate a racialized 

group with a characteristic set of objects or consumption habits are material discourses 

of race. Material discourses of race are arbitrary symbolic associations that are produced 

by relations of power and hegemony, often via control of the media, the academy, and the 

culture industries (Harris 2003:15; see Gramsci 2014:161, Adorno 2001, Althusser 2014). 

Material discourses are not adjuncts to racial differences defined in terms of biology or 

heredity: they are the constitutive elements of ñrace,ò and the very medium through 

which racialization takes place. A material discourse of race is social, like a language, so 

it stands outside the control of any individual actor (Saussure 1986; Levi-Strauss 1966; 

Lacan 2006). Racialized individuals can and do try to manipulate and subvert the material 

discourses of race (Bourdieu 2013). However, whether they accept them or reject them, 

they will always exist in relation to the material discourses that are supposed to 
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characterize them7 (see Lacan 2006:667). Many scholars have already noted the existence 

of these discourses when they describe how certain forms of material culture have 

become invested with derogatory racial meanings (e.g., De Leon 1983; Kelley 1994; 

Montejano 1987; Williams-Forson 2006). However, most of the existing studies only 

discuss racialized stereotypes about material culture in passing, as a footnote to larger 

narratives focused on social or economic factors. This is the first project to systematically 

theorize the material discourses of race. There are, in fact, three ways that a material 

object can be symbolically associated with a race: stereotype, metonymy, and 

signification.  

Stereotyping (Lippman 1922; Berg 2002; Dovidio e al. 2010; Molina 2014) is the 

most common and familiar practice of the material discourses of race. The term 

ñstereotypeò was coined in the late 18th century to refer to a process for casting copies of 

printing type in a papier-mâché mold, but the word quickly became abstract, so that by 

the middle of the 19th century it was possible to use it to refer to things like 

ñstereotypedò expressions (Gilman 1985:15). Stereotypes are propositional statements 

about a racialized groupôs possessions or consumption. They take the form of S+P, or 

racialized subject + cultural predicate. Stereotypes add cultural content to racial 

categories and make race meaningful. Some examples that appear in the following 

chapters include common stereotypes about Irish alcoholism, potato-eating, and a 

 
7 The best illustration of this principle is not academic. It is a comedy sketch by the comedian Dave 
Chappelle. In one of his skits for the Dave Chappelle Show, he plays a Black man on an airplane flight 
surrounded by white folk. The stewardess asks him whether he wants the fish or the fried chicken for 
lunch: he immediately feels the weight of all the white gazes on him, wondering if he will pick the fried 
chicken. He orders the fish, not because he has high expectations of airline seafood, but to defy the 
stereotype that Black men are chicken-ƭƻǾŜǊǎΦ ¢ƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ ƻŦ ƘƛƳ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎƛƴƎ άŀƎŜƴŎȅέ ƻǊ άǎŜƭŦ-ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴέ 
here is empty formalism. All racialized individuals exist in relation to these material discourses of race. 
5ŜŦȅƛƴƎΣ ǎǳōǾŜǊǘƛƴƎΣ ƻǊ ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ άƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜέ ǘƘŜƳ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊΦ  
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supposed preference for being dirty that combined in unpleasant ways with an innate 

racial fear of soap. On the Mexican side, there are stereotypes about nakedness and 

disease, as well as the notion that Mexicans are ñpepper belliesò whose diet makes them 

so pungent that even the vultures will pass over their corpses (see De Leon 1983:67; 

Ramos 1998:xvii). Stereotypes assert a set of essential cultural traits. They also construct 

expectations for how people will act, which influence perceptions of how people really 

do act. Individuals ñseeò Black and Mexican people committing crimes because they 

have been trained to expect to see it (Cacho 2012). Stereotypes construct hierarchies of 

human value. By demeaning a marginalized group, they offer a cultural narrative for the 

moral superiority of the dominant group. Challenging racial stereotypes requires 

individuals to reevaluate their presumed superiority over the Other. ñNo wonder, then,ò 

Walter Lippman (1922:95) wrote, ñthat any disturbance of the stereotypes seems like an 

attack upon the foundations of the universe.ò Without cultural stereotypes, race would 

have practically no content. No racist, whether of the craniometric, eugenicist, or 

nationalist variety, has ever been able to explain the significance of race without resorting 

to them. 

 The second way of associating race and material culture is through the practice of 

metonymic substitution. Metonymy is one of the three main tropes of discourse, along 

with metaphor and synecdoche (White 1973:31-36). Metaphor proposes that one thing is 

like another thing, synecdoche makes a part of a thing stand in for the whole, and 

metonymy makes one thing a substitute for another. Metonymies turn an object into the 

symbolic equivalent of a person. In English, for example, the term ñsuitò can be used to 

mean a businessperson, and ñcrownò to mean a king. Racial metonymies operate in the 
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same way, although they are often visual. In the 19th century, clay smoking pipes were so 

strongly linked to the Irish that a simple drawing of a pipe on a table could be used to 

represent the Irish and every prejudice associated with them. Likewise, sombreros are so 

powerfully connected to the notion of Mexican identity that they function as stand-alone 

signs for Mexicans in the U.S., without the need for any textual cues (c.f. Barthes 

1977:39). Racial metonymies are created whenever an object becomes so strongly 

associated with a racialized group that it can stand in for that group. Archaeologists 

propose metonymies whenever they suggest that opium pipes are a sign of the Chinese, or 

that blue beads are a sign of Black culture. Visual media is also rich in racial metonymies. 

As Chapter Five will show, news photographers in the mid-20th century used dusty 

sandals and tacos as metonymic icons for Mexicans. Sandals and tacos could function as 

stand-ins, even when there were no actual Mexicans in the frame. 

The semiotic theory of metonymy developed out of Roman Jakobsonôs 1956 

essay Two Aspects of Language and Two Types of Aphasic Disturbances (see Bredin 

1984). Jakobson was a linguist who was interested in the language disturbances that 

afflict psychiatric patients. Some aphasics suffer from what he called ñcombinationò 

disorders (1956:119). They possess a functional vocabulary, but have difficulty 

combining words to make coherent sentences. They cannot use syntagma to produce 

novel meanings. Other aphasics suffer from ñselectionò disorders. They can form 

competent sentences, but their lexical index is impaired. They can never find the right 

word for what they want to say, even if prompted by words with similar meanings. 

Jakobson argued that the two forms of aphasia represent disturbances of two fundamental 

axes of human thought. The combinatorial axis of thought is the one that is used to 
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produce meaning and metaphor. In contrast, the selective axis is substitutive: it controls 

the identification of one sign with another. Jakobson argued that the two contrary types of 

aphasia show that metonymic substitution and metaphoric production are two distinct 

processes in the human mind. That is why the metonymic substitutions of material 

discourses are not the same as simple stereotypes. Stereotypes are additive and 

meaningful, but metonymies operate at the level of pure sign substitution. 

The symbolic formula for racial metonymy is S1=S2, or signifier one is signifier 

two. For example, there was a moment in U.S. history when a white clay pipe was an 

Irishman as far as popular visual culture was concerned. Metonymy is unique in that it 

forges symbolic connections that exist independently of the cultural meanings of the 

paired signifiers. Anagrams and homophones are textual parallels: they are based on 

connections at the level of the signifier (letters and phonemes) rather than at the level of 

the signified meanings (Lacan 2006:421). When metonymy turns a racial group and an 

object into symbolic equivalents, it becomes impossible to think the one without 

simultaneously thinking the other. For 19th century Anglo-Protestant Americans, 

thinking about ñthe Irishò would have automatically evoked all the metonymies of 

Irishness, and all the signifying chains linked to those metonymies. Likewise, seeing any 

of the metonymic objects would have immediately evoked Irishness. They were one and 

the same. Propositional stereotypes can be added and subtracted without changing the 

fundamental Idea of the racial group, but metonymies are the fundamental Idea of the 

racial group.  

Racial metonymies are totemic (Levi-Strauss 1963, 1966; Sahlins 1976). They 

make ñraceò equivalent to other symbolic codes, most obviously the ñsystem of objectsò 
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that Baudrillard described (2005). In its classic anthropological form, totemism refers to 

the symbolic association of a social group with a particular animal, plant, or natural force. 

The point of totemism is not to say that the clan is like its totem. It does not necessarily 

posit that members of the Bear Clan act like bears, or look like bears, or think like bears, 

although occasionally these contiguities occur. The point of totemism is to suggest that 

the social relationships between the various clans are analogous to the relationships of 

their totems in nature. As Levi-Strauss (1963:31) explained, ñto say that clan A is 

ñdescendedò from the bear and that clan B is ñdescendedò from the eagle is nothing more 

than a concrete and abbreviated way of stating the relationship between A and B is 

analogous to the relationship between species.ò Broadly construed, totemism naturalizes 

social inequality by equating it with the inequality of animals, plants, and natural forces. 

If bears are believed to hold certain powers or privileges over eagles in nature, it is only 

natural that the Bear clan holds analogous privileges over the Eagle in social relations. 

Racial totemism operates in identical fashion, only it is racial groups rather than 

patrilineal kinships that are represented, and commodities rather than natural forces that 

act as totems. Racial totemism does not posit that the Irish are like clay pipes, that 

Southern white men are like guns, or that Mexicans are like spicy food. Instead it draws 

on the entire system of objects to propose that the social relationship between Mexicans 

and Anglos in California is a reflection of, for example, the symbolic relationship 

between peasant food and bourgeois European cuisine (see ñMexican Labor Vital Factor 

in Southland Agriculture,ò L.A. Times, Sept. 27, 1948:A1). Mexican food is marked as 

Other, foreign, impoverished, aggressive, and inappropriate for formal settings, while 

Anglo American cuisine is unmarked because it is presumed to be universal. These 
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symbolic differences illustrate and rationalize race and class differences. As Sahlins 

(1976:176) noted, ñthe symbolic scheme of edibility joins with that organizing the 

relations of production to precipitate, through income distribution and demand, an entire 

totemic order, uniting in a parallel series of differences the status of persons and what 

they eat.ò Thus, racial inequality is made to appear as natural as the different prices 

attached to different cuts of meat at the supermarket8. Metonymies turn the racial 

hierarchy into a symbolic shadow of the class hierarchy: if racial oppression is easily 

tolerated, it is because capitalist society has a natural mental model for it in class 

relations. What Robinson (2000:2) called ñracial capitalismò is as much a symbolic code 

as it is an organization of the productive apparatus. 

 The third way of relating material culture to race is through the repetition of 

coded messages. Coded messages are visual associations created by repeatedly showing 

the members of a racial group together with a particular object, or repeatedly putting 

them into a particular environment. The cultural meanings attached to those objects and 

environments are thus involuntarily transferred onto the racial group. The association is 

made silently, non-discursively, and largely unconsciously (Miller 1987). As a result, 

coded messages are more insidious that propositional stereotypes (McCracken 1988). 

One of the coded messages that appears constantly in Chapters Two and Four is the 

association of empty whiskey bottles with Irish figures. This is one of the visual tropes 

that can be traced back to the caricatures in Punch dating to the mid-1840s, but it was 

 
8 Marx (1990:165), of course, would have pointed out that this was a case of commodity fetishism 
mystifying the actual social relations of production and labor inputs associated with different 
ŎƻƳƳƻŘƛǘƛŜǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƳȅǎǘƛŦƛŜŘ ƻǊ ƴƻǘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ŀ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻƴ ƎƻƻŘǎΦ aŀǊȄΩǎ 
ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ άŎƻƴƎŜŀƭŜŘ ƭŀōƻǊέ όмффлΥмнуύ ǘƻ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ Ǿalues of 
commodities was never workable, because it ignored culture.  
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embraced by American newspapers and remained in vogue through the turn of the 

century. Sketches of Irish and Irish American men almost uniformly put an empty 

whiskey bottle in their back pocket, on the table beside them, or on the ground at their 

feet. It was such a typical accessory that it became part of the cultural iconography of 

Irishness. Empty whiskey bottles were obvious coded messages about Irish alcoholism, 

and they evoked an entire set of 19th-century prejudices regarding Irish drinking, 

laziness, wife-beating, child abuse, and mob violence. The endless repetition of those 

bottles inscribed Irishness itself with those connotations. It was a social process 

controlled by the media, not an act of self-definition by Irish Americans themselves. 

Hollywood is another major source of coded messaging. Chicano film scholars (e.g., 

Noriega 1992) have noted that Mexican characters tend to be portrayed in stereotypical 

settings, like urban barrios or Old West deserts, and with stereotypical accessories. 

Archetypes like the Mexican bandit, the cartel hitman, and the ñhot Latinaò (Berg 2009) 

often draw on material discourses to make these figures recognizable as genre 

stereotypes. In doing so, they use coded messages to explain what makes a Mexican 

Mexican. 

The symbolic form of coded messages is [S1, S2], or racial signifier one is part of a 

set with material signifier two. The racialized individuals and the objects are simply 

shown together, again and again, until they become part of an associated set and the 

meanings of the object transfer onto the racial group. Like stereotypes, coded messages 

are active ideologies that structure the field of visual perception. Individuals see what 

they are taught to expect to see. Walter Lippman, whose book Public Opinion (1922) was 

the first to explore this sort of stereotyping in the modern sense (Dovidio et al. 2010:7), 
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argued that repetitive visual associations create preconceptions about what perceptual 

features are salient. Our visual faculties become trained to pick out these detailsð

because they confirm what is already supposed to be trueðand to pass over superfluous 

or contradictory data. Lippman (1922:81) argued that ñ[i]n the great blooming, buzzing 

confusion of the outer world we pick out what our culture has already defined for us, and 

we tend to perceive that which we have picked out in the form stereotyped for us by our 

culture.ò The notion that visual perception is structured by these preconceptions actually 

goes back to the 19th century. Although Lippman is generally given credit (e.g., Berg 

2002:14), he borrowed many of his ideas from 19th-century art critic Bernard Berenson 

(Lippman 1922:83). In The Central Italian Painters of the Renaissance (1897), Berenson 

developed a critique of the conventional ways of seeing and painting artistic subjects that 

tend to define different historical periods. Berenson argued that artistic conventions are a 

product of culturally constructed ways of seeing. If an entire generation of painters has 

only seen the human body drawn in a generic set of forms and poses, then that is how 

they will see the body and paint it themselvesðregardless of their objective physical 

perception of the model in front of them. Berenson (1897:60) argued that what makes 

great artists great is that they are able to see things as they really are, rather than as their 

culture has taught them to see. His main example was Donatello, who had the courage to 

depict the human form in naturalistic motion, rather than with the stiffness of 

Renaissance poses. Berenson argued that seeing clearly is an act of rebellion, because 

culturally constructed ways of seeing are protected by relations of power and hegemony. 

In the case of art, it is because the art that becomes canonical is the art that is favored by 

wealthy patrons and prestigious institutions. ñThe way of visualizing affected byé the 
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ruling classes could not help becoming universal,ò Berenson argued (1897:67). ñWho had 

the power to break through this new standard of vision and, out of the chaos of things, to 

select shapes more definitely expressive of reality than those fixed by the genius of men? 

No one had such power. People had perforce to see things in that way and in no other, to 

see only the shapes depicted, to love only the ideals presented.ò Coded messages, 

li kewise, are products of power. They define racial groups by associating them with a set 

of objects, and making the bad meanings of those objects characteristic of the group. 

 The material discourses of race can be broken down into practices of stereotyping, 

metonymy, and coded messaging. The corresponding formulas can be written as S+P, 

S1=S2, and [S1, S2]. These are the three constitutive elements of racialization in symbolic 

thought. Regardless of the biological discourses that surround it, ñraceò is understood 

primarily in terms of these cultural residues. 

 

 

DATA AND INTERPRETIVE METHDOLOGY  

 This project investigates how material discourses of race develop by analyzing the 

visual evidence of racialization found in cartoons, posters, lithographs, and newspaper 

photography. Each of the five following chapters studies how material discourses appear 

in the ñvisual economyò of race (Poole 1997:8) during different decades of U.S. history. 

More than 2,500 racially derogatory images of Mexicans and the Irish published between 

1840 and 2020 were analyzed for this project, although only a small number are 

reproduced here. The images were collected from archives of mass media and popular 
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culture, with a focus on publications like Harperôs Weekly and the L.A. Times that played 

a significant role shaping contemporary American political discourse (see Chavez 2001; 

Santa Ana 2002; Hall 1997).  

This section on data and methodology is divided into two parts. The first part 

explains the rationale for focusing on mass media publications to study the construction 

of race. That decision was based on scholarship that argues that mass media influences 

public discourse in general and notions of racial difference in particular (Harris 2003:10; 

Chavez 2001:4; Santa Ana 2002:7; Hall 1997:232). Public media is not the only source of 

stereotypes about race, but since the invention of illustrated newspapers and affordable 

lithographs in the 1840s, it has been the most influential and widespread. Each of the 

sources examined in this project is discussed, although they are described in more 

complete detail in the chapter in which they appear. The second part of this section 

addresses the interpretive methodology used to analyze the visual evidence. It discusses 

the field of critical visual culture studies and the ñtoolboxò approach used to analyze 

imagery. The last part of this chapter describes the  specific method of interpretation used 

here, which combines the semiotic readings of imagery proposed by Roland Barthes 

(1977) with contextual psychoanalytic interpretations. These methods are applied to two 

centuries worth of racialized imagery, in order to chart the rise and decline of material 

discourses that have attempted to define Mexicans and the Irish by what they own, what 

they wear, and what they eat. 
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VISUAL MEDIA AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF RACE 

Visual media plays a central role in the social construction of race. Images create 

ideal racial ñtypesò (Poole 1997:81-83) and easily identifiable tropes of racial difference. 

When combined with the distribution systems characteristic of mass culture, images can 

influence a broad national audience and create widespread social expectations about what 

different races are supposed to look like, think like, and act like. Images of race are more 

durable than textual discourses and more difficult to challenge, not only because they 

communicate unconsciously but because their production and distribution is non-

democratic (Harris 2003:15). As Chapter Five shows, visual counter-discourses to 

racialization often fail not for lack of creativity, but for lack of capital needed to operate 

printing presses and movie studios. 

In his essay ñThe Spectacle of the Otherò (1997), Stuart Hall argues that the 

stereotypical images found in advertising and journalism are constitutive of modern 

systems of racial difference. Images create a racialized regime of representation, which 

Hall (1997:232) defines as ñthe whole repertoire of imagery and visual effects through 

which ódifferenceô is represented at any one historical moment.ò Hall argues that visual 

regimes of race, made up of various stereotypical and generic ways of portraying 

racialized subjects, stabilize the symbolic order and consequently naturalize social 

inequality. Cedric Robinson (2007) likewise argued that visual images are the centerpiece 

of modern constructions of racial difference. He suggested that stereotypical Hollywood 

portrayals of Black men actively socialized working-class whites to see Blacks as hostile 

and inferior throughout the 20th century (2007:58). For Robinson, racist imagery is a tool 

of class conflict. It is controlled and distributed by an economic and political elite, and it 
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ñconstitute[s] the social and cultural platform for a robust economic and policy agenda; 

an agenda in the process of seizing domestic and internal labor, land, and capitalò 

(2007:125). Poole (1997:22) argues that modern visual media has an inherent tendency to 

racialize. She points out that the reproduction of images of certain ñtypesò of people 

always involves processes of classification, serialization, and typification that are 

themselves central to the constitution of racial difference. Harris (2003:10) notes that 

images naturalize and normalize ideas about racial difference. Images are powerful 

because they create archetypical figures that people either identify with and try to 

emulate, or whom they perceive as utterly alien and abhorrent. ñThe gist of it,ò according 

to Harris (2003:14), ñis that images are laden with political and psychological potential 

and potency. They help ideological constructions like race take form in the physical 

world. They construct, confirm, and affirm identity. When associated with power, images 

can impose and reiterate social and conceptual models on others.ò 

There is a cross-disciplinary tradition of using visual media to study the process 

of racialization. Physician Sandor Gilmanôs (1985) essay on the Hottentot Venus is an 

early and much-cited example (e.g., Hall 1997). Gilman (1985:99) examined sketches of 

Hottentot womenôs genitalia in 19th-century Europe and showed how the fascination 

with enlarged vulva placed Black women on par with prostitutes and criminals. Another 

well-known example is Kobena Mercerôs (1994) essay Reading Racial Fetishism, which 

analyzed a canceled exhibition of Robert Mapplethorpeôs photography at the Museum of 

Modern Art in New York. Mapplethorpeôs images of nude Black men portrayed an 

anonymous, hypersexualized black male: Mercer argues that images like these racialize 

Black men by fetishizing them a blank sexual slates. Anthropologist Deborah Pooleôs 
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Vision, Race, and Modernity: A Visual Economy of the Andean World (1997) examines 

how indigenous Andeans in Peru were constructed as racially distinct through popular 

photographic forms like cartes de visite, which were collectorôs items for Europeans in 

the nineteenth century (1997:107). She argues that visual standardization of indigenous 

people into sets of anonymous, exchangeable ñtypesò like water-carriers or colorfully 

dressed women paved the way for scientific racism (1997:103). Media scholar Leo 

Chavezô Covering Immigration (2001) examines nativist prejudices about immigrants by 

looking at the imagery on national magazine covers published in the second half of the 

20th century. Art historian Michael Harrisôs Colored Pictures: Race & Visual 

Representation (2003) examines how popular imagery of African Americans has been 

used to construct Blacks as racially distinct and inferior. Marxist scholar Cedric 

Robinsonôs (2007) Forgeries of Memory and Meaning argues that American cinema is 

complicit in the stereotyping of Blacks and ñthe cycles of minstrelsy and neominstrelsy 

which seem to surface again and againò (ibid:84). These and other scholars of race in a 

variety of disciplines (e.g. Berger 2010; Nericcio 2007; Curtis 1997; Noriega 1992; Wald 

2000; Ramaswamy 2014; McClintock 1995; Negra 2001; Berg 2009; Cacho 2012; Davila 

2001; Fregoso 2003; Smith 1999) have all shown how visual images codify racial 

difference. 

Psychoanalytic and critical theory affirms that images are a primary mode of 

racial subjectification. Discourse is made up of propositions that can be evaluated and 

consciously rejected, but the primary mode of engagement with the image is 

identification. Freud (1959) taught that human identity is built on successive unconscious 

identifications with people in whom we are emotionally invested. The significance of the 
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image was further developed by Lacan in his essay on the mirror stage (2006). Lacan 

argued that children gain a sense of self from seeing their own image reflected back at 

them: the disparate jumble of bodily sensations, desires, and emotions only become 

coherent as an ñIò because they are unified by an image that is, literally, an Other. ñThe 

subject is no one,ò Lacan (1991:54) argued. ñIt is decomposed, in pieces. And it is 

jammed, sucked in by the image, the deceiving and realised image, of the other, or 

equally by its own specular image. That is where it finds its unity.ò This process 

continues throughout life, as individuals develop their self-concept and make sense of 

their impulses by identifying with images, including the racialized archetypes found in 

mass media.  

This project builds on the scholarly tradition of using visual culture to analyze 

race. What distinguishes it is that this study focuses on the material discourses of race 

that are reproduced in popular imagery, rather than on the corporeal features that are 

usually the center of attention. Objects are often ignored or dismissed as mere 

ñaccessoriesò in visual race analysis (e.g. Curtis 1997:xix). Miller (1987:101) attributes 

this to the ñhumility of the common objectò that is so familiar it appears banal. However, 

the following chapters show that material culture is neither logically nor temporally 

ancillary to phenotype. Material discourses are constitutive elements of visual 

representations of ñrace.ò  
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OVERVIEW AND RATIONALE FOR SELECTED VISUAL ARCHIVES 

The visual sources examined for this study include illustrated newspapers, 

satirical magazines, polemic pamphlets, advertisements, and popular art. Each source was 

selected because it exercised a dominant influence on contemporary public discourse and 

popular notions of racial difference in the U.S. and Britain. Mass media has a formative 

effect on public opinion (Chomsky and Herman 1988). It shapes notions of what racial 

others supposedly look like, how they act, and how they ought to be responded to (Santa 

Ana 2002:8; Lippman 1922:92; Cacho 2012:101; Harris 2003:10). The more people a 

particular publication reaches, the greater its ability to impact public discourse and, as a 

result, political policy (Santa Ana 2002:7; Chavez 2001:40). Widely-read publications do 

not exercise perfect control over individual ideas about race: there are always alternative 

constructions of race emanating from other domains, like personal experience, the family, 

the school, and competing publications. However, because of its reach, mass media has 

always exercised immense influence on representations of race in the United States 

(Harris 2003:15). Thus, the criteria for the main visual sources selected for this study 

were two-fold. They are sources that (1) reached a broad regional or national audience 

during the years of interest, and that (2) published a substantial number of images of 

either Mexicans or the Irish. 

To begin, decades of significant racial tension were identified through historical 

research. This pointed to periods like the Famine era in Ireland, the decade of the 

Mexican-American War in Texas, or the years of Chicano activism in LA. The most 

significant contemporary media sources were identified, and then investigated through 

archival research to determine whether they contained enough images to be useful. 
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Sources that were confirmed to have both a large circulation and a substantial number of 

images were then selected as the basis for each chapter. The sampling strategy for each 

source was based on one-hundred-percent collection. A set number of years was selected 

for each case study, and then every image of Mexicans or the Irish published in each 

source during those years was collected. In the case of magazines, this was accomplished 

by individually reviewing every page of every volume. For newspapers, digital searches 

for relevant terms were used to identify related stories and find all related images. In the 

case of other types of sources, like popular lithographs, this was achieved by referring to 

published indexes to confirm that the image collection was complete. The resulting 

samples of racialized imagery represent complete collections for the sources and years in 

question. This sampling strategy made it possible to show how the material discourses of 

race developed and changed over time. 

Chapter Two, ñFamine, Repeal, and the Material Discourse of Irishnessò 

investigates the racialization of the Irish in English media during the Famine decade. It is 

based on an analysis of Punch magazine and The Illustrated London News during the 

years 1843-1850. The Illustrated London News was the worldôs first illustrated weekly 

newspaper, and it quickly became one of the most widely circulated periodicals in 

England. It contained a significant number of images of the Irish, and helped to establish 

stereotypical expectations about Irish appearance, clothing, lodging, and poverty. The 

satirical magazine Punch was ñthe worldôs most celebrated magazine of humour and 

satireò (Walasek 2008:8) throughout the middle of the 19th century. It was widely read 

by both the working class and the political class, and it exercised a formative influence on 

colonial policy. Punch also gave birth to some of the main racialized tropes about the 
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Irish, especially the figure of the ñviolent Paddyò described in more detail in the chapter. 

The image sample includes 65 sketches of the Irish from the Illustrated London News and 

100 from Punch magazine. 

Chapter Three, ñThe Irish Ape Comes to New York,ò examines how Irish 

immigrants were racialized on the East Coast of the United States after the Civil War. It 

is based on an analysis of more than 360 illustrations published in Harperôs Weekly 

between 1860 and 1900, and more than 120 cartoons published in the satirical magazine 

Puck from 1871 to 1900. Harperôs Weekly was the most widely distributed illustrated 

newspaper in the U.S. during the mid- to late-19th century. It was also the home of 

Thomas Nast, Americaôs most celebrated political cartoonist, and a venomous enemy of 

Irish immigration and Catholics in general. Nastôs cartoons, along with the bigoted 

journalism typical of Harperôs Weekly, played a significant role racializing Irish-

American immigrants in the United States. Puck was Americaôs answer to Punch in 

England, and it quickly became the most popular humor magazine in the nation after it 

was founded in 1871. Puckôs publisher, Joseph Keppler, held anti-Catholic views as 

strongly as Thomas Nast, and his satire generally painted the Irish as servile, disloyal, 

and threatening. The images in both Harperôs Weekly and Puck show a distinct trajectory 

of racialization, from dehumanization in the 1860s and 1870s to grudging acceptance by 

the turn of century. 

Chapter Four, ñThe Victorian Heritage Fantasy: Irish Pubs and White Nationalism 

and the 21st Century,ò shows how Irish-Americans were retroactively deracialized as part 

of white populist politics in the 1990s. This chapter is not based on a large sample of 

contemporary newspaper or magazine imagery. Instead, it makes use of a variety of 
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sources linked to Irish ethnic marketing, including airline posters from the 1950s and 

1960s, websites of corporates brands like the Irish Pub Company, and famous postcards 

of Ireland published by John Hinde. It also makes use of site visits to Irish theme pubs in 

the Washington, D.C., metropolitan region. The décor at Irish theme pubs is carefully 

designed and curated: it uses a modern material discourse of race to create tableaux that 

evoke Victorian Ireland. These tableaux are just as much phenomena of visual culture as 

drawings and photographs, and they can be interpreted in the same way. Chapter Six 

shows how this post-modern form of popular visual culture created a fantasy narrative of 

U.S. immigration. That narrative was subsequently weaponized by white nationalists to 

prove that America always was, and should still be, a homogenous white nation. 

Chapter Five, ñSombreros, Scoundrels, and the Spanish Heritage Fantasyò shows 

how Mexicans were racialized during the Mexican-American War that erupted between 

1846 and 1848. It is based on an analysis of more than 75 lithographs published during 

the war years, now held in the collections of the Library of Congress. Most are color 

lithographs published by Currier and Ives, Americaôs most popular source for art 

throughout the 19th century. The technology to produce color lithographs affordably was 

perfected in the 1840s, and during that decade they began to be sold en masse, for 

pennies apiece, both at dedicated stores and by vendors on the street. Color lithographs 

gave many white Americans their first impression of Mexicans. The artistic conventions 

that developed during the warðsuch as using sombreros to mark which side of the battle 

was the Mexican side versus the Americansðcreated enduring racial stereotypes about 

how Mexicans were supposed to look and act. 
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Chapters Six and Seven, ññWetbacksò and Campesinos: Competing Visions of 

Migrant Laborò and ñChicano Backlash and the Four Narrative Scenes of Illegality,ò both 

draw on the same data set that is based primarily on an analysis of photographs of 

Mexican migrants published in the L.A. Times between 1950 and 1972. More than 3,000 

articles featuring terms related to Mexican immigration were analyzed and all attached 

images were collected, yielding a sample of 210 photographs of Mexican migrants and 

related subjects. The two chapters also examine every photograph of Mexicans published 

in the national news magazines Time, Life, and Look between 1950 and 1972, yielding a 

smaller sample of 50 photographs. To show how visual counter-discourses developed in 

the 1960s and 1970s, Chapter Seven also analyzes the imagery in two working-class 

Chicano publications, El Malcriado and La Raza, both of which offered alternative visual 

constructions of Mexican immigrants. The large samples make it possible to show how 

an early genre of ñwetbackò imagery in the 1940s and 1950s contributed to the visual 

discourse of the ñillegal alien,ò a development precipitated by the end of the Bracero 

program in 1964 and also in response to a series of riots linked to Chicano activism in 

1970 and 1971. 

Each of the following chapters provides further historical details about the sources 

of imagery, as well as quantitative metrics. All images and their citations are listed in the 

appendices at the end of the work. What appears here is not a completely definitive 

collection of American racial tropes: other publications that were not a part of this study 

may have portrayed Mexicans and the Irish in alternate ways, especially those with 

strongly divergent political alignments. However, the images described in this project 

reveal consistent patterns in the material discourses of race across both time and space. 
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INTERPRETIVE METHODOLOGY: SEMIOTICS AND PSYCHOANALYSIS 

 This project investigates how images reproduce material discourses of race by 

using the semiotic approaches pioneered by Jean Baudrillard (1994, 2005) and Roland 

Barthes (1977, 2013). The two approaches represent denotative interpretation and mythic 

interpretation, respectively. Denotative interpretation points out how objects like whiskey 

bottles, sandals, or guns possess specific cultural meanings that are used to racialize 

groups through the three tactics of material discourse: stereotyping, metonymy, and 

coded messaging. Mythic interpretation sets those images into historical context and 

examines how they were used to reinforce broader cultural narratives of belonging and 

citizenship. In addition to semiosis, specific psychoanalytic interpretations are employed 

in several chapters. They include references to fetishism, identification, and the vicarious 

pleasure of seeing other people suffer. 

Using semiotics and psychoanalysis to analyze imagery is part of the emergent 

field of ñcritical visual culture studies.ò Visual culture studies developed from the 

intersection of art history and post-structuralism in the 1980s (Dikovitskaya 2006:1). It 

combines some of art historyôs long-standing practices of visual analysis with more 

contemporary forms of critical theory. Indeed, it has been referred to as a ñmarriageò of 

art history to cultural studies (Dikovitskaya 2006:47). The field emphasizes the 

relationship between images and societyðnot as though images merely reflected social 

mores, but with the understanding that visual culture actively structures both social 

organization and the collective experience of reality (Rose 2001:10. This proposition is 

expressed in the notion of a ñscopic regimeò (Jay 1988:3; Rose 2001:6). Scopic regimes 

are culturally constructed ways of seeing the world and representing what is seen. Martin 
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Jay (1988:4), for example, argues that Western modernity was dominated by a scopic 

regime he terms ñCartesian perspectivalism.ò It developed out of Renaissance advances 

in rendering perspective, as well as the philosophies associated with Cartesian 

rationalism. It purported to accurately and objectively represent physical space in two-

dimensional works, and it privileged an anonymous and abstract subject position that 

tended not to intrude on the scene being portrayed. Individuals acculturated to Cartesian 

perspectivalism were taught to see a world that was rational, orderly, and geometric, and 

in which the separation of subject from object was unassailable. This culturally 

constructed visuality influenced contemporary preconceptions about science and self. In 

Jayôs estimation (1988:8), it was not until the late 19th century that this regime was 

seriously challenged by other ways of seeing and relating self to the object. Manetôs 

Olympia, whose seductive gaze broke the artificial separation of the viewer from the 

represented scene, was a portent of new visualities. 

Visual studies has no canonical method. The typical approach is described by 

many scholars as a ñtoolboxò methodology (Dikovitskaya 2006:78; Holly 2006:198) that 

employs a variety of interpretive techniques derived from art history and cultural studies. 

W.J.T. Mitchell (2006:245), for example, says that ñ[t]he strategies of structuralist and 

formalist analysis, of allegorical reading, psychoanalytic or historical materialist models 

of explanation, all seem fair game to me, and I am inclined to follow these approaches as 

long as they seem productiveé I donôt think that visual culture has some kind of 

distinctive methodology peculiar to it.ò Some of the more typical tools in the 

methodological toolbox include structuralism and semiotics (e.g., Levi-Strauss 1963, 

1966; Baudrillard 1994, 2005; Sahlins 1976, 1983; Barthes 1977, 2013), discourse theory 
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(Foucault 1995; Said 1978; Nericcio 2007), and psychoanalysis (Freud 1930, Lacan 

1997, Mulvey 1975, McClintock 1995, Mercer 1994). None of these approaches are 

exclusive. For example, Kobena Mercerôs (1994) famous reading of Mapplethorpeôs 

photography of nude black men was based on the psychoanalytic theory of fetishism, but 

Stuart Hall (1997) used semiotics to re-read the same set of images in a different way. 

The resulting interpretations were complementary rather than contradictory. Mercer was 

interested more in desire and the sexualization of black skin, Hall in the production of 

racialized systems of symbolic opposition. There is no right way or wrong way to read 

any given set of images, only more or less productive ones. 

 This project uses semiotic theory to analyze racial imagery. Semiosis is 

commonly used by visual studies scholars to ñcreate careful and precise accounts of how 

the meanings of particular images are madeò (Rose 2001:96). Each element in an image 

is treated as a signifier pointing to a particular set of cultural meanings (Hall 1997:36). 

This is the approach that Baudrillard (2005) employed when he used semiotics to 

interpret the meaning of consumer goods. Objects are the denotative signs of material 

discourses: whiskey bottles stand in for alcoholism, guns for violence, country clothes for 

ignorance and stupidity. Objects can even be broken down into their constituent elements 

for a more granular reading. Materials, surfaces, and colors all communicate. Oak is 

timeless and warm, stainless steel is modern and sterile, white is clinical, red is 

passionate. All of these meanings are part of a cultural ñcodeò (Baudrillard 2005:213) 

that is, ideally, shared by the artist and the audience. Accurate historical information is 

absolutely critical to making these sorts of interpretations, which is the reason that the 

following chapters devote substantial space to historical reconstruction. Many objects had 
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commonly understood meanings in the past that are forgotten today. For example, in the 

19th century, potatoes evoked an entire set of derogatory prejudices that are not obvious 

to suburban Americans. Potatoes implied laziness to the Victorians, because potatoes are 

easier to sow than cereal crops, require less tending and weeding, and so they supposedly 

encourage indolence (De Nie 2004:128). Meanings like these would be lost without 

historical context. Likewise, objects loaded with racial meaning today might not have had 

the same connotations in the past. There is no evidence that sombreros, for example, had 

any racial significance before 1846. They were simply hats that were appropriate for the 

heat, and Americans were just as likely to wear them during the war as Mexicans. The 

interpretations in the following chapters all rely on historical investigation to recover the 

specific meanings of material discourses.  

 There is a second level to material discourses that is more abstract than the basic 

correlation between objects and meanings. Roland Barthes (2013:223) made an important 

distinction between first- and second-order signification, or between language and what 

he called ñmyth.ò According to Barthes, the signs that Saussure and Baudrillard analyzed 

belong to the first or most direct order of language. They are denotative: they are 

signifiers that point directly to a signified, and they can be analyzed as such. At this level, 

a drawing of a hat represents a hat. Particular hats might have specific associations. A 

baseball hat, for example, conjures images of baseball, athleticism, and competition. 

However, there is a second order of meaning operating parallel to the first one, which 

Barthes referred to as ñmythicò signification. An object that works as a complete sign at 

the first, linguistic level becomes a signifier for a broader cultural narrative at the second, 

mythic level. So, for example, a cowboy hat may signify animal husbandry at the level of 
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primary denotation, but when it is reproduced in advertisements for Marlboro cigarettes it 

take on a new, mythic dimension. The same object now functions as a signifier for a 

broader set of cultural myths: the frontier, the West, American masculinity, rugged 

individualism, and, more perniciously, the triumph of manifest destiny (OôSullivan 1845, 

1847; see Horsmann 1981). The innocent cowboy hat becomes a political statement at the 

level of myth. The classic example of this sort of mythic interpretation is Barthesô 

(2013:225) deconstruction of a 1955 issue of the French magazine Paris Match. The 

cover depicts an African boy wearing a beret and khaki-and-olive military clothing, 

saluting at something off-page, presumably a French flag. Barthes argued that the African 

youth, the military uniform, and the salute signified popular values like military valor, 

patriotism, and multiculturalism. However, he pointed out that in the broader context of 

French colonialism circa 1955, those signs actually pointed to a far more significant 

cultural narrative. Showing an African youth reverently saluting the Tricoleur suggested 

that French imperialism was supported by Africans themselves, and that the imperial 

institutions of France were assimilating colonial subjects. At the level of myth, the 

magazine cover was actually a political statement in support of the French occupation of 

Algeria. 

 The material discourses investigated in the following chapters are analyzed both 

at the level of elemental signs, and at the level of full-fledged mythology. However, 

occasionally there are patterns apparent in the imagery that cannot be convincingly 

explained through the interplay of sign and symbol. When this occurs, specific theories 

drawn from clinical psychoanalysis are used to interpret those patterns. For example, 

when the Mexican-American War broke out in 1846, there is no evidence that sombreros 
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possessed any particular cultural meanings. They were quickly seized on by artists in 

New York as a convenient way of marking Mexican figures in their sketches of various 

battles, but otherwise they held no established connotations. Semiotics does little to 

explain their repetition and the significance they quickly acquired. Instead, the 

psychoanalytic theory of fetishism (Freud 1959; Mercer 1994; McClintock 1995) is used 

to argue that sombreros came to symbolize and displace underlying anxieties about the 

war. There was a large anti-war movement in the U.S. in the 1840s, and significant public 

debate about the moral injustice of America initiating a war of conquest against a fellow 

republic. Mexicans were widely understood to be impoverished, weak, and poorly armed. 

According to the honor-based moral code that many Americans from the South were 

familiar with, it was ethically problematic for a far superior power like the United States 

to attack Mexico and slaughter Mexican soldiers. The theory of fetishism suggests 

anxieties like these could be displaced onto objects that were meant to crystallize 

Mexican racial difference. They functioned to exoticize Mexicans, literally objectify 

them, and thus to assuage the moral and emotional unease that was provoked by a war of 

aggression. 

 The consistent use of semiotic and psychoanalytic interpretations makes it 

possible to develop a comparative or ñrelationalò (Molina 2014) approach to the material 

discourses of race. The following chapters will show that these discourses been applied in 

consistent and predictable ways over the last two centuries, even in places as widely 

separated as Texas, New York, and Dublin. Racialization has never required physical or 

corporeal difference to be effective: all that is required is for one group of people to seek 

a moral justification for the hereditary disenfranchisement of their fellow humans.



110 
 

Chapter 2. Famine, Repeal, and the Material Discourse of Irishness 

ñThe judgment of God sent the calamity to teach the Irish a lesson, that calamity must 

not be too much mitigated... The real evil with which we have to contend is not the 

physical evil of the Famine, but the moral evil of the selfish, perverse, and turbulent 

character of the people.ò 

- Sir Charles Trevelyan, Assistant Sec. to the English Treasury. Oct. 9, 1846. 

 

 

One of the primary functions of the material discourses of race is to create 

ñracialò differences in the absence of clear biological or phenotypical evidence. This is 

accomplished by establishing a series of cultural stereotypes and object metonymies that 

are supposed to characterize the racial group. These are then pointed to as external proofs 

of internal character deficiencies: they become the objectifications of a racial substance 

that is heritable, immutable, but not evident on the surface. This is what happened to the 

Irish in the 1840s. Beginning in 1843, English mass media began using a series of 

artifacts like clay pipes, potatoes, and rustic wool walking hats as coded messages to 

define ñIrishnessò and to distinguish Celts from Anglo-Saxons. The objects each 

symbolized various prejudices about Irish laziness, weakness, or aggression. It was not 

long before those supposed racial flaws were pointed to as the justification for ending 

Famine relief and letting the Irish starve to death during Black ô47.  

This chapter examines how the Irish were racialized by material discourses in the 

1840s. It is divided into three parts. The first is a historical overview that describes the 

trans-Atlantic emergence of popular imagery alongside the development of agricultural 

commercialization. It then addresses the specific context of Irish racialization, which 

arose from the debris of the Protestant Ascendancy. The second part examines the 

material discourse of racialized Irish poverty that developed between 1843 and 1845 
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using coded messages and metonymies like pigs and whisky bottles. The last part of the 

chapter shows how a series of supposed phenotypic features characteristic of the Irish 

ñraceò were manufactured out of the popular pseudosciences of phrenology and 

craniometry. These were superimposed on the existing racial distinction in 1846 to create 

the archetype of the ñviolent Paddy.ò 

 

 

BACKGROUND: THE TRANS-ATLANTIC  ORIGINS OF ANTI -IRISH RACISM  

The 1840s witnessed a pair of major events occurring almost simultaneously in 

Ireland and in Mexico. The first of the events was a major international crisisðfamine in 

the case of Ireland, war in the case of Mexico. Those crises engendered violence and 

mutual hostility between each country and its more powerful Anglo-Saxon neighbor. The 

second of the events was the nearly simultaneous emergence of popular visual media. 

Cheap, accessible, and democratic imagery was employed to illustrate both the famine 

and the war, and it set in motion the development of regimes of racial representation 

(Hall 1997:257) that had significant consequences for political policy in both England 

and the U.S. In England, Punch and the Illustrated London News began their runs in 1841 

and 1842 (Hibbert 1975; Walasek 2008). Those publications brought cheap, mass-

produced drawings of the Irish into English homes at the very moment that the English 

political class was waging a campaign to discredit Irish independence and blame the 

Famine on Irish character. Across the Atlantic, the technology to mass produce and 

distribute colored lithographs was being perfected at the same moment (Tyler 1973; 

Marzio 1971). Combined with recent advances in telegraphic technology, color 
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lithographs made it possible to illustrate Americaôs military victories against ñmongrelò 

Mexicans almost as soon as they occurred. The 1840s saw the first mass circulation of 

images like the ñviolent Paddyò and the Mexican scoundrel, visual archetypes that would 

dominate Americaôs racial imaginary for decades. Our modern ñhypervisualò world, as 

well as our images of Mexicans and the Irish, were both forged in the crucible of the 

1840s (Mraz 2009:13). 

 The simultaneous crises in Ireland and Texas were precipitated by the same global 

economic forces: cotton imperialism, industrialization, and the pressure to incorporate 

arable land into commercial production (see Kennedy 2013; Torget 2015; Miller 1985; 

Marx 1870; Brighton 2009). The English and American political classes then drew on the 

same matrix of religious, liberal, and racial justifications to rationalize the seizure of 

indigenous landðGod, Profit, and Anglo-Saxonism (e.g., OôSullivan 1847; Coogan 

2012:33). The Famine, for example, was the outcome of land tenure policies on the part 

of the British which forced poor Irish farmers onto plots too small to support any crop but 

potatoes. This was not a consequence of simple mismanagement but part of a broader 

strategy for centralizing the large agricultural estates and paving the way for scientific 

ñimprovedò or ñhighò farming (De Nie 2014:116). Eliminating the redundant rural 

population, through emigration or starvation, was a necessary part of this strategy. The 

British foreign minister Lord Palmerston, who had an extensive estate in Sligo (Anbinder 

2001:445), wrote that the improvement of Irish agriculture ñnecessarily implies a long 

continued and systematic ejectment of Small holders and of Squatting Cottiersò 

(ibid:466). As Miller (1985:287) notes, ñFor thirty years prior to the Famine, Irish 

landlords had striven against popular opposition to rationalize their estates by 
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consolidating farms and evicting insolvent or ñsuperfluousò tenants; the potato blight 

now provided unique opportunities and added incentives to carry out their designs.ò The 

logic of commercial agriculture motivated a parallel process in Texas, only there it was 

not cottiers and small farmers who were driven from their land but Indian tribes and 

Tejano ranchers. By the 1830s, Texasô Anglo colonies were thoroughly integrated into 

the global textile market and hundreds of thousands of pounds of Texas cotton were 

being purchased annually by the industrial mills in Lancashire (Torget 2015:126). Rather 

than wait for a famine, the Anglo administrations of the Republic of Texas simply 

exterminated the native population of Comanches in areas amenable to cotton growing 

(Kennedy 2013:77; Torget 2015:208), and then sanctioned campaigns of legal 

harassment and racial terror against the Tejanos to drive them from their ancient Spanish 

land grants (Tijerina 1994:138).  

Racism against the Irish and Mexicans was initially motivated by the desire to 

find a moral justification for starving out the cottiers and expelling the Tejanos. The two 

racisms were mutually constitutive. English and American politicians were perfectly 

aware of the emerging trans-Atlantic ideology of Anglo-Saxonism, as well as the ways 

that God and Profit could be used to rationalize violence. In 1836, as the independent 

Republic of Texas was negotiating with England over cotton exports and mutual 

economic interests, Texas diplomat James Pinckney Henderson wrote to Lord 

Palmerstonðthe same Palmerston who would later eject his Sligo tenants during the 

Famineðto report that the Texas Revolution had expelled the ñweak, ignorant, and 

degraded raceò (Garrison 1911:818-819) of Mexicans and in so doing, elevated ñAnglo 

Saxon Blood, Laws and Influence in this South Western Region of the Western World, 
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which must so much redound to the greatness influence and commercial interest of 

Englandò (Garrison 1911:829). The ideological foundations of Anglo-Saxon racism were 

being laid on both sides of the Atlantic, by the same class, with the same ultimate 

designs. The terminology differed but the end result did not. In England, the Whigs 

constantly invoked ñDivine providenceò to explain why the Famine should be allowed to 

proceed, and they made appeals to the rationality of laissez-faire to justify their refusal to 

intervene in the grain market. In America, the same ideological matrix of Christian 

providence and spurious economic necessity was called ñmanifest destinyò (OôSullivan 

1845:5). It likewise invoked Godôs plan and market rationality to explain why productive 

land needed to be taken from unproductive Mexicans. The third leg of both these 

ideologies of expropriation was racism. Visual regimes of racial representation developed 

in mass media at the same time, on both sides of the Atlantic, and they served to directly 

legitimize violent expropriation. 

Material discourses were central to the racialization of Mexicans and the Irish. 

Cultural stereotypes about the Irish predated the 1840s, but they were not codified into an 

archetypical Irishman until Punch and the Illustrated London Times created him. The 

earliest images, up until about 1843, imagined Irish farmers to look like every other 

British farmer. Beginning in 1843, English media began to use a set of coded messages to 

distinguish the Irish and explain what made them inferior to the English. Pigs, potatoes, 

and pipe-smoking all became the exterior signs of a problematic Irish interiority. By the 

time the Famine broke out in 1845, the Irish had already been defined by their supposed 

possessions as a race apart, marked by deeply engrained and heritable character defects 

like laziness, aggression, dirtiness, and an incapacity to exercise self-government. After 
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1846, imaginary biological differences like brachycephaly were simply superimposed on 

a racial distinction already made using material culture.  

 

 

THE PROTESTANT ASCENDANCY AND EARLY ANTI-IRISH PREJUDICE 

The origins of specifically anti-Irish racism lay in the history of colonial relations 

between England and Ireland. By the beginning of the 19th century, Ireland had already 

suffered for more than a hundred years under the system of ñreligio-racial oppressionò 

(Allen 2012:66) known as the Protestant Ascendancy. The Ascendancy had been imposed 

on Ireland by English colonizers going as far back as Cromwell. Its legal foundation was 

a series of Penal Laws that severely restricted the rights of Catholics, while granting 

political and economic privileges to members of the Church of England and its local 

branch, the Church of Ireland. For example, the Act to Prevent the Growth of Popery 

passed in 1704 made it illegal for Catholics to acquire any land from Protestants, forbade 

Catholics from choosing how their own land would be distributed after their deaths, 

mandated that Catholics could only lease land for 31 years (whereas Protestant farmers 

often enjoyed life-long leases that could be assumed by their children), and decreed that 

Catholic tenants had to pay a minimum rent of 2/3 of their crop yield every year (Allen 

2012:83-84). Later Penal Laws forbade Catholics to possess guns or gunpowder, to 

practice law, to serve on grand juries, to serve in the military or in Parliament, to vote in 

elections for public office, or to own a horse worth more than £5. As a result, Protestants 

monopolized the most lucrative trades and used both legal and extrajudicial tactics to 

appropriate agricultural estates from Catholics. By the turn of the century, much of the 
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indigenous Gaelic Catholic population had been reduced to the status of poor cottiers, 

landless laborers analogous to share-croppers in the United States (Allen 2012:75). 

Indeed, there was a deep ñkinship of spiritò between the Protestant Ascendancy in Ireland 

and the system of white supremacism developing at the same time in the U.S. (Allen 

2012:84). 

The Protestant Ascendancy was a religious and not a racial system of oppression. 

It never claimed to be grounded on immutable biological differences, even if these were 

occasionally suspected. It was justified in religious terms, and it was theoretically 

possible for Catholics to opt out of their marginal legal status by converting to the Church 

of Ireland. Conversion removed the structural disabilities imposed on Catholics and gave 

the convert access to all the privileges granted to Protestants. For example, if the son of a 

Catholic farmer converted, the son immediately became the owner of his fatherôs 

property, and the father was reduced to the status of a mere tenant on his own land 

(Mi ller 1985:22; Allen 2012:86). The son could marry freely, without the permission of a 

landlord, and he could now consider Protestant women as eligible marriage partners. 

Conversion was surprisingly rare in practice. An official roll was kept of all Catholics 

who converted between 1703 and 1800, and after nearly a century the list contained only 

5,800 names (Allen 2012:77). Partly this was because of the strength of Irish Catholicsô 

attachment to their religion and partly because the colonial authorities actually had very 

little interest in missionary work. They made it increasingly difficult for Catholics to 

convert, eventually imposing a period of several yearsô probation during which converts 

had to prove the authenticity of their new-found faith (Allen 2012:79). Practicality took 

priority over saving souls. The economic benefits granted to Protestantsðlike privileged 
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access to trade work, a monopoly on positions of authority, and better tenure terms on 

farmlandðonly gave them a competitive advantage to the extent that they were 

competing against a large population of Catholics who did not enjoy those same 

privileges. It was in the interest of both Protestant landowners and the Protestant working 

class to minimize conversions, so as to hoard the benefits that accrued from the 

Ascendancy (Allen 2012:79). 

 The formal end of the Protestant Ascendancy arrived in 1829, with the passage of 

the Roman Catholic Relief Act. The Act was the result of public pressure exerted on 

Parliament by Daniel OôConnellôs Catholic Association. However, Catholic 

ñemancipationò was not a panacea. The clauses in the Relief Act were constructed mostly 

for the benefit of the Irish Catholic bourgeoisieðthe landowners and educated 

professionalsðrather than the bulk of Catholic farmers and peasants. The Act allowed 

Catholics to serve in Parliament (OôConnell had already been elected twice to represent 

County Clare, but could not take his seat until the Relief Act was passed) and it removed 

some of the old barriers to their participation in trades and their acquisition of land. 

However, part of the deal that pushed the Act through Parliament resulted in the 

disenfranchisement the vast majority of potential Irish Catholic voters, by raising the 

minimum holdings required to participate in elections from 40 shillings to 200 shillings. 

Wealthy and professional Catholics thus gained influence, while small farmers and 

cottiers saw little improvement in their material condition. Nevertheless, after 1829, 

Protestant Ascendancy was no longer the paradigm through which the ñIrish Questionò 

(Marx 1870) was framed. English media dismissed religious bigotry as though the Act 

had settled it, in much the same way that modern white nationalists claim that racism was 
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no longer an issue after the passage of the Civil Rights Act (see Buchanan 2002). Irish 

Catholic political agitation quickly shifted from religion to the repeal of the Act of Union 

(Geoghegan 2012), and English Whigs and Tories no longer pointed to religion as the 

primary justification for colonial policy. However, the Ascendancy had already put into 

place a social and conceptual framework for exploiting the Irish population: all it needed 

was a new ideological rationale. That new justification was discovered when the next set 

of crises occurred in the 1840s. In the English press, the Famine and the Irish 

independence movement were blamed not on religion, but on the hereditary racial defects 

of the Irish. This chapter explores in detail how English attitudes about the Irish evolved 

from religious- and class-based prejudice into a racial prejudice that was expressed 

through a material discourse of Irishness.  

 

 

SOURCES: PUNCH AND THE ILLUSTRATED LONDON NEWS  

The analysis of material discourses in this chapter is based on two publications 

that played an outsize role shaping English public discourse in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century: The Illustrated London News, and the satirical magazine Punch. The 

Illustrated London News (ILN) was the worldôs first illustrated weekly newspaper, and in 

the decade following the Famine it became one of the most widely circulated periodicals 

in England. It began its run on May 14, 1842, and by the end of the year it was already 

selling 60,000 copies per week (Hibbert 1975). A decade later circulation had more than 

doubled to 150,000 and in the early 1860s the ILN was selling more than 300,000 copies 
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per week. The paperôs enormous readership during this eraðan era when there were few 

competing sources of illustrated news available to the mass publicïgave it substantial 

influence over the ways that English audiences expected foreign subjects to be portrayed. 

In other words, the ILN exercised immense influence over the ñscopic regimeò (Rose 

2001:6) of contemporary England: what audiences thought foreign people must look like, 

and how those people were meant to be judged in moral terms. The imagery in the ILN 

was presented to readers as more ñnews-likeò and objective than the images in satirical 

sources. The ILN did not print cartoons, and the engravings and sketches that 

accompanied news stories usually avoided extremes of caricature in favor a more 

naturalistic style. However, the illustrations in the ILN created visual stereotypes about 

Ireland through selection and repetition. The paper only illustrated certain generic scenes 

of Ireland in the 1840s, primarily images of hunger, desperation, and crime. 

The satirical magazine Punch began its run in 1841, nearly contemporary with the 

Illustrated London News. Within a decade it would grow to become ñthe worldôs most 

celebrated magazine of humour and satireò (Walasek 2008:8), and it would continue to be 

popular throughout the remainder of the nineteenth century. The imagery in Punch 

strongly influenced English public discourse; ñIt played a starring role in Britainôs idea of 

itselfðand how the rest of the world saw the Britishò (Walasek 2008:8). The magazine 

also tended to represent the political perspective of the urban middle-class and the 

aristocracy (ibid:10). The magazine is positively rife with references to Oxford and 

Cambridge, with stories discussing the universityôs sporting events, quirks of professors, 

student life, visits by the royals, etc. Many of these articles possess an ñin-jokeò quality 

suggesting that readers who do not understand the humor are not one of ñus.ò There were 
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other signs of elite pretension as well. The writers liked to publish jokes in Latin and 

French without providing translations, depending on readersô classical education to make 

the jokes land. The cartoons made constant literary and artistic references, many of which 

were obscure. Perhaps most tellingly, the cartoons and editorials maintained a 

condescending attitude toward both the rural and urban poor. A typical example advised 

readers on how to maintain a healthy ñpeasant preserve,ò a play on the pheasant 

preserves on country estates, that would yield ña fine race of peasants, who will 

abundantly repay the capital you have laid out on themò (1847:183). It was all meant as a 

joke, but not a joke that many working people would probably laugh at. Punch was an 

organ through which the English political classes shaped the terms of public discourse. 

Every image of Irish people published in both publications throughout the 1840s 

was collected and analyzed. The entire run of The Illustrated London News has been fully 

digitized by Cengage Gale, Inc., and made available online through research institutions 

as the ñIllustrated London News Historical Archive, 1842-2003ò 

(https://www.gale.com/c/illustrated-london-news-historical-archive). The text is fully 

searchable and the database will return articles that contain searched-for terms anywhere 

in the text. All articles that contained the words ñIrelandò or ñIrishò between the years 

1842 and 1850 were searched for, and filtered for those that contained accompanying 

images. This returned a total of 219 articles. Images that portrayed Ireland or Irish people 

were collected, resulting in a total sample of 65 images [see Appendix]. Most volumes of 

Punch from the 19th century have been scanned and digitized by various American 

universities and made available online as public domain documents through Hathi Trust 

(https://babel.hathitrust.org). However, the original pages have not been run through text 

https://www.gale.com/c/illustrated-london-news-historical-archive
https://babel.hathitrust.org/
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recognition software, cannot be searched for keywords, and there are no available finding 

aids. To collect imagery, every volume of Punch from the 1840s was analyzed page by 

page to locate images of Ireland or Irish people. This was done using digital archives for 

the years 1846-1850. Punch volumes for the years 1843-1846 were purchased second-

hand and analyzed in physical form. There was little ambiguity in determining which 

images were meant to portray the Irish. The accompanying captions and stories usually 

made the identification clear even if the image itself did not. This method yielded a 

sample of 100 Ireland-related images published in Punch between 1841 and 1850 [see 

Appendix]. 

Together, Punch and The Illustrated London News both strongly influenced how 

Ireland and Irish people were perceived in nineteenth-century England (Lengel 2002:45). 

They had the power to influence colonial policy; for example, by goading the Tories into 

more aggressive confrontations with the Repeal Association, or blaming the Famine on 

Irish crop mismanagement and Irish peasant foodways (De Nie 2004:5). These sorts of 

attacks were repeated ad nauseam and they helped to shape political opinion about 

Ireland. Punch and The Illustrated London News are also original sources for many of the 

stereotypes and caricatures that would come to define ñIrishnessò in England and, later, 

in the United States. Irish peasant iconography and monkey imagery both developed and 

became popularized through cartoons in Punch; stereotypical ways of representing Irish 

poverty developed in the ILN. It is possible to trace a direct line from these material 

discourses of race to the Thomas Nast cartoons in Harperôs Weekly that are the subject of 

Chapter Four. The regime of racial representation invented in the 1840s survived for 

more than a century until, as Chapter Six will show, the Irish were retroactively 
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deracialized and incorporated into the historical narrative of contemporary white 

nationalism. 

 

 

PIGS AND POTATOES: THE INVENTION OF A MATERIAL DISCOURSE OF 

IRISH NESS 

 The following pages trace the historical evolution of anti-Irish racial caricature in 

Punch and the Illustrated London News. The narrative begins with imagery from the 

early 1840s, when the Irish were generally portrayed sympathetically as victims of Daniel 

OôConnellôs demagoguery. During this period the Irish were caricatured along class lines 

as ignorant peasants, but not in any way that marked them as racially distinct from other 

British or European peasants (Foster 1993:192). However, in 1843, just as Irelandôs 

independence movement was becoming more popular and more aggressive, illustrated 

publications like Punch and the Illustrated London News began to develop a derogatory 

material discourse that marked Irish figures as specifically Irish. It is at this moment that 

the Irish began to be racialized, because the objects that were used to define Irishness 

were not simply descriptive. Each of them was a coded message for one of the innate 

character flaws that supposedly distinguished Celts from Anglo-Saxons. Objects became 

the external signs of Irish intemperance, criminality, and laziness: these ideas were racial 

in nature regardless of whether they corresponded to any external physiology.  

The different icons that made up the material discourse of Irishness are addressed 

in following section mostly chronologically, in the order that they appeared in caricature. 
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Wool walking hats and clay pipes became common attributes of Irishness in early 1843, 

and in the following months potatoes, pigs, whiskey bottles, and shillelaghs were added 

to the assemblage that defined Irishness. Around the same time a genre of ñruined cabinò 

imagery also became a popular way of visualizing Ireland. By the eve of the Famine in 

1845, these accoutrements of Irishness had developed into a serialized racial ñtypeò 

defined by objects more so than by phenotype (Poole 1997:81). The following section 

will  explore how, at the height of the Famine in 1846, a fake simian physiognomy was 

invented to further reinforce Celtic racial inferiority. However, this chapter argues that 

the origins of Irish racialization lay in the preceding years, when Irish moral character 

and intellectual capacity were defined by a discourse of material signs.  

 

 

 

PRE-RACIAL IMAGERY AND ATTACKS ON OôCONNELL, 1841-1842 

The trajectory of Irish representation in popular visual media began with the 

establishment of Punch and the Illustrated London News in 1841 and 1842, respectively 

(Hibbert 1975; Walasek 2008). It was those two sources that made mass imagery of the 

Irish accessible to audiences that did not have the money to purchase expensive book 

volumes like Maxwellôs (1845) lavishly illustrated History of the Irish Rebellion in 1798. 

They also made it possible to incorporate the vast number of illiterate or semi-literate 

members of the English public into an ñimagined communityò (Anderson 2006) built 

around a shared scopic regime. For the first few years of the 1840s, however, neither 
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publication portrayed the Irish as racially distinct from the English. The Irish were 

usually drawn as peasants and rural rubes, to be sure, but the artistic conventions used to 

identify stock peasant figures were not distinctive of the Irish. Punch, for example, 

tended to draw all their low-class figures with slightly extended jaws, squinting eyes, and 

dressed in country clothes like patched breeches (Foster 1993:174). Irish peasants, 

English peasants, and European peasants in general all appeared with similar 

physiognomies and similar material accessories. The Irish were mocked along class lines 

for being poor and ignorant, but there was not yet any suggestion that they were 

physically distinct or that they belonged to a separate and inferior racial ñstock.ò 

Likewise, in the Illustrated London News, the earliest images of the Irish are neither 

physiognomically distinctive nor attached to the scenes of destitution that would later 

become iconic. 

 At the beginning of the 1840s, Ireland and its affairs were already popular 

subjects in the English press (Lengel 2002:22). Some of the fascination with Ireland 

centered on a growing awareness of its scenic nature and its monuments (e.g., ñThe 

Round Tower of Clondalkin,ò ILN, Jan. 13, 1844:28). However, the press was mostly 

preoccupied with Irelandôs troubled economy, its controversial political status, and 

Daniel OôConnellôs increasing agitation for independence (Lengel 2002:22-23). Prior to 

the onset of the Famine in 1845, in fact, Punchôs cartoons that dealt with the Irish were 

almost exclusively attacks on Daniel OôConnell [Fig. 2.1]. 
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Fig. 2.1. Images of Ireland or Irish people published in Punch between 1841 and 1850 

(n=95). The shaded area indicates images focused on Daniel OôConnell, who 

preoccupied the English press until his death in the summer of 1847. The material 

discourse of Irishness developed largely in the background of political attacks on 

OôConnell and Repeal; by the end of 1843 it had already achieved its classic dimensions. 

 

The reason that so much hostility was trained on the then Lord Mayor of Dublin 

was that his Repeal Association was believed to be serious threat to the integrity of the 

British Empire (Lengel 2002:23). After the passage of the Catholic Relief Act in 1829, 

OôConnell had immediately set his sights on repealing the Act of Union (Geoghegan 

2012:19). Throughout the 1830s his efforts had been stymied by the colonial authorities: 

his first repeal-oriented groups were all suppressed by the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland 

(Geoghegan 2012:23), and for a while he set aside his aspirations for Irish independence 

to attempt a political alliance with the English Whigs in Parliament (ibid:68). The 

alliance with the Whigs brought modest improvements, including municipal reform, the 

suppression of the Orange order, and a reform of the tithe system. It did not result in the 

broad equity that OôConnell hoped for (Geoghegan 2012:97). At the beginning of the 
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1840s, just as Punch and the Illustrated London News were coming into being, OôConnell 

decided to renew his popular agitation for Repeal. His efforts set him on a collision 

course with the English authorities and incensed the British press. Meanwhile, a curious 

process took place in the background of the mediaôs developing attacks on OôConnell: 

the Irish themselves began taking shape as distinctive figures marked by a unique 

material discourse of Irishness. 

The Irish peasantry first appears in visual mass media in 1842. In Punch, several 

Irish figures were drawn in John Leechôs ñA DanielðA Daniel Come to Judgmentò 

(1842) [Fig. 2.2]. The cartoon is a Shakespeare reference; in The Merchant of Venice, the 

character Shylock at one point declares, ñA Daniel come to judgment! Yea, a Daniel. O 

wise young judge, how I do honor thee!ò (Shakespeare 2011:230). Shakespeare, in turn, 

was referencing the wisdom of the Biblical Daniel. ñA Daniel Come to Judgmentò plays 

with the literary and Biblical references to attack ñthe rint,ò the dues paid by members of 

Daniel OôConnellôs Repeal Association. As early as 1842, months before the monster 

meetings and the ñYear of Repealò that supercharged the nationalist movement, the 

Repeal Association was already a major target for the British press. One of their favorite 

complaints concerned the annual subscription dues or ñrentò that members were supposed 

to pay. The rent was attacked on the grounds that it exploited and impoverished the poor 

Irish peasantry: they were being tricked into giving money they could hardly afford to 

support the lavish lifestyle of a demagogue. Punchôs editors complained, for example, 

that OôConnell ñlives in the hearts of the Irish people, and out of their pocketsò 

(1843:134), and that ñwe look upon every farthing paid to the Repeal Fund at the present 

time as so much plundered from the bellies of the famishingò (1847:61). The editorsô  
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Fig. 2.2. One of Punchôs many attacks on the ñRepeal rent,ò the dues paid by members 

of the Repeal Association. The peasant being judged has tattered clothing and primitive 

facial features, but none of the later material icons of Irishness. Punch vol. 2 p.17 (1842) 

[Courtesy of HathiTrust]
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solicitude for the Irish peasantry was probably just an alibi for their animosity toward 

Repeal, but it does illustrate how in 1842 the dominant rhetoric was anti-OôConnell, not 

anti-Irish and not yet racialist. Indeed, until the backlash against Famine relief in 1845 

and 1846 (Lengel 2002:98), Punch could occasionally be sympathetic to the Irish in the 

abstract. Its early political line has even be described in some situations as ñultraliberalò 

(Altick 1997:xix). The proceeds of the Repeal rent were anyways rather modest in the 

early 1840sðthe Association was only raising about £60 per week (Geoghegan 

2012:127) up until OôConnell began holding ñmonster meetingsò in the spring of 1843. 

The Association would collect more than £14,000 in the summer of 1843 alone.  

In the Punch cartoon, OôConnell is dressed in the robes of office of the Lord 

Mayor of Dublin, an office he held until November 1842. OôConnell sits in judgement of 

a beggar, who defends himself by arguing that he was only doing what OôConnell 

himself didðliving off the proceeds of begging. OôConnell, unimpressed, retorts, ñGet 

out wid ya thatôs another thing quite entirely, I commit ye as a rogue and vagabond.ò The 

Irish beggar, Punchôs first Irish peasant, is dressed in tattered pants, a patched shirt, and 

shoes with no heels. He bears a passing resemblance to the caricatures of United Irishmen 

from the 18th century, but nothing about him is specifically Irish. None of the material 

discourses of Irishness were yet codified, and the beggar is merely a rough peasant. 

English toughs were drawn the same way. Curtis (1997:123) argues that the peasant in 

ñA Daniel Come to Judgementò is already recognizably prognathicðnote the big jaw and 

small, upturned noseðwhich would have conveyed a message about his primitive 

mentality to a Victorian audience. However, this was not yet a distinctively Irish trait in 

1842. It was a generic sign of brutishness or stupidity that Punch also used to mark 
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English working-class figures (see, e.g., ñMoral Influence of Executions,ò v.9, 1845:39, 

and ñThe Prospect of War,ò v.10, 1846:3). As Foster (1993:192) notes of Punchôs early 

caricature, ñtheir representation of all working-class types was dark and brutish; all 

enemies, especially class enemies, tended to the monster.ò The Irish were not yet marked 

as physically or metonymically distinct. 

The first image of the Irish to appear in the Illustrated London News was likewise 

published in 1842. In June, the newspaper printed a sketch of an ñAttack on a Potatoe 

Storeò [Fig. 2.3] as part of a story on civil unrest in Galway (ñThe Galway Starvation 

Riots,ò June 25, 1842:100). According to the paper, on June 13th a large mob had broken 

into a store where potatoes were known to be stored, and then into a nearby mill to seize 

reserves of oatmeal. The accompanying illustration hints at the material discourses that 

would later characterize Irishness: it imagined a scene of barefoot peasants in wool hats 

beating each other with shillelaghs while grabbing greedily at sacks of potatoes. 

However, neither the Irish physiognomies nor dress mark them as distinct from other 

rural peasants that appeared in the pages of the Illustrated London News. Besides, the 

paper showed itself sympathetic to the plight of the Irish ñrioters.ò The article reported 

that the food shortage in Galway had been manufactured: local farmers had hoarded their 

recent harvest in a bid to drive up prices, and they were so successful that basic 

foodstuffs became too expensive for many local workers and their families. Inflated 

prices lead to hunger, and hunger to unrest. The Sheriff and soldiers of the 30th Regiment 

failed to quell the rioting, and the mob only subsided when the local millers promised to 

start selling meal at the prevailing price again (ibid). In the early 1840s, the English press 

was willing to attribute hunger in Ireland to economic and structural factors rather than to 
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Fig. 2.3. ñAttack on a Potatoe Store.ò This is the first sketch of the Irish to appear in The 

London Illustrated News. Already certain icons of Irishness are apparent, including the 

potatoes and the shillelagh in the background. However, the Irish figures here have not 

yet been caricatured as subhuman villains, and the material discourse of Irishness has 

not yet been codified. The Illustrated London News,  June 25, 1842:100 [Courtesy of 

Cengage]
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innate flaws in the Irish character, as would occur during the Famine (Lengel 2002:98; 

De Nie 2004:85-87; Coogan 2012:33; Geber and OôDonnabhain 2020:174). 

 

 

THE EMERGENCE OF A MATERIAL DISCOURSE OF IRISHNESS, 1843 

The year 1843 witnessed the emergence of a material discourse in English mass 

media that marked characters as distinctively Irish. It was at this moment that it becomes 

possible to speak of the beginning of the racialization of the Irish. Each of the objects that 

was about to become constitutive of Irish identity worked as a coded message about the 

moral and intellectual deficiencies attributed to the Celt. For example, it became common 

in the following years to draw stock Irish figures carrying shillelaghs and later knives, 

guns, and bombs. Weapons, when made into characteristic signs of Irish identity, pointed 

to the widely-shared belief that the Irish were by nature violent and wild. John Russell, 

who went on to serve as Prime Minister during the latter years of the Famine, argued in 

1835 before the House of Commons that there ñexistsé a strong propensity to violence 

and outrage, not merely among a few lawless and ill-regulated persons, but among all, or 

nearly all, classes of the communityò (quoted in Geber and OôDonnabhain 2020:173). 

Suspicions like these must be classed as proto-racial. They attributed innate and heritable 

character problems to the Celt that marked them as inferior to the Anglo Saxon. When a 

subordinate group is defined by the state as distinct and inferior on account of heritable 

features, and when ideas about inferiority predispose the subordinate group to premature 
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death (Gilmore 2007:28)9, the subordinate group is by definition racialized (c.f. Omi and 

Winant 2015:111). What changed in 1843 was that these long-running proto-racial 

suspicions about the Celtic people began to coalesce into a series of racial ñtypesò (Poole 

1997:81-83) that were made meaningful through a material discourse of Irishness. 

External objects became the visible manifestations of Irish racial interiority some four or 

five years before a fake physiognomy was invented to distinguish the Celt. 

The Irish peasantôs first appearance in Punch in 1843 was in ñThe óRepeal 

Farceôò [Fig. 2.4]. ñThe óRepeal Farceôò is typical of English caricature of OôConnell 

insofar as it feminized him and turned him into a woman (Altick 1997:343; see, e.g., 

ñThe Improvident,ò Punch v.1, 1841:163). Drawing male politicians as women was a 

common way of ridiculing them in the 1840s; Punch was not above giving the same 

treatment to Sir Robert Peel and Lord John Russell when their policies came in for 

criticism (see, e.g., ñPeelôs Panacea for Ireland,ò Punch v.16, 1849:149). The cartoon 

imagines OôConnell as Mother Goose in the story about the goose that laid the golden 

eggs. The golden eggs are labeled ñrint,ò symbolizing the Repeal rent that OôConnell was 

collecting in massive sums throughout the summer of 1843. The goose named ñUnionò 

represents the political Union between Ireland and England. Punchôs point was that the 

English colonization of Ireland was the ultimate source of OôConnellôs political influence 

and wealth. Without a Union to attack he would have no movement to lead and thus no 

source of ñrintò income. When the hapless Irish peasant makes the mistake of taking 

OôConnellôs rhetoric seriously and actually killing the gooseða metaphor for repealing 

 
9 Gilmore (2007:28), in her study of the prison-ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ƛƴ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΣ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ǊŀŎƛǎƳ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ 
state-sanctioned or extralegal production and exploitation of group-differentiated vulnerability to 
ǇǊŜƳŀǘǳǊŜ ŘŜŀǘƘΦέ 
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Fig. 2.4. Another attack on the ñRepeal rent.ò The joke is that the feminized OôConnell 

does not actually want Irish independence because then he would have no excuse to 

collect dues. The Irish peasant is beginning to assume a recognizable form. Punch vol. 4 

p.37 (1843) [Courtesy of HathiTrust]
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the Act of UnionðOôConnell as Mother Goose is horrified. The joke is that OôConnell 

has no desire to see Ireland actually become independent, and that he would rather 

continue talking about it while living high off his Repeal rent.  

The Irish peasant in ñThe óRepeal Farceôò is drawn with two objects that, through 

constant repetition, the English press made into icons of Irish identity. These are the 

white clay tobacco pipe and the wool ñwalking hatò it is stuck in. Clay pipes and wool 

caps were common accessories for working-class men across the United Kingdom 

(Beaujot 2014:67; Hilton 2000:47), but in the 1840s they began to be used as visual icons 

for a specifically Irish subject. Indeed, they would be used to identify the Irish well into 

the latter half of the 19th century, even in New York where they had long since become 

historical anachronisms (see Chapter 4). Headwear, in particular, was a potent sign for 

the Victorian middle class. Hats were ñan index to social power and an object from which 

a narrative could be readò (Beaujot 2014:57). They were visible status symbols. Hats 

possessed a variety of connotations including class identity, masculinity, and even 

phrenological implications for head shape and intellect (ibid:79). A proper top hat was 

supposed to be made of felted beaver fur, silk, or wool, all of which were imported or 

expensive materials that implied wealth. They required significant skill and labor 

specialization to produce: professional felt hatters made them (Heal 2013), so they 

implied modern production outside the domestic craft economy. Even the color signified. 

Until black aniline dye was invented in 1859 (Travis 1994:73), the only source of true 

black was imported logwood, a heartwood native to Brazil and the Yucatan that would 

have been inaccessible to rural Irish weavers. Professional felt hatters combined logwood 

with a toxic green vitriol mordant to produce black (Heal 2013:106). Black top hats thus 
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symbolized a cosmopolitan and industrial modernity from which the Irish were imagined 

to be excluded. Top hats were also ña prerequisite of elite Victorian masculinityò 

(Beaujot 2014:61). Menôs suits became increasingly sober and homogenous in the middle 

of the 19th century, so hats were one of the few remaining outlets for men to make 

fashion statements. Wealthy Englishmen clung to their top hats as a visible sign of their 

social class. Apparently they were miserably uncomfortable (ibid:61-63), but wearing 

them religiously and correctly was appreciated as a sign of elite etiquette: the gentleman 

was expected to suffer for the sake of propriety. Finally, Victorian media occasionally 

drew a phrenological connection between hat size and intellect or professional capacity 

(ibid:65). Bigger hats implied bigger brains. The top hat was thus a material sign of 

wealth, class, masculinity, modernity, and intelligence in the 1840s. 

Irish walking hats, in contrast, were made of handspun and handwoven local 

wool. Hats like these were cheap, old-fashioned, and highly associated with the working 

classes and rural life (Beaujot 2014:67). In fact, it is likely that these and similar hats 

were worn by many Irish farmers, just as they were worn by rural English farmers at the 

same time. Contemporary sketches of Ireland in the Illustrated London News show Irish 

men wearing a diversity of hats: caubeens, bowlers, felt caps, and even facsimile top hats 

(see, e.g., ñCar-Drivers,ò Oct. 7, 1843:236). But it was the bowl-shaped, soft-brimmed 

walking hat that became the iconic Irish headwear after 1843. This occurred because the 

representation of Irish headwear was never simply a descriptive exercise: it was a 

strategic project that made hats into external objectifications of Celtic and Anglo-Saxon 

difference. There was a strong class dimension to this material discourse, but it also 

expressed moral and intellectual ideas that were proto-racial in nature. To the extent that 
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hat style had phrenological implications, it implied that the Irish were simpler and 

stupider than their English neighbors. More significantly, the use of old-fashioned 

walking hats as metonyms for Irishness implied that Irishness was economic 

backwardness and permanent exclusion from modern society. This was highly significant 

in terms of race. In the middle of the 19th century, at the tail end of the Industrial 

Revolution, handmade goods were becoming signs of marginality while mass-produced 

industrial goods had the cachet of modernity (Orser 2004). Both dress and economic 

modernity were two of the major elements through which the English made sense of their 

racial superiority over non-white peoples like Africans and Amerindians. Wheeler 

(2000:136) argues that in English rhetoric there was ña visible economy of difference for 

European and African men that does not rely primarily on differences of color or bodily 

features, but on ideas about commercial behavior, clothing, and manual laborò [emph. 

added]. To be economically backwards and anachronistically costumed had racial 

connotations during an era in which physiology was not the sine qua non of race. 

The strategic use of hat symbolism is more obvious in one of Punchôs images 

from later in the decade. In 1849, during a period of relative optimism between the end of 

the Famine and emergence of the Fenian movement, Punch published a cartoon called 

ñThe New Irish Stillò (1849:67) [Fig. 2.5]. The image juxtaposes the walking hat and the 

top hat as metaphors for Irish improvement. The title of the cartoon is a thinly-veiled 

reference to Irish alcoholism, but the sketch imagines the Irish lifting themselves out of 

poverty by finding creative ways to commercialize their most abundant natural resource: 

peat. On the left-hand side of the image, an Irish peasant in a walking hat shovels peat 

into an industrial still. On the other side what emerges is not whiskey but all kinds of fine
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Fig. 2.5. In this hopeful image from 1849, Punch imagined Ireland lifting itself out of economic poverty by commercializing 

peat. The ñimprovedò Ireland on the right side of the image is marked by English top hats. ñThe New Irish Still,ò Punch v.17, 

1849:67 [Courtesy of HathiTrust]
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products: shoes, dishes, flagons, and rather improbably, entire haunches of meat. On the 

left side the first Irishman is marked by an old-style walking hat, but on the right his 

prosperous son now wears a black English top hat. The transition from backwardness to 

modernity is thus symbolized by the transition from the walking hat to the top hat. 

Indeed, Beaujot (2014:67) argues that the symbolic power of the top hat derived from its 

status as the ñfoilò to working-class headwear. In ñThe New Irish Still,ò the childôs top 

hat is a coded message for economic improvement of the Irish, their peaceful 

incorporation into the British Empire, and ultimately their deracialization. An entire 

mythic discourse centered on hats.  

The second object in ñThe Repeal Farceò that would become an icon of Irish 

identity was the white clay pipe. By the 1870s the association between the two was so 

strong that it was metonymic: a sketch of a white clay pipe on a table was an Irishman 

(see., e.g, ñSt. Paddyôs Day!ò, Puck, Mar. 13, 1878:8), and a white pipe stuck in a 

headband would immediately signify Irishness to a spectator (Dochy 2018:6). This was 

not a natural or inevitable association, of course; it had to be intentionally forged in the 

1840s by the English press. Mass-made clay pipes had been common in Europe since the 

end of the 16th century (Hartnett 2004:136), long before they became icons of Irishness. 

In the 1800s, they were a staple tool of working-class tobacco consumption throughout 

Britain (Hilton 2000:47). A substantial body of archaeological research has examined the 

social and symbolic dimensions of clay pipes for smokers (Reckner and Brighton 1993; 

Brighton 2004; Hartnett 2004; Reckner 2004; Brighton 2009; Geber and OôDonnhabain 

2020). Smoking a clay pipe could have a variety of social and political meanings in 19th-

century Ireland. It could be an act of anti-colonial resistance, for example. Much of the 
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tobacco in Ireland was smuggled through ports on the western coast to evade taxation, so 

smoking represented a means of defying English authority (Hartnett 2004:134). More 

significantly, political slogans and logos began to pressed on clay pipe bowls in the early 

19th century, turning pipes into overt political advertisements. Particularly popular were 

pipes stamped with "Home Rule" or "Repeal"; opponents of those sentiments might 

instead have pipes stamped with the Red Hand of Ulster (Brighton 2009:109-110). 

Stamped clay pipes thus facilitated socializing, political organization, and resistance in 

the face of a colonial occupation. Indeed, ñclay tobacco pipes had become a medium 

through which subversive political expression permeated quotidian social practices of 

consumptionò (Hartnett 2004:140). For Irish smokers, pipes represented both pastime and 

counter-hegemonic discourse.  

Pipes meant something entirely different when they were employed in Irish 

caricature. They were meant as signs: external objectifications of Celtic laziness, 

wastefulness, and degeneration. To understand why, it is necessary to understand how the 

meaning ascribed to tobacco in Victorian media and literature was bifurcated along class 

lines (Hilton 2000:48). One set of meanings and rules existed for upper- and middle-class 

men, while an entirely different set of rules and expectations governed the consumption 

of tobacco by the poor, women, and foreign races. What was proper to the aristocrat was 

frowned on when indulged by the cottier. On the one hand, there was a ñbourgeois-liberal 

culture of smokingò (Hilton 2000:20) that idealized a certain connoisseurship of tobacco. 

Vigorous, educated men like Sherlock Holmes were expected to smoke, and their pipes 

were both signs of their cosmopolitanism and useful tools of self-improvement. Smoking 

sharpened the senses of the right kind of man, even while it supposedly dulled the 



140 
 

faculties of everyone else (e.g., Alcott 1848:52). Tobacco was one of the few 

commodities whose consumption was not considered feminine, so bourgeois men (and 

those who aspired to that status) could specialize in it and become experts on its history, 

its varieties, and the rituals of smoking it: ñThere existed in the rhetoric of Victorian 

periodical literature a community of consumption, a ófreemasonry of smokersô and a 

camaraderie based on a shared knowledge of the tobacco experienceò (Hilton 2000:36). 

Tobacco consumption was idealized for the class that could take part in this fraternity of 

connoisseurship because of their wealth and their literary education. 

On the other hand, by the 1840s there existed a series of medical and moral 

arguments that when the poor smoked their cheap tobacco it predisposed them to 

laziness, disease, and racial degeneration. There was already a tradition of anti-smoking 

rhetoric in England going as far back as James Iôs A Counterblaste to Tobacco in 1604 

(Walker 1980:396; Hilton and Nightingale 1998:42). The anti-tobacco movement gained 

steam in the 1830s as numerous English and American physicians began to decry tobacco 

as a poison. In 1836, a professor of surgery at Dartmouth published An Essay on the 

Influence of Tobacco Upon Life and Health in which he argued that ñtobacco is one of 

the most active and deadly vegetable poisons known; it acts directly upon the nervous 

power, enfeebling, deranging, or extinguishing the actions of lifeò (Mussey 1836:19). 

The same year, physician William Alcott (1848 [1836]) published a book about tobacco 

claiming to prove that smoking injured the mouth and the teeth, interfered with the 

digestion, provoked alcoholism and immorality, and was wasteful. Alcott directly blamed 

tobacco-smoking for laziness. ñIf idleness is, in its tendencies, immoral,ò he wrote 

(1848:57), ñthen tobacco certainly must be so, at least indirectly; for, few habits make 
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men idle more readily than chewing and smoking, especially the latter.ò These and other 

anti-tobacco discourses eventually culminated in the formation of the British Anti-

Tobacco Society in 1853 (Hilton and Nightingale 1998:40). The anti-tobacco activists 

never succeeded in winning many converts (Walker 1980:401)ðthe British were loathe 

to give up their pipes for the sake of medical haranguingðbut they did establish a series 

of scientific and moral arguments that could be used to explain why smoking was 

unhealthy and harmful for anyone who was not a middle-class English male. It was 

unbecoming of women, it encouraged wastefulness and indolence amongst the poor, and 

it caused the degeneration of foreign races (Hilton and Nightingale 1998:58)ða danger 

to which the Irish were not immune. 

 The disapprobation of smoking among the laboring class was based on the notion 

that it was an extravagance for them, that it made them lazy and unproductive, and that 

their cheap tobacco was filthy and disgusting in comparison to the tobacco that 

connoisseurs smoked (Alcott 1848:57; Walker 1980:357; Hilton and Nightingale 

1998:49). For example, an 1829 letter to the Times complained about the spectacle of 

shopboys and clerks smoking cigars, not out of any concern about smoking per se but 

because it was unbecoming of shopboys and clerks to fritter their wages away on good 

tobacco. ñThe very striplings, who ought to be whipped for it, sophisticate their taste and 

costume their wages by an extravagant consumption of the real Havannahò (ñSmoking 

and Snuff-Taking,ò Jan. 16, 1829:4). Tobacco that was a perfectly acceptable for wealthy 

men to smoke was an immoral excess for the poor. Another letter in 1843 extended the 

class argument further. The author complained about apprentices and clerks and their 

ñfilthy propensityò for smoking cheap tobacco in public places, much to the annoyance of 
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other pedestrians (ñCigar Smoking,ò Apr. 27, 1843:7). The editor of the Times agreed 

that everywhere now it seemed that ñsome shopboy is found (no gentleman ever is) to 

pollute the atmosphere around him with his cheap cigar, and to disgust every one within 

his reach with the stench he emitsé If men must indulge in such a vice let them do it in 

secret, and not deprive their betters of the pure air they are unable to estimate.ò If the 

poor smoked quality tobacco they were thriftless, and if they smoked cheap tobacco they 

disgusted their betters. In either case, smoking was framed by middle-class Victorian 

spectators as one of the main causes of the self-inflicted poverty of the working class 

(Walker 1980:387). 

 Working-class smoking took on overtly racial dimensions as the English 

compared their own culture of tobacco consumption to that of foreign nations (Hilton and 

Nightingale 1998:58). Too much smoking was believed to have lead to the visible 

degeneration of foreign peoples, including the Spanish (Mussey 1836:23), the Germans 

(Alcott 1848:16), and the Turks. An 1860 letter to the Times by physician Benjamin 

Brodie recommended that England ñtake warning from the history of another nation, who 

some few centuries ago, while following the banners of Solyman the Magnificent, were 

the terror of Christendom, but who since then, having become more addicted to tobacco 

smoking than any of the European nations, are now the lazy and lethargic Turks, held in 

contempt by all civilized communitiesò (ñThe Use and Abuse of Tobacco,ò Aug. 31, 

1860:9). The cause of Turkish degeneration was that ñA large proportion of habitual 

smokers are rendered lazy and listless, indisposed to bodily and incapable of much 

mental exertion.ò It should be recalled that this was an era during which custom and 

consumption were considered to be both external signs of ñracialò difference and causes 
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for the widening of that difference (e.g., Buffon 1812:373; Blumenbach 1865:112). 

Smoking, especially working-class smoking, became linked to these anxieties about 

ñracial deteriorationò (Hilton and Nightingale 1998:58). When wealthy English men 

smoked it was a sign of their vigor and their status as aficionados; but when Irish cottiers 

were stereotyped as inveterate pipe-smokers it raised suspicions of degeneracy. 

 None of this is to say that the bulk of the British public ever fully accepted the 

argument that tobacco was harmful or unhealthy (Hilton and Nightingale 1998:42). Long 

after the medical profession began to recognize the dangers of tobacco, smoking was still 

popular across Britain and a central element of leisure and folk medicine (Walker 

1980:391-392). However, the notion that smoking could be dangerous, and probably was 

dangerous for women, the poor, and foreign Others, was already a part of English 

literature and media rhetoric by the 1840s. When Punch and the Illustrated London News 

began drawing all of their Irish men with clay pipes in their mouths or stuck in their hats, 

they attached those suspicions to the Irish. It is said that there is often a kernel of truth at 

the basis of stereotypes, and in fact the Irish did smoke pipes substantially more than their 

English contemporaries. Archaeological excavations of working-class Irish cemeteries 

used in the 1840s and 1850s have found that as many as 60% or 70% of Irish men had the 

tell-tale ñpipe-smoking notchò on their teeth (Gerber and OôDonnabhain 2020:176). The 

notch is a round abrasion caused by repeatedly clenching the teeth around a clay pipe 

stem. It characteristically appears between the left canine and first molar, which suggests 

the left hand is being used for smoking while the right hand is kept free for other 

activities. Only 1%-2% of men buried in contemporary cemeteries in London had pipe-

smoking notches on their teeth (ibid). This may be partly due to differences in rural 
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versus urban smoking cultures, but the enormous variance suggests that the Irish really 

were more likely than their neighbors to smoke pipes. However, it would be a mistake to 

presume that the stereotype of the pipe-smoking Irishman was a ñtransparentò (Spivak 

1988:294) reflection of reality. All kinds of men and women throughout Europe had 

smoked clay pipes for centuries, but in Anglo-American visual media the clay pipe 

became a metonym for a specifically Irish subjectivity at a precise historical moment 

when the colonial power structure was threatened by an independence movement. 

Symbolic associations between people and objects are not merely ñfoundò like seashells 

on a beach: they are forged through repetition. This repetition is always motivated and 

strategic. In the case of the clay pipe, it was because they were also convenient symbols 

of the waste, laziness, and suspected racial degeneration of the Celt.  

The clay pipe motif sprang to life in 1843 in the Illustrated London News just as it 

did in Punch. There were no clay pipes in the ILNôs sketch of an ñAttack on a Potatoe 

Storeò in 1842, but the following year they appeared in both the newspaperôs two 

illustrated stories about Ireland. The first, ñIreland and the Irishò (Aug. 12, 1843:101), 

was framed as an exposé on ñIRISH POVERTY!ò It included images of beggarwomen 

clothed in rags, ñpoor children,ò the mentally ill, and a ramshackle cottage full of pigs 

and barefoot children. One of the sketches was a profile of a ñConnaught Manò [Fig. 2.6] 

with a tall caubeen hat and a lit pipe. ñThat Connaught man,ò the newspaper reported, 

ñwith the bonnet-like caubeen, the short pipe, curly whiskers, and overhanging brow, is a 

dangerous-looking Lothario to trust in your meadows or corn-fields after dark, and looks 

very like a gay deceiver.ò The Irish here were already being identified with a degenerate 

physiognomy (the ñoverhanging browò) and inveterate pipe-smoking, plus everything
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Fig. 2.6. ñConnaught Man.ò Illustrated London News, Aug. 12, 1843, p.101 [Courtesy of 

Cengage] 

 

 

 

Fig. 2.7. ñIrish Physiognomy.ò Illustrated London News, Oct. 7, 1843, p.236 [Courtesy 

of Cengage]
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 pipe-smoking implied about thriftless poverty. The article also equated the Irish with 

non-white races. The article reported that Irish living spaces were ñon the same scale of 

comfort as the hut of the Esquimaux, or the wigwam of the North American Indian.ò 

These were some of the same groups whose tobacco consumption was supposed to have 

contributed to their racial degeneration and weakness (Mussey 1836:27). The Illustrated 

London News was never as interested in political caricature as Punch; instead their 

preoccupation was usually with sensationalizing Irish poverty. That obsession 

metastasized during the Famine and helped to create iconic scenes of Irish destitution.  

A follow-up article was printed two months later, also under the title of ñIreland 

and the Irishò (Oct. 7, 1843:236). Just about every grown man in the accompanying 

images was smoking a clay pipe. All the teamsters were smoking them in a sketch of 

ñCar-Drivers,ò as were the majority of men pictured at ñTurf-Market, Dublin.ò The 

article explained that smoking was universal amongst the ñlower ordersò of the Irish, 

even more so than drinking whisky. Pipes were class signs and also signs of a loathed (by 

the English press) anti-colonial stance. ñThose gentlemen with the dudheens [pipes] in 

their mouths are out and out Repealers, you may rest assuredé At home or abroad, in the 

field or on the road, Paddy cannot get on without ñthe blast of the pipe.ò In wet weather it 

warms, in hot it cools him, and in both it sends comfort home to a heart which has not got 

much to cheer it otherwise.ò The final image attached the article purported to illustrate 

ñIrish Physiognomyò [Fig 2.7]. The Irishman in the foreground was drawn with an 

exaggerated prognathic jaw and a snub nose. Although still common attributes in 

sketches of the working classes in general, by 1843 those features were beginning to be 

identified with a specifically Irish subjectivity. However, the wool hat and clay pipe more 
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clearly mark the figure in this image as Irish, and the artist has even drawn a giant free-

standing pipe on the left side of the scene. In images like these a material discourse of 

Irishness was being codified into a recognizable series of visual ñtypesò (Poole 1997:87). 

Deborah Poole (1997) has argued that one of the central processes through which modern 

ideas about race were constructed was the classification and serialization of foreign 

peoples into a series of easily recognizable and repeatable visual ñtypesò (ibid:15). Visual 

serialization reduces actual diversity into a series of fetishized differences in the way 

people look and dress. However, it is often clothing and possessions rather than 

phenotype that constitutes the iconic element of an idealized racial type (ibid:99). The 

figure in ñIrish Physiognomyò shows how a racialized serialization of the Irish was 

beginning to take place as early as 1843. Unfortunately, no description or caption 

accompanied the sketch to describe the significance of each element to the artist. 

  

 

PIGS AND POTATOES IN ñOôCONNELL AT TARA,ò 1843 

The racialization of the Irish intensified throughout the remaining months of 

1843. By the summer of that year OôConnell was storming across Ireland holding his 

ñmonster meetingò rallies, and the iconography of the Irish peasant was beginning to 

mature. ñKing OôConnell at Taraò (1843:89) [Fig. 2.8] was a particularly powerful 

illustration of Irish differences that were understood as innate. The sketch was Punchôs 

response to the outdoor meeting at the Hill of Tara on August 15th which was attended 

by nearly a million people (Geoghegan 2012:154). Tara was a symbolically rich setting: 
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Fig. 2.8. Punchôs rendering of the ñmonster meetingò at the Hill of Tara, which was attended by nearly a million people. A 

full complement of Irish material icons are on display here: clay pipes, potatoes, a shillelagh, a piglet, a whiskey bottle, even 

buttermilk. Each object was a coded message that Victorian English audiences would have understood. Punch vol. 5, p.89 

(1843) [Courtesy of HathiTrust]
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it was the seat of the ancient High Kings of Ireland and a reminder of Gaelic 

achievements. The site was deliberately chosen to evoke the successes of ñKing Danò 

(Coogan 2012:47). The identification of OôConnell with the indigenous Irish elite was 

deliberate: six weeks after the rally, OôConnell would be crowned with a green velvet 

ñRepeal capò specially designed for him to symbolize the ancient Gaelic kingship (Altick 

1997:345; Geoghegan 2012:160). The ñRepeal capò became a central part of OôConnellôs 

iconography and a symbol of Irish nationalism in general. It was the same cap that a 

simian John Mitchel  would be drawn with in the explicitly racist ñYoung Ireland in 

Business for Himselfò three years later.  

ñKing OôConnell at Taraò mocked the rally at Tara by reimagining it as cheap 

theater (Altick 1997:345). In the background there is a ticket office labeled ñPay Here,ò 

and the space behind OôConnell is shrouded by stage curtains. OôConnell wears the robes 

of the Lord Mayor of Dublin, but the gold chain of office has been turned into a string of 

potatoes. Punch made him a crown that was a top hat ringed with clay pipes, and his 

scepter is a shillelagh. The four Irish peasants in the foreground of ñKing OôConnell at 

Taraò are shown paying tribute to their king. One kneeling supplicant offers him a pail of 

buttermilk, another holds out a piglet, while a third kisses his boot which is planted 

firmly on a copy of the British Constitution. The peasant to the side is holding a sign 

declaring ñKing Dan For Ever,ò meanwhile, he has a bottle of whiskey strapped to his 

waist labeled ñcrater comfort.ò King OôConnell is holding scales of justice labeled 

ñJustice for Ireland,ò but his throne is a demon that is pushing one side of the scales of 

justice down with a stack of money labeled ñDanôs Allowance.ò The detail was yet 

another criticism of the corrupting influence of the dues collected from Association 
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members. Punchôs accompanying story (1843:88) describes the Irish anointing His 

Majesty with the words, ñREX HIBERNIAE, BLARNEI GRATIA!ò ï King of Hibernia, 

By the Grace of Blarney. Each of the iconic objects in ñKing OôConnell At Taraò was a 

coded message meant to communicate Irish moral failings to a Victorian audience. The 

pipes, piglet, whiskey bottle, shillelagh, buttermilk, and potatoes were all elements of the 

emerging material discourse that used objects as signs of what made the Irish different 

from the English. But these were not merely ñculturalò or ñethnicò markers. They were 

external manifestations of internal character, and it was the internal character of the Irish 

that was pointed at to justify later colonial policy. Three particularly significant icons of 

Irish identity were the potato, the pig, and the whisky bottle. 

 For two centuries now the potato has been a metonym for Irish identity in mass 

media. As early as 1821, the Times could casually reference ñthe physical wretchedness 

of Ireland, her rags and her potatoesò (Nov. 7, 1821:2). Potatoes, of course, are 

indigenous to the Americas and were only introduced to Ireland around the end of the 

16th century (Feehan 2012:28). They were quickly incorporated into a set of diverse rural 

crops that, at the time, included wheat, barley, oats, rye, peas, beans, and turnips, as well 

as beef and butter (Feehan 2012:29; Miller 1985:29). However, the reliance on potatoes 

increased in the early 1800s as arable land increasingly became concentrated in the hands 

of aristocrats and commercial farmers whose sole motivation was the production and 

export of cash crops (Miller 1985:32). This was not just a local Irish pattern but part of a 

global transformation of colonial economic relations in the first half of the 19th century 

(Wallerstein 2011b:137-138). As the Industrial Revolution modernized manufacturing in 

the urban centers of northern Europe, global production became increasingly 
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differentiated between core nations that manufactured finished goods and peripheral and 

colonized nations that produced only raw materials (ibid). Less developed nations lacked 

the capital and technical knowledge to build complex water-powered looms, steam 

engines, and steel foundries. Their traditional craft industries could not compete with the 

cheap prices of mass-made goods, like woolen cloth and nails, coming out of industrial 

centers like Lancashire and Manchester. As a result, many local craft industries were 

destroyed during this era of capitalist expansion and their former laborers pauperized: this 

was the fate of Irelandôs handweavers in the 1820s (Miller 1985:207). In fact, this was an 

intentional objective of Englandôs imperial policies (Wallerstein 2011b:150), and 

prohibitive duties and tariffs were set to make it easier to flood foreign markets with 

cheap English goods10. Colonies and peripheral nations were meant to be end consumers 

of English manufactures and otherwise ñmere pasturelandò (Marx 1870) growing raw 

materials for the metropole. 

 One consequence of Englandôs policies was that the development of peripheral 

economies like Ireland was increasingly limited to the production of cash crop 

commodities for export back to England.  ñThe new pattern of ñexportsò and ñimportsò 

was to be one that replicated the core-peripheral dichotomy that constituted that axial 

division of labor in the capitalist world-economy,ò Wallerstein writes (2011b:137-138). 

ñThis meant essentially at that time the exchange of peripheral raw material against core 

manufactures.ò With other avenues of investment blocked, Irish landowners (many of 

 
10 Wallerstein (2011b:150) quotes several Parliamentary testimonies from the mid-19th century in which 
this policy is laid out explicitly. Lƴ муолΣ ŀƴ ŀƎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǎǘ LƴŘƛŀ /ƻƳǇŀƴȅ ǘŜǎǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ά²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ 
excluded the manufactures of India from England by high prohibitive duties and given every 
encouragement to the introduction of our own manufactures into India. By our selfish (I use the word 
invidiously) policy we have beat down the native manufactures of Dacca and other places and inundated 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǳǊ ƎƻƻŘǎΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǘǊŀŘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǿƘŜǊŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ native government lacked 
either the military or political power to resist English domination. 
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whom needed to make a profit to pay for mortgaged estates) came under increasing 

pressure to consolidate large holdings and specialize in the commercial production of 

export commodities like beef and flax. This process tended both to concentrate land 

ownership and to remove land from local food production. Agricultural 

commercialization also caused the price of land to increase beyond the means of Irelandôs 

large population of subsistence farmers, who were limited to increasingly marginal plots 

in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. ñThus, Irelandôs burgeoning population was 

eventually left dependent for sustenance and employment upon an agricultural system 

controlled by a handful of landlords and long-lease holders whose drives for profits and 

ñimprovementsò not only geared land use for export markets rather than domestic 

subsistence but also eventually made the great mass of rural dwellers economically 

superfluousò (Miller 1985:33). Land that in the past was planted with diverse foods for 

Irish consumption was, by the beginning of the 1800s, being converted into ñrationalò or 

ñimprovedò commercial enterprises that produced beef, tallow, linen, and wool for 

imperial England. 

The loss of communal land and small-holdings to commercial estates caused the 

potato to take on increasing significance for small farmers and cottiers. Between 1750 

and 1810, the potato began to be a staple part of the diet throughout the country, 

displacing older crops like oats and barley (Feehan 2012:29). As commercial farmers bid 

up land prices, more and more families were forced to survive on smaller and less diverse 

plots of land. This process was accelerated by the custom of partible inheritance, which 

split estates between sons until after a few generations they were too small to live on 

(Miller 1985:28). It was also the result of two centuries of Ascendancy policies that had 
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expropriated more than 80% of Catholic-held land and made it impossible for Catholics 

to expand their holdings or contract long-term leases (Miller 1985:21-23). By 1845, one 

third of agricultural holdings in Ireland were smaller than 5 acres, and 15% of holdings 

were less than an acre in size (Brighton 2009:45). These plots were far too small to 

scrape out a living growing cereal crops, even if the land was suitable for planting them. 

Instead, subsistence farmers and landless laborers who had access to a patch of land 

began growing potatoes almost exclusively (ibid:47). It was the most efficient source of 

calories that could be grown on small plots in marginal terrain: a family could live off as 

few as 15 acres of potatoes (ibid:38). By the eve of the Famine, potatoes accounted for 

1/3 of all tilled land in Ireland (Brighton 2009:38; Feehan 2012:30). Potato monoculture 

made Ireland extremely vulnerable to potato blights. However, potato monoculture was 

not a product of Irish tastes or an innate racial love of the potato. It was a consequence of 

Ascension-era laws that had fractured Catholic land-holdings as well as the increasing 

cost of land that resulted from the commercialization of the colonial export economy 

(Miller 1985:33-34). These factors were not appreciated by the English press. Long 

before the outbreak of the potato blight, the Irish were already caricatured as a race that 

had happily chosen a diet made up exclusively of potatoes. ñHe, poor fellow, is addicted 

to a remarkably spare style of regimen,ò the Illustrated London News reported. ñGive him 

a potato, and if he is not happy, he is at least contentò (ñIreland and the Irish,ò ILN, Aug. 

12, 1843:101). Potato-eating was framed as an intentional choice or desire on the part of 

the Irish, rather than as the structural consequence of imperial finance and mercantile 

policy. 
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Potatoes were more than merely foodstuffs. They were also potent symbols of 

moral character during the Victorian era. In English caricature, potatoes functioned as 

coded messages for the laziness, poor work ethic, and general ungovernability of the Irish 

(De Nie 2004:128). These meanings derived from contemporary ideas about potato 

agriculture and how it supposedly differed from growing cereal crops like wheat and 

barley. English writers generally assumed that growing potatoes was easier and less 

taxing than growing other crops. It only took a month out of the year to sow them and 

another month to harvest them, with minimal tending required in between. This was in 

contrast to cereal row crops, which require complex cycles of fallowing, rotation, 

fertilizing, planting, weeding, and intensely busy harvests. The English insinuated that 

the Irish peasantry chose to live on potatoes because it let them avoid the steady annual 

labor required to grow cereal crops, and left them with most of the year free to indulge in 

fighting, drinking, and procreating. Potato agriculture was thus framed not as a 

consequence of economic policy, or a rational behavior, or a neutral ñethnicò custom: it 

was an external objectification of the innate racial indolence of the Celt. The potato 

constructed an Irish subjectivity in contrast to the economic ambition of capitalist Anglo-

Saxon Protestants. For the Victorians it was also a coded message for violence and 

fecundity, because those were the activities that supposedly filled the time between 

sowing and reaping. ñIn the popular mind,ò De Nie (2004:130) writes in in study of the 

Victorian press, ñthe potato was inextricably linked with subdivision, agrarian crime, and 

ignorance. Dependence on the potato had created a people who were perpetually indigent, 

prone to violence and disorder, and easily duped by their priests and political agitators.ò 

Again, at the level of myth (Barthes 2013:217), potatoes possessed an explicitly political 
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dimension. Potato-growing was the external proof of the poor work ethic, lack of work-

time discipline, and incapacity on the part of the Irish to form a stable society: all of these 

were reasons why the Irish could not be trusted to govern themselves. Potato imagery 

was a symbolic defense of the Act of Union and a reminder of the imprudence of Repeal. 

The potato was an especially convenient visual metonym for Irishness because the 

Irish did eat more potatoes than their English neighbors. An 1822 article in the Times, for 

example, lead with the uncontroversial claim that ñIt is well known that potatoes 

constitute the chief support of the peasantry of Irelandò (ñDistress in Ireland,ò June 22, 

1822:4). However, once again it would be a mistake to attribute potato imagery to a 

transparent naturalism. After all, images of potatoes in Punch were not realistic sketches 

of potatoes as they actually appeared in Irish daily existence, being sown or cooked or 

eaten. They were symbolic elements that were depicted in the form of necklaces (ñKing 

OôConnell at Tara,ò v.5, 1843:9), the body of Daniel OôConnell (ñThe Real Potato Blight 

of Ireland,ò v.9 1845:256), John Bullôs charity to Ireland (ñUnion Is Strength,ò v.11, 

1846:161), or even anthropomorphic representations of Ireland (ñConsolation for the 

MillionðThe Loaf and the Potato,ò v.13, 1847:95). This was a symbolic discourse, not 

an attempt to depict things ñas they were.ò Likewise, many other European nations had 

adopted the potato after its arrival from the New World. The English strongly associated 

it with French cuisine. Punch dismissed the first reports of potato blight in Europe by 

pointing out that ñthe pomme which our Gallic neighbors so expressively describe as de 

terreò was in no shortage in France, where ñFrench ingenuity has smothered the 

salubrious root in parsley and butter, to render it worthy of the head of the householdð

the ma´tre dôh·telò (ñThe Potato Panic,ò v.6, 1844:186). However, potatoes never 
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became an icon of Frenchness in the way that the press made them into signs of Irishness 

in the 1840s. A material discourse is made of up characteristic associations between 

peoples and objects, but those associations are not inevitable. They are artificial 

connections forged through repetition. 

The second element in ñKing OôConnell at Taraò that would become a visual icon 

of Irishness was the pig. There was a tradition of pig-raising in rural Ireland in which a 

piglet would be fed out on table scraps each year and then sold to the butcher when it was 

sufficiently fat. This provided subsistence farmers with their majorðif not onlyðsource 

of cash income for the year, and it was often said that in Ireland pigs ñpaid the rent.ò The 

Illustrated London News, for example, reported that ñthe bonneen (pig) is the Irish 

peasantôs mainstay. He goes far, if not the whole way, to pay the rentò (ñIreland and the 

Irish,ò Aug. 12, 1843:101). Pig-raising became increasingly important in the early 1800s 

as the commercialization of Irish agriculture caused cash rents to gradually supplant older 

systems of sharecropping or payment in kind (Miller 1985:31). However, what attracted 

attention and comment from English travelers and writers was the fact that many Irish 

farmers would let the pig sleep in their cottage in foul weather. The Illustrated London 

News, again, reported that ñAs to bed and board, the pig takes ñpot-luckò with Paddy, and 

lies down with the family, of which he is the recognized companion and benefactor.ò 

(ñIreland and the Irish,ò Oct. 7, 1843:236). Punch printed a satire about an imaginary 

village called ñBallymuckanfilthò that played directly on English anxieties about Irish 

pig-raising (ñIreland,ò v.9, 1845:176). ñIn almost every cottage, they keep one or two 

pigs,ò the article reported. ñNow, the first impression of the reader will doubtless be, that 

such a custom cannot conduce to the cleanliness of the homestead. With an English pig, 
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certainly not: but Irish pigsðwith the quick genius of their countryðknow what is due to 

the courtesies of life, and act accordingly.ò Victorian spectators considered the practice 

disgusting and pointed to it as evidence that the Irish were hopelessly degraded. 

Pigs first appear as visual icons of Irishness beginning in 1843. Besides Punch, 

they also became regular features of Irish sketches in the Illustrated London News. The 

ILN published three drawings of Irish cabins that year in which pigs were prominently 

pictured wallowing in the foreground or being driven in the cabin itself (ñConnemara 

Cabinò and ñLeinster Cabin,ò Aug. 12, 1843:101; ñCottage, or Cabin,ò Oct. 7, 1843:236). 

The visual association between pigs and Irishness continued to strengthen throughout the 

19th century (De Nie 2004:17). Pig symbolism even followed the Irish across the Atlantic 

to urban New York. One of the very first images of the Irish published in Harperôs 

Weekly, in 1857, depicts a stereotypical Irish peasant with a pipe and a shillelagh riding 

on the back of a winged pig (ñPegasus, by Our Irish Artist,ò June 20, 1857:400). Pigs 

meant Irishness even in contexts far removed from actual pig-raising. That was because 

the pig was predominantly a sign or coded message. ñThe British press often claimed that 

an Irishman did not know the difference between dirtiness and cleanliness,ò argues De 

Nie (2004:17). ñHis cabin was filthy and badly lit, and he shared it with his livestock. 

The Irish alleged love for muck and supposed contentment to live in abject poverty were 

seen as clear indications of their uncivilized state. Thus they were often symbolized in the 

satirical press by the pig.ò The scrawny piglet being offered in ñKing OôConnell at Taraò 

was thus a message to Victorian audiences that possessed a larger, mythic dimension 

(Barthes 1973) in the context of Repeal agitation. It reminded spectators that the Celt was 

perfectly content to live in primitive squalor and had no natural capacity or drive to 
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improve himself. The Irish required the guidance of the enterprising Anglo-Saxon to lift 

them out of degradation. The pig was another symbolic argument against Irish 

independence. 

The third major icon of Irishness in ñKing OôConnell at Taraò is the whisky bottle 

labeled ñCrater Comfort.ò Whiskey bottles were coded messages for alcoholism, which 

by then was considered to be a natural feature of the Celtic character. In 1836, for 

example, an official report on the state of Ireland (ñPoor-Laws: Ireland, Report of Mr. 

Nicholls,ò Times, Feb.17, 1837:2) recounted that ñAnother characteristic of the Irish is 

their intemperance. Drunkenness appears to be much more common than in England. The 

use of whiskey and tobacco appears excessive, although the evident poverty of the people 

would seem to forbid such indulgences.ò The stereotype of racial alcoholism during this 

era was not framed as a public health problem so much as it was a cause of crime, 

poverty, and anti-imperialist resistance. Already in the 1840s there was a tradition of 

attributing Irelandôs social problems to excessive drunkenness rather than colonial policy. 

Whisky was blamed for Paddyôs ñfrequent quarrelsò and encounters with the police (ñThe 

Irish Peasantry,ò Times, Sept. 23, 1825:4). After a few drams of whiskey he was prone to 

committing assault and being arrested. But he could hardly help himself, because for the 

Celt alcohol was nearly irresistible. Alcoholism was likewise blamed for various spates 

of anti-colonial agitation and attacks on English law officers. The report on Ireland 

addressed to John Russell claimed that ñmany of the acts of violence and disorder which 

occur in Ireland are planned in some obscure whiskey shop, and executed under the 

influence of the poison there imbibedò (ñPoor-Laws: Ireland, Report of Mr. Nicholls,ò 

Times, Feb.17, 1837:2). The chain of causality was clear: the Irish were naturally 



159 
 

ñintemperate,ò their intemperance lead to crime, and high rates of crime required a 

vigorous colonial response. All these meanings were condensed into the bottle of ñcrater 

comfort.ò 

Ireland, of course, was no stranger to whiskey. The island had a long tradition of 

clandestine distilling. Turning grain into spirits was a common source of extra income for 

rural farmers (Miller 1985:34), but it had to be done in secret to evade the tax authorities. 

Called ñpoteenò (poitín) because of the pots it was made in, this local whiskey was 

considered superior to English-made spirits on account of the smoky flavor imparted to it 

by being cooked over peat (ñWhiskey Still in Connemara,ò ILN Mar. 2, 1844:141). 

Besides poteen, the Irish also consumed large quantities of imported spirits. The 

Parliamentary tax authorities reported that in the late 1820s, excise duties were paid on 

about 10,000,000 gallons of whiskey every year in Ireland (ñTemperance,ò Times, June 

30, 1831:5). They estimated that a further 2,500,000 were produced in clandestine stills, 

which added up to an annual consumption of 2 gallons of whiskey for every man, 

woman, and child in the country. On the face of it, statistics like these might be used to 

argue that the Irish were portrayed as racial alcoholics because they were more likely to 

drink to excess. Once again, however, the naturalist theory of racial representation fails to 

account for the arbitrariness of metonymic association. Similar levels of per capita 

alcohol consumption prevailed across the Atlantic world in the 19th century. In the early 

1830s, for example, the Dutch were even heavier drinkers, consuming nearly 3 gallons of 

strong gin per year for every man, woman, and child (Wintle 2000:62). The Dutch hardly 

competed with Americans, who by the 1830s were consuming 5 gallons of distilled 

spirits and 15 gallons of hard cider per capita every year (Rorabaugh 1979:8-10). 
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England, too, was dealing with its own crisis of alcohol consumption. In 1825, 

Parliament had reduced the duties on spirits, leading to a surge in liquor consumption that 

by 1830 exceeded 7.4 million gallons per year (Mason 2001:112). That same year the 

Beer Act of 1830 deregulated brewing, leading to another surge of drunkenness in 

England that was seen by many spectators as cause for a moral panic. ñEnglandôs 

privileged classes complained about the widespread debauchery the law had supposedly 

incitedò as drinking ñcame to represent intemperance, idleness, and a lack of disciplineð

in short, all the self-destructive vices of the working classò (Mason 2001:110).  

Irish drinking was hardly exceptional in this context. In fact, it was widely 

acknowledged that it was on the decline. In the first years of the decade a temperance 

movement led by a charismatic priest, Father Mathew, had taken Ireland by storm (Quinn 

1992). His Abstinence Society convinced hundreds and then thousands to ñtake the 

pledgeò not to drink. By the eve of the Famine, anywhere from 3 million to 5 million 

peopleðmore than half the adult population of Irelandðhad enrolled in the temperance 

movement (Quinn 1992:549), and the production of spirits had been more than halved in 

just 5 years (ibid). The English press looked on with amazement and envy. The 

Illustrated London News commented that, in the days before Father Matthewôs 

temperance movement, ñit was no uncommon assertion for an Irishman to make, that ñif 

his mother had reared him on whiskey, heôd have been a sucking babe to the day of his 

death.ò The love of this liquor was pre-eminent in the countryò (ñWhiskey Still in 

Connemara,ò Mar. 2, 1844:141). However, the production of whiskey was so diminished 

that ñPeople now go from a fair sober, a thing scarcely known years before.ò If ever there 

were a historical moment when whiskey bottles ought not to have become icons of Irish 
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identity, that moment was the early 1840s. However, the English press could not resist 

the temptation to exploit such an old and convenient trope. As a metonymic equation, the 

implication was that Irishness was drunkenness: a proper Irishman was a hard-drinking 

Irishman. The predisposition to alcoholism was one of the innate features that supposedly 

set the Celtic race apart from the Anglo-Saxon (e.g., ñPoor-Laws: Ireland, Report of Mr. 

Nicholls,ò Times, Feb.17, 1837:2). Ideas like these are racial in nature, regardless of 

whether or not they correspond to observable differences in phenotype or complexion. 

When those ideas become the basis for prejudicial state policy, they become racist 

(Gilmore 2007:28). 

 

 

THE MATERIAL DISCOURSE OF IRISHNESS ON THE EVE OF THE FAMINE, 

1843-1845 

By the late summer of 1843, OôConnellôs monster meetings had aroused the ire of 

Sir Robert Peelôs Tory government in London. Peel was worried that the enormous rallies 

would escape OôConnellôs control and turn into armed rebellion. The British found an 

excuse to suppress them in October, after the Repeal Associationôs newspaper, The 

Nation, published an article titled ñRepeal Cavalryò that framed the upcoming meeting at 

Clontarf meeting as a potential start to violent resistance (Geoghegan 2012:163). The 

rally at Clontarf was banned by proclamation one day before it was due to take place, and 

the English government moved heavy artillery and three gunships in range of the site 

(Geoghegan 2012:163). OôConnell reluctantly called off the meeting, afraid of being 
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responsible for a massacre. His surrender at Clontarf nearly split the movement in two. 

One faction of his Association, who called themselves Young Ireland, argued that 

OôConnell should press ahead and risk bloodshed to incite a popular rebellion. Later 

historians have questioned whether his capitulation at Clontarf was a sign of his 

complicity with the English colonial authorities (e.g., Allen 2012:107) or bourgeois class 

sympathies. 

The material discourse of Irishness was well-established by this point. The iconic 

objects appear, for example, in the famous cartoon ñThe Irish Frankensteinò [Fig. 2.9] 

which was drawn after the events at Clontarf. When the British worried that OôConnellôs 

ñmonster meetingsò would escape his control and erupt into violence, Mary Shelleyôs 

Frankensteinôs Monster seemed like the perfect allegory. OôConnell is on the right, 

playing the role of Dr. Frankenstein, while the Repeal Association is the monster he has 

created. By this point the material discourse of Irishness communicated nearly all the 

Victorian stereotypes about Irish character. The monster is recognizably Irish on account 

of his clay pipe, wool hat, tattered breeches and tails, and shillelagh. The breeches and 

tails that became iconic elements of the Irish figure had a similar meaning to the wool 

walking hat. They were associated with rural peasantry and hopelessly old-fashioned. 

Like the hat, they signified that Irishness was exclusion from economic modernity. The 

shillelagh also had specific connotations for Victorian audiences. Shillelaghs were known 

to be associated with ñfaction fighting,ò a form of communal violence that can be traced 

back to the beginning of the 19th century in County Tipperary (Coogan 2012:24). Faction 

fighting involved a ritualized fight between dozens or hundreds of men, the different 

sides usually based on extended 
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Fig. 2.9. OôConnellôs ñmonster meetingò rallies aroused fears on the part of the British 

government that OôConnell would lose control of the crowds and they would erupt into 

armed rebellion. This cartoon used Mary Shelleyôs Frankenstein as an allegory for a 

monster (the Repeal Association) that escapes the control of its creator (OôConnell). 

Punch vol.5, p.199 (1843) [Courtesy of HathiTrust]
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families or parishes who fought each other on market days or holidays (Geber and 

OôDonnabhain 2020:171). They were part game, and part long-term vendetta. Faction 

fights were associated with agrarian disorder and organized crime, and to the English 

they were proof that the Irish were predisposed toward chaos without colonial control. 

The shillelagh was another coded message that to Victorian audiences that would have 

reminded them of Celtic character: wild, intemperate, and violent. These were understood 

as heritable features, not cultural accidents. The Irish figure in ñThe Irish Frankensteinò is 

not being marked racially by his phenotypeðhis monstrous appearance is a literary 

allusion to Mary Shelley, not a phrenological critique. He is marked by his material 

discourse. 

A second thread of pre-Famine symbolism derived from stereotypical scenes of 

Irish destitution, especially poor cabins and cottages. These were most apparent in the 

Illustrated London News, which had a penchant for sensationalizing Irish suffering. In its 

1843 article on ñIreland and the Irishò (Aug. 12, 1843:101) it published sketches of two 

cottages meant to illustrate characteristic ñIRISH POVERTY!ò [Fig. 2.10]. Both show 

rural cottages with thatched roofs in various states of disrepair. The metonymic pig 

appears prominently in both foregrounds, as do barefoot women and children. Footwear 

are often significant elements of material discourses of race, and their absence here is 

another marker of primitivity. This genre of ñruined cabinò imagery became extremely 

common during the Famine (e.g., ñEjectment of Irish Tenantry,ò ILN, Dec. 16, 

1848:380), but it developed as part of the pre-Famine discourse of Irishness and it 

continued to be representative of Irishness long after the Famine ended (e.g., ñInterior of 

a Mud Cabin at Kildare,ò ILN, Apr. 9, 1870:381). The reason is that this particular scene 
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Fig. 2.10. A pair of cabins published in the Illustrated London News in 1843, meant to be 

representative of Irish rural life and Irish poverty.  Aug. 12, 1843, p.101 [Courtesy of 

Cengage]
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of Irish destitution was as much a symbolic discourse as it was descriptive. The poverty it 

illustrated was a racialized poverty: it was constructed as a distinctive element of Celtic 

identity, and it was explicitly equated with the material culture of non-European peoples 

like Africans and Amerindians. For example, the Illustrated London News put Irish 

cabins ñon the same scale of comfort as the hut of Esquimaux, or the wigwam of the 

North American Indianò rather than ñthe general cleanliness and comfort of the cottage 

homes of Englandò (ILN Aug. 12, 1843:101). Comparisons of the Irish with the Inuit and 

Khoisan were common. ñThere is no other country on the face of the earth where such 

extreme misery prevails as in Ireland,ò the Times reported in 1836 (ñIrish Peasantry, Apr. 

8, 1836:3). ñThe negro slave, if only from interested motives, is well taken care of,ð

even the American Indian, the Esquimaux, the Hottentot, live and die in luxury, 

compared with this description of Irish paupers.ò This was an era during which housing 

had significant racial connotations: it was both a source and a sign of racial difference 

(e.g., Mitchell 1744:138). ñBad lodgingò (Smith 1788:75) could cause a people to 

degenerate physically, and it was one of the reasons Africans and Amerindians were 

dark, coarse, and deformed. The scenes of Irish poverty in the Illustrated London News 

contained an important class dimension, but they also cast suspicion on the racial status 

of the Celt whenever such a suspicion became convenient. Extreme poverty did exist in 

Ireland, but to make extreme poverty into the characteristic scene of Ireland was a 

political operation. It was one of the discursive moves typical of a material discourse of 

race. 

  By the time the potato blight struck in late 1845, these material discourses of 

Irishness had already congealed into a form that would survive for many decades in both 
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England and the United States. Thomas Nast would draw on the same iconography to 

sketch rioting Irish apes and crumbling urban shanties well into the 1870s, and Puck 

would carry those themes nearly to the turn of the century (see Chapter 3). A good 

example from this period is ñThe OôConnell Rentò [Fig. 2.11], which was drawn just 

before the blight was discovered. It was yet another of Punchôs attacks on the Repeal 

Associationôs dues. The Irish figures in mid-1845 are beginning to be objects of 

degradation rather than just victims of OôConnellôs demagoguery. The cartoon shows two 

peasant men lining up to pay their ñrintò to King Dan. The men feature a nearly full 

complement of the coded messages of Irishness: they have the wool hats with clay pipes 

stuck in them, shillelaghs, and patched breeches and tails. They are recognizably Irish 

peasants, now distinct from English peasants in both exterior form and in terms of the 

inner character that form signified. Physiology, while usefully employed, was not 

necessary to this distinction.  

The material discourse of Irishness was employed even when the intent was less 

hostile, because it had become the conventional means of visually marking Irishness. 

This marking was not neutral: it communicated all the character flaws attached to the 

objects. In early 1846, for example, Punch published a sketch called ñJustice for Ireland.ò 

It was John Leechôs final cartoon of the Irish before the notorious ñYoung Ireland in 

Business for Himself.ò The image is sympathetic to plight of the Irish. They are shown 

suffering from the effects of the Famine, but instead of helping them, Prime Minister Peel 

is tweaking their ear with another Irish coercion bill meant to empower the police and 

constables. The cartoon criticizes the Tories, not the Irish. Although the message of
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Fig. 2.11. A minor column cartoon drawn by John Leech in 1845, and yet another attack on the Repeal Associationôs dues. 

The Irish peasant is now recognizable through the use of iconographyðthe pipe in a wool hat, shillelagh, breeches, and tailsð

as well as his big, prognathic jaw. In 1845 the Irish peasant was transiting from being a sympathetic figure, framed as a 

gullible simpleton being fleeced by Daniel OôConnell, into a more ominous figure marked by hints of racial degeneration. 

Punch v.8, 1845, n.p. [Courtesy of HathiTrust]
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ñJustice for Irelandò is that the Irish deserve assistance, nearly every element of the 

material discourse of Irishness is employed. The foundations had been laid for the 

ñviolent Paddyò to emerge a few months later: all that was required was the addition of a 

spurious simian physiognomy. However, it would be a mistake to date the racialization of 

the Irish to the moment when that physiognomy appeared. The Irish peasant had already 

been reduced to a serialized racial ñtypeò (Poole 1997:15). Hats, pipes, potatoes, pigs, 

liquor bottles, and shillelaghs were the external proofs of the inner qualities that 

distinguished Anglo-Saxon from Celt. 

 

 

THE INVENTED PHYSIOGNOMY OF THE ñVIOLENT PADDY,ò 1846-1848 

Explaining and dating the emergence of anti-Irish racism remains a subject of 

substantial controversy among scholars of Victorian visual culture (e.g. Curtis 1997; 

Foster 1993; Altick 1997; De Nie 2004; Gilley 1978; Williams 2016). L.P. Curtis Jr., 

whose 1977 book Apes and Angels first made the connection between Victorian Irish 

caricature and scientific racism (Foster 1993:171), initially argued that the transformation 

of the Irish into a racial Other was not complete until the 1860s (Curtis 1997:29), at 

which time English artists were drawing the Irish as anthropoid monsters. In the preface 

to the second edition, however, Curtis (1997:xxii) revised the date at which he considered 

the most ñbestialò or ñdemonizedò Paddy to have emerged and assigned it to the Young 

Ireland rebellion of 1848. It was in 1848 that ñapelike faces became the graphic sign of 

both militant and violent Irish nationalists, who refused to accept the benefits or blessings 
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of British imperial ruleò (Curtis 1997:xxiv). De Nie (2004:125), in his study of the visual 

and discursive construction of the Irish in the British press, likewise identifies 1848 as the 

moment when ñPunch was portraying Irish nationalists like John Mitchel in explicitly 

racial terms.ò Foster (1993:174-176), while he stops short of naming it as racism, 

identifies the Young Ireland agitation of 1846-1848 as the pivotal moment when English 

representation of the Irish took on an entirely new character. According to Foster 

(1993:192), the ñdangerous Irishmanò that was familiar to comic audiences through the 

end of the century solidified in the latter years of the 1840s. It was ñYoung Ireland in 

Business for Himselfò in 1846 that signaled the emergence of the degenerate Irish. 

There is also debate about whether or not the images in Punch and other 

illustrated magazines of the time actually represent racism at all (e.g., Gilley 1978). 

Curtisôs major interlocutor, the English historian R.F. Foster, reviewed the same images 

and came to the conclusion that there never really was any racial prejudice against the 

Irish, and that the derogatory images of them expressed mere religious and class 

antagonisms (1993:192). Foster was aware of the theories of anthropological racism that 

purported to prove the inferiority of the Irish race (e.g., Beddoe 1885), but he argued that 

prejudice against the Irish could not have been ñracialò because there were never any 

laws against miscegenation with the Irish (Foster 1993:193). Anti-miscegenation laws, 

however, are a poor criterion to use to prove whether or not racism exists. There were 

never any anti-miscegenation laws against Mexicans in the United States, even in Texas 

(De Leon 1983:48), yet Mexican Americans still fell victim to campaigns of lynching and 

racial terror throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries (Carrigan and Webb 2013). 



171 
 

The evidence reviewed in this chapter argues for an alternative interpretation of 

the racialization of the Irish. When attention is paid to the strategic use of material 

discourses, it becomes apparent that the Irish began to be racialized in 1843. It was at this 

moment that a series of objects and environments began to be used as characteristic signs 

of Irishness, and each of those objects and environments was a coded message for the 

natural deficiencies of the Irish character. When metonymic icons of intemperance, 

idleness, criminality, and squalor became characteristic attributes of the Celt, it implied 

that Irishness was intemperance, and idleness, and criminality, and squalor. This was a 

ñracial projectò (Omi and Winant 2015:125) regardless of whether or not it corresponded 

to any external physiology. It posited innate and heritable moral differences that made 

Celts inferior to Anglo-Saxons and of a level with Africans and Amerindians, two groups 

whose despised racial status was already well-documented. The reason that this trajectory 

of racialization has not been recognized as such is that many historians continue to 

operate within a paradigm that considers ñraceò to be isomorphic with phenotype and 

complexion (c.f. Wheeler 2000). Thus, the debate between Curtis (1997) and Foster 

(1993) turns almost entirely on the significance of the facial prognathism that appears 

post-1846. But the argument that this study has advanced is that physiology is a red 

herring: significant where it appears, of course, but neither sufficient nor necessary to the 

production of racial difference. The early modern physicians and anthropologists quoted 

in the introduction were all of the opinion that racial differences might not be obvious in 

external appearance, which anyways was transitory, and would instead manifest 

themselves in custom, morals, and material culture (Mitchell 1744; Smith 1788; White 

1799; Buffon 1812 [1749]). It was this epistême to which the Victorians were heir, even 
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as new racial theories based on natural selection, craniometry, and linguistics were being 

explored throughout the middle decades of the century (e.g., Prichard 1826; Blumenbach 

1865 [1775]; Gobineau 1915 [1853]).  

Even the so-called ñscientific racistsò were highly inconsistent in their ideas about 

how physiology and appearance factored into race. Gobineau (1915), for example, tended 

to polygenism and regularly cited Prichardôs (1826) anthropological arguments about 

natural selection (e.g., Gobineau 1915:106). Gobineau nonetheless considered external 

factors like complexion, bone structure, and musculature to be irrelevant in terms of 

determining racial identity. He believed that if external form could be modified by 

environment and custom, that meant it was an epiphenomenon with little bearing on 

racial ñstock.ò ñI would not, however, deny that local conditions may favour the 

deepening of some particular skin-colour, the tendency to obesity, the development of the 

arms or lower limbs, the increase or decrease of physical strength,ò he wrote (1915:121). 

ñBut, I repeat, these are not essential pointsé there is no reason to believe that they have 

ever had very much influence.ò Instead, Gobineauôs (1915:120) wager was that the 

ñvitalò and ñorganicò essence of race is contained in a complex of intellectual and moral 

gifts that are passed down through pure bloodlines, regardless of any surface changes in 

color or shape. These intellectual and moral gifts objectify themselves in beautiful art, 

advanced material culture, and superior civilization in general (see 1915:102-104). The 

reason Gobineau placed such little value on physiology was that his main concern was 

proving that the French aristocracy was racially distinct from working-class Frenchmen 

(1915:101; see Arendt 1944:47). Physiognomy and complexion were of little help to that 

project, any more than they helped to distinguish Anglo-Saxons from Celts. Indeed, 



173 
 

physical difference was never a prerequisite for the modern, ñscientificò forms of racism 

that appeared in the 19th century, so it can hardly be the sine qua non of Irish 

racialization11. 

Although facial prognathism was only a supplementary feature, it was still an 

important element that reinforced the notion that Celts were inferior to Anglo-Saxons at a 

critical moment in history. The following pages describe how exaggerated prognathism 

came to be an iconic trait of Irishness in 1846. The exaggerated and then ape-like jawline 

soon developed into an element of a new racial archetype that is referred to here as the 

ñviolent Paddy.ò The simian and degraded ñviolent Paddyò quickly became famous and 

inspired Irish racial caricature for the remainder of the century, in both England and the 

United States (see Chapter 3). The next section addresses the significance of the jawline 

to physiognomists and phrenologists, who went so far as to calculate a quantitative 

measurement of jaw size that could be used to determine how primitive a person or a 

people was. The final section traces chronologically the development of the ñviolent 

Paddyò beginning with John Leechôs ñYoung Ireland in Business For Himself,ò the 

historical fulcrum point of Irish representation (Foster 1993:192). It examines how the 

racialization of the Irish was used strategically to justify colonial policy during the 

Famine. 

 

 

 
11 Gobineau himself held a rather dim view of Celts. At one point he calls ǘƘŜ LǊƛǎƘ άthe trash of all the 
agesέ όdétritus de tous les temps) (Gobineau 1884:536), ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ άŘŜƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜ ǘȅǇŜǎέ όtypes 
dégénérés) like the Italians. What mattered was not the physical appearance of the Irish but their 
supposedly mixed bloodline, which would inevitably manifest itself in marginality and cultural failure 
wherever they went, even in America. 
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PHYSIOGNOMIC THEORIES AND IRISH PROGNATHISM 

To understand the significance of the exaggerated jawline attributed to the Irish 

after 1846, it is necessary to understand some of the principles of physiognomy that were 

common sense to many Victorian artists and audiences. Physiognomy was ñthe art cum 

science of judging character and temperament from the features of the head and face, the 

body, and the extremitiesò (Curtis 1997:3). The ideas of physiognomy had become a part 

of popular scientific lore in the 18th century, and they were used by all classes of 

Europeans to ñreadò the character of other people (Curtis 1997:5). One of the central 

tenets of popular physiognomy was the significance of the facial angle. The facial angle 

was first proposed by the Dutch scientist Peter Camper (1790) in his Verhandeling von 

Petrus Camper. Camper devised a system for measuring the angle formed by the 

intersection of two linesðone that ran vertically from the forehead to the front of the 

teeth, and another that ran from the ear canal to the nostrils. This created a ñfacial angleò 

that quantified how far a personôs lower jaw protruded. Camper, predictably, used his 

facial angles to gauge the relative civilization of various human groups (Curtis 1997:7) 

[Fig. 2.12]. The stereotypical European angle of 80° was ideal. Apes had facial angles 

measuring 70° or less, and African skulls were supposed to be closer to apes than 

Europeans (Curtis 1997:8). Smaller angles and larger, more protruding jaws were 

physical signs of biological inferiority, conceived of as a similarity to primitive human 

ancestors. Facial angle theory was widely adopted by English and Euro-American 

scholars as an external sign of degeneration. According to the American phrenologist 

Samuel Wells (1871:164), ñthe lower and more close to the animal the race or the 
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Fig. 2.12. Plate from a French encyclopedia published in 1838, the Dictionnaire Pittoresque DôHistoire Naturelle, edited by 

F.M. Guerin. This is one of several plates under the entry for ñPhrenologie.ò It is a reprintðwith added colorðof a set of 

sketches originally published in 1790 in Petrus Camperôs Verhandeling (see Tables I-IV, n.p.). The vertical line connecting the 

forehead and front teeth intersects with another line from the ear canal to the nose. The angle created by those two lines was 

suggested to be a quantifiable measure of racial advancement. The third skull, a European specimen, is considered ideal. The 

African specimen is shown to be physiognomically similar to an ape. Dic. Pittoresque DôHistoire Naturelle, vol. 7, plate 491 

[Courtesy of the Biodiversity Heritage Library]
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individual may be (other things, of course, being equal), the stronger and more prominent 

are the jaws.ò Victorian artists were familiar with these ideas and used prognathic jaws to 

mark individuals as primitive or barbarous.  

In the early years of Victorian caricature, facial prognathism alone did not 

necessarily signify racialization. Physiognomy was as much a theory of individual 

difference as it was of race, and prognathism could be a sign of ignorance, poverty, or 

criminality even amongst Anglo-Saxons. It was class critique as much as racial symbol. 

Punch drew all kinds of poor, violent characters with prognathic facial features in the 

early 1840s. For example, ñThe Prospect of Warò (v.10, 1846:3) shows a working-class 

English army conscript with a huge jaw and a stub nose, and ñNotorious Fellowsò (v.11, 

1846:197) shows a pair of English country brigands with protruding jaws and snub noses 

robbing a gentleman out on a walk. Foster (1993:174) has noted that during this period 

Irish peasants were given much the same physiognomy as English peasantsðboth had 

exaggerated, prognathic features. Even Curtis concedes that ñthere was nothing 

specifically Irish about a projecting lower jaw until the 1840sò (1997:30).  

What changed in the years between 1846 and 1848 was that prognathism became 

an iconic sign of Irishness, whether of the working-class or bourgeois variety. In reality, 

of course, the Irish were not genetically or phenotypically distinct from the English: there 

were no physiological ñracialò differences to see. However, by the end of the Famine, 

ñthe equation between snub-nosed, big-mouthed, and prognathous faces and Irish Celts 

became as complete as caricature could hope to achieveò (Curtis 1997:31). Prognathism 

became a signifier of Celtic identity rather than a generic peasant trait, and it was used to 

posit a direct analogy between the Irish and Africans and non-human primates. This was 
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an argument that had already been made by comparing the material culture of the Irish to 

Africans and Amerindians (e.g., ñIrish Peasantry,ò Times, Apr. 8, 1836:3), and through 

the hints of racial degeneration attached to metonyms like clay pipes (ñThe Use and 

Abuse of Tobacco,ò Times, Aug. 31, 1860:9) and liquor bottles (ñPoor-Laws: Ireland, 

Report of Mr. Nicholls,ò Times, Feb.17, 1837:2). The addition of facial prognathism 

simply reinforced and strengthened an existing racial project (Omi and Winant 

2015:125). Indeed, it was the material discourse of Irishness that established the meaning 

of the artificial racial distinction between Anglo-Saxons and Celts: phrenological proofs 

were invented ex post facto.   

There was an explicitly political motivation for this physiological transformation. 

As the following pages will show, it was a direct consequence of English hostility to Irish 

independence agitation and demands for Famine relief. As Lengel (2002:98) argues, ñThe 

racial interpretation of Ireland and Irish problems, which was so widespread in England 

in the latter half of the nineteenth century, was in many respects the direct product of the 

politics of the potato famine.ò Simianization bolstered that argument that Irelandôs social 

and economic problems were a product of the Celtic temperament, and that this 

temperament was innate, incurable, and hereditary. As a result, it relieved the British 

government of responsibility for alleviating Irish suffering (De Nie 2004:85-87; Coogan 

2012:33; Geber and OôDonnabhain 2020:174). This was the exact moment in time that 

Charles Trevelyan, assistant secretary of the English treasury and holder of the keys to 

major relief, could argue that God had sent the Famine to punish the Irish for the ñselfish, 

perverse, and turbulent character of the people,ò and that it would be a sin to try to 

mitigate His judgement (quoted in Coogan 2012:64). Racial inferiority was pointed to as 
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evidence that it was better to let nature run its course than waste money trying to save the 

Irish from themselves. However, the contents of this racial inferiorityðthe notion that 

Irishness was intemperance, squalor, violence, and degenerationðwere established by 

series of metonymic equivalencies well before they became the basis for the colonial 

policy. 

 

 

FAMINE, YOUNG IRELAND, AND IRISH SIMIANIZATION, 1846 

The first hints of a new potato blight in Europe had surfaced during the autumn 

harvest of 1844, but these were quickly dismissed by the English press as unnecessarily 

panicky (ñThe Potato Panic,ò Punch v.6, 1844:186). A year later, however, the blight 

struck Ireland in earnest (Brighton 2009:38). The causal agent, phytopthora infestans, is 

an airborne fungus that spreads easily from field to field (Miller 1985:281) and has the 

unpleasant effect of causing potato roots to rot underground until nothing remains but 

inedible slime (Coogan 2012:51). The blight ñappeared without warning and destroyed 

the potatoes so rapidly that it spread terror throughout the countrysideò (Miller 

1985:281). It destroyed some 30% or 40% of the harvest in 1845, which caused 

widespread suffering but not yet any large-scale starvation (ibid). However, the disease 

returned in 1846 and brought on an almost total failure of the autumn potato harvest 

(Feehan 2012:30). The following year, 1847, is known as ñBlack ô47ò on account of the 

hundreds of thousands who died from hunger and disease when their meager stores of 

food ran out (Coogan 2012:55). Although an exact number is impossible to calculate, 
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some historians argue that as many as a million men, women, and children perished by 

the end of the decade (Miller 1985:280).   

The English press was, early on, largely sympathetic to the suffering in Ireland 

(De Nie 2004:87). The Illustrated London News covered the hunger as a moral crisis and 

exhorted the English government to intervene. The paper ran an early story on ñThe State 

of Irelandò (Mar. 28, 1846:201) that blamed the developing famine on English 

mismanagement. The newspaper argued that the colonial government had relied too long 

on coercion and ineffective legislation, all while refusing to tax Irish landlords enough to 

pay for famine and disease relief. ñIn dealing with Ireland the English standard of justice 

and fair play seems always lost sight of,ò the newspaper lamented. As the crisis grew and 

reports of actual deaths from starvation began to arrive in 1846, the newspaper continued 

to print mostly sympathetic coverage of Ireland (e.g., ñIreland: Lamentable Condition of 

the Country,ò Dec. 12, 1846:379). However, as an illustrated paper, the Illustrated 

London News also regularly sketched scenes of Famine suffering in the countryside, and 

it was in those scenes that the material discourse of Irishness was elaborated.  

The newspaper already had a tradition of sensationalizing Irish suffering dating 

back to its sketches of ñIRISH POVERTY!ò in 1843 (ñIreland and the Irishò, Aug. 12, 

1843:101). During the Famine years, the Illustrated London News made images of ruined 

cabins and makeshift scalpeens (covered holes, sometimes with thatched roofs, used as a 

shelter of last resort) into iconic scenes of Ireland. Between 1845 and 1850, at least three-

quarters of the illustrations of Ireland that the newspaper printed were these scenes of 

extreme poverty, starvation, and suffering: they were so common that they began to 

develop a regular visual syntax. Ruined, leaking roofs, desolated grounds, and sad figures



180 
 

 

Fig. 2.13. Leaheyôs cabin at Mienies. Illustrated London News, Feb. 20, 1847, p.116 

[Courtesy of Cengage] 

 

 

Fig. 2.14. A scalpeen. Illustrated London News, Dec.15, 1849, p.393. [Courtesy of 

Cengage]
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in the foreground became central to what could be called ñthe scene of the Famine.ò For 

example, the hut of a man named Leahey appeared as part of the story ñSketches in the 

West of Irelandò (Feb. 20, 1847:116) [Fig. 2.13]. The newspaper shared the disturbing 

detail that Leahey had been found inside by his mother, dead of starvation and torn at by 

dogs. The sketch shows a ruined roof, empty cabin, empty grounds, and desolate 

landscape: Ireland is imagined here almost as pure negativity. Another example is the 

sketch of a scalpeen published in ñCondition of Irelandò (Dec. 15, 1849:393) [Fig. 2.14]. 

It was one of eight scalpeens that the Illustrated London News drew between 1846 and 

1850. The barefoot man in the foreground holds his wool cap in his hands forlornly, and 

the grounds of his scalpeen are barren and empty. The article it was attached to was 

sympatheticðit criticized reforms to the Irish Poor Law as the cause of much of the 

sufferingðbut it nonetheless sensationalized and racialized Irish poverty. ñ[T]he Irish 

have proved that in their lowest deep there is still a lower deepðthat a Scalpeen is worse 

than a mud-hut,ò the ILN wrote. ñ[W]hen half of the whole live on 6d. per week, and are 

thankful for being allowed to burrow in Scalps, there must be more hope of the savages 

of New South Wales or the Brazils, than of those whom knaves have flattered with the 

name of ñthe finest peasantry in the world.òò 

Extreme poverty and heart-rending suffering of this kind did occur during the 

Famine, and the Illustrated London News can hardly be faulted for illustrating it. 

However, by curating an image of suffering as the characteristic scene of Ireland, the 

newspaper contributed to a material discourse of racialized Irish poverty. This imagery 

never represented all of Ireland, even in 1847: it would have been more common in rural 

western Ireland, especially between Cork and Sligo, and primarily of an impoverished 
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class of poor Catholic farmers and landless laborers. It was not representative of the 

whole country or the whole decade, but it became such an iconic scene that it helped to 

make extreme poverty into one of the symbolic attributes of Irishness12. Many decades 

after the Famine had ended, news media like the Illustrated London News would still go 

far out of their way to seek out and sensationalize similar scenes, because they had 

become one of the images that represented ñIrelandò to English spectators (e.g., ñA Bog-

Trotters Cabin,ò Illustrated London News, Dec. 13, 1880, p.558). Likewise, American 

artists through the end of the century would continue to cast back to these stereotypical 

Famine scenes when they wanted to illustrate the condition of Ireland (see Chapter 3).  

While the Illustrated London News focused on Famine suffering, other news 

media were preoccupied with an entirely different issue: Irish nationalism. It was the 

nationalist conflict and Young Ireland agitation that eventually soured the English press 

on Famine relief and set in motion the visual transformation of the Irish peasantry from 

gullible rubes to racially debased terrorists (Foster 1993:174). OôConnellôs Repeal 

Association was in a state of almost constant conflict in 1845 and 1846 as tension 

between the Young Ireland faction and traditionalist Repealers escalated. OôConnell had 

lost much of his influence over the movement at Clontarf, and Young Irelandôs rhetoric 

was tending increasingly toward the use of physical force. The pressure of the Famine 

only heightened the tension. In November 1845, for example, the Young Ireland 

newspaper The Nation printed an article discussing how Irelandôs railways could be 

sabotaged in the event that rebellion broke out (Geoghegan 2012:223). OôConnell was 

livid  at their flirtation with sedition and defiance of his authority. Meanwhile, the English 

 
12 The Illustrated London News did publish a few happier scenes of Ireland during the decade, like the 
ƳŜǊǊȅ ǇŀǊǘȅ ƛƴ άbŜǿ ¸ŜŀǊǎ bƛƎƘǘ ƛƴ ŀƴ LǊƛǎƘ /ŀōƛƴέ ό5ŜŎΦ олΣ мупуΥпнпύΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŀǊŜΦ 
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press eagerly sensationalized the younger nationalistsô violent rhetoric. The conflict 

within the Repeal Association came to a head in the summer of 1846, OôConnell 

engineered a confrontation with the Young Ireland leaders at a series of meetings in June 

and July. At a forum on July 13th, he introduced a series of ñpeace resolutionsò that 

decried the use of physical force and committed members of the Association to using 

moral force alone to achieve Repeal. ñHe revealed that the resolutions had been 

specifically framed to draw a line between Old Ireland and Young Ireland and he called 

on all members to agree to the resolutions fully and unconditionally, or be expelledò 

(Geoghegan 2012:225). The final schism with the Young Ireland faction occurred a few 

weeks later, while OôConnell was in London. On the 27th, a letter from OôConnell was 

read declaring there would be no compromise on non-violence. The next day, a letter 

from Young Ireland leader Charles Gavan Duffy was read defending The Nationôs more 

aggressive position. Daniel OôConnellôs son John, who was present in his fatherôs stead, 

then demanded that the Young Ireland members accept the peace resolutions or be 

expelled. At this point William OôBrien, John Mitchel, and many of their Young Ireland 

followers stood up and exited, leaving the Repeal Association to organize their own 

movement (Geoghegan 2012:226). 

Just three weeks after the schism, John Leechôs cartoon ñYoung Ireland in 

Business for Himselfò [Fig. 2.15] was published in Punch. This image marks the full 

emergence of the racially and biologically distinct Irishman in the British imagination 

(Curtis 1997:xxii). While Punchôs earlier images of the Irish were occasionally 

sympathetic, ñas Young Ireland became more Anglophobic and irreconcilable (with good 

cause), Punch lost all patience. The open endorsement of violent tactics by the Young 
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Fig. 2.15. "Young Ireland in Business for Himself." This is the first image to portray the 

Irish with fully realized simian and prognathic features. It was drawn in 1846 in response 

to the nationalist rhetoric of the Young Ireland faction of the Repeal Association, as well 

as to illustrate the fear that the Irish were using the proceeds of Famine-era relief works 

to purchase weapons rather than food. The figure behind the counter is William OôBrien, 

a Young Ireland leader. Punch, v.11, 1846. p.79 [Courtesy of HathiTrust] 
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Ireland leaders was the final straw, leading to one of Punchôs first and most famous anti-

Irish cartoons: óYoung Ireland in Business for Himselfôò (Foster 1993:176). Leechôs 

cartoon illustrated the widely held fear that the Irish were using the proceeds of Famine 

relief works to buy guns rather than food (De Nie 2004:110). Ominous news about gun 

sales in west Ireland filled the pages of English newspapers in 1846. The Illustrated 

London News (ñLamentable Condition of the Country,ò Dec. 12, 1846:379), for example, 

printed vague reports about increasing gun sales in Tipperary and Tyrone and asked, 

rhetorically, ñHow will this end?ò Punch, likewise, suggested to readers that Famine 

relief was being misused to prepare for rebellion (e.g., ñBlunderbuss Ireland,ò v.11, 

1846:250). In typical fashion the magazine expressed these fears in a mocking poem 

called ñGrateful Paddyò (v.11, 1846:252) that went, 

Och! Paddy, my honey, weôve given you our money, 

   And we freely came down with the dust, did we not? 

And now you enjoy it, the way you employ it, 

   Is in laying it out upon powder and shot. 

In want and starvation, you cried to our nation; 

   To relieve you we pinchôd our own indigent sons; 

You gained your petitionðto buy ammunition, 

   Pikes and cutlasses, bayonets, pistols, and guns. 

The implication was that Ireland was becoming a terrorist threat, that the Irish were 

ungrateful to their benefactors, and that no more charity should be wasted on them. There 

was a policy argument being made in ñYoung Ireland in Business for Himselfò that was 

reinforced by racial stereotyping. 
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The figure behind the counter is meant to be Young Ireland leader William Smith 

OôBrien (Altick 1997:358). He is wearing the velvet crown that was traditionally a part of 

Daniel OôConnellôs iconography. OôBrienôs possession of it is meant to suggest that 

Young Ireland is now in control of the Repeal movement. His face has been fully 

simianized. He has the broad, flat nose, overhanging brow ridge, and the wide, flat upper 

lip typical of a chimpanzee. He is imagined selling an array of pistols, rifles, knives, 

scythes, spears, bullets, and slugsðthe joke is that these were what the Irish were 

spending their charity relief on. The weapons are potent coded messages that would have 

reminded Punchôs readers of the shillelaghs Irish characters were typically drawn with, 

icons of the wild Irish racial temperament. Pistols and rifles were a major escalation and 

were even more dangerous in the hands of race traditionally given to drunkenness and 

assault (ñPoor-Laws: Ireland, Report of Mr. Nicholls,ò Times, Feb.17, 1837:2). The 

figure on the right is a generic peasant. Though shown only in profile, he has an 

exaggerated ape-like prognathic jaw and stub nose. He also exhibits many of the 

metonyms of Irishness: a walking cap, a clay pipe, and tattered, old-fashioned breeches 

and tails. His face and possessions mark him as violent, primitive, lazy, racially 

degenerate, and atavistic. This is the first true appearance of the ñviolent Paddyò 

archetype. To the extent his image was used to justify colonial policies that eventually 

resulted in hunger and starvation (De Nie 2004:33), the image is explicitly racist 

(Gilmore 2007:28).  

After ñYoung Ireland in Business for Himselfò was drawn in August of 1846, the 

ape-like archetype of the ñviolent Paddyò became more and more common in the pages 

of Punch. Indeed, Punch fixated on the threat of Irish nationalism almost to the exclusion 
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of paying any attention to the Famine. John Leechôs ñHeight of Impudenceò (1846:245) 

[Fig. 2.16] is another well-known example published in December of 1846. It played on 

the same anxieties that had animated ñYoung Ireland,ò namely, the belief that the Irish 

were taking the money from English relief efforts and using them to buy weapons for a 

Young Ireland rebellion. ñSpare a trifle, yer honour,ò the Irishman asks John Bull, ñfor a 

poor Irish lad to buy a bit ofða blunderbuss with.ò The Irish figure is identifiable both 

by the ape-like jaw and by the material icons of Irishness, including a wool hat, clay pipe, 

shillelagh, and tattered breeches and tails. John Bull, the personification of England, is 

stout and well-dressed in contrast. The cartoon represents yet another attempt to use 

racial stereotyping to influence Famine relief policy, which was highly controversial in 

the latter half of 1846. Robert Peelôs Tory government fell to a vote of no confidence in 

June, largely because of backlash to his relief efforts (Coogan 2012:56). In addition to 

spending vast sums of public money to purchase grain and maize for Ireland, Peel had 

temporarily repealed the import tariffs known as the Corn Laws. The politics of the Corn 

Laws were extremely complex (see, e.g., ñThe Corn-Laws,ò ILN Dec. 27, 1845:417-419), 

but in general they enjoyed firm support from English farmers and the landowning class, 

based on the belief that they protected English growers from having to compete with 

cheap foreign grain. This was good for farmers but bad for consumers insofar as it 

inflated the price of basic foodstuffs (ibid:419). When Peel rolled back the tariffs for 

Irelandôs sake, he provoked such an outrage on the part of farmers, landowners, and 

ideological Free Traders that it brought down his government (Coogan 2012:56). The 

Whig administration that replaced the Tories in July promised to champion laissez-faire 

instead of governmental intervention. Punchôs cartoons from this period, like ñHeight of
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Fig. 2.16. Drawn in 1846, this cartoon shows the stereotypical ñviolent Paddyò figure in 

a form that would have been recognizable to American and English audiences well into 

the 1880s. The joke in the caption is that the Irish peasant is begging England for famine 

relief, which he actually intends to use to buy weapons. Cartoons like this helped the 

Whigs justify ending relief programs in Black ó47. Punch, vol.11, p.245 (1846) [Courtesy 

of HathiTrust] 
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 Impudence,ò were designed to influence relief policy by highlighting the supposed abuse 

of the system and reminding everyone that the Irish were ungrateful and untrustworthy. 

In this they were successful. Throughout 1846 and 1847, the Whigs regularly cited the 

opinions and stereotypes expressed in popular media like Punch to defend their policy 

that no more could or should be done for Ireland (De Nie 2004:33). They also ended 

many of the relief policies had successfully staved off mass starvation in 1845 and 1846. 

The following year became known as ñBlack ô47.ò Hundreds of thousands of Irish men, 

women, and children starved to death or died of disease that year under the free-market 

policies of the Whigs. Ideas about ñracialò difference were central to justifying this 

abandonment. 

The following year, 1848, was another pivotal moment for the representation of 

the Irish (Curtis 1997:xxii, De Nie 2004:125) when an abortive rebellion by the Young 

Ireland faction precipitated a massive backlash in English media. The first stage occurred 

on April 29th, when fifty country constables broke up a meeting of Young Ireland 

nationalists in a village in Limerick (Altick 1997:361). This was mocked by Punch as 

ñThe Battle of Limerickò (v.14, 1848:200) [Fig. 2.17]. The sketch imagines a horde of 

ñviolent Paddiesò rioting in the streets while a fully simian John Mitchel flees on the back 

of William Smith OôBrien in the shape of a dog. Three months later in July, OôBrien 

decided that it was time to put his plan for revolution into action. The first step was to 

build a stock of weapons, so OôBrien and a small number of followers decided to ambush 

a group of policemen outside the town of Ballingarry in County Tipperary to take their 

guns (Coogan 2012:185). The police fought back, and OôBrien pursued them to a 

farmhouse where they shut themselves in, refusing to surrender or give up their weapons.
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Fig. 2.17. Punchôs satire of an episode in 1848 in which police constables broke up a meeting of Young Ireland Nationalists. 

The Irish peasantry on the right are portrayed as a horde of ñviolent Paddies.ò Note the hat symbolism. Punch  v.14, 1848, 

p.200 [Courtesy of HathiTrust]
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OôBrienôs attempts to negotiate failed, and exchanges of gunfire left several of his men 

dead. He eventually ordered the attack to cease and the rebels withdrew (Coogan 

2012:187). The episode was mocked in the press as ñThe Battle of Ballingarryò or ñThe 

Battle of Widow McCormackôs Cabbage Patchò (Fegan 2002:67). In the aftermath, most 

of the Young Ireland leaders were arrested, convicted of sedition, and shipped off to 

Tasmania as punishment (McGovern 2009:84-85). Young Ireland had come to an end.  

Although the Young Ireland rebellion was quickly put down and posed minimal 

threat to the colonial order, it caused public opinion in England to turn sharply against the 

Irish. Publications like Punch and the Illustrated London News had previously been 

careful to distinguish their criticisms of OôConnell and Young Ireland from their thoughts 

on the ñfinest pisantry,ò but that circumspection disappeared by 1848. Punch started 

attacking the Irish with a constant stream of jokes that framed them all as vicious and 

ungrateful. For example, ñQ. What is the meaning of Tenantôs Rights in Tipperary? A. 

Landlordsô Funeral Ritesò (1848:30); ñIt is not necessary to discharge a gun in order to 

discharge a debtò (1848:5); ñThe emblem of Ireland ought to be the Hyena, the 

creatureðaccording to Wombwellôs natural historyðñwhat kindness cannot conciliate, 

nor hunger tameò (1848:138). In the introduction to Volume 14, at the very height of the 

Famine, the editors listed some of the ñFallacies of the Irish,ò which included the 

mistaken belief ñThat the Irish are the finest pisantry in the world,ò and ñThat they have a 

right to be idle, and that England has a right to support them in their idleness.ò The 

critiques were no longer confined to class or to political beliefs. Racial stereotypes about 

Irish laziness and violence had by then fully seeped into English discourse and colored 
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both media and policy discussions surrounding the ñIrish Question.ò In ñThe Lament of 

Erinò (1847:213) in 1847, Punch had written that 

The land of the gallent, warm-hearted, and grateful, 

 I once was esteemôd by the nations to be; 

Malignant, Unthankful, cold-blooded, and hateful, 

 Were words never breathed with the mention of me. 

And whence hath my light thus disastrously failed? 

To whom must I say that I owe my disgrace? 

Not Saxon invaders have Erin degraded; 

 Her shame hath been wrought by her own native race. 

 

At the height of the Famine, the English press could no longer muster much sympathy for 

the Irish. After all, Irelandôs hunger ñhath been wrought by her own native race.ò The 

moral and intellectual failings on which this disappointment was blamed were evident in 

the objects that manifested Irish character. 

In the years following the Famine, the character and physiological deficiencies 

that were invented by the English press would actually be ñdiscoveredò by science to be 

real racial attributes of the Irish. In 1850, physician and anthropologist Robert Knox 

published The Races of Men, a book that argued that Celts were racially distinct from and 

inferior to Anglo-Saxons (1862:69). ñ[W]ith Celt and Saxon it is the same as with 

Hottentot and Saxon,ò he argued (1862:89). Knox rejected the Ascendancy-era argument 

that Irish problems were due to their religion (1862:69), and instead put them down to the 

Celtic temperament. Celts were naturally lazy, preferring to live off the charity of 

industrious Saxons (1862:159), and incapable of self-government (1862:267). All this 

was proved craniometrically by John Beddoe in 1862 (Beddoe 1885; see De Nie 
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2004:10). Beddoe was a corresponding member of the anthropological societies of Paris, 

Berlin, Brussels, and Washington who went on to serve as president of the Royal 

Anthropological Institute. In Races of Britain (1885 [1862]), Beddoe argued confidently 

that prognathism was a primitive feature of the Gaelic racial ñtypeò that had survived 

from Cro-Magnon ancestors (1885:10). He argued that Celts were an ñAfricanoidò race 

distinguished from Saxons by their dark features and ñnigrescenceò (1885:11). Their 

cranial idiosyncrasies corresponded to various intellectual and moral deficiencies. 

Beddoe explained that ñthe intelligence is low, and there is a great deal of cunning and 

suspicionò (1885:10): he supported his conclusions with nearly one hundred pages of raw 

data and comparative tables meant to show quantitatively that the Irish were racially 

inferior.  

De Nie (2004:12-13) has made the important observation that the so-called 

ñscientific racistsò of the 19th century tended to follow public opinion rather than lead it. 

Their pseudo-scientific discoveries always ended up validating whatever were the 

prevailing prejudices of their class. The phrenologists, craniometrists, and later 

Mendelian geneticists (e.g., Blumenbach 1865; Grant 1916) were all engaged in the 

project of legitimating their own cherished racial stereotypes, not developing consistent 

approaches to human difference. Thus it is no surprise that anthropologists and 

anatomists discovered that Irish Celts really were prognathic, lazy, primitive, Africanoid, 

and degenerate when they measured their skulls and quantified their skin color. 

Anthropology simply provided post hoc scientific validation for the existence of a racial 

ñtypeò (Poole 1997:87) that had been invented by a material discourse of race. 
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CONCLUSION: RACE WITHOUT PHYSICAL DIFFERENCE  

The experience of the Irish shows how a ñracialò difference can be manufactured 

regardless of whether or not a group of people looks the same as their oppressors. The 

Irish are not genetically or physiologically distinct from the English at the population 

level, but they were nonetheless racialized as inferior. The reason this could happen is 

that ñraceò does not require physiological or external difference (c.f. Hall 2017:61; Omi 

and Winant 2015:111). Race is a sort of internal substance transmitted hereditarily. It is 

not always apparent on the skin or the face, but it will nonetheless manifest itself in 

characteristic cultural practices like potato-growing, pipe-smoking, and pig-raising. This 

was precisely the argument that Gobineau (1915:120-121) made at the dawn of the era of 

scientific racism: that the ñvitalò and ñorganicò essence of race is contained in a set of 

moral and intellectual gifts passed down hereditarily. Complexions change, morphologies 

evolve and converge, but the internal substance of race will always shine through in a 

peopleôs cultural achievements. This means that physical difference is a contingent rather 

than a necessary feature of racialization. Sometimes physiological differences do happen 

to coincide with salient socioeconomic cleavages like class, nationality, religion, or 

language: when this occurs those physiological differences are exploited in the 

production of racial difference (Robinson 2000:26). However, racial formation can occur 

with or without physiology, and sometimes in spite of it. As the chapters on the Mexican 

experience will show, sometimes physiological differences like complexion are not 

convenient, in which case they are explained away by cultural fictions like the ñSpanish 

heritage fantasyò or various Aryan ethnolinguistic hypotheses (McWilliams 1949; Grant 

1916).  
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In sum, anti-Irish racism began to develop in English visual media in 1843 as part 

of the pressôs hostile reaction to the Repeal movement. It became more virulent after 

1846, when racial stereotypes became central to discussions about Famine relief policy 

and the future of Irish land tenure (De Nie 2004:33). And, much as Marx (1870) 

predicted, this racism was largely provoked by the political and landowning elite. 

Publications like Punch, for example, disseminated the political opinions of wealthy, 

educated Londoners (Altick 1997:84). Marx recognized that ñThis antagonism is 

artificially kept alive and intensified by the press, the pulpit, the comic papers, in short, 

by all the means at the disposal of the ruling classesò [emphasis added] (Marx 1870:n.p.). 

Racial stereotyping was used in the 1840s as a tactic to discredit Irish nationalism, 

undermine attempts at charity relief during the Famine, and to defend the necessity of 

economic policies that encouraged agricultural commercialization at the cost of the 

livelihoods of subsistence farmers (see Miller 1985:32). Anti-Irish racism was, indeed, 

strategic.  

The next chapter elaborates on the tactical nature of material discourses by 

examining the experience of Irish immigrants and Irish Americans in New York in the 

second half of the 19th century. In postbellum New York, anti-Irish racism was a tool 

that the progressive press used to influence the outcome of political contests, especially 

anti-Tammany campaigns. Racial metonyms like shillelaghs, liquor bottles, and burning 

orphanages were drawn deliberately to discredit Irish Catholic voters and candidates 

during presidential elections, municipal contests, and battles for control of public 

finances.
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Chapter 3. The Irish Ape Comes to New York 

ñWe hurl no thunderbolt at Law or Justice. We donôt set about pulling downðon the 

contrary, it is our sole desire to build up and develop the fabric of genuine democracy. 

We make no charge against the rich because they are rich. The rich man has rights, not 

because is he rich, but because he is a man. The poor man, too, has rights, and is entitled 

to the full prerogatives of citizenship, not because he is poor, but because he is a man... 

In battling for the rights of the working classes, you battle for the liberties of the whole 

nation. Because, of course, when you make open war against privileged bodiesðagainst 

monopolies, conspiracies, ñrings,ò and class legislationðyou, from the very attitude of 

your position, fight for universal liberty and equality of all. The rich man who does not 

like this doctrine, is a despot; the poor man who is displeased at it, is a slave; and with 

slaves and despots we hold no parley.ò 

          ð Patrick Ford. ñThe Liberties of the People.ò The Irish World. May 27, 1871, p.4. 

 

 

 The material discourse of Irishness that was invented in the 1840s followed 

Famine-era Irish immigrants across the Atlantic to the East Coast of the United States. In 

New York, which was nearly one third Irish-born by 1855, political campaigns by 

progressive Yankee Republicans regularly exploited racist prejudices about the Irish. In 

progressive papers like Harperôs Weekly, working-class Irish Catholic voters were 

caricatured as ignorant apes with big jaws drinking themselves to death in their clapboard 

shanties. These images took advantage of religious, class-based, and racial stereotypes 

about the Irish. They were also strategic: the following pages will show how the different 

elements of anti-Irish racial caricature in the 19th century were each interventions 

designed to influence the outcome of specific political contests like the presidential 

election of 1864 or the anti-Tammany campaign of 1871. 

This chapter is divided into three parts. The first is a brief overview of Irish 

immigration. The second shows how anti-Irish racial caricature developed in the 1860s 

and 1870s in Harperôs Weekly during a series of political battles for control of New 
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Yorkôs future. It pays special attention to what is termed here the ñmature phaseò of anti-

Irish racism that emerged after the Orange Riot and Tweed scandals of July 1871. 

However, the last part of the chapter explores an alternate trajectory. By 1890, as they 

gained political and economic power and began to enter the middle class, Irish Americans 

began to be re-racialized as white in U.S. visual culture through a material discourse of 

white domesticity. 

 

 

BACKGROUND : FAMINE -ERA IRISH IMMIGRATION TO THE UNITED 

STATES 

 Irish migration to the United States did not begin and end with the Famine. There 

was a modest tradition of Irish emigration to North America stretching back to the 1600s, 

although the character of that emigration varied depending on the political situation in 

Ireland. By the end of the 18th century, a few thousand Irish were departing every year to 

make their way in the New World, mostly destined for the United States or Canada 

(Miller 1985:169). However, the emigrants of the late 18th century were predominantly 

Protestants and about two-thirds came from northern Irish province of Ulster (Miller 

1985:170). Although economically diverse, they tended to include a greater proportion of 

skilled tradesmen, merchants, clerks, and strong farmersðindividuals who could afford 

to pay for their own passage and very often for the passage of their immediate family 

(ibid). As middle-class Protestants, these earlier immigrants experienced a different 

ñcontext of receptionò (Portes and Rumbaut 2001:47-48) than the waves of destitute 
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Catholics who arrived in the 19th century. Ulster Presbyterians did not arouse the same 

degree of nativist anxiety, and many Anglo Americans viewed Irish immigrants during 

this period with sympathy as refugees from the tyranny of the British monarchy (Miller 

1985:189). 

 The character of Irish migration began to shift in the first decades of the 19th 

century in response to the economic and social changes described in Chapter 2. As arable 

land was consolidated into commercial export enterprises and rural land-holdings were 

fragmented into smaller and smaller parcels, emigration became increasingly attractive to 

the less affluent class of farmers and landless laborers in the south and west of Ireland. 

These new emigrants were far more likely to be Catholic than the emigrants of previous 

decades, and they arrived in North America with less capital and fewer marketable skills: 

ña majority were comparatively poor Catholic subtenants, farmersô sons, and laborers 

from the three southern provincesò (Miller 1985:193). Somewhere between 800,000 and 

1,000,000 Irish emigrants departed for North America in the three decades leading up to 

the Famine (Miller 1985:193), which works out to about 30,000 per year on average. By 

the end of the 1830s these numbers were beginning to lead to an anti-immigrant backlash 

and the formation of ñanti-foreignò parties in major East Coast cities (Higham 1965:4). 

However, the anti-Irish nativism of the 1830s was not yet racialist (ibid:8-9). It drew on 

the anti-Catholic and anti-radical traditions in American politics, but it did not make 

appeals to the racial superiority of the Anglo-Saxon and the racial undesirability of other 

Europeans.  

The floodgates of Irish emigration were blown open by the Famine. More than 1.5 

million Irish men, women, and children fled Ireland for North America between 1845 and 
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1855 (Diner 1996:90). Many purchased passage on their own or with the help of 

remittances from family who had already crossed (Diner 1983:38); thousands more had 

their tickets paid for by aristocratic landlords who found it cheaper to ñshovel outò their 

tenants to America than to pay to feed them (Anbinder 2001:444; Miller 1985:296). Still 

others were sent by the English civil authorities as a cost-effective means of clearing out 

the Poor Houses (Hirota 2017:74). This mass movement has been called ñthe era of great 

migrationò (Diner 1996:87) for the Irish. The Famine-era migration emphasized the 

demographic characteristics that had been developing throughout the previous decades. 

Although not entirely monolithic in terms of class, religion, or region, the Famine-era 

immigrants were 90% Catholic (Miller 1985:297) and many came from the poorest rural 

classes of cottiers and landless laborers (Miller 1985:280). During this period the Irish 

diaspora in the United States became especially concentrated on the East Coast and in 

New York. By 1855, nearly a third of the population of Manhattan and Brooklyn were 

Irish-born, and an even greater number were second- or third-generation descendants (the 

ancestral origins of latter-generation immigrants were not recorded by either the U.S. or 

New York state census, making an exact count impossible to determine) (Diner 1996:91; 

see Bayor and Meagher 1996:551-557). New York City ñnot only housed Americaôs 

largest Irish community but stood at the center of Irish American political, cultural, and 

social activismò (Diner 1996:87). Their numerical advantage made the Irish a formidable 

political power in New York: it also put them on the front lines of social conflicts that 

were erupting as the nation rapidly industrialized. The immigrants of the Famine 

generation were mostly very poor and few had skills that were marketable outside of an 

agricultural economy. After arriving they were ñdisproportionately concentrated in the 
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lowest-paid, least-skilled, and most dangerous and insecure employmentò (Miller 

1985:315), and ñthe great majority of Famine emigrantsðsemi- and unskilled laborers 

and servantsðseldom rose from the bottom of American urban societyò (Miller 

1985:314).  

The working-class Catholic Irish became Americaôs first true urban proletariat. 

Crushed together in the slums and shanties that proliferated ñlike smallpox pustulesò on 

the margins of New York (Strong 1952[1867]:155), they filled the ranks of street-

sweepers, longshoremen, and factory hands (Schecter 2005:37). They took on or were 

forced into jobs that were dangerous, poorly paid, and despised. However, working-class 

Irish immigrants resisted their social and economic marginalization through a variety of 

strategies that brought them into conflict with New Yorkôs political and business elite. 

For one thing, Irish immigrants delivered a strong ideological critique of capitalism: not 

in the idiom of Marxism, but in the language of the Catholic Church. They pointed to 

Catholic moral teachings and republican principles to defend the dignity of labor, the 

right to a living wage, and the necessity of union organizing (see Irish World, Jan. 20, 

1872; Catholic World, April 1872). Perhaps more significant was the Irish Catholic 

embrace of Democratic political machines like Tammany Hall. Poor Irish Catholics voted 

en masse for Democratic politicians, who in turn secured them jobs, public services, and 

political patronage (Adler 2008; Golway 2014). This made them natural enemies of a 

Protestant-aligned and business-friendly Republican party that found its candidates and 

policies imperiled by Irish votes. Indeed, one of the overarching preoccupations of anti-

Irish prejudice in American media was the suspicion that the Irish were involved in 

widespread vote fraud (see Adler 2008:56-59). The Irish were accused of illegally 
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naturalizing, being paid for their votes in either dollars or whiskey, corrupting the judicial 

system, and otherwise being an illegitimate presence in the nationôs politics (e.g., Strong 

1952[1867]:123; Harperôs Weekly, July 30, 1870:483). Racializing the Irish was a 

strategy the progressive Republican press used to discredit Irish votes and working-class 

Irish political power. By casting Irish immigrants as inherently stupid, cruel, alcoholic, 

and questionably ñwhite,ò the press could imply that Irish views on presidential politics, 

municipal government, public schooling, and labor laws were ipso facto illegitimateð

without ever having to address the real and valid concerns of a marginalized urban 

proletariat.  

The following pages examine how Irish Catholic immigrants were racialized, 

deliberately and strategically, by the progressive press in New York during a series of 

political contests in the 1860s and 1870s. A material discourse of Irishness was central to 

this project. Although American artists like Thomas Nast made use of the simian 

physiognomy invented in England in 1846, they also relied heavily on the assemblage of 

iconic artifacts described in Chapter 2. Whiskey bottles, shillelaghs, crushed hats, pigs, 

pipes, and broken-down hovels all continued to be employed as external signs of the 

deficiencies of ñCeltic characterò (Times, July 16, 1871:4). These deficiencies were then 

pointed to as the justification for denying working-class Irish Catholics political 

representation, medical care, and employment.  

 

 

 



202 
 

SOURCES: HARPERôS WEEKLY AND PUCK MAGAZINE 

It is possible to trace the trajectory of Irish racialization because it is preserved in 

the pages of popular illustrated weeklies. If color lithographs defined mass visual culture 

in America in the 1840s, illustrated newspapers played the same role during the following 

decades. Americaôs first illustrated weekly was Frank Leslieôs Illustrated Newspaper, 

which began its run in New York in 1855. Frank Leslie was friendly with some of the 

cityôs prominent Irish families and his paper was aimed at a (not always literate) 

working-class audience that included many Irish American laborers. As a result, Frank 

Leslieôs editorial line was moderate and not especially anti-Irish. Two years later, 

Fletcher Harper, a partner in Harper & Brothers Publishing Company, founded Harperôs 

Weekly: A Journal of Civilization. The Harper family had a long history of involvement 

in Protestant nativism. Their publishing companyôs greatest hit was a fictional anti-

Catholic screed, the Awful Disclosures of Maria Monk, which purported to expose the 

rape of nuns and murder of their children in Catholic convents (Monk 1836; see Fischer 

1996:19). James, eldest of the four Harper brothers, had been elected mayor of New York 

City in 1844 on the ticket of the American Republican Party, a short-lived nativist 

organization whose major policy initiative was a 21-year probation period meant to 

prevent immigrants from naturalizing and voting. 

Harperôs Weekly quickly became the chief antagonist of the Irish in America. It 

was radically progressive, so it despised the Irish for voting with slaveholders and 

Democrats; it spoke for Yankee Protestants, so it bitterly objected to the Irish religion; 

and it was responsive to the interests of business and capital, so it had no sympathy for 

the working poor. To casually refer to the Irish as ñignorant and half-savage throngsò or 
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ñRomish assassinsò was so typical of the writing in Harperôs that it hardly merited 

comment (see Apr. 13, 1872:285). Irish Catholics in New York recognized that Harperôs 

was their most implacable foe on the battleground of public opinion. They derided it as 

the ñpictorial organ of the English party,ò and its writers as Know-Nothings and 

ñpharisaical serpents... whose malignant hearts never knew pity for the weak nor charity 

for the fallenò (Irish World May 25, 1872:4). This was not entirely fair. At its best, 

Harperôs was an indefatigable champion of abolition, radical Reconstruction, and the 

rights of Jews, the Chinese, and newly freed African Americans. At its worst, it was a 

purveyor of cheap anti-Catholic innuendo and vicious racial stereotypes. Harperôs 

Weekly did more than any other single medium, before or since, to create a uniquely 

American regime of racial representation. 

Harperôs dominated national visual media for decades, but it began to lose its 

allure toward the end of the century. Thomas Nastôs stark moralism became less popular 

as the Civil War receded from memory and the public desired more sunny entertainment. 

That need was met by Puck, a weekly humor magazine founded by German immigrant 

Joseph Keppler. From 1871 to 1876 it was only published in German, but in 1877, 

Keppler released an English edition that was an immediate hit. For the rest of the century 

it was the nationôs premier journal of satire. It was Americaôs homegrown answer to 

Punch, full of artwork that was colorful and irreverent. Puck picked up the torch of Irish 

caricature from Harperôs Weekly and ran with it: Keppler himself was a rabid anti-

clericalist with no more love for the Irish than the Harpers brothers had. Together, 

Harperôs Weekly and Puck were Americaôs main sources of Irish stereotype throughout 

the 1800s. However, by the turn of the century, the same transformation apparent in 
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Harperôs Weekly was happening in Puck. Cartoons about violent Irish thugs and servile 

Catholic bootlickers were being replaced by cartoons about Irish bosses, aldermen, and 

nouveau riches.  

The following pages are based on a critical analysis of 347 images of the Irish and 

Irish-Americans published in Harperôs Weekly between 1857 and 1900, and 183 images 

published in Puck between 1877 and 1900. Many of the images examined here are 

individually well-known to historians of the Irish in America, but this is the first time that 

the record of Irish representation in Harperôs Weekly and Puck has been assembled and 

subjected to critical interpretation. Previous scholarship on the imagery has tended to 

focus on Thomas Nastôs campaign against Boss Tweed, a related issue that is also 

examined here (e.g., Adler 2008). The analysis makes use of a variety of primary sources, 

including the diaries of prominent New Yorkers (Strong 1952, Daly 1962), contemporary 

polemic tracts (Pullen 1871; Strong 1885) and the archives of newspapers like The New 

York Times and The Irish World. Assembling this record of anti-Irish imagery makes it 

possible to show how the various material discourses of Irishness were used as weapons 

in specific political conflicts between a native Protestant elite and poor Irish Catholic 

immigrants. Those same stereotypes influenced policy decisions related to elections, 

employment, and access to food and health care, further exacerbating an economic divide 

that was experienced as racism and religious bigotry. If there is a lesson, it is that the 

coded messages and metonymies of racial stereotyping always serve a specific purpose. 

Very often they outlive the context in which they were born and take on the appearance 

of independent cultural artifacts, but historical analysis will always reveal that race 

prejudices were forged as weapons in practical political conflicts. 
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THE RACIALIZATION OF THE IRISH IN AMERICAN VISUAL CULTURE, 

1863-1870 

The following pages investigate how the Irish in New Yorkðmore specifically, 

working-class Irish Catholic immigrants and their descendantsðbegan to be racialized 

through visual culture and mass media between 1863 and 1870. The section is divided 

into two parts. The first focuses on the draft riots that shook New York City from July 

12th to July 16th, 1863. For four days, mobs of poor, mostly Irish Catholic workers 

attacked the cityôs armories, police stations, and left-leaning newspapers in an eruption of 

violent resistance to the draft (see New York Times July 13-17, 1863; Strong 1952; 

Bernstein 1990). It was not just conscription per se that the Irish objected to: it was the 

fact that a clause in the draft legislation allowed the wealthy to buy themselves out of 

serving for $300, so the burden of war fell on the shoulders of the poor. However, the 

Irish also seized the opportunity to terrorize New Yorkôs Black population, lynching and 

murdering at least a dozen African Americans and setting fire to the cityôs orphanage for 

Black children during an orgy of racial terror. The violence was stamped out within a 

week, but the press response to the riots created the early visual elements of the ñIrish 

apeò archetype. 

The second part examines how the New York press responded to the presidential 

elections of 1864 and 1868. The national elections inspired another frenzy of anti-Irish 

racism as radical Republicans sought to stigmatize urban Democratsô most important 

voting bloc. The next section of the chapter will  examine the maturation of anti-Irish 

sentiment in 1871. Two events that year conspired to bring about a nativist backlash 

against Irish Catholic political power. In July, the New York Times published a series of 
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exposés that revealed the corruption of the Democratic Tweed Ring that dominated city 

politics. It was an attack not just on Boss Tweed, but on the political patronage networks 

that protected Irish immigrants and helped some to claw their way into the middle class. 

Days later, a crowd of Irish Catholics attacked Protestants marching through Manhattan 

to celebrate the Battle of the Boyne. The New York militia escorting the Orangemen 

panicked and shot wildly into the crowd, killing as many as sixty; the Republican press 

exulted that ñmany a Croppie lay down never to rise againò (Pullen 1871:72). In the 

aftermath, a progressive reform movement spearheaded by the cityôs business elite 

attempted to dismantle the Democratic electoral machine and freeze Irish workers out of 

power. The media assisted this effort by casting the Irish as naturally violent, alcoholic, 

lazy, and diseased. As a result, reformers were able to implement policies aimed at 

excluding the Irish from employment in contracting and the city bureaucracy, from health 

care, education, naturalization, and from participation in the electoral process. A handful 

of Irish Americans were killed by the militia in 1871: many more were killed over the 

next decades by reformistsô indifference to the ñundeservingò Irish poor (see Brighton 

2008). 

 

 

EARLY ANTI -IRISH IMAGERY: THE DRAFT RIOTS OF 1863 

In the years leading up to the Civil War, the Irish immigrant appeared in popular 

U.S. media as a figure of gentle ridicule, but he was harmless rather than threatening. 

Some of the earliest cartoons in Harperôs Weekly to feature an Irish character depict him 
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as a ladiesô man. If he was guilty of anything, it was his tendency to sweet-talk upper-

class Protestant girls with his irresistible brogue [Fig. 3.1]. This new, urban Irishman was 

stamped with a material discourse lifted straight from Punch, including the wool walking 

hat with a pipe, the shillelagh, the anachronistic breeches, and the pig. However, he was 

not the ñviolent Paddyò of Famine-era Britain. Truly hostile images of the Irish were 

notable for their absence during the early years of illustrated American newspapers. 

Progressive publications like Harperôs Weekly did publish a handful of cartoons that 

mocked them for their participation in vote-selling and election fraud (e.g., ñThe 

Naturalization Office,ò Harperôs, Nov. 7, 1857:713), but these were attacks on the 

Tammany political machine more than attacks on the Irish themselves. Much as the Irish 

in Punch were initially depicted as good-natured but dimwitted peasants who were led 

astray by Daniel OôConnell, Irish Americans before the war were drawn as gullible rubes 

being herded to the naturalization office by predatory Democrats. More explicit racism 

against the Irish was probably forestalled by the Civil War and the widely-acknowledged 

sacrifices of Irish Americans on the front lines. The incipient socioeconomic struggles 

between radical Republicans and northern Democrats, nativists and immigrants, and 

Protestants and Catholics (see Schecter 2005:250; Bernstein 1990:190-191), all took a 

back seat to the struggle against the Confederacy. One example of this was the 

progressive pressôs treatment of New Yorkôs ñFighting 69th," which was made up mostly 

of Irish conscripts and commanded by Young Ireland exile Thomas Meagher. The 69th 

Regiment distinguished themselves while sustaining heavy losses at Manassas, Antietam, 

and Fredericksburg (Spann 1996:200), and their exploits were celebrated in the Northern 

press, even in the right-leaning newspapers which were not naturally well-disposed 
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toward the urban Irish. Harperôs Weekly published an illustration of their heroic charge at 

Bull Run that even included an Irish flag waving in the background (ñGallant Charge of 

the Sixty-Ninth Regiment,ò Aug. 10, 1861:508). The worst to be said of ñPatò during this 

period was that he was prone to fighting or comic misunderstandings. He was an oaf but 

not a racial degenerate.  

The New York City draft riots of 1863 fundamentally transformed the 

representation of the Irish in American media. In March of that year, the Lincoln 

administration called for the states to contribute a further 300,000 soldiers to the army 

(Schecter 2005:10). If enough men did not volunteer, they were to be conscripted. 

However, early 1863 was a particularly low point in the Union war effort. Lee had nearly 

wiped out the Northern army at Chancellorsville, and Grantôs western campaign had 

stalled at Vicksburg. The great turning point of the war, the Union victory at Gettysburg, 

occurred only on July 3rd: it came too late to change the narrative of impending defeat 

before the draft began. For many, conscription must have felt like a death sentence. 

However, a clause was inserted into the draft legislation which allowed conscripts to pay 

$300 to buy themselves out of service and, potentially, save their own lives (Bernstein 

1990:8). This clause was the proximate cause of the riots. Maria Daly, a wealthy but 

sympathetic first-hand witness, wrote that ñThe principal cause of discontent was the 

provision that by paying three hundred dollars any man could avoid serving if drafted, 

thus obliging all who could not beg, borrow, or steal this sum to go to war. This is 

exceedingly unjustò (1962[1863]:248). 

The draft in New York City began peacefully on Saturday, July 12th, 1863. 

Sunday morning, however, a crowd attacked the draft station on 9th Avenue to prevent
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Fig. 3.1. An Irish stable hand, Patsey Muldoon, 

congratulates himself on getting a love letter from nice 

girlðñPatsey, yer the divil among the girlsðye ar!ò 

he says. These early images of the New York Irish cast 

them not as villains, but as potentially handsome 

suitors for middle-class women, even if the joke is that 

such unions would have been inappropriate. Harperôs 

Weekly, May 9, 1857, p.304. [Courtesy of HarpWeek] 

 

 

Fig. 3.2. The mob sacks a drug store during the draft riots. 

In the artistôs imagining of the event, Irish thugs are 

liberating bottles of either liquor or patent medicine, which 

was mostly opium and alcohol in any case. The 

combination of thuggish physiognomy and signs of material 

poverty like patches and bare feet were used to mark the 

riots as specifically Irish violence, and to racialize the Irish 

at the same time. Harperôs Weekly, Aug. 1, 1863, p.484. 

[Courtesy of HarpWeek] 
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names from being drawn (Schecter 2005:127). Their success set off similar attacks 

throughout the city. By Monday, mobs of poor Irish laborers were rampaging across 

Manhattan, looting homes and shops in an orgy of violence. According to one observer, 

ñThe rabble was perfectly homogenous. Every brute in the drove was pure Celticðhod-

carrier or loaferò (Strong 1952[1863]:335). The Times agreed that the mobs were 

ñcomposed almost exclusively of Irishmen and boysò (July 16, 1863:1). The mobs 

specifically targeted the homes of the wealthy, prominent Republicans, and abolitionists; 

the office of the progressive New York Tribune had to defend itself with grenades 

(Schecter 2005:178-179). The rioters also targeted the homes and workplaces of African 

Americans. At about 4 oôclock, a mob of 2,000 attacked the cityôs Colored Orphan 

Asylum, where some 600 or 800 children lived (New York Times July 14, 1863:1; see 

Schecter 2005:147-150). First they looted it and ransacked it. After the children managed 

to escape, thanks to the bravery of their caretakers and a local fire engine unit, the crowd 

set fire to it and burned it to cinders. Across the city, dozens of African Americans were 

chased, beaten, and murdered. One of the worst examples occurred on Carmine Street. At 

about 8 oôclock Monday evening, a man was lynched by a crowd of 400 men and boys; 

they hung him from a tree, set fire to him, and then danced round his corpse (New York 

Times July 14, 1863:1). This violence continued for four days. On Thursday, military 

units returning from Gettysburg finally helped to restore order, and by Friday the riots 

were mostly put down. In all at least 100 people were killed, possibly as many as a 

thousand (Schecter 2005:251), and hundreds of African Americans were forced to flee 

the city to escape what amounted to a racial pogrom. 
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The draft riots were immortalized in Harperôs Weekly in a series of images 

published under the title of ñDraft Riots at New Yorkò (Aug. 1, 1863:484). Harperôs 

artists were not objective: they fully indulged in Irish caricature to drive home the point 

that these were Irish riots and that the Irish were the villains. The material discourse of 

Irishness was employed in the sketches to mark the Irish and remind audiences of their 

problematic temperament. In ñSacking a Drug Store on Second Avenueò [Fig. 3.2], for 

example, an Irish rioter hoists a shillelagh with glee while another in a crushed hat holds 

a looted whiskey bottle; the thieving child is dressed in rags. In another, ñCharge of the 

Police on the Rioters at the ñTribuneò Office,ò big-jawed Irish thugs assault the police 

with clubs, guns, and brickbats. The artists were careful to draw the riotersô clothing 

covered in patches. Patches were a material sign of poverty, and poverty was associated 

with a tendency toward crime. Indeed, Irish Catholic violence was often blamed on class 

envy by the progressive press (see, e.g., NYT July 16, 1871:4). ñHanging a Negro in 

Clarkson Streetò depicted the Black man lynched on Carmine Street (Clarkson turns into 

Carmine after it crosses 7th Avenue). The scene became an icon of Irish depravity that 

Harperôs would draw again and again over the next two decades when political elections 

were at stake. The paper also devoted a full page to an engraving of the burning Orphanôs 

Asylum (Aug. 1, 1863:493). The artwork was generally poorðthis was before Thomas 

Nast started doing racial caricatureðbut it made the point clearly enough. In the popular 

U.S. press, the draft riots were framed as a mythic contest between Catholics and 

Protestants; foreigners and Americans; poor Celts and the heroic, law-abiding middle 

classes. The underlying structural issues were entirely concealed by the fixation on 

racialized spectacle. 
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The racialization of the draft riots was an attempt to create a moral narrative 

around what was essentially a socioeconomic conflict (see Bernstein 1990:43-72). The 

spectacular violence and chaos of those four days in July were a manifestation of the 

growing divide between a Protestant middle class and an incipient Catholic proletariat. 

As Bernstein (1990:71) notes, ñThe crisis of July 1863 revealed a fractured and unstable 

political order. An assertive poor confronted an elite deeply divided.ò The attacks on the 

draft stations are easily attributed to economic frustrationðthe $300 clause in 

particularðbut the racial terrorism against African Americans was caught up in the same 

matrix of grievances. The reason the mob attacked both rich Republicans and poor 

Blacks has to do with the political alignments of the Civil War era. In the 19th century, 

the Democratic party was well known as the party of Southern slaveholder interests, but 

it also counted the urban poorðlike the Irishðas a major constituency. The progressive 

Republican party was the home of abolitionism and, after 1863, support for Black civil 

rights and radical Reconstruction. However, Republican abolitionism did not exist in a 

vacuum. It was heavily inflected by Protestantism of a genteel Yankee variety, and this 

Anglo-Saxon Protestantism was virulently anti-Catholic (Irish World Sept. 21, 1871:4; 

see Golway 2014:73). As a result, Irish immigrants never found a home in the 

mainstream abolition movements. The Republican Party of the 19th century was also the 

party of the Yankee middle class and business elite. Republicans in general maintained a 

Whiggish faith in capitalism and private property, in spite of the intractable poverty and 

obscene wealth of the Gilded Age. The urban elite had little sympathy for working-class 

suffering and even less for organized labor, especially when workers demanded better 

pay or a shorter working day. This brought native Protestants, especially the sort that 
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owned newspapers or contributed to political campaigns, into direct conflict with the 

Irish. Irish newspapers called explicitly for union organizing, attacked employers who 

replaced workers with machines, and denounced the power of elite businessmen who 

reminded them of British landowners in Ireland: ñThe oligarchies of the United States are 

denominated not by titles of honor; but they are known as the Coal Conspirators of 

Pennsylvania, the Oil Conspirators, the Cotton-factoriesô Conspirators, and the Boot-and-

shoe Conspirators of Massachusetts. The aim of all these oligarchies is to reduce the 

working-classes to the condition of serfs and villains, and to use the despised people as 

stepping-stones to wealth and lordly powerò (Irish World May 20, 1871:4). Irish Catholic 

political agitation was working-class activism that set them at odds with the progressive 

elite. 

The anti-Black terrorism of the draft riots also had socioeconomic and political 

foundations. The Irish Catholic laborers of the post-Famine generation filled the ranks of 

unskilled manual laborers and servants in New York (Miller 1985:314-315). Many of 

them feared that their employment would be endangered by competition with Black 

workers, especially after the Emancipation Proclamation was issued at the beginning of 

1863. Indeed, Democratic politicians went out of their way to foment these anxieties in 

public speeches throughout the early months of the year, warning of a flood of newly 

freed Blacks coming north to steal Irish jobs (Bernstein 1990:9). Months before the riots 

broke out, Maria Dalyðwife of the most prominent lay Catholic in New York, judge 

Charles Patrick Dalyðconfided to her diary the fears of working-class Irish immigrants. 

ñThey have no idea of fighting for the blacks,ò she wrote (1962 [1862]:182-183). ñThe 

abolitionists, they say, tell them that soon they will have good, faithful colored servants, 
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and that these Irish will then have to go back to their poorhouses. The Irish believe the 

abolitionists hate both Irish and Catholic and want to kill them off. The abolitionists 

always, the Irish say, put them in front of the battle.ò As a result of these fears, some Irish 

workers used the chaos of the riots as a cover to attack and eliminate a group perceived as 

a threat to their livelihoods.  

However, the anti-Black racism of Irish Catholic laborers was more complex than 

simple economic opportunism: it was also rooted in historical trauma and political 

calculus (see Roediger 2007:146-147). Irish Catholic immigrants derided the abolitionist 

Republican Party as the ñEnglish party,ò and they identified it with all the sufferings their 

ancestors had endured at the hands of the Anglo-Saxon aristocracy. The editor of The 

Irish World, for example, complained that ñThe English party is composed, firstly, of the 

Anglo-American snobocracy; secondly, of a body of capitalists and agents of English 

houses; and thirdly, of the fanatical upholders of Protestant ascendancyò (June 1, 1872:4). 

The identification of the Republican elite with English aristocrats was no mere rhetorical 

flourish. Many Irish Catholic immigrants had traumatic memories of the Famine and their 

abandonment by the English Whigs in Black ó47. The Famine Irish who survived were 

determined to never again starve for the sake of abstract political principles like laissez-

faire: they demanded political representation that directly addressed their poverty, and 

they found it in Democratic political machines like Tammany Hall (Golway 2014:49). It 

was this alliance of convenience that eventually predisposed Irish Catholic immigrants to 

anti-Black racism. The much-maligned Tammany ward heeler was far more than the 

caricature of a cartoon villain buying and selling votes. He distributed coal in the winter; 

dispensed charity to widows; sponsored picnics to make sure children got something to 
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eat; and arranged favors so that hundreds of Irish Catholics could secure decent, middle-

class jobs in the city bureaucracy (Golway 2014:51). Tammany protected the Irish 

working poor and helped a few to rise out of poverty. In return, by the 1860s the Irish had 

become fierce partisans of the Democratic Party on the East Coast. As part of that 

bargain, they aligned themselves with Southern Democrats and their virulent white 

supremacism. ñBut why did the Irish go with the Democratic party?ò Patrick Ford asked 

rhetorically in 1871. ñThey went with it precisely for the very same reason that they 

newly enfranchised negroes oppose itðself-interest. They were forced to take the ground 

they did against Puritanismò (Irish World, Sept. 21, 1871:4). 

All of these growing social tensions exploded in July 1863, when the Irish 

perceived that they were being drafted as cannon fodder on behalf of a progressive 

political movement that despised them. The riots metastasized from an anti-draft 

movement into an outpouring of rage against all things Republican: Lincoln, the Union 

war effort, the wealthy, the progressive press, abolitionists, and free Blacks. There was 

nothing in Irish culture that predisposed Irish Americans to Confederate sympathies or 

the anti-Black terrorism of 1863. But the Irish in 19th-century America encountered an 

entrenched progressive politics that married abolitionism, anti-Catholic bigotry, and a 

deep antipathy to immigrants and the urban poor: they rejected this progressivism 

wholesale and fell in with white supremacists. The draft riots were thus an early skirmish 

in a long-running American class war fought in the idiom of racial grievance. They were 

precipitated by the unfairness of the $300 clause, then filtered through the idiosyncrasies 

of 19th-century political alignments. But they were not inevitable. Life is made up of 

people, not classes, and individuals occasionally reject their assigned historical rôles. 
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That is why the dialectic of history is never settled in advance. On Friday, as the mobôs 

rage was burning itself out, the Times reported the following incident: ñDuring the 

burning of the Colored Orphan Asylum, a young Irishman named Paddy McCaffrey, with 

four stage drivers of the Forty-second-street line and the members of Engine Company 

No. 18, rescued some twenty of the orphan children who were surrounded by the mob, 

and in defiance of threats of the rioters, escorted them to the Thirty-fifth Precinct Station-

house... Had it not been for the courageous conduct of the parties mentioned, there is 

little doubt that many, and perhaps all of those helpless children, would have been 

murdered in cold bloodò (July 17, 1863:1). Paddy McCaffrey passes out of history after 

the events of that week; perhaps he went on to lead a normal and quiet life. But the 

courage of an Irish boy in the face of a mob of his own countrymen is proof enough that 

history is not just the story of abstract social forces, class investments, or ñcorrect class 

consciousness.ò History is made up of men and women who occasionally find the 

courage to stand up for the weak even when they have nothing material to gain by it. 

 

 

ANTI-IRISH RACISM AS A CAMPAIGN STRATEGY, 1864 

In the months immediately following the riots, the depiction of the Irish in 

Harperôs Weekly returned to the pre-riot norm. ñPatò was still occasionally mocked for 

vote fraud, drunkenness, and prejudice against newly freed African Americans, but the 

frightful image of the blood-soaked Irish rioter receded into the background of the 

collective consciousness as attention returned to the war effort. What finally provoked an 
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enduring racialization of the Irish in America were the vicious presidential campaigns of 

1864 and, especially, 1868. The urban Irish continued to vote as a bloc for the 

Democratic Party, and the Democratic Party remained sympathetic to the South, to 

slaveholders, and to white supremacy. In order to keep Lincoln and Grant in the White 

Houseðand to protect the gains of abolition and Reconstructionðradical Republicans 

and their allies in the progressive press weaponized anti-Irish stereotypes as part of a 

strategy to discredit their Democratic opponents. Anti-Irish racism was a deliberate 

tactical maneuver. Its purpose was to maintain the political power of the Republican party 

and the various factions made up of Protestants, Anglo-Saxons, capitalists, and small-

holders. This racial nativism had nothing to do with the skin color of the Irish or the 

supposed biological inferiority of big-jawed Celts, although those stereotypes were 

convenient alibis alongside the various material discourses. It had everything to do with 

the desire by a coalition of social groups to maintain control over the political and 

economic direction of the nation. Whiteness is a political alliance, not a skin color. 

Radical Republicans benefitted from a stroke of immense good fortune in 1864, 

for it was at precisely this moment that a young artist named Thomas Nast began drawing 

political caricature. Nast, the son of a liberal Prussian officer who moved to New York in 

the 1840s (Adler 2008:24), was the most gifted political cartoonist the nation has ever 

produced. He was also a progressive zealot who was unrelentingly hostile to Southerners, 

slave-owners, Catholics, Democrats, and the Irish (Dewey 2007:29). Indeed, historians 

have attributed to him a ñloathing for Irish-Americans that bordered on the pathologicalò 

(Fischer 1996:19). His first job was for Frank Leslieôs Illustrated Newspaper, the 

precursor and competitor of Harperôs, where he started working at the age of 15 (Adler 
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2008:26). In 1859, he was hired by Fletcher Harper to draw for Harperôs Weekly. Their 

partnership lasted two decades and it made both Nast and the newspaper famous. Nast 

created familiar symbols like the Republican elephant, Jolly St. Nicholas, and the 

Tammany Tiger. Unfortunately, he also devoted his skill to racial caricature that 

popularized apish Irishmen, pony-tailed Chinese, and tomahawk-wielding Indians. Nastôs 

lines are bold, stark, and confident; in a certain aesthetic parlance they would be called 

ñvirile.ò In his mature phase his use of darkness and light occasionally produced a sort of 

monochrome chiaroscuro; he was the Caravaggio of engraved art, second only to his 

contemporary Gustave Dor®. Nastôs drawings had an immense influence on public 

opinion (Fischer 1996:13-15). The New York Times reported that ñHis drawings are stuck 

upon the walls of the poorest dwellings, and stored away in the portfolios of the 

wealthiest connoisseurs. A man who can appeal powerfully to millions of people, with a 

few strokes of his pencil, must be admitted to be a great power in the land. No writer can 

possibly possess a tenth part of the influence which Mr. Nast exercisesò (Mar. 20, 

1872:4). It can be a challenge for modern observers to understand his impact because we 

live in an era in which editorial cartoons are mostly irrelevant in terms of influencing 

public discourse. However, in the 19th century, when the number of news sources was 

limited and illustrated sources even rarer, gifted illustrators like Nast could entirely 

define a person, a people, or an event in the eyes of the public. His influence on public 

opinion was so great that he was considered a serious threat to his enemies. In 1871, 

during Nastôs cartoon campaign against Tammany corruption, Boss Tweed offered him 

$500,000ða startling $10m in todayôs dollarsðto leave the country on a year-long 

European vacation (Adler 2008:126; Fischer 1996:2). The exorbitant bribe is an 
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Fig. 3.3. Detail from Thomas Nastôs ñThe Chicago 

Platform,ò which mocked the 1864 national Democratic 

platform on which McClellan ran against Lincoln. The 

platform stated that ñThe Constitution itself has been 

disregarded in every part, and public liberty and private 

right alike trodden down.ò The high talk about the 

Constitution was just an excuse to defend the South. Nast 

recognized this and illustrated the hypocrisy of it by 

illustrating the quote with a scene of the draft riots. To 

defend the Union and discredit Democrats, he racialized the 

Irish. Harperôs Weekly, Oct. 15, 1864, p.664. [Courtesy of 

HarpWeek] 

 

Figure 3.4. Detail from Nastôs ñElection-Day, 1864.ò The 

stereotypical Irish peasant with his stereotypical clay pipe 

and crushed hat is voting for McClellan. The caption above 

it (not shown) says, ñThe election of the union candidates 

will bring peace.ò Stereotyping the Irish as poor thugs was 

a tactic meant to invoke fears of racialized urban violence 

and disorder, to discredit the Democratic Party, and to 

suggest that Republican candidate was the proper choice for 

moral Americans. It is a tactic still common in white 

nationalist discourse today. Harperôs Weekly, Nov. 12, 

1864, p. 728. [Courtesy of HarpWeek] 
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Indication of the power of his imagery. Lincoln reportedly called Nast ñour best 

recruiting sergeantò during the Union war effort, and Grant credited his electoral victory 

to him when he quipped that ñTwo things elected me, the sword of Sheridan and the 

pencil of Thomas Nastò (Fischer 1996:26). 

Nast began using anti-Irish caricature for political purposes in 1864, when ex-

Union General George McClellan ran against Lincolnôs bid for reelection. McClellan was 

understood to be broadly sympathetic to the South, and likely to press for peace rather 

than to bring the war to its conclusion. The Democratic platform of 1864 called for an 

immediate cessation of hostilities and the full restoration of statesô rightsðin other 

words, for an end to federal intervention on behalf of African Americans to preserve their 

civil liberties and voting rights. Nast pilloried these stances in ñThe Chicago Platformò 

[Fig. 3.3], an elaborate image in which he paired anodyne quotes from the Democratic 

platform with scenes of their real intentions. Beneath quotes calling for statesô rights he 

shows African Americans being pursued by slave-holders and taken down by hunting 

dogs. Next to calls for a peaceful return to the antebellum status quo, he drew images of 

slave auctions. Amidst these Southern scenes he used one panel to remind audiences of 

Irish violence during the draft riots. It shows an Irish mob armed with clubs beating to 

death innocent Blacks. One Irish brute holds aloft a young African American child by his 

foot while a ragged Irish boy looks on and cheers. The message was clear: a vote for the 

Democrats was a vote for Irish terror [Fig. 3.4]. Lincoln won re-election by a landslide, 

dominating the electoral college 212 to 21. In New York City, however, the Times 

reported McClellan beat him 2-to-1 (Nov. 22, 1864:5). 
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THE IRISH APE IN THOMAS NASTôS ñTHE DAY WE CELEBRATE,ò 1867 

In the years following the 1864 campaign, images of the Irish resumed their 

lightly mocking pre-riot tenor. Pat was once again made fun of for the humorous 

misunderstandings resulting from his accent (ñPeace Commissioners,ò Harperôs Weekly, 

Feb. 25, 1865:128), for drinking too much (ñThe Sunday Liquor Law,ò Harperôs Weekly, 

July 7, 1866:7), and for taking on social airs (ñHoly Horror of Mrs. McCaffraty,ò 

Harperôs Weekly, Feb. 24, 1866:128). Indeed, the generally strategic nature of anti-Irish 

imagery is clear from the fact that it tended to revert from explicit racism to gentle 

mockery whenever contests for political authority had passed. Racial hostility is not a 

mathematical constant: it has its own periodicity, one stimulated by external forces. 

However, a singular event in 1867 gave rise to one of the most powerful anti-Irish images 

ever published, Thomas Nastôs ñThe Day We Celebrateò [Fig. 3.5]. The cartoon is an 

illustration of a minor riot on St. Patrickôs Day, March 18, 1867. According to the New 

York Heraldôs report, which was reprinted in Harperôs, at about one oôclock that day a 

carriage-driver had attempted to cross Grand Street by cutting through the Ancient Order 

of Hibernians parading toward East Broadway. At this point ñseveral men broke from the 

ranks, jumped into the truck, and instantly commenced beating him with their iron-

headed stavesò (April 6, 1867:209). Several passing policemen intervened to protect the 

victim and they too were attacked and beaten by the crowd. About half a dozen 

policemen were knocked unconscious, trampled, or cut by the parade marshalsô 

ceremonial swords before the crowd moved on. Harperôs editor complained that nothing 

would ever be done to punish the rioters: it was another sign that Irish Catholics had 

seized control of the cityôs political and judicial machinery from the native Protestant 
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Fig. 3.5. Thomas Nastôs ñThe Day We Celebrateò marked a turning point in the representation of the Irish in America, much 

as John Leechôs ñYoung Ireland in Business for Himselfò did in England. The Irish rioters have become full-on apish thugs. 

Nast would continue to draw the Irish in this style for the remainder of his career. Harperôs Weekly, Apr. 6, 1867, p.212. 

[Courtesy of HarpWeek]
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elite. Indeed, 1867 was the year Harperôs Weekly and Nast first took aim at Boss Tweed 

and Tammany Hall (Adler 2008:64). Anti-Irish caricature quickly became central to that 

effort, and the newspaper proudly boasted of Nastôs ñspirited pictureò (ibid) of the riot. 

Nastôs ñThe Day We Celebrateò deployed a new and uniquely American material 

discourse to racialize the Irish. It drew on the antecedents established in Punchôs sketches 

of the ñviolent Paddy,ò by then already a full generation removed from Nastôs era. 

However, Nast added various coded messages more current in postbellum New York. 

The rioters here wield iron-capped staves rather than shillelaghs, crushed top hats rather 

than wool walking caps, parade uniforms rather than peasant attire, and their bottles of 

ñcrater comfortò have become bottles of Caribbean rum. The ubiquitous rum bottles are 

not only coded messages for alcoholism, a charge that was used to deny the Irish access 

to charity relief throughout the coming decades, they also recall the formula of ñRum-

Romanismò which was used to discredit Irish and Democratic politics as early as 1860 

(Zornow 1951:4). In Nastôs imagining of the battle, half a dozen policemen are huddled 

in front of the overturned carriage that set off the fighting. They are being attacked by 

rioters dressed in the uniform of the Ancient Order of Hibernians, an ethnic labor 

association that the New York establishment considered a source of violence and 

disorder. The Irish faces have transformed from merely brutish or prognathic into full 

apish monstrosities akin to Punchôs ñviolent Paddy.ò Racial archetypes like the ñviolent 

Paddyò never really die: they recede into the collective memory where they remain potent 

symbols, ready to be revived whenever new conflicts erupt. However, they reemerge in 

modified form. Nast simply adapted the physiognomy and the material discourse of 

Punchôs ñviolent Paddyò to suit an urban milieu and politics. His indignant defense of 
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Protestant morality was a convenient cover for a defense of Protestant political 

hegemony, which was threatened by the Tammany vote machine (Adler 2008:64). It was 

not the attack on policemen per se that provoked the ire of the progressive press, it was 

the reminder that poor Irish Catholic immigrants felt empowered both to march and to 

challenge the cityôs power structure. Nast made the St. Patrickôs Day riot into a myth for 

the struggle between working-class immigrants and the middle-class establishment. Class 

conflict was given a coherent narrative structure by racializing its combatants. 

 

 

ANTI-IRISH RACISM DURING THE GRANT CAMPAIGN, 1868 

The presidential campaign of 1868 marked another transition from occasional 

anti-Irish bigotry to full-scale racist fearmongering in popular illustrated media. The first 

campaign after Lincolnôs assassination, it pitted Union hero Ulysses S. Grant against 

Horatio Seymour, the Democrat who had been the governor of New York during the draft 

riots. Seymour was supported by white Southerners and by the Tammany electoral 

machine that counted the Irish as a major constituency. Racist attacks on the Irish spiked 

in the run-up to the election and the material discourses of Irishness diversified. The 1868 

campaign saw several themes emerge that would dominate imagery of the Irish for two 

decades. They included allegations of Confederate sympathies, slavish devotion to the 

Pope, wide-scale electoral fraud, hereditary pauperism, and anti-Black violence. Racial 

stereotypes like these became key weapons in the progressive political arsenal in 1868. 

There is some irony in the fact that radical Republicans defended Blacks by racializing 
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Fig. 3.6. Another of Nastôs anti-Irish cartoons in the runup to the 1868 presidential election. The Democrats are holding their 

nose at the black man as though he stinks (a typical racial stereotype of the era). Nast turns the accusation around by showing 

the Irish family wallowing in a pig penðitself a Famine-era trope about the Irish. Note the empty rum bottles. Harperôs 

Weekly, Sept. 26, 1868, p.616. [Courtesy of HarpWeek] 
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Fig. 3.7. One of Nastôs most powerful anti-Irish images, ñThis Is a White Manôs 

Government.ò The Irish ape is depicted with classic peasant iconography, which 

distinguishes him from other white men. The Orphanôs Asylum burns in the background. 

Harperôs Weekly, Sept. 5, p.578. [Courtesy of HarpWeek] 
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the Irish. It illustrates a recurrent pattern in American politics: marginalized groups are 

pitted against each other to achieve representation and political patronage (Cacho 

2012:27).  

The progressive press resurrected the events of 1863 to vilify Seymour and his 

Irish American constituents. It was widely reported (although possibly apocryphal) that 

Governor Seymour had addressed the mob as ñmy friendsò during the draft riots, in an 

attempt to placate them (Bernstein 1990:50; Adler 2008:36). Harperôs Weekly used the 

story to crucify him. In ñGovernor Seymourôs Speechò (Oct. 31, 1878:700), Nast drew 

Seymour addressing a crowd of stereotypical Irish apes. His hair curls up in the form of a 

demonôs horns and a Black infant with a crushed skull lies at his feet. An Irishman in the 

foreground looks approvingly at the dead child; behind him, other Irish brutes hoist their 

shillelaghs. The Colored Orphanôs Asylum blazes in the background, while the Black 

man lynched on Carmine St. hangs from a lamppost. These icons became part of a 

coherent material discourse of Irishness: shillelaghs and burning orphanages functioned 

as recognizable metonyms for the Irish in the latter half of the 20th century. They 

appeared when it was useful to discredit Irish political aspirations. 

In ñAll the Difference in the Worldò [Fig. 3.6], published two months before the 

election, a poor Irish family and a wealthy Democrat hold their noses as they glare at 

freed Blacks going to vote for Grant and the Republican ticket. The caption imagines the 

Irish declaring that ñThe odor of the nigger (Republican) is offensive.ò Nastôs joke is that 

the Irish family holding their noses are themselves living in a pigsty. Nast martialed all 

the traditional material discourses of Irishness to make his point. The children are filthy, 

ragged, barefoot, crawling around with the pigs, presumably ignorant and savage. Their 
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father, drawn as an apish peasant, lazily smokes a clay pipe with empty rum bottles 

around his feet. Nast was adept at using coded messages, and all the objectifications of 

Irish racial poverty, stupidity, and alcoholic aggression are present. The depiction of the 

Irish stands in stark contrast to the positive portrayal of African Americans, whose 

integrity was constructed in opposition to Irish depravity. Race is relational: in racialized 

societies one group is often defined as worthy in contrast to another group, in order to pit 

them against each other (Cacho 2012:17; Molina 2014:7). But it is dangerous to rely on 

the good graces of the dominant class for racial equity, because those good graces are 

themselves strategic. When Republicans were faced in 1876 with a choice of losing the 

Presidency or abandoning Reconstruction, their sympathy for the plight of African 

Americans quickly evaporated. 

The most powerful image of the 1868 presidential campaign was ñThis Is a White 

Manôs Governmentò [Fig. 3.7], published two months before the election. It shows an 

Irish immigrant from the slums of Five Points reaching over the body of a prone African 

American to clasp the hands of a Confederate and a Tammany Democrat. The 

Confederate is General Nathan Bedford Forrest, a Tennessee planter who was notorious 

for massacring black Union troops at Fort Pillow after they had already surrendered 

(Schecter 2005:324). The Democrat is August Belmont, a wealthy financier who served 

as chair of the Democratic National Committee (ibid). Belmont was also Jewish and an 

agent for the Rothschild family, a subtext that was probably not lost on Harperôs 

Weeklyôs audience. The Colored Orphanôs Asylum, the perpetual symbol of Irish mob 

violence, blazes in the background. Across from it, a southern school for Blacks is in 

flames. The Irishman has his crushed hat with a pipe in it, a rum bottle in his pocket, 
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tattered peasant attire, and a shillelagh labeled ñA Voteò to remind the audience that the 

Irish were using their electoral power to beat down their enemies. As in Famine-era 

Britain, the specific contents of anti-Irish racism in the U.S. were built out of an 

iconography of material culture. Irish racial status is ambiguous here: the Irish aim to 

participate in a ñwhite manôs government,ò but it seems likely that Nast was being 

sarcastic by labelling them as such. There is an enormous scholarly debate as to whether 

the Irish were considered ñwhiteò at this moment in history (e.g., Ignatiev 2009; 

Guglielmo 2004). Much of it, however, misses the real question: white to whom? Racial 

typologies are not universal. They are regional, sectional, or even class-specific (Guerrero 

2017:16-17). To the Southerners and Democrats who relied on urban Irish voters, as well 

as to Irish immigrants themselves by the 1860s, the Irish were white (Allen 2012:196-

199). To progressive Anglo-Saxon Protestants, on the other hand, especially those with 

money, the Celtic Irish proletariat was racially inferior and less than white (Gordon 

2009:165; Hirota 2017:122; Roediger 2005:134; Ignatiev 2009:89; Curtis 1997:147; 

Beddoe 1885:10). 

Grant defeated Seymour not just in most of the Northern states but also across the 

South (Schecter 2005:326). This was only possible because federal troops still protected 

African Americans at some polling places and aggressively prosecuted Ku Klux Klan 

violence, although Grant would later attribute his victory in no small part to Thomas 

Nastôs pencil (Fischer 1996:26). Seymour, however, dominated Grant in New York and 

won 21 of New York Cityôs 22 total electoral wards (see ñVictory!ò New York Times, 

Nov. 4, 1868:1). The perpetual Republican panic over Irish Catholic voters was no idle 

concern. The Tammany machine and its Irish constituents did have the power to throw 
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New Yorkôs electoral college votes to the Democratic nominee, as they had done in 1846 

when they put Polk in the White House and precipitated the Mexican American War 

(Greenberg 2012:60). Control over New York City politics gave the Irish an outsize voice 

in national political affairs and made them an immediate threat to progressive goals. After 

Grantôs victory, Irish influence became the target of a nativist reform movement that used 

ñracial nativismò (Higham 1955) as a cudgel to disenfranchise the Irish and restore power 

to the Protestant middle class and Yankee elite (Schecter 2005:341). Especially after the 

events of 1871, reformers ñhoped to eliminate Irish influence and political machinesò 

from New York (Gordon 2009:196). It was during this period that racial stereotypes 

about the Irish became the justification for municipal and state policy, in the same way 

that anti-Irish prejudices had rationalized the Whig policies during the Famine (see Ch. 

2). Anti-Irish racism in New York was strategic, and it served a political elite. 

 

 

THE MATURE PHASE OF ANTI -IRISH RACISM , 1871-1890 

The mature phase of anti-Irish racism was inaugurated by two events in July, 

1871. The first was a campaign by The New York Times and Harperôs Weekly to expose 

the corruption of Boss Tweedôs Tammany Ring, which began with a blockbuster report in 

the Times on July 8th (ñMore Ring Villainy,ò July 8, 1871:4; see Adler 2008:126; 

Golway 2014:93). The second was the Orange Riot in downtown Manhattan just four 

days later on July 12th (Gordon 2009:104-148). Both these events were interpreted in the 

progressive press through the lens of racialized class conflict (Golway 2014:99; Gordon 
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2009:165). Tammany was the symbol of Irish vice and political power, while the Orange 

Riot was yet another demonstration that the Irish were constitutionally incapable of 

participating in a democratic society. They demanded respect for their parade on St. 

Patrickôs Day, but denied the same privilege to everyone else. A letter to the editor of the 

Times just two days before the riot complained, for example, about ñthe very scum of the 

of the Irish who parade on March 17, in honor of a (so called) saint... The low Irish 

Catholics having been allowed to have their parade, the decent Irish should also have 

theirsò (ñThe Peopleôs Opinion on the Orange Parade,ò July 10, 1871:5). A letter the next 

day made a similar point: the Catholic Irish ñhave had the privilege, and enjoyed it, of 

marching through our principal streets to the exclusion of all other business, on each 

recurring anniversary of their patron saintôs birthday, and now have the insolence to say 

that another body of their own countrymen shall not have a similar privilegeò (ñPlain 

Talk from the People,ò July 11, 1871:1). Irish concerns about Orange marches were 

dismissed as proof that Irish Catholics could not coexist in a cosmopolitan, republican 

city. After the summer of 1871, attacks on Irish Catholic character reached critical mass 

as the progressive reform movement fought over whether and how the Irish could be 

integrated into a modern society (Gordon 2009:164-167). 

 

 

THE FALL OF THE TWEED RING, 1871 

The fall of the Democratic Tweed Ring was many years in the making. The 

kleptocrats at the center of the storm had grown increasingly bold after a decade at the 
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reins of power in New York City. Their corruption grew even more brazen after 1870, 

when William Tweed paid a reported $600,000 in bribes to state legislators to approve a 

new city charter that eliminated state oversight and put the cityôs finances entirely in the 

hands of the Board of Audit, which was run by Tammany man Richard Connolly (Adler 

2008:81). Fraud, obviously, ran rampant. The most lucrative trick and the one which 

eventually brought the ring down was a simple kickback scheme. City contractors like 

carpenters and masons submitted hugely inflated bills for their work, Connolly signed off 

on them, and after the contractors got paid they split the money with Tweed and his 

cronies (Schecter 2005:339). A whistleblower in the Board of Audit finally exposed these 

abuses in 1871 and provided the New York Times with copies of the incriminating 

ledgers. The first story ran in the Times on July 8th (ñMore Ring Villainy,ò July 8, 

1871:4), and new revelations about obscene graftðfor example, plasterers and carpenters 

claiming nearly $1 million in todayôs dollars for an afternoon of workðtrickled out for 

months (Adler 2008:122).  

Harperôs Weekly added Thomas Nastôs considerable skills to the campaign to 

discredit Boss Tweed and the Democratic Party. Nast had already created well-known 

caricatures of Tweed and his associates, and he usually included stereotypical Irish ape-

men as underlings and henchmen in his cartoons of Tammany. After the revelations of 

1871, Nast redoubled his attacks on Tammany Hall and drew some of his most famous 

cartoons. ñWho Stole the Peopleôs Money?ò (Harperôs Weekly, Aug. 19, 1871) is an icon 

of American political art and one of ñthe most effective cartoons in the history of the 

mediumò (Adler 2008:130). It shows the Tammany conspirators all trying to shift blame 

onto someone else. Several figures are stereotypical Irishmen; the pipes are a dead give-
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away. Nastôs images were so effective in controlling the narrative of the Tammany 

scandal that Boss Tweed reportedly used an intermediary to offer Nast a $500,000 bribe--

$10m todayðto take a ñvacationò in Europe for a year (Fischer 1996:2). ñMy 

constituents canôt read,ò he complained to an associate, ñBut damn it, they can see 

pictures!ò (Adler 2008:3). Tweed was eventually convicted of corruption and died in jail. 

More to the point, progressive Republican candidates swept the state elections in 

November, 1871, unseating most of the Democrats on the Board of Aldermen and 

crushing the municipal power of the Tammany machine. The Irish American press 

declared it an unmitigated disaster (Irish World Nov. 18, 1871:2). 

The historiography of the Tweed affair tends to paint Thomas Nast as a rogue 

crusader who used his pencil to bring down a corrupt oligarchy and restore order to the 

city (e.g., Adler 2008). However, Thomas Nast did not merely report on or observe 

William Tweed: Nast created Boss Tweed. Nastôs caricatures turned a scheming but 

otherwise unremarkable local politician into the mythic personification of everything that 

was wrong with working-class Irish political power (Fischer 1996:7). The campaign 

against Boss Tweed was far more than a law-and-justice movement against a corrupt 

politician and his conspirators. It was an attack on the entire political system that catered 

to the Irish American proletariat (Fischer 1996:17). It was an attack on patronage jobs, 

because thanks to Tammany, Irish Americans occupied more than 1,000 positions in the 

municipal bureaucracy by 1870, a major stepping-stone to a middle-class life (Adler 

2008:95). It was an attack on public services for the poor, pro-labor policies, and open 

immigration. Nast ñplayed off the revelations in the Times and captured the sentiments of 

thoseé who believed that the city could no longer cater to interests of Irish-Catholic 
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votersò (Golway 2014:101). Everyone at the time understood this perfectly well. The 

progressive press crowed about all the reforms that were bound to come after ñthe fall of 

the priestly rule in our cityò (Harperôs Weekly, Apr. 13 1872:285). The Irish World, on 

the other hand, recognized that ñThe Radicalôs... want to make political capital out of 

Tweedôs roguery, and are trying to saddle it on the Irish and Catholicsò (Nov. 11 1871:4). 

Thomas Nastôs genius was that he managed to reduce the contest between two theories of 

politicsðmiddle-class laissez-faire versus working-class redistributionismðinto a 

racialized conflict symbolized on the one side by a fat man commanding an army of Irish 

thugs.  

 

 

THE IRISH APE AND THE SECOND ORANGE RIOT, 1871 

The other major Irish-involved event of July, 1871 was the so-called Orange Riot. 

The name is a reference to the Orangemen and Orange Societies that traditionally 

celebrated Protestant King William of Orangeôs victory over the Catholic Irish at the 

Battle of the Boyne in 1690. Orange parades were held in Ulster, a predominately 

Protestant province in northern Ireland, through much of the 19th century; their purpose 

was always to intimidate the Irish Catholic population and reassert the privileges of 

Protestant Ascendancy. Indeed, historical memories of the Ascendancy help explain the 

intense reaction of Irish Catholics to the sudden appearance of Orange Day parades in 

New York in the late 1860s. They were experienced not just as a reminder of historical 

wrongs, but as a threat that Americaôs Protestant majority would one day systematically 
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oppress Catholics along the lines of Cromwell. The editor of the Irish World explained 

that ñthis ripping up of past feuds and tearing open of old wounds is precisely what your 

scoundrel Orangemen want to do on their parade day. They say: Slave-born Papists, our 

fathers met and defeated your fathers in 1690, and we, their sons, are ready to meet you 

now! Down, Croppies, and know your place! This is the meaning of the Orange paradeò 

(Irish World, July 22, 1871:4). 

The Orange order first arrived in New York in the 1820s, imported by Protestant 

Irish immigrants from Ulster (Gordon 2009:22). Its followers participated in various 

parades and local holidays throughout the early decades of the 19th century, although 

usually under the auspices of larger nativist political organizations. It was not until 1867 

that the Orange order in New York coalesced into a series of four organized Orange 

lodges (ibid:23). The following year, the lodges began holding official Orange Day 

celebrations to mark the anniversary of July 12th. In 1868 they held picnics, and in 1869 

they organized a parade up Broadway to Union Square. ñThe anniversary of the great 

Protestant victoryé was celebrated among Irish Protestant organizations with 

considerable enthusiasm yesterday,ò the Times reported (ñAnniversary of the Battle of the 

Boyne,ò July 13, 1869:8). The following year, 1870, the Loyal Orange Institution of the 

United States was officially chartered by the Grand Lodge of Ireland (Gordon 2009:23). 

A more impressive and conspicuous Orange Day celebration was planned for that year: it 

involved a ceremonial parade up Eighth Avenue to Elm Park that was to be attended by 

some 2,500 Orangemen and their supporters from allied Protestant chauvinist 

organizations (ñBloody Riot,ò Times, July 13, 1870:1; see Gordon 2009:31). It was this 
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event that lead to the ñElm Park Riotò and set the stage for the immense public 

controversy surrounding the subsequent Orange parade in 1871.  

Tensions between Orangemen and Irish Catholics began building early on the 

morning of July 12, 1870. According to the Sun and the Herald, members of the Orange 

procession going up Eighth Avenue either threatened to shoot through the windows of 

Catholic churches they passed, or did in fact shoot them or throw stones through them 

(Gordon 2009:34). They also taunted Irish Catholic day laborers by singing traditional 

Orange songs like ñCroppies Lie Downò as they made their way to Elm Park. ñCroppies 

Lie Downò celebrates the British victory over the United Irishmen rebels of 1798, who 

had worn their hair cut short like French revolutionaries (ñcroppiesò). One verse, for 

example, rhymes about sprinkling ñholy waterò on Catholics as a metaphor for the 

revolutionaries who were tortured by having hot pitch poured over their heads and then 

ripped off (Gordon 2009:33). The last verse goes, 

 Oh, croppies yeôd better be quiet and still 

    Ye shanôt have your liberty, do what ye will 

 As long as saltwater is formed in the deep 

    A foot on the necks of the croppy weôll keep 

 And drink, as in bumpers past troubles we drown 

    A health to the lads that made croppies lie down 

 Down, down, croppies lie down. 

 

The song is a barely-veiled celebration of the torture and execution of hundreds of Irish 

revolutionaries at the hands of British loyalists in 1798. It was also an assertion of the 

vestiges of Protestant Ascendancy. Singing ñCroppies Lie Downò was meant both to 

intimidate Catholics and to provoke a fight. 
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 The Orange Day celebration in 1870 remained relatively peaceful until about 3 

oôclock in the afternoon, when a crowd of Irish Catholic laborers began throwing rocks 

over the fence of Elm Park at the picnicking Orangemen (Times, July 13,1870:1; see 

Gordon 2009:37-38). Soon shots were fired through the fence, although accounts differ as 

to whether the Catholic protesters or the Orangemen fired firstðthe Times blamed 

ñFenian workmen and laborersò for firing the initial shots. The battle devolved into a 

melee as police arrived to try and subdue the mob, while the Catholic laborers eventually 

breached the park fence and attacked the Orangemen with bats and stones. The Orange 

lodges managed to push their way out of the park, and street fighting continued south 

along Eighth and Ninth Avenues until police reinforcements arrived around 4 oôclock and 

extinguished the riot. In spite of all the shooting there were only about a dozen casualties. 

Most of those killed and mortally wounded were Irish Catholics, including Catholic 

laborers who had nothing to do with the violence but had the misfortune of passing 

through the area and being stabbed to death by angry Orange loyalists (Times, July 13, 

1870:1). Only two Orangemen were killed during the dayôs proceedings (Gordon 

2009:40). 

New York newspapers registered a horrified reaction to the events, and the blame 

was mostly placed on the shoulders of poor Irish Catholics.  ñBLOODY RIOT: The Feud 

Between the Orangemen and Catholics Renewed,ò the New York Times headline 

screamed (July 13, 1870:1). ñNothing whatever had been done to provoke this assault on 

the part of the Orangemen,ò the newspaper reported. ñThe attack was premeditated, and 

altogether unwarranted.ò Harperôs Weekly illustrated it with a sketch of a mob of slack-

jawed Irish apes assaulting Elm Park with shillelaghs (ñThe Riot at Elm Park,ò July 30, 
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1870:492). The editors described the riot as a ñmurderous assault of the Roman Catholic 

Irishmenò (ñThe Much-Maligned City of New York,ò July 30, 1870:483) and they 

blamed it on Irish Catholic political power, which supposedly abetted the violence and 

protected the participants from ever having to face justice. The solution was to ñrescue 

the ballot-box from the hands of ruffians,ò in other words, to disenfranchise Irish 

Catholic voters. A few days after the violence had settled, the Times did concede that the 

Orange lodges bore some responsibility for taunting and antagonizing Irish Catholics. 

Several editorials argued that Orangeism imported ancient European feuds that had no 

place in America or in New York. ñWhat is the mission of such an institution in the 

United States?ò one editorial asked. ñLet Ireland and Canada keep this curse of 

Orangeism to themselvesò (ñIrelandôs Feuds in America,ò July 14, 1870:4). The editors 

argued that the Catholic Irish were in the wrong, and that legal parades deserved 

protection, but they did ask whether processions that were intended solely to antagonize a 

ñconsiderable portion of the communityò ought not to be banned (ñAre Irelandôs 

Animosities to be Naturalized in America?ò July 15, 1870:4). That was the question that 

surrounded the preparations for the Orange Day parade in 1871. Did the Orange lodges 

deserve legal protection while exercising their free speech, or should their colors and 

their chants of ñCroppies Lie Downò be banned as a dangerous sectarian provocation? 

 New Yorkôs Orange lodges embraced the controversy and planned for an even 

more conspicuous parade in 1871. It was widely expected that it would lead to further 

violence as both sides planned for a bloody clash (e.g., Times July 8, 1871:8). The 

Orange lodges were said to be arming themselves heavily while the Ancient Order of 

Hibernians was stockpiling weapons and organizing teams of laborers willing to use them 
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(Gordon 2009:61). In the days leading up to the 1871 parade there was an enormous 

amount of ambivalence about the wisdom of the event. The Times, for example, 

published an editorial arguing that the Orange lodges should call off the public parts of 

the festivities, although the editors admitted that their advice would probably fall on deaf 

ears (ñThe Demands of the Orangemen,ò July 8, 1871:4). Just one day before the parade, 

Mayor Oakley Hall, a Tammany Democrat, finally issued the widely-expected General 

Order No. 57 (Gordon 2009:60-61; Bernstein 1990:230; Schecter 2005:340). General 

Order No. 57 prohibited the parade on the grounds that it was intended to provoke 

violence and to antagonize another community in the city. However, the decision was 

immediately criticized by the progressive press as evidence that the Tammany-run city 

government was in thrall to poor Irish Catholics and their prejudices. The Times, which a 

few days earlier had practically begged for such a proclamation (July 8, 1871:1), now 

judged it a humiliating ñsurrender to the riotersò (July 12, 1871:1) and devoted an entire 

page to criticizing ñTHE RULE OF KING MOBò (July 12, 1871:5). Harperôs, likewise, 

deemed it ña disgraceful surrender to the mobò (ñThe Tammany Riot,ò July 29, 

1871:693). At the last moment, however, the mayor was countermanded by Governor 

John T. Hoffman, who decided that the parade would be allowed to take place. Hoffman 

ordered several companies of the New York militia to provide protection. The 

progressive press was jubilant at this last-minute reversal: in their eyes, Hoffmanôs order 

meant that the force of law were standing up to Irish Catholic intimidation. 

As feared, the Orange parade on July 12th, 1871 quickly descended into chaos. At 

about 3 oôclock in the afternoon, as the parade was moving south along Eighth Avenue, 

the Times reported that the militia escort observed men hidden on the rooftops and inside 
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shop windows preparing to fire on the Orange marchers (ñThe Action of the Militia,ò 

July 14, 1871:1). The militia had been instructed by their commanding officer that ñif the 

suspected men threw stones or other missiles, or fired on the processionists, the men of 

the Seventh were to at once fire upon themò (ibid). What happened next is a matter of 

controversy. Some sources reported that the shooting started when a protester fired at the 

Eighty-Fourth Regiment with a pistol and lightly grazed an officer, whose troops 

responded by launching a full volley into the crowd (see ñThe Massacre,ò Irish World, 

July 22, 1871:1). The Times, however, reported that the shooting started when men on the 

rooftops threw a few stones down on the parade. A handful of soldiers in the Seventh 

raised their guns and fired back without waiting for orders to respond (ñThe Action of the 

Militia,ò July 14, 1871:1). The initial shots lead to complete chaos, as the soldiers of the 

Ninth Regiment in the same column ñin some inexplicable mannerò took it as a signal to 

fire wildly into the crowd. The Eighty-Fourth regiment followed suit, shooting blindly at 

either side of the street. Their excitement and poor aim caused some of their shots to land 

among the other regiments, whose members panicked, broke formation, and scattered 

into the streets. Regardless of whether the shooting was precipitated by a pistol shot or a 

rock, what seems certain is that the militia fired on the crowd without warning and 

without orders, leading to a total breakdown in military discipline. When the dust had 

cleared some 60 bystanders had been shot dead, mostly Irish Catholics, many of them 

women and children who had just come to watch (Gordon 2009:134-142; see Irish 

World, July 22, 1871:4-7). 

The Orange Riot was interpreted in the New York press through the lens of class 

conflict, religious antagonism, and Celtic racial inferiority (e.g., Times July 16, 1871:4; 
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see Gordon 2009:165). The Orange Riot of 1871 represented, in many ways, a 

continuation of the same social conflicts that had precipitated the draft riots in 1863 

(Bernstein 1990:229; Schecter 2005:340). It pitted the political investments of an Irish 

Catholic proletariat against a progressive establishment nominally unified by 

Protestantism, but more importantly by class interests. The riots were framed as an 

outbreak of racial violence and then strategically exploited to discredit Tammany Hall 

and Democratic policies. As Gordon (2009:151) concludes in his monograph on the riots, 

ñLike Orangemen, they [the militia] were surrogates for nativists, Republicans, and 

propertied interests who sought either to capitalize on Tammanyôs predicament, to crush 

the perceived designs of Irish Catholics, or to suppress working-class disorder in 

generalé the 1871 violence may be best understood as a militia riot perpetrated by 

political reformers and men of property whose view reflected ethnic and class interestsò 

(Gordon 2009:151). The way all these political designs were tied to race conflict became 

visible in Nastôs illustrations for Harperôs Weekly. Indeed, it was those sketches that 

inaugurated the mature era of anti-Irish racism in New York. 

ñBravo! Bravo!ò [Fig. 3.8] was the first of Thomas Nastôs two famous responses 

to the Orange Riot, both of which were published in the July 29th issue of Harperôs. 

What Nast was cheering with his ñBravo!ò was Hoffmanôs decision to let the parade go 

forward and then the militiaôs decision to fire on the crowd, which in Nastôs estimation 

put the Catholic Irish in their proper place. The Irishman he drew on the front cover of 

the newspaper to represent Irish Catholic laborers is a half-simian, half -goblin creature 

clearly intent on murder. It is attacking Columbia, Nastôs personification of Anglo-

Protestant America in the guise of an aristocratic white woman. The Irish ape wields both 
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Fig. 3.8. Nastôs response to the Orange riot. He is applauding both Governor Hoffmanôs 

decision to rescind General Order 57 and let the parade go forward, and the New York 

militiaôs decision to fire on the crowd and teach the Irish a lesson. White Columbia 

represents Anglo-Protestant America, as well as the forces of law and morality in 

general. Harperôs Weekly, July 29, 1871, p.689. [Courtesy of HarpWeek]
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Fig. 3.9. ñSomething That Will Not ñBlow Over.ò Harperôs Weekly,  July 29, 1871, p.696 [Courtesy of HarpWeek]
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a knife and a shillelagh, and his unbuttoned suspender has become a monkey tail. Nast 

knew perfectly well what he was doing with trompe lôîil details like these: combined 

with the ape-like physiognomy it reinforced the notion that Irish Catholics were 

subhuman. Besides the physiology, Nast made use of the material discourse of Irishness 

to remind his audience of Celtic racial deficiencies. The archaic breeches and jacket 

belong to the rural Ireland of the Georgian era, not to postbellum New York, but they 

identify the Irish as perpetual foreigners and perpetually outside modernity. The pants are 

patched, the shirt ripped open, and everything is dirty and in tatters. The patches are 

significant and nearly ubiquitous in sketches of the Irish in Harperôs. They function as 

visual icons of poverty. This is, indeed, one of those instances when physiognomy alone 

is unequal to the task of communicating all that is wrong with a racial group, and material 

objects are called on to manifest their inner moral failings. The Irish were congenitally 

poor, and being poor, their complaints were ipso facto illegitimate in the eyes of the 

progressive press. The Times (July 16, 1871:4), for example, immediately interpreted the 

riot as an eruption of proletarian class envy. The editor warned that the rioters were 

members of a ñdangerous classò who ñlong for a share in the luxuries which are always 

flaunted in their faces. They hate the rich... This class of working men in our City are 

mainly Irish Catholics. They are densely ignorant, and easily aroused by prejudice or 

passion. Let them once break forth, and their passion and violence would soon take its 

direction toward the property of the rich and the well-to-do.ò For wealthy or middle-class 

audiences it was often enough simply to be reminded that their interlocutors were poor to 

be convinced to dismiss them altogether.  
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Nastôs second and more elaborate illustration of the riots appeared a few pages 

later in the same volume. ñSomething That Will Not Blow Overò (Harperôs Weekly, July 

29, 1871:696) [Fig. 3.9] was one of his famous full-page multi-panel cartoons. In the 

richness and variety of its insults and accusations it represents probably the apotheosis of 

anti-Irish visual culture. The central panel shows a mob of Irish apes armed with pistols, 

shillelaghs, and swords attacking a crowd of peaceable New Yorkers that includes Uncle 

Sam, Abe Lincoln, Union soldiers, and Germans, Chinese, and Native Americans. The 

implication is that the Irish are the enemy of all free Americans, and the only element 

that cannot coexist in a cosmopolitan republic. The inscription, which asks ñHas no caste, 

no sect, no nation, any rights that the infallible ultramontane Roman Irish Catholic is 

bound to respect?ò is a play on Judge Taneyôs infamous ruling in the Dred Scott case. It 

was also a reminder of the anti-Black terrorism perpetrated by Irish immigrants in 1863, 

and indeed Nast resurrected all the icons of the draft riots. The Orange Riot has been 

transplanted from Eighth Avenue to the Manhattan of 1863: the Colored Orphanôs 

Asylum burns in the background and the Black man lynched on Carmine Street occupies 

the foreground. The other panels in the cartoon also feature caricatured Irish apes with 

their pipes, old-fashioned breeches, crushed hats, shillelaghs, and pistols. On the left-

hand panel Nast even placed the incendiary command ñCroppies Lie Downò over an 

image of Boss Tweed and his Democratic allies kneeling before Columbia. The various 

panels were all connected by a matrix of prejudices and complaints about the Catholic 

Irish: innate violence, ñPopery,ò intolerance, and most significantly, illegitimate 

influence on city politics. The racialization of the Irish was a strategic move against the 

Democratic political machine. 
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Race, indeed, was one of the primary discourses through which the antagonism 

between Catholic labor and the Protestant middle class was framed after 1871 (see 

Roediger 2007:146-152). ñNativism and racism often combined in assessments of Irish 

character,ò Gordon writes (2009:165). ñThe Irish were intolerant, demonic, savage, and 

morally inferior.ò These race critiques were usually expressed through the contemporary 

notion of an innate ñCeltic character.ò For example, the New York Times ran an article on 

ñCeltic Character and the Late Riotò (July 16, 1871:4) that put the blame for it on a 

certain vengefulness and impetuosity native to the Irish race. ñFondness for glare, glitter, 

and noiseé and for fighting considered as a pastime, are equally distinctive of the Celt of 

remote history and the nearest approach we have to his lineal descendantsò (ibid). The 

Times let other newspapers make even worse insinuations about Irish character by 

reprinting select paragraphs from English media regarding the riot (ñThe Late Riots,ò 

July 27, 1871:8). The Saturday Review blamed the riots on ñthe moral delinquencies of 

Irish character, and especially its tendency to turbulence and violence.ò The London 

Times pointed to the riot as evidence that Irelandôs problems were a product of ñIrish 

natureò rather than English colonialism, since the Irish involved themselves in just as 

much violence in America where they were free of English landlords. The Liverpool 

Daily Post pointed to the ñutterly mad and recklessò disposition of the Celt, and called 

the riots ña blot upon the already sufficiently bespattered character of the Irish race.ò If 

anything, criticisms of Irish character were more measured in the press than they were in 

private. George Templeton Strong (1952 [1871]:368) wrote in his diary about his hatred 

of the ñhomicidal ruffianly popish Celts,ò while organizations like the New York 

Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor (1869:27) complained that the Celt 
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lacked ambition, work ethic, and ñdoes very little to elevate himself, either socially or 

morally.ò The notion that there was such a thing as a ñCeltic character,ò independent of 

culture or national origin, provided the justification for many attempts to disenfranchise 

the Catholic Irish and exclude them from city government and services over the next 

three decades. To the extent these ideas posited innate and heritable defects they were 

racial: when they predisposed poor Irish families to premature death, they were explicitly 

racist (Gilmore 2007:28). 

 

 

THE AFTERMATH OF 1871 

The political response to the exposure of Tammanyôs graft and the Orange Day 

violence was swift. On September 4th, some of the cityôs most prominent businessmen 

and elected officials met to establish the so-called Committee of Seventy (Schecter 

2005:341; Gordon 2009:191; see Strong 1952[1871]:381). Their primary mission was to 

wrest control of the city from the Democrats and to institute a series of reforms based on 

free-market ideology. ñReformersé hoped to eliminate Irish influence and political 

machinesò (Gordon 2009:196) and to ñrestore órespectabilityô by lessening Irish Catholic 

influence in government and city lifeò (Gordon 2009:188). The Committee sought to 

eliminate patronage jobs for Irish Catholics in the city bureaucracy; institute immigration 

restrictions; undermine labor agitation; and destroy the electoral patronage machines 

(Gordon 2009:199). The Committee worked in concert with other Protestant reform 

groups that wanted to ñimproveò Irish Catholic behavior, including the New York 
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Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor, a charity organization whose 

charter specified that only the ñdeservingò poor who abstained completely from alcohol 

and indolence were worthy of any assistance at all (NYAICP 1869:15-18). What 

followed was two decades of turmoil in which racial stereotypes were weaponized by 

progressive reformists to attack the working-class Irish. All the icons that had been 

circulating in U.S. media since 1863ðthe Irish rioter, the Catholic bootlicker, the 

Tammany vote-seller, etc.ðwere called on to justify policies meant to disenfranchise 

poor Irish Catholics and to exclude them from employment, education, and public 

services. For some immigrants, losing access to jobs and health care proved fatal 

(Brighton 2008:147). 

After 1871, anti-Irish racism settled around a series of predictable nativist themes. 

These included general accusations of alcoholism, criminality, and laziness, as well as 

more specific notions of hereditary pauperism and Catholic superstition. These were 

communicated largely in the form of material discourses, because physiognomy alone 

was not capable of expressing the subtle political distinctions that were at stake. A set of 

coded messages like rum bottles, brickbats, pigs, and shanties became constitutive of 

ñCeltic character.ò The anti-Irish racism that developed during this era was mutually 

constituted with other racisms, past and present. Most obviously it cast backwards in 

time, to the old Famine-era prejudices about the Irish peasantry embodied in Punch and 

in John Leechôs figure of the ñviolent Paddyò (see Chapter 2). However, it also moved 

laterally back and forth across the Atlantic as Anglo-Saxon chauvinism, which defined 

itself in opposition to the Irish, was called on to justify policy in both Britain and the 

United States (Coogan 2012:33). Anti-Irish racism built on prejudices against other 
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marginalized groups as well. It borrowed some of the themes of earlier bigotry against 

Mexicans and Indians. For example, the Manifest Destiny of 1846 (Horsmann 1981) was 

resurrected in the urban reformism of the 1880s whenever Protestant thinkers made 

claims about the Divine mission bestowed on Anglo-Saxons and the inevitability of Irish 

decline (e.g., Strong 1885:161). Conversely, the anti-Irish racism of the 19th century 

created the ideological and symbolic template for racism against Mexican immigrants 

today. The Irish were accused of refusing to assimilate; Mexicans are accused of the 

same thing now (e.g., Buchanan 2006:92). Irish immigrants were accused of cultural 

incompatibility with U.S. democratic principles; pushing down wages for native workers; 

alcoholism and substance abuse; engaging in electoral fraud; abusing immigration law; 

violating the norms of femininity; criminality and violence; and serving as vectors of 

immorality and disease. All of these prejudices became racial ñscriptsò (Molina 2014) 

that would later be recycled to dehumanize Mexicans. The following pages describe 

some major anti-Irish racial prejudices of the reform era, which lasted approximately 

from 1871 until the turn of the century. The prejudices were strategic: they were 

exploited to justify the policies of a political elite and to disenfranchise the Irish Catholic 

proletariat (Gordon 2009:220). 

 

 

THE FIRST SCRIPT: ELECTORAL FRAUD AND VOTE RIGGING 

One of the most common attacks on the Irish in popular media centered on 

accusations that they were involved in vote-rigging schemes on behalf of the Democratic 
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party. However, it was not just the mechanics of vote fraud or its actual effect on any 

given election that offended nativists. As contemporary sources make clear, middle-class 

Protestants considered Irish votes to be prima facie illegitimate because the Irish were not 

valid members of the national community. George Templeton Strong complained that 

New York was captive to ñthe votes of an ignorant, corrupt mob of brute Irish voters, 

bought up, systematically, by the blackguards and swindlers who infest City Hallò 

(1952:123).  Evangelical minister Josiah Strong argued that Democratic machines 

transferred control ñinto the hands of those who themselves most need to be controlledò 

(1885:137). Harperôs Weekly agreed that ñOur uneducated Irish Catholic voters have 

inflicted upon us incurable evilsò (Dec. 14, 1872:974). Nativists considered themselves 

entitled to the reins of American society by birthright (Golway 2014:xxi). When Irish 

votes diluted the political hegemony of Anglo Americans, it was experienced as a form of 

theft. 

There were, of course, many Irish immigrants who did participate in electoral 

fraud to put Democratic candidates in office. There were three main tactics for 

manipulating the polls: repeating, ringing, and false counting (Adler 2008:56-59). 

Repeaters registered to vote in more than one district, and on election day they would 

travel in a group from polling place to polling place to vote for the same candidate. 

Gangs of repeaters were often organized and sold to the highest bidder. ñRingingò was a 

sleight-of-hand trick used by corrupt poll workers. When they observed a voter who 

looked likely to vote Republican, they would drop or shuffle the ballot and clandestinely 

replace it with a ballot filled out for the Democratic candidates. False counting, as the 

name suggests, involved poll workers simply claiming an inflated count for their favored 
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Fig. 3.10. Details from Nastôs ñShadows of Forthcoming Events,ò meant to depict what 

New York would turn into under Tammany rule. Vote fraud perpetrated by stereotypical 

Irish apes is shown as a central element of Democratic political power. Harperôs Weekly, 

Jan. 22, 1870, p.56 [Courtesy of HarpWeek]
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candidate, sometimes so egregiously that the Democrat would receive more votes than 

there were registered voters in the entire district. All of these were typical Tammany 

tricks and they did, on occasion, throw elections to Democratic candidates. Republicans 

thus had legitimate complaints about vote rigging. However, the progressive press 

depicted these practices as attributes of the Irish qua Irish, as in Nastôs sketch ñShadows 

of Forthcoming Eventsò (Harperôs, Jan. 22, 1870:56) [Fig. 3.10]. Rather than dealing 

with specific episodes of vote fraud in all their complexity, Republicans racialized the 

issue: they depicted it as a manifestation of Celtic temperament. This was a tactical move. 

By casting Irish votes in general as fraudulent, the progressive press tried to discredit 

Democratic candidates and political victories. The end goal was, as the Times put it, ñto 

teach these corrupt demagogues that there are other people who have votes, and whose 

good opinion is worth cultivating besides the lowest dregs of our populationò (ñPolitical 

Aspects of the Riot,ò July 16, 1871:4).  

 

 

THE SECOND SCRIPT: ILLEGAL IMMIGRATION AND NATURALIZATION  

The popular press regularly accused the Irish of violating immigration and 

naturalization statutes, especially the requirement that they reside in the country for five 

years before naturalizing as citizens (see, e.g., ñThe Election Frauds,ò New York Times, 

Dec. 28, 1876:2). These attacks were closely linked with concerns about electoral fraud, 

because what worried East Coast progressives most was that Irish immigrants were being 

granted U.S. citizenship illegally so that they could vote en masse for the Democrats. The 
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suspicion was occasionally proved true. In the 1860s and 1870s, for example, the 

Democratic party was accused of operating ñnaturalization millsò where tens of 

thousands of recently-arrived Irish immigrants were made into citizens so that they could 

vote in upcoming elections (Schecter 2005:328-329). One of Tammany Hallôs favored 

tactics was simply to bribe immigration judges in New York to sign off on Irish 

naturalization papers without doing proper due diligence (ibid). In some cases, it was 

reported that judges would work late into the night to sign off on more than a thousand 

naturalization applications in a single day so as to make a deadline before an important 

election.  

Naturalization was not the only way that the Irish violated 19th-century 

immigration statutes. The Irish became the nationôs first ñillegal immigrantsò when they 

violated early state-level immigration statutes that had been specifically designed to 

exclude and deport them (see Hirota 2017). In fact, immigration restriction and 

deportation enforcement in the United States had their origins in ñcultural prejudice 

against the Irish and, more essentially, economic concerns about their poverty in 

nineteenth-century New York and Massachusettsò (Hirota 2017:2). Prior to the 

establishment of federal immigration statutes in 1882, each state was responsible for 

setting its own immigration policy. In New England and the mid-Atlantic states, early 

state-level restrictions on immigration were based on English legal concepts embodied in 

poor laws, which allowed communities to bar or expel transients who could not pay for 

their own upkeep. In the first decades of the 19th century, those ancient common-law 

practices began to be codified into a series of official immigration restrictions intended to 

combat the increasing flow of poor Irish Catholics migrating to escape high land costs 
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and Protestant Ascendancy policies in Ireland. Massachusetts, for example, instituted a 

head tax on passengers arriving by sea in 1837. Port officers were authorized to board 

incoming vessels, and if any passengers were judged to be lunatics, paupers, or otherwise 

incapable of supporting themselves, they could not disembark unless the captain paid a 

$1,000 bond for them (approximately $25,000 today). Massachusetts used the proceeds to 

deport at least 715 paupers back to Ireland between 1837 and 1845 (Hirota 2017:56). 

New York, likewise, used restrictive immigration statutes to either exclude or deport 

some 20,000 potential immigrantsðmany of them poor Irish Catholicsðbetween 1850 

and 1890 (Hirota 2017:219-220). 

The immigration restrictions adopted in Massachusetts and New York to deal 

with Irish paupers became the model for other states and later for the federal immigration 

system. Californiaôs first passenger law passed in 1852 was explicitly based on the East 

Coast legislation targeted at the Irish, as were the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882 and the 

first national Immigration Act passed three months later (Hirota 2017:191). Many of the 

restrictive policies and enforcement practices of the modern U.S. immigration regime can 

trace their origins to the efforts to exclude and remove poor Irish immigrants in the 19th 

century. For example, means-testing immigrants, denying entry to those deemed likely to 

become a public charge, humiliating health assessments, and exclusions based on 

supposed poor moral character (see, e.g., Luibhéid 2002:9) were all practices first used to 

keep Irish immigrants out of New York and Massachusetts. Hostility to the Irish even 

created the template for ñmigrant deportabilityò (De Genova 2005) and the national 

precedents for deportation enforcement. As thousands of impoverished Irish migrants 

were deported either to England, to British North America, or directly back to Ireland, 
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Irishness became Americaôs first ñpotential marker of deportabilityò in the 1800s (Hirota 

2017:118). 

In the middle of the 19th century, some Irish immigrants tried to evade the entry 

restrictions and the landing taxes on passenger ships arriving in New York and Boston by 

crossing state and national borders clandestinely. Some entered the U.S. through 

Southern ports where authorities were lax about fees, health checks, and funding 

requirements (Hirota 2017:87). They could then travel by road or rail to New York or 

Boston, avoiding the seaboard immigration entry points that would have refused to admit 

them as paupers or disease threats. Another flow of clandestine Irish immigration moved 

south over the Canadian border for similar reasons. During the Famine era, port 

authorities in Boston and New York would occasionally turn back ships of Irish 

immigrants on the grounds that the passengers were likely to become public charges. In 

some cases these ships were redirected to ports in Canada (Hirota 2017:63) where the 

impoverished migrants would be allowed to debark. Some of them continued overland to 

join relatives living in the same states that had just deported them. By violating 

immigration statutes meant explicitly to exclude them, poor Irish Catholics became the 

nationôs first unauthorized immigrants.  

The media response to Irish Catholic immigration in the 1800s created a template 

for class- and race-based paranoia about the social costs of unauthorized immigration. 

For example, the spectacle of ñassisted immigrationò was used to frame Irish immigration 

as a threat not just to electoral integrity but to public welfare. Assisted immigration from 

Ireland was a common practice in the decades following the Famine. Poor cottiers and 

laborers who were a swept up in the poorhouse system might have their trans-Atlantic 



256 
 

 

Fig. 3.11. A sketch of assisted emigration, illustrating the arrival of Irish paupers whose 

tickets were paid for by the British government (hence the British flag on the poor house). 

Images like this fed into the narrative of a ñwaveò or ñinvasionò of poor immigrants who 

would use up public charity. In the bottom left, an Irish alderman pilots a sloop going the 

other way, delivering dynamite to Feniansða critique of Irish American support for 

nationalists. Harperôs Weekly, Apr. 28, 1883, p. 272. [Courtesy of HarpWeek]
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voyage paid for by the British government; in other cases, Irish landowners paid their 

own tenantsô tickets because it was cheaper than feeding them during times of famine 

(Anbinder 2001:444). Upwards of 100,000 destitute Irish were transported to North 

America in this way (Hirota 2017:17). But they were given so little, other than a one-way 

ticket, that when they arrived many were starving, half-naked, and seriously ill, and if 

they were not sent back they required immediate charity aid (e.g., ñBringing Irish 

Paupers,ò Times, June 25, 1883:8). Assisted immigration was a fraction of the total 

movement from Ireland in the 19th century, but it created enough of a media spectacle to 

stigmatize Irish immigrants as a whole (Hirota 2017:27). For example, Harperôs Weekly 

printed a sketch of a passenger ship as a ñPoor House from Galwayò (Apr. 28, 1883:272) 

[Fig. 3.11] that became an iconic image of Irish immigration. It expressed the fear that 

Irish immigrants would drain public resources, a fear strongly tied to racial stereotypes 

about Celts being lazy, unambitious, and congenitally given to poverty (e.g., NYAICP 

1869:27). Indeed, Hirota (2017:6) argues that framing of Irish migration in the 1800s 

shows that ñAmerican immigration regulation emerged as a matter of class.ò The 

sensationalized image of the assisted immigrant created a media template for demonizing 

later working-class migrants.  

There were other recurrent themes in the media representation of Irish 

immigration, especially complaints about chain migration (e.g., ñThe Difference Between 

Them,ò Puck, May 15, 1878:1) and remittances. Many Irish immigrants helped to settle 

their entire families in the United States through chain migration (Diner 1983:38), rather 

than sojourning as other immigrant groups supposedly did. This made them highly 

undesirable in nativist eyes. The press also attacked the Irish for sending remittances back 
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to relatives Ireland, on the grounds that it enabled the natural tendency of the Irish in 

Ireland toward laziness and a lack of self-improvement (see ñAmerican Gold,ò Puck, 

May 24, 1882:272). In every case, these attacks were filtered through the lens of racial 

prejudice. The Irish were undesirable new citizens because of the ñCeltic characterò that 

predisposed them to pauperism, rioting, and drink.  

 

 

THE THIRD SCRIPT: REFUSAL TO ASSIMILATE TO THE ANGLO-SAXON 

MEAN  

Irish immigrants were widely accused of refusing to assimilate into American 

culture, more so than any other group except, perhaps, for the Chinese. Josiah Strong 

(1885:43), for example, complained that the Irish ñcherish their own language and 

peculiar customs, and carry their nationality, as a distinct factor, in our politics.ò 

Harperôs Weekly wrote that Catholicism made the Irish isolate themselves and ñremain 

ignorant, vicious, and dangerous, an unworthy member of a free communityò (July 13, 

1872, p.557). The Irish were said to be failing to adapt to middle-class Anglo-Saxon 

norms of dress, religion, and probity. This criticism was proved by pointing both at Irish 

poverty and at Irish immigrantsô lack of enthusiasm for Republican political priorities. 

Progressive artists relied on Irish peasant iconographyðlong since an anachronismðto 

communicate visually the notion that the Irish did not assimilate. The breeches and tails, 

crushed wool hat, clay pipe, and shillelagh all marked the Irish as refusing to perform 

mainstream American norms. The representation of clothing was a distinct arena of 
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symbolic conflict between the progressive press and Irish Americans: publications aimed 

at the Irish countered the peasant iconography by dressing the Irish like any other middle-

class American. In the Irish Worldôs illustration of the Orange riot (July 22, 1871:1), for 

example, the Irish victims are dressed in suits and long  dresses, not as Georgian-era 

farmers or half-naked beasts, as in Thomas Nastôs illustration of the same event. Dressing 

the Irish in the archaic fashions of a foreign country was a sign that the Irish were 

themselves still foreign, no matter how many generations they had lived in America. 

Clay pipes, shillelaghs, and crushed hats were such effective symbols for Irish 

issues that they eventually became detached from the Irish themselves. They took on the 

character of metonyms and racial totems. They could exist independently while still 

communicating everything that progressives found irritating about poor immigrants. For 

example, artists could dress non-Irish characters in Irish peasant iconographyðlike the 

Chinese man in ñHow the Chinese Might Gain Favorò [Fig. 3.12] or presidential 

candidate Chester A. Arthurðin order to transfer attributes of the Irish onto another 

person. The lexicon of Irish material culture could even be deployed independently of 

any human agency while retaining the same set of meanings. In one panel of Puckôs fold-

out image depicting St. Patrickôs Day, 1878, all the typical icons of the Irish peasant are 

laid out on a rolling board [Fig. 3.13]. Puck joked that it would make a fine triumphal 

chariot for the parade. Actual Irish people, however, were entirely unnecessary to 

construct the tableau: what was being conjured was an abstract notion of ñthe Irishò that 

existed in the imagination largely as a set of symbolic artifacts and their referents. 

There was a second basis for the accusation that the Irish refused to assimilate, 

and it was attached to the suspicion that the Celtic Irish were not interested in becoming
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Fig. 3.12. Harperôs sarcastic suggestion for how Chinese 

immigrants might gain favor: act like the Irish and vote for 

the Democrats. Note how Irish peasant iconography is used 

here to fully reconstruct Chinese identity. The Chinese man 

has a shillelagh, wool cap with a clover and pipe, and a 

liquor bottle in his pocket. Harperôs Weekly, Apr. 12, 1879, 

p.297. [Courtesy of HarpWeek] 

 

 

 

Fig. 3.13. A detail from Puckôs centerfold cartoon 

dedicated to St. Patrickôs Day, 1878. Many of the icons of 

Irish peasantry made popular in Punch nearly 40 years 

previously are on display: the crushed wool hat, clay pipe, 

peasant shoes, and liquor bottle. These objects became 

such firmly established metonyms of Irish identity that they 

could be detached from the Irish themselves and work as 

free-floating racial totems. Puck, March 13, 1878, p.8. 

[Courtesy of HathiTrust] 
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loyal American citizens. In part this was a product of anti-Catholic bigotry and the notion 

that ñA faithful son of the Romish Church cannot be a law-abiding citizen of this free 

Republicò (New York Times Apr. 12, 1872:2). However, it was also linked to ideas about 

political allegiance. The Irish were accused of being more interested in Irish nationalism 

and prosecuting their ancient feud with the Sasanaigh than they were in assimilating to 

their adopted nation. These claims of Irish American disloyalty always surfaced during 

periods of political tension in Ireland, especially during the Land League and Clan-na-

Gael agitation of the 1880s (see Miller 1985:442-444). The New York Times, for 

example, quoted a letter addressed to an Irish nationalist demanding that he forfeit ñyour 

abused privilege of being an American citizen, you infernal coward and traitor to your 

adopted countryò (ñThe Irishmen in America,ò April 21, 1883:1). His sin was having 

written a letter to the President requesting U.S. support for Irish independence. A year 

later, the editors of the Times themselves called supporters of Irish nationalism 

ñblackguardsò who were ñmaking use of their citizenship as a cover from which to levy 

private war against Great Britainò (ñIrish Parties in America,ò June 10, 1884:4). Irish 

Americans were caricatured as being obsessed with ñhome ruleò in Ireland to the extent 

of damaging Americaôs foreign relations and international standing. The situation was 

expressed well in W.A. Rogersô cartoon ñAn Embarrassing Situationò [Fig. 3.14] printed 

in Harperôs Weekly in 1882. It imagines a stereotypical Irish ape who has wrapped 

himself in the American flag, tugging the tail of the British lion to irritate it and distract it 

from Ireland. It symbolized the fear that Irish American agitators would get America 

involved in their private feud with England, not for Americaôs benefit but for their own. 

Thomas Nast sketched an image with a similar message a few years later [Fig. 3.15]. He 
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Fig. 3.14. The Irish American on the right side of the cartoon 

is tugging on the tail of the British lionða metaphor for Irish 

American support of nationalist movements like the Land 

League, which supposedly provoked England and created 

problems for Americaôs foreign policy and international 

standing. Harperôs Weekly, Apr. 15, 1882, p.231 [Courtesy of 

HarpWeek] 

 

 

 

Fig. 3.15. Thomas Nastôs suggestion for how to deal with the 

Irish American nationalistðgive him a ñdose of his own 

medicineò so he will stop provoking the English. England 

here is a lion, America is an eagle, but the Irishman is a 

monkey. Harperôs Weekly, Feb. 14, 1885, p.109 [Courtesy of 

HarpWeek]
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abandoned all pretense of showing the Irish American as ape-like and made him an actual 

monkey with his hair on fire. The scene is supposed to represent America putting Irish 

Americans in their place (the ñEmergency Fundò in the monkeyôs back pocket was a 

symbol of funds raised in America for Irish independence) so that the aggrieved British 

lion can rest peacefully and leave America alone.  

The notion that the Irish were distinct among all other American immigrants in 

terms of their continued loyalty to the old country was regularly expressed in other 19th 

century media. In Puckôs ñUncle Samôs Lodging Houseò (June 7, 1882:n.p.) for example, 

all the nations of immigrants and foreigners are shown sleeping together peacefully in 

Americaôs lodging house except for the Irishman. The French, Japanese, Spaniards, 

Africans, and even the Chinese are fast asleep, but the Irishmanðwho is clearly Irish, 

because he has a clay pipe and a bottle of ryeðis screaming at Uncle Sam, and has 

apparently thrown bricks at him labeled ñAgitationò and ñIrish Independence.ò The Irish 

come off in these images as less desirable than any other group because they are the least 

willing to try to assimilate and to abandon their ancient European grievances. Another of 

Puckôs cartoons, ñThe One Element That Will Not Mixò (June 26, 1889:304) [Fig. 3.16] 

uses the melting pot metaphor to argue that, alone amongst all other immigrant groups, 

the Irish will not Americanize or ñmixò. The Irish ape lunging at Lady Liberty is holding 

a green flag that advertises Clan-na-Gael. Clan-na-Gael was the American counterpart of 

the nationalist Land League in Ireland: its chapters operated in secret to raise funds and 

assist the Land Leaguers (see ñThe Irishmen in America,ò Times, Apr. 21, 1883:1). Very 

often they were suspected of providing the funds that purchased bombs, guns, and 



264 
 

 

Fig. 3.16. ñMelting potò imagery was used to show that the Irish were not assimilating 

into the American mainstream. The Irish figure is dressed as a stereotypical peasant, 

wielding a bloody knife as he lunges at Columbiaða metaphor for Irish trouble-making. 

He is clutching the green flag of Clan na Gael, an Irish nationalist organization that was 

responsible for terrorism in Britain. Irish Americans were said to be more interested in 

Irish nationalism than American patriotism. Similar accusations would be leveled at 

Mexicans a century later. Puck, June 26, 1889, p.304. [Courtesy of HathiTrust] 
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dynamite for attacks on the English throughout the 1880s (ñClan-na-Gael Funds,ò Times, 

Sept. 18, 1889:1). The Puck cartoon suggests that Irish immigrants and Irish Americans 

are not assimilating into Americaôs melting pot because they refuse to abandon their 

allegiance to the old country and are, instead, a threat to Americaôs integrity. 

The charge that immigrants are not assimilating either culturally or in terms of 

national identity is one of the typical scripts of racial nativism (e.g., Huntington 2004:18). 

Referring to Mexican immigrants today, for example, Buchanan (2002:2) cautions that ña 

foreign enemy is inside the gates, and the American people are at risk in their own 

country.ò In the 19th century, Irish Americans responded to similar accusations of 

disloyalty and foreignness with a remarkably aggressive anti-assimilationist rhetoric. 

Patrick Ford, editor of the Irish World, published a regular column called ñNative 

Americansò in which he disputed the notion that Protestant Anglo-Saxons held an 

exclusive claim to the nation or that the Irish had a duty to assimilate to Anglo-American 

culture or politics. ñNever try to look or to speak like a Yankee, whether you were born 

in this country or across the sea,ò he warned. ñBe what you areða sturdy, vigorous Celt. 

But you donôt like to be considered as belonging to a foreign element? But you do not 

belong to a foreign element. You are an Americanò (Sept. 23, 1871:4). Certainly there 

were many Irish American voices that encouraged their countrymen to assimilate: this 

stance was popular among the Catholic clergy who encouraged Catholic immigrants, 

whether Irish or Italian or Polish, to adopt American norms. However, Irish labor 

advocates framed assimilation as one more battle in the centuries-old war of extinction 

waged on them by the Saxons. They rejected the notion that ñAmericanò meant ñAnglo-

Saxon Protestant.ò In another column, Ford told his readers to ñNever speak of the 
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Anglo-Americans as the American people, but as Yankees. This Anglican fraction is a 

part of the American people; but a part ought never to be mistaken for the whole. 

Maintain your own rights of citizenship as RIGHTS, not as concessions. Be always 

Americans, but never try to be Yankeesò (March 2, 1872:5). Irish Americans like Patrick 

Ford embraced democratic civil ideals, but they would otherwise be damned if they were 

going to adopt Anglo-American religion, gentility, and cultural deference to wealth. 

 

 

THE FOURTH SCRIPT: HEREDITARY PAUPERISM AND ALCOHOLISM 

The previous pages have pointed out that concerns about Irish Catholic 

immigration and political action were strongly linked to derogatory stereotypes about 

Irish Catholic poverty. Concerns about Irish pauperism motivated restrictionist 

immigration policies aimed at protecting the public purse (Hirota 2017:6), while 

proletarian class envy was blamed for the riots and outrages of the ñdangerous classò of 

immigrants that threatened social stability in New York (New York Times, July 16, 

1871:4). However, Irish Catholic poverty in the late 19th century was not thought of as 

an accident of circumstances or structural inequities. Irish poverty was widely understood 

to be a consequence of the moral deficiencies inherent to the Celtic temperament. As 

Hirota (2017:122) argues, ñIn the mid-nineteenth century there was a burgeoning view of 

Irish pauperism as the result of Irish peopleôs innate character, part of their ethnicity, 

rather than a condition into which they happened to fall due to external forces. Nativists 

began to think that Irish immigrants became paupers because they were Irish.ò Irish 
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poverty was racialized poverty insofar as it was seen as the characteristic outcome of 

Celtic blood.  

 The last three decades of the 19th century also happened to be the era when social 

scientists and public service organizations began to concern themselves with the problem 

of what they called ñhereditary pauperism.ò The locus classicus of this literature was 

Richard Dugdaleôs (1877) The Jukes: A Study in Crime Pauperism, Disease, and 

Heredity. Dugdale was an amateur sociologist who was appointed to the Executive 

Committee of the Prison Association of New York. During an evaluation of prisons in 

upstate New York, he encountered a family heavily entangled with the criminal justice 

system that inspired him to write a study of the hereditary nature of crime and poverty. 

Dugdale argued that the fact that so many members of the same family ended up in jail or 

in asylums was evidence that criminality and poverty could be inherited like a genetic 

disorder. According to his theory, certain bloodlines suffer from a natural predisposition 

to laziness and thriftlessness. Poverty is simply the social manifestation or objectification 

of this bad constitution (Dugdale 1877:24). Dugdale (1877:38) referred to this 

phenomenon as ñhereditary pauperism,ò and he argued that ñHereditary pauperism rests 

chiefly upon disease in some form, tends to terminate in extinction, and may be called the 

sociological aspect of physical degeneration.ò It was a simple matter to extrapolate these 

ideas from a single family to entire classes and races. ñNo greater evil can afflict a people 

than hereditary pauperism,ò the New York Times speculated as early as 1873. ñWhen 

once two generations of paupers have been born, it becomes almost impossible to 

eradicate the dependent habits and criminal tendencies of these persons. The only cure is 

the terrible cure of natureò (ñWhat Shall Be Done With Pauper Children?ò Feb. 2, 
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1873:4). The discourse of hereditary poverty became established in social science and 

charity circles in the 1870s and 1880s. The Times, for example, summarized the 

conclusions of an 1886 conference of charity organizations as tending to agree that 

ñPoverty is often an accidental misfortune, but the pauperism which results from 

inveterate idleness, profligacy, or vice belongs to the same order of abnormal social 

phenomena as crime or insanityò (ñMental Disease,ò July 31, 1886:2). Not surprisingly, 

these ideas lead to proto-eugenic discussions about banning ñimproper marriagesò as 

early as the mid-1870s (see ñSocial Science,ò New York Times, May 17, 1875:2), and 

Dugdaleôs work was cited as a major inspiration for eugenics proper when it appeared in 

the 1910s (e.g., Estabrook 1916). However, the first targets of the proto-eugenic 

discourse of ñhereditary pauperismò in New York were the Irish Catholic poor.  

 In popular U.S. media, poverty was depicted as a characteristic attribute of 

Irishness. This was accomplished primarily through a set of material discourses. The 

tendency to draw the Irish Americans with tattered, patched clothing was one element of 

this discourse, but it mostly found expression in the iconography of shanties, hovels, and 

tenements that became the characteristic backdrop for Irish figures. This material 

discourse drew heavily on the precedents established by the Illustrated London News in 

the 1840s (see Chapter 2), but it transplanted the scene of sensational Irish suffering from 

rural scalpeens to urban streets [Fig. 3.17]. Of course, many Irish immigrants in New 

York did live in dire poverty. George Templeton Strong described a walk up Madison 

Avenue to the northern outskirts of Manhattan, where it became ña rough and ragged 

track, as yet, and hardly a thoroughfare, rich in mudholes, goats, pigs, geese, and 

stramonium. Here and there Irish shanties ñcome outò (like smallpox pustules), each 
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Fig. 3.17. An Irish shanty in New York. Much of the 

material discourse was borrowed directly from Famine-era 

images of Irish cottages. The elements included barefoot 

children playing with goats and the general ramshackle 

nature of the home. Here, it is juxtaposed with wealthy 

rowhomes to highlight Irish exclusion from middle-class 

society. Puck, Nov. 12, 1890, p.183. [Courtesy of 

HathiTrust] 

 

 

 

Fig. 3.18. Frederick Opperôs well-known cartoon ñThe 

King of A-shantee.ò It was not a singular image; it was 

part of an entire genre of Irish shanty imagery published in 

American media in the latter decades of the 19th century. 

The icons of peasantry and Famine poverty are in 

abundance, including the goat and empty liquor bottle. 

Puck, Feb. 15, 1882, p.378. [Courtesy of the Library of 

Congress]
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composed of a dozen rotten boards and a piece of stove-pipe for a chimneyò 

(1952[1867]:155). This image of the clapboard Irish shanty formed the background for 

some of the best-known images attacking the Irish. Frederick Opperôs ñKing of A-

Shanteeò [Fig. 3.18] for example, imagines a stereotypical Irish ape sitting in front of his 

shack on an upside-down barrel. He has a clay pipe in one hand, a goat behind him, and 

instead of a hat he has a cast iron cooking pot on his head. Images like these constructed 

poverty as part of the ñsceneò of Irishness. The individual elements are objectifications of 

various problems in the Celtic character. The goat was the urban counterpart of the pig 

from Famine-era imagery, which implied dirtiness and domestic disorder, while the 

empty liquor bottle implied alcoholism, thuggery, and laziness. The fact that the Irish 

characters are using their things incorrectly was another sign that they existed outside 

modern middle-class society. They were excluded from the cultural community of a 

nation where consumerism and conspicuous consumption had already become the arena 

in which social identity was negotiated (Veblen 2009[1899]:22-23). Even the title of the 

cartoon has strong racial connotations: it is a play on words that compares the Irish to the 

African Ashanti tribe. It links Irishness with racialized Black poverty, in much the same 

way the Irish were identified with the Khoisan in the 1830s and 1840s (e.g., Times, ñIrish 

Peasantry,ò Apr. 8, 1836:3). 

Closely linked to the stereotype of Celtic poverty was the notion that the Irish 

were racially predisposed to drunkenness. The New York Society for Improving the 

Condition of the Poor (1860:50-51), for example, reported that members of the Celtic 

race were ñexcitable and impulsiveðhave little thrift, economy, or forecast, and are often 

addicted to intemperance.ò As a result, the Irish were far more likely to be found in 
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almshouses and penitentiaries that other national origin groups (see ñNationality of 

Crime,ò Times, Mar. 21, 1874:9). Chronic poverty and drunkenness were believed to 

form a vicious cycle (see Golway 2014:159). Hereditary paupers naturally tended toward 

ñintemperanceò (Dugdale 1877:13), and when their drunkenness manifested itself 

sometime during mid-life, the pauperôs fate was sealed. The broader implication was that 

systemic poverty was a personal failing on the part of the poorer classes, and that 

spending public money on them was pointless and would merely ñencourage vice and 

indolenceò (NYAICP 1869:19). There was nothing to be done but to let ñthe terrible cure 

of natureò run its course13 (ñWhat Shall Be Done With Pauper Children?ò Feb. 2, 

1873:4).  

In visual media, Irish drunkenness was always signified by the metonymic liquor 

bottle. Liquor bottles had become icons of Irishness in the 1840s during the Repeal 

backlash (see Chapter 2), even though alcohol consumption in Ireland during that era was 

unremarkable by trans-Atlantic standards (e.g., ñWhiskey Still in Connemara,ò Mar. 2, 

1844:141; Quinn 1992:549). In English caricature the bottles always contained whiskey, 

but in America the Irish were often imagined to be drinking rum. This was an example of 

a material discourse adapting itself to express contemporary public anxieties and mores. 

Rum-drinking had nativist political connotations in the mid-19th century America. Rum 

was strong, cheap, and it was a favored drink in New Yorkôs working-class immigrant 

neighborhoods (Foster 1850:60; see also McCabe 1881:532). Rum was also linked to the 

formula of ñRum-Romanismò that had been a slur against Catholic immigrants and 

 
13 5ǳƎŘŀƭŜ όмуттΥсоύ ǿŀǎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊ ǿƛǘƘ IŜǊōŜǊǘ {ǇŜƴŎŜǊΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ƻŦ 
the fittest, what haǎ ōŜŜƴ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǎƻŎƛŀƭ 5ŀǊǿƛƴƛǎƳΣ and he credits Spencer for some of his ideas about 
pauperism. 
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Democratic politics since the 1860s (Zornow 1951:4). Thomas Nastôs famous cartoon 

ñThe Day We Celebrateò [Fig. 3.5], for example, prominently pairs ñRumò with ñBlood.ò 

Rum-Romanism proposed that immigrants like the Irish drank too much because of the 

Catholic Churchôs lax moral strictures around alcohol, and they were also paid in rum to 

vote and excited by rum to violence. The link between rum-drinking and Irish Catholic 

politics reached its zenith during the 1884 presidential campaign, when Protestant 

minister Samuel Burchard famously attacked the Democrats as the party of ñRum, 

Romanism, and Rebellionò (Farrelly 1955:262). It was intended to malign Grover 

Cleveland, the Democratic candidate who was seen by opponents as pandering to Irish 

voters (ñRum, Romanism, Rebellion,ò Times, Nov. 2, 1884:7). ñThe phrase óRum, 

Romanism, and Rebellionô has been caught up as a campaign cry,ò The New York Times 

reported (ibid), ñand wherever it appearedé it was vociferously cheered.ò The Rum-

Romanism slogan backfired in 1884: angry Irish Catholic voters in New York turned out 

in numbers at the polls and helped Cleveland became the first Democrat to occupy the 

White House since the Civil War. However, the metonymic equation between Irishness, 

rum-drinking, and hereditary pauperism was firmly fixed in the American imagination.  

Liquor bottles appeared regularly in the back pockets of the Irish apes sketched by 

Thomas Nast throughout the 1860s, 1870s, and 1880s (see, e.g., ñThe Odor of the 

Republican is Offensive,ò ñThis Is a White Manôs Government,ò Figs. 3.5 & 3.6). Images 

like Puckôs ñThe Spirit of Erin!ò (March 13, 1878:9) [Fig. 3.19] more explicitly equated 

Irishness with drunkenness by using object metonymy. The stereotypical Irishman has 

been turned into a dancing whiskey bottle with a shillelagh, a green flag, and the iconic 

walking hat and clay pipe. Metonymies work by establishing an equivalence at the level 
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of the signifier: the implication is that Irishness is drunkenness, and that a real Irishman is 

a hard-drinking Irishman. Indeed, Irish figures were drawn with liquor bottles so often, 

for so many years, that the association between Irishness and drinking took on the force 

of a cultural truth (e.g., Waters 1990:138), even though many empirical studies have 

failed to find any evidence to support the connection (e.g., Staski 1983). Other images 

reinforced the supposed racial alcoholism of the Irish through narrative. ñA Proud 

Motherò (Harperôs Weekly, Feb. 2, 1874:136) [Fig. 3.20] imagines an Irish American 

baby with a clay pipe in his mouth instinctively crawling toward a jimmy-john full of 

whiskey. His washer-woman mother looks on approvingly and says ñArrah, that Childôs a 

thrue Mulligan. He laves his Book and goes for the Jimmy-John as natôral as a Duck goes 

for the Wather.ò The cartoon posits an attraction to alcohol as a natural attribute of any 

ñthrueò Irish person. Like many caricatures of the Irish in the 19th century, it also mocks 

the Irish accent or brogue by emphasizing and exaggerating it. This was an element of a 

raciolinguistic strategy that ñframe[d] the home language practices of racialized 

communities as inherently deficientò (Flores 2020:24). Flores and Rosa (2015:152) have 

pointed out that mocking particular accents of spoken English is a common strategy for 

racializing a group of people and implying that they are non-white, non-normative, and 

inferior: it was not just a joke, but an ideological critique. 

Theories about hereditary pauperism and racial alcoholism combined in the 1870s 

and 1880s to mark the Irish Catholic poor as a social problem. This lead to a series of 

racial projects (Omi and Winant 2015:125) that translated stereotypes about the Irish into 

discriminatory policies aimed at stigmatizing and disenfranchising them. This was often 

accomplished by drawing a sharp line between two kinds of urban poor in New
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Fig. 3.19. Detail from Puckôs cartoon for St. Patrickôs Day, 

1878. The association between the Irish and alcoholism was 

already so strong by this point that a whiskey bottle could 

work as a perfectly suitable metonym for the Irish in general. 

Doing so further reinforced the association. Puck, March 13, 

1878, p.9. [Courtesy of HathiTrust] 

 

 

Fig. 3.20. Stereotypes about Irish racial alcoholism combine 

here with ideas about characteristic Irish poverty and the 

deficient Irish accent to racialize them as inferior. Note that 

the baby is smoking a clay pipe, one of the icons of Irishness 

dating to 1843. ñA Proud Mother,ò Harperôs Weekly, Feb. 2, 

1874, p.136 [Courtesy of HarpWeek] 
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York: those that were ñdeservingò of assistance and those that, because of hereditary 

moral defects and racial predispositions, were not. The New York Association for 

Improving the Condition of the Poor (NYAICP), for example, was one of the most 

prominent Protestant reform associations in New York, and the association established 

the rules of deservingness in its statutes and membership agreement. Article 8 of the 

Associationôs constitution demanded that members ñrequire of each beneficiary 

abstinence from intoxicating liquors.ò Anyone suspected guilty of having a drink was 

immediately barred from receiving assistance, even clothing or food (1869:18). The 

justification was that aiding alcoholics would only exacerbate their condition by enabling 

dependence and vice: letting them starve was framed as strategy to facilitate their ñmoral 

elevation.ò Since the Irish were already caricatured as racial alcoholics, statutes like these 

functioned to mark the Irish poor in particular as immoral and undeserving. The theory of 

innate pauperism was also used to explain why the Irish did not merit assistance. In their 

Annual Report for 1869, the Association (1869:27) singled out the Irish as especially 

objectionable because the Celt ñdoes very little to elevate himself, either socially or 

morally.ò The report (1869:31) speculated that the Irish ñprefer living rent-free amidst 

filthò in ñmiserable hovelsò because they could afford such accommodation without 

having to work a regular job. The Associationôs conception of Irish poverty clearly 

reflected the racialized discourses that pervaded mass media: it treated the prejudices in 

images like Opperôs ñKing of A-Shanteeò [Fig. 3.18] as though they were reality. 

When stereotypes about Irish pauperism and alcoholism became the basis for 

prejudicial social policy, they became explicitly racist (Gilmore 2007:28). Not only were 

anti-Irish prejudices used to deny them the right to charity aid (NYAICP 1869), to restrict 
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their ability to immigrate and naturalize (Hirota 2017), and to expel them from municipal 

appointments after 1871 (Gordon 2009:199), they were also used as a pretense to avoid 

providing the Irish poor with life-saving medical treatment. Some of the most compelling 

evidence for the alienation of Irish immigrants and Irish Americans comes from 

archaeological excavations of their dwellings. Glass medicine bottles are one of the 

better-preserved artifacts in these contexts, and by comparing medicine use in Irish 

households with medicine use in other households in the same neighborhood, it becomes 

possible to reconstruct Irish access to the U.S. medical system in the 19th century 

(Brighton 2008). Archaeological analyses have found, for example, that Irish households 

in the working-class Five Points neighborhood in New York were relying almost 

exclusively on patent medicines by the 1880s (Brighton 2008:143), when the theories of 

hereditary pauperism and alcoholism were gaining traction in social science discourse. 

Other national-origin groups, including German immigrants and native-born non-Irish 

Americans, were far more likely to treat their illnesses with medications prescribed by a 

doctor. Brighton (2008:137) argues that the difference was a consequence of the medical 

communityôs embrace of the anti-Irish stereotypes in mass media. ñIn most urban areas, 

the medical community considered Irish neighborhoods as being unworthy of medical 

careò because of their supposed intemperance and indolence (ibid). Indeed, ñIn the matter 

of Irish immigrants, illness was perceived to be the result of their poor and degenerate 

lifestyleò (ibid:143). When doctors and charity hospitals refused to treat the Irish poor on 

account of racial stereotypes, it would in some cases have been deadly. In the 19th 

century, over-the-counter patent medicines were often combinations of alcohol and 

opium: they were useless as cures, but they did make consumers feel temporarily better 
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on account of euphoria. Relying on them to treat cholera, dysentery, typhus, and 

tuberculosis, as many poor Irish Catholics did (Brighton 2008:143), would eventually 

have proved fatal. 

 

 

EPILOGUE: THE IRISH ALDERMAN AND THE MATERIAL DISCOURSE OF 

WHITE NESS, 1896 

Material discourses can incorporate a people just as easily as they can to racialize 

them. There are material discourses of bourgeois normativity and material discourses of 

whiteness: determining who has the right to claim those discourses has always been an 

arena of symbolic struggle. The term ñlace curtain Irishò (Jenkins 2009; Duffy 2014) 

points to the central role material discourses played in communicating and constructing 

Irish American identities. It was by adopting middle-class norms of dress and décor, 

including the proverbial lace curtain on the front-facing windows, that many Irish 

American families contested derogatory racial stereotypes about themselves. However, 

material discourses are social codes, not individual inventions, and attempts to 

manipulate them only work if other social actors agree that they work (Levi-Strauss 

1966; Sahlins 1976; Lacan 2006). This is a negotiation that must occur in mass media, 

popular literature, and visual culture. Otherwise, racialized individuals who violate the 

material discourse that is supposed to characterize them will simply be accused of being 

ñuppityò or ñgetting above themselvesò (see Kelley 1994:50). They will invite either 

ridicule or violence. Material discourses of race are products of power, and they only 



278 
 

disappear when the group they objectify accrues sufficient political and economic power 

to make them disappear. 

The material discourse of Irishness began to shift toward whiteness in the late 

1880s. The old symbols of the Irish peasantry began to be replaced by icons of middle-

class domesticity. At the same time the worst forms of racial caricature, the ones 

reminiscent of Leechôs ñviolent Paddyò and Nastôs ñIrish ape,ò began to disappear from 

the pages of Americaôs mainstream publications. For the most part they were replaced 

with Stage Irishry (see McGovern 2002:90). The new cartoons mocked the working-class 

Irish as dumb, gullible, and prone to hilarious misunderstandings, but not as violent 

threats. A new set of Irish archetypes also begins to appear near the end of the century. It 

included Irish employers and nouveau riches who were mocked for their pretensions, but 

grudgingly admitted to upper-class status if not to upper-class society. However, the 

transition can be most clearly observed in the figure of the middle-class Irish American 

alderman. The most primitive sketches of Irish aldermen date as far back as the 1860s, 

although during this period they were rare and idiosyncratic. One untitled cartoon from 

1869, for example, shows a well-dressed Irishman leading a newly arrived Irish 

immigrant off to naturalize and vote for Tammany (Harperôs Weekly, Nov. 27, 

1869:768). The alderman has exchanged his archaic breeches and clay pipe for a nice suit 

and a silk hat. At the same time, his complexion has lightened and he has lost some of the 

simian countenance of the freshly-arrived Irish. The sketch employed the same logic as 

some of Punchôs cartoons drawn two decades previously (e.g., ñThe New Irish Still,ò 

Punch v.17, 1849:67). The transition from walking hat to top hot was a symbolic 

metaphor for the Irish being re-racialized as middle-class and white. ñAfloat and Ashoreò 
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Fig. 3.21. One of many cartoons in which the transformation from Irish peasant to middle-class Irish alderman was 

illustrated. The material discourse of the Irish peasant made way for a suit and silk hat, even as the facial physiognomy 

remained the same. Supposed biological differences were never really central to the racialization of the Irish. Harperôs 

Weekly, Oct. 28, 1871, p.1017. [Courtesy of HarpWeek] 
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Fig. 3.22. A bitingly sarcastic image showing the middle-

class transformation of the Irish. On the left are the Irish 

peasants of the 1863 draft riot, recognizable by the iconic 

burning orphanage. On the right, the Irish have 

transformed into the well-dressed figure of John Morrissey, 

circa 1877. The Irish continue to oppress Blacks, only now 

they use their newfound wealth rather than their 

shillelaghs. Two alternative material discourses of 

Irishness appear here in the same image. Puck, Aug. 29, 

1877, p.1. [Courtesy of HathiTrust] 

 

 

Fig. 3.23. The apotheosis of the Irish middle-class 

transformation. Alderman Finnegan is well-dressed and he 

has all the materials of American domesticity. Images like 

this heralded the end of Irish racialization, even if 

prejudice against them continued. Harperôs Weekly, April 

25, 1896, p.432. [Courtesy of HarpWeek] 
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[Fig. 3.21] makes the same point more directly. An Irish immigrant sheds his peasant 

dress as part of his transformation into a middle-class American; even his physiognomy 

softens. Material discourses of middle-class domesticity operated in tandem with 

complexion and physiology to illustrate the re-racialization of the Irish. 

 The classic archetype of the Irish alderman in the latter half of the 19th century 

originated as a caricature of one John Morrissey (see Adler 2008:41, 64). Morrissey was 

an Irish-born immigrant who   followed the Gold Rush to California and became a 

famous prizefighter before settling into New York politics as a Tammany man. He was 

tall and intimidating: Nast drew him in Tammany scenes in the 1870s as an enforcer. 

Apparently Morrissey had a fondness for dressing well, because in caricature he always 

appears markedly well-outfitted. He was typically shown in a silk hat, leather shoes, and 

a fine jacket and slacks, all of which were signs of the middle class rather than working-

class labor. Here, finally, was an Irish archetype shorn of the peasant iconography that 

had haunted the Irish since Punchôs first drawings of the Repeal Association in 1841. 

Morrissey retained the stereotypical Irish physiognomy, but the prognathic jaw and snub 

nose did not impede his transformation into a middle-class white American. Material 

discourses rather than physiognomies were the sine qua non of Irish degeneracy.  

The transformation of the stereotypical Irish peasant into a middle-class alderman 

represented a fundamental shift in the way that the Irish were imagined and portrayed in 

American media, even in publications that were resolutely hostile to Irish immigrants. 

Puckôs cartoon ñTempora Mutanturò [Fig. 3.16] illustrates the incipient transformation 

most clearly. Keppler drew an Irish alderman in 1877 side-by-side with the Irish rioters 

of 1863. The peasant iconography, which had been an anachronism for decades, finally 
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evolved into a suit and silk hat. It was a metaphor for the economic success of the Irish, 

writ in the idiom of clothing. The cartoon does not exactly celebrate this change: 

ñtempora mutanturò in this case means something like ñthe more things change, the more 

they stay the same.ò Kepplerôs point was that the Irish were still oppressing Blacks, even 

if they were now doing it in a more respectable mode. But the cartoon grudgingly 

concedes that the peasant Paddy is no longer a sufficient stereotype of the Irish. Even 

Thomas Nast was occasionally forced to admit it. In ñAll the Difference in the (New and 

Old) Worldò (Harperôs Weekly, Nov. 5, 1881:752) he drew wealthy ñPatò next to poor 

ñMick.ò Pat tells Mick he isnôt interested in land redistribution because in America he has 

become a landlord. Economic mobility was reframing Irish political priorities. Alderman 

Finnegan in the 1896 sketch ñFamiliarityò [Fig. 3.17] took the figure of the middle-class 

Irishman about as far as he could go. Mr. Finnegan is reclining in a chair, reading the 

paper in a classic pose of leisure. He wears a starched white shirt, a vest, and slacks, and 

framed paintings adorn the wall behind him. A bulldog naps lazily at his feet: the scene is 

a perfect embodiment of American domesticity. Mr. Finneganôs son, Patsy Finnegan, 

asks him what a ñstatesmanò is. Mr. Finnegan replies that ñWal, Oôi dunno thot Oôi kin 

jest deschroibe ut, Potsy, butðOiôm wan.ò  

The Irishman in ñFamiliarityò is still being mocked by the raciolinguistics of 

accent (Flores and Rosa 2015) as well as for his social pretensions. However, the valence 

of this racial caricature is not the same as in the days of the ñviolent Paddyò and the ñIrish 

ape.ò It reflects a social context in which sufficient numbers of the Irish had entered the 

middle class to create new mass models for Irish representation. ñFamiliarityò was a 

sketch that simply could not have been drawn in 1846 or 1871. 
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CONCLUSION: STRATEGIC AND ELASTIC  MATERIAL DISCOURSES  

The history of Irish representation described in this chapter illustrates three 

important features of the material discourses of race. In the first place, they are strategic 

and intentional. The racialization of the Irish in New York was deliberate. Even the 

periodicity of anti-Irish caricature in the visual record attests to the instrumental nature of 

anti-Irish racism: it was used as a tactic to scare middle-class voters and win elections. 

ñIrish apeò imagery and the associated material discourses were elaborated during the 

presidential elections of 1864, 1868, and 1872, while accusations of ñRum-Romanismò 

continued through the Grover Cleveland campaign of 1884. The mature phase of anti-

Irish caricature developed to aid the Republican anti-Tammany campaign of 1871, which 

exploited racial stereotypes of the Irish to discredit the Democratic political machine in 

New York. The purpose of these racist attacks was very much to keep Republicans in the 

mayoral office and the White House, and to undermine the pro-labor politics and 

redistributionist economics of Tammany. Objects like shillelaghs, liquor bottles, and 

burning orphanages were made into metonyms of Irishness in an attempt to influence the 

outcome of elections. 

In the second place, the experience of the Irish shows how racial formations are 

regional, contextual, and sometimes contradictory. Guerrero (2017:16-17) points out that 

racial formations are elastic, that is, ña single group can be defined in shifting and 

competing ways.ò Whether or not the Irish were ñwhiteò in 1871 depended on whom one 

asked. For the southern Democrats who relied on urban Irish voters to rescue their 

national political candidates, Irish whiteness was not in question. For middle-class Anglo 

Protestants in New York and New England, however, Irish Catholics were not white in 
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the same way as Anglo-Saxons (Ignatiev 2009:89). They were an inferior and racially 

distinct Celtic stock with a unique and problematic ñCeltic characterò (NYT, July 16, 

1871:4). This Celtic character inevitably manifested itself in anti-social behaviors like 

riots, vote rigging, hereditary pauperism, and alcoholism, independently of culture or 

national origin (NYT, July 27, 1871:8; NYAICP 1869:27). The theory of ñCeltic 

characterò was a racial theory regardless of whether or not it posited any physiological 

variation on the part of the Irish. The ambiguity of Irish whiteness in the 19th century 

shows how racial taxonomies can vary according to the region, politics, and class identity 

of the spectator. To the question, ñwere the Irish white?ò, the only proper response is 

another question: ñWhen, where, and to whom?ò 

The notion of ñCeltic characterò leads to a third point. The racialization of the 

Irish in mid-19th century New York shows again that physical appearance is not the sine 

qua non of race, even in its supposedly ñscientificò manifestations (e.g., Gobineau 1915; 

Grant 1916). The Irish were racialized as degenerates in spite of the fact that they had 

white complexions and a European origin. The fact that the Irish even could be racialized 

indicates that white skin is no guarantee of white racial identity, even in societies 

historically organized by white supremacy and European settler colonialism. ñWhitenessò 

is a transient product of political alliances and racial projects, not a natural consequence 

of melanin content in the epidermis. Racial identity need not be apparent in complexion 

or in any other physical feature. The theories of ñhereditary pauperismò and ñCeltic 

characterò point to an alternative and implicit understanding of race as a vital essence 

made up of moral and intellectual features that are passed down through inheritance 

(Gobineau 1915:120). This invisible essence or racial substance objectifies itself in 
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cultural residues like beautiful art, advanced technology, and wise institutions, or 

conversely in chronic poverty, madness, and alcoholism. The beauty of the theory of 

racial substance is that it is self-evident: the social condition of the group is 

simultaneously the external proof of their racial interiority. 

The next chapter examines the final vicissitude in the history of Irish racialization: 

the re-invention of the 19th-century Irish, in the 1980s and 1990s, as members of a 

Victorian middle class. This transformation was accomplished by the invention of a new 

material discourse of Irishness, a ñVictorian heritage fantasyò that developed in travel 

advertising, Hollywood films, and especially in popular theme pubs. This heritage fantasy 

retroactively re-racialized the 19th-century Irish as white. However, as the next chapter 

will show, this new racial project had strategic connotations, too. It made it possible to 

incorporate the descendants of the Famine Irish into the modern political program of 

white nationalism. 
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Chapter 4. The Victorian Heritage Fantasy: Irish Pubs and White 

Nationalism in the 21st Century 

ñIt is not true that all creeds and cultures are equally assimilable in a First World nation 

born of England, Christianity, and Western civilization. Race, faith, ethnicity, and history 

leave genetic fingerprints no ñproposition nationò can eraseé Race matters. Ethnicity 

matters. History matters. Faith matters. Nationality matters. While they are not 

everything, they are not nothing. Multiculturalist ideology be damned, this is what history 

teaches.ò 

- Patrick J. Buchanan. Great-grandson of a Famine Irish immigrant. 

  State of Emergency: The Third World Conquest and Invasion of America. 

 

 

 

 Racial formation is a retroactive process. Our ideas about who was white and who 

was Black at any moment in time are constantly being fought over, because beliefs about 

the past help to determine the political priorities of the present. In this respect ñraceò is a 

temporal field rather than a fixed point. Contemporary racial formations always exist in 

dialectical tension with historical racial formations: they influence each other recursively. 

New historical work on relationality, for example, has helped to sharpen our 

understanding of modern-day racial formations. At the same time, changes in the political 

economy of the present have resulted in the reinterpretation of the racial formations of the 

past. When the 19th-century racial distinction between ñCeltò and ñSaxonò outlived its 

usefulness and became politically sterile after World War II, it disappeared from cultural 

representation and was treated as though it had never existed in the first place. This was a 

deliberate act of public forgetting, and one that exposed a political agenda. This chapter 

will argue that retroactive re-racialization is one of the most significant but 

underappreciated tactics of white supremacy in America. As a result of demographic 

entropy, white nationalists are constantly having to contrive new genealogies of 
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ñwhitenessò to incorporate previously excluded groups as part of their effort to maintain 

political hegemony. 

This chapter investigates how Famine Irish immigrants experienced a retroactive 

re-racialization in the United States in the 1980s and 1990s. During this period, the 

controversial histories of Irish immigration and racialization described in the previous 

chapters were deliberately erased from political discourse and visual culture. Instead, the 

19th-century Irish were reimagined as middle-class whites through an invented material 

discourse termed here the Victorian heritage fantasy. The Victorian heritage fantasy 

developed out of Irish travel advertising and beer marketing in the 1980s, and it quickly 

came to dominate popular representations of the Irish in American literature, film, and 

architecture. This Victorian heritage fantasy reimagines the 19th-century Irish experience 

as bourgeois or aristocratic. Gone are the Famine hovels and New York shanties that 

dominated popular imagery of the Irish during the actual Victorian era: in their place is 

an image of Victorian Irishness characterized by quaint stone cottages, wealthy salons, 

upscale spirit grocers, and tactile emblems of money like oak, stone, and gold. On its 

own, this new material discourse was relatively benign. But what began as a modest 

marketing ploy had an unintended consequence: it effectively rewrote Americaôs 

immigrant history and incorporated Famine-era Irish Catholic immigrants into the white, 

middle-class, Anglo-Protestant mainstream. This retroactive re-racialization had political 

consequences. A material discourse designed to sell spirits was weaponized by the forces 

of white nationalism and pointed to as proof that America in the 19th century was a 

homogenous white nation, free of any racial antagonisms, and that it was only the arrival 

of Mexicans and other new immigrants that upset the countryôs happy equilibrium. 
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 This chapter is divided into three parts. The first is documentary: it traces the 

invention of the ñVictorian heritage fantasyò by ethnic marketers hoping to make Ireland 

more appealing to the descendants of the overseas diaspora. The roots of that project lay 

in the establishment of the Irish Pub Concept by the Guinness Brewery in 1991. The 

second part of the chapter analyzes the coded messages and metonymies of this new 

Irishness, based on the pub Fadó designed by the Irish Pub Company. The last part of the 

chapter explains how the success of the Victorian heritage fantasy in the 1990s was tied 

to white nostalgia and an anti-globalization backlash to NAFTA, Mexican immigration, 

and free trade. It analyzes the theories of prominent white nationalists like Pat Buchanan, 

and shows how modern white nationalism is based on a series of historical fantasies 

about the nature of race in 19th-century America. 

 

 

BACKGROUND: REPRESENTATIONS OF IRISH SPACE IN THE 19TH 

CENTURY 

To understand the significance of the modern Victorian heritage fantasy, it helps 

to look back at the way that Irish spaces were actually portrayed during the Victorian era. 

Chapter 2, for example, showed how ruined cabins and desolate scalpeens became the 

characteristic ñsceneò of Ireland in the 1840s, even before the outbreak of the Famine in 

1845. Newspapers in England sensationalized ñIRISH POVERTY!ò with illustrations of 

rural squalor, and used those images to identify Irish Catholics with racialized 

Amerindians and Africans (ñIreland and the Irish,ò ILN, Aug. 12, 1843:101). Ireland was 
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a ñdesert of miseryò where the typical home was nothing but a wretched hole dripping 

with water and disease (ñCondition of Ireland,ò ILN, Dec. 29, 1849, p.444). Those 

stereotypes did not disappear when the potato blight ended. They continued to inform 

English ideas about Ireland throughout the 19th century, even as much of Ireland was 

improving. A typical article in 1879, for example, went out of its way to locate grinding 

rural poverty in Roscommon so that it could satisfy the audienceôs expectation of hearing 

about ñpeasants living in squalid poverty,ò ñwretched cabins,ò and sad children eating a 

scant dinner of potatoes boiled over a turf fire (ñA Bog-Trotters Cabin,ò Illustrated 

London News, Dec. 13, 1879:557-558). Even at the best of times, English depictions of 

Irish space were spartan. The sketch of a cabin in ñThe Poor Irish Scholarò (ILN, Jan. 27, 

1872, p.93) [Fig. 4.1] imagines Irish homes in terms of bare simplicity. There is no 

picturesque bric-a-brac or shamrocks, only a few functional bits of crockery. These were 

the scenes of Ireland that consumers of mass visual culture expected to see after three 

decades of constant repetition. A dominant visuality constructed expectations for how 

Ireland should look (Rose 2001:6), those expectations structured the production of new 

images (Berenson 1897:67), and the ñregimeò (Hall 2017:232) of Irish representation in 

English media became a circle of self-referentiality. Chapter 3 showed how the Famine-

era tropes developed in England were resurrected in the United States in the guise of 

shanty and tenement scenes, which illustrated contemporary ideas about hereditary Irish 

pauperism (see Dugdale 1877) and other defects of the ñCeltic characterò (see, e.g., ñThe 

Irish Question,ò Puck, May 9, 1883:146; ñA Shantytown Enterprise,ò Puck, May 24, 

1882:184) Shanties became the iconic scene of Irishness in 19th-century U.S. mass 

media, and these images informed popular and official stereotypes about the material
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Fig. 4.1. ñThe Poor Irish Scholar.ò Ill. London News, Jan. 27, 1872, p.93 [Courtesy of 

Gale] 

 

 

Fig. 4.2. ñStrange Effect of the Draft.ò  Harperôs Weekly, Aug. 30, 1862, p.560 

[Courtesy of HarpWeek]
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condition of the Irish. The New York Association for Improving the Condition of the 

Poor (1869:31), for example, imagined the typical Irish home as a ñmiserable hovelò 

covered with ñscraps of tin and lead,ò where ñ[w] ithin the hovel is a rickety bedstead, a 

few chairs or stools, some crockery, tin and earthenware, which comprises about all the 

modern household conveniences their poverty affords.ò There were wealthy and middle-

class Irish Americans in New York to whom this description did not apply, but it was the 

image of that shanty that progressive media pointed to whenever it was necessary to 

illustrate the consequences of ñCeltic character.ò  

Irish commercial spaces like taverns and saloons were imagined in equally 

degraded terms. Nineteenth-century sources describe them as unsavory places frequented 

by loose women and working-class thugs. In his 1850 survey New York by Gaslight, 

George Foster (1850:60) describes the most popular Irish spirit grocer in Five Points as 

though it were a teeming brothel. ñ[I]t is not without difficulty we should effect an 

entrance through the baskets, barrels and boxes, Irishwomen and sluttish house-keepers, 

white, black, yellow and brown, thickly crowding the walk,ò he wrote disapprovingly. 

ñAcross one end of the room runs a long, low, black counter armed at either end with 

bottles of poisoned firewater, doled out at three cents a glass to the loafers and bloated 

women who frequent the place.ò All the clutter and ñbric-a-bracò that today is considered 

so picturesque, Foster thought was ugly, cheap, and hazardous. Irish saloons were also 

considered to be unfriendly and dangerous places where violence could erupt at any 

momentðthey were less upscale pubs and more like the very worst sort of dive bars, the 

kind that middle-class families instinctively avoid. A cartoon published in Harperôs 

Weekly in 1862, for example, shows a mass of Irish immigrants smashing each other with 



292 
 

whisky bottles outside Paddy McCannôs spirit grocery [Fig. 4.2]: the joke is that these 

violent thugs would pretend to be pacifists to avoid the draft. There is no Victorian shop 

frontage, no stylized Gaelic sign, nor any hint of stained glass or oak paneling in this 

early sketch of an Irish pub. Indeed, it would not have occurred to 19th-century 

Americans to imagine an Irish tavern as an upscale Victorian salon. If Irish saloons had 

any particular significance for most Americans, it was that they were generally supposed 

to be the headquarters of fraudulent political machines and organized crime (Grantham 

2009:64). Democratic aldermen and ward bosses often used neighborhood taverns as 

bases of operations, as did Irish street gangs (Martin 2016:198) and firefighting 

companies, which were near enough to gangs in the 1800s (Golway 2014:61). 

In the 19th century, then, Irish spaces were not depicted as comfortable, middle-

class, or even quaintly ñethnicò in American visual culture. Quite the opposite: Irishness 

was a byword for racialized poverty and spaces that were characteristically ñIrishò were 

identified with deprivation, sickness, and danger. Irish pubs and taverns in particular 

were imagined as ñwretched places... poisoned by alcoholic vapours, thick with tobacco 

smoke, and reeking with the exhalations of foul humanityò (De Bovet 1891:4). It seems 

likely that in the 19th century it simply was not possible for Irish spaces to have been 

depicted as desirable consumer environments because of the despised racial status of the 

Irish Catholic working class. Representations of space inevitably reflect preconceptions 

about race: in the canon of mass visual culture examined in the previous chapters, Irish 

environments were always used as visible objectifications of ñCeltic character.ò 

Possessions and built environments manifested the otherwise invisible racial ñessenceò of 

Irishness (see Gobineau 1915:120). So long as the Irish were widely stereotyped in mass 
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media as hereditary paupers, racial alcoholics, rioters, and pig-lovers, popular 

representations of their spaces would have tended to objectify those traits in iconic 

images of shanties, liquor bottles, and muddy pigs. Americaôs 19th-century ñregime of 

representationò (Hall 2017:232) for Irish space could not help but to reflect popular 

prejudices about Celtic racial deficiencies. However, the Victorian heritage fantasy that 

will be explored in the following pages erased the evidence of this now-obsolete regime 

of racial representation. Instead, it employs a carefully curated new material discourse 

that was built around elite and antiquarian artifacts to retroactively re-racialize the Irish 

as white.  

 

 

SOURCES: IRISH PUBS AND WHITE NATIONALIST LITERATURE  

 The data for this chapter come from four sources. The first set is Irish marketersô 

own accounts of their invention of a new material discourse of Irishness in the 1990s. 

Most of the main players in that process were corporate entities with strong internet 

presences, so this chapter makes extensive use of the information on the websites of the 

Irish Pub Concept (www.irishpubconcept.com) and the Irish Pub Company 

(www.irishpubcompany.com); it also makes use of personal interviews with marketing 

executives published in other media. One of the joys of investigating Irish advertising is 

that the inventors are not shy about discussing their real inspirations and motivations. The 

websites make it perfectly clear that the main point was always to make a profitðin 

particular, to maximize beverage revenues versus food sales by encouraging customers to 
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buy import beers and single-malt whiskeys. The creators also happily admit that the 

ñauthenticityò they sell is just an image tailored to appeal to specific consumer 

demographics. As the Irish Pub Concept website explains to potential investors, 

ñauthenticity works hard to make consumers feel they are in a premium environment and 

therefore can indulge themselves... Annually, this can translate into tens of thousands of 

dollars of incremental revenue and profit.ò The first-hand accounts make it possible to 

document the origins of the new material discourse. 

 The second source of data comes from the small secondary literature on Irish 

marketing and the emergence of themed spaces in the 1990s. Much of the existing 

scholarship was done through the lens of advertising and business analysis, in other 

words, studies aimed at determining why Irish marketing was so successful so that other 

businesses can replicate that success (e.g., Grantham 2009; Brown & Patterson 2000; 

Lego et al. 2002). Some of those papers include important empirical studies that show to 

what extent the post-1990s material discourse has become the new baseline for Irish 

ñauthenticity.ò Indeed, American consumers shown pictures of Irish pubs in Ireland will 

identify them as fakes in comparison to the hyper-realistic commercial spaces they are 

more familiar with (Muñoz et al. 2006). A smaller literature examines the same 

phenomena through the lens of critical theory (e.g., Negra 2001, 2006a, 2006b; 

McGovern 2002, 2003; Eagan 2006; Griffin 2006; Casey 2006; Patterson & Brown 

2007). These papers make the important connection between Irishness and white identity 

politics. There is a general consensus that in the 1990s, Irishness became a way of 

celebrating being white without some of the problematic historical connotations attached 

to countries associated with colonization. Ireland was supposed to be a happily 
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homogenous white culture, but it was a guilt-free white culture. This chapter builds on 

the existing literature on Irish marketing and theming, but it places those phenomena 

within a series of broader contexts that have not yet been addressed: white populism, 

anti-globalization backlash, anti-Mexican racism, and the historical trajectory of Irish-

American representation since 1840. 

 The third source of data comes from white nationalist literature itself. Much of it 

is centered on the writings of Republican politician and three-time presidential candidate 

Pat Buchanan (1993, 2002, 2006, 2011). Buchanan ran for president in 1992, 1996, and 

2000ðall three of the U.S. presidential elections in the 1990s. This was the same decade 

that the new material discourse of Irishness was coming to fruition, and the two processes 

were mutually constitutive. Buchanan brought white populism into the mainstream of 

American politics, and he prefigured all of the campaign strategies and governing 

policies that Donald J. Trump would pursue 20 years later. Buchananôs movement tied 

demographic paranoia about white fertility to anger about Mexican immigration. He 

argued that white Americans would witness ñpeople of European stock vanish from the 

earthò (2002:12) while ñThird Worldò Mexicans overran the country (2002:140). 

However, Buchananôs arguments about Mexican immigrants being unassimilable or 

otherwise inferior to previous immigrants always turned on false tales about how 19th-

century European immigration happened. According to these narratives, immigrants like 

the Irish were obviously white, mostly educated, easily assimilated, and united by a 

ñpassionate attachment to Americaò (2006:174) that Mexicans do not possess. This is 

much the same historical revisionism being sold by Irish theme pubs and Hollywood, so 

it is no coincidence that the only historical work on immigration that Buchanan usually 
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cites is Martin Scorseseôs film Gangs of New York (e.g., 2006:228). This chapter also 

touches on the work of other contemporary white nationalists, including Samuel 

Huntington (1996, 2004a, 2004b), Ann Coulter (2015), Sam Francis (https://vdare.com), 

Paul Brimelow (2005), and the French theorist Renaud Camus (2018), whose theory of 

the ñGreat Replacementò (Le Grande Rôemplacement) has become the obsession of many 

modern white nationalist movements. 

 The last source of data comes from visits to Irish ñthemeò pubs in and around the 

Washington, D.C. metro. These visits made it possible to closely examine and 

deconstruct the new material discourse by showing how much of it is creative license. 

The main example is the Irish pub Fadó in Annapolis, which has the advantage of having 

been designed by the Irish Pub Company, making it a perfect exemplar of the whole 

trend. Other site visits included The Celtic House in Arlington, Virginia, and Daniel 

OôConnellôs in Alexandria. All of these are fine establishments, and the point is not to 

demean them for being ñfakeò or, in the tired language of post-structuralist semiotics, 

hyperreal ñsimulacraò (Baudrillard 1994; see also Gottdeiner 1997). It makes more sense 

to look at them from the Hegelian perspective and to recognize that these places are 

trying to capture the essence of an Irish pub, regardless of whether the details would 

satisfy a professional historian. Hegel, indeed, was not particularly impressed with the 

notion that accuracy or fidelity is the sine qua non of historical representation. In his 

estimation, ñArt liberates the real import of appearances from the semblance and 

deception of this bad and fleeting world, and imparts to phenomenal semblances a higher 

reality, born of mindò (2004:11). If warmth and conviviality are the ñhigher realityò of 

the Irish pub, those are the standards against which they should be judged, and not the 
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liberties taken with the décor. The point of this section is not to argue that Irish pubs are 

all hotbeds of white nationalism or, as some critical scholars imply, that they are 

apologias for colonialism and racism (e.g., Negra 2006a, Eagan 2006). The point is 

simply that Irish pubs present us with a charming fantasy of Americaôs immigrant past, 

and white nationalists have seized on that fantasy as though it were real in order to justify 

vilifying Mexicans and other new immigrants. 

 

 

THE ORIGINS OF THE VICTORIAN HERITAGE FANTASY , 1970-1991 

The Victorian heritage fantasy is a new ñregimeò (Hall 2017:132) or ñvisualityò 

(Rose 2001:6) that constructed a modern image of what Irishness is supposed to look 

like. The aesthetic is familiar from television, Hollywood, travel posters, and especially 

Irish pubs. It tends to depict Ireland as a serene, pre-industrial utopia. This is the Ireland 

of whitewashed cottages, stone-walled pastures, warmly inviting pubs, and friendly 

strangers romanticized in travel literature and film. Not a few scholars have commented 

that this aesthetic positions Ireland as an antidote to post-industrial ennui (e.g., Negra 

2006:3; Eagan 2006:92; McGovern 2003:89). If urban Americans, in particular, are 

increasingly anxious about their dead-end jobs, ugly strip malls, racial divisions, and 

social isolation, Ireland is sold to them as a place where none of those problems exist. 

Ireland is authentic, and warm, and comforting: Ireland still has ñthe craicò (conviviality 

and fun). Ireland has been re-imagined as a Victorian scene of pre-capitalist contentment 

par excellence. However, many Americans would probably be surprised to learn that this 
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romantic vision of Ireland is of recent vintage. As one journalist quipped, ñIreland, as 

much of the world knows it, was invented in 1991ò (Kelley 2006:1). That was the year 

that the Guinness Brewing Company launched the Irish Pub Concept. By the end of the 

decade dark oak, stained glass, antique bottles, leather-bound books, Guinness posters, 

and other icons of the Victorian heritage fantasy had become the new metonyms for Irish 

identity in American consumer culture. The following section explains how this 

transformation occurred by tracing its invention from travel advertising to beer 

marketing.  

The Guinness Brewing Company essentially invented the modern material 

discourse of Irishness when it established the ñIrish Pub Conceptò in 1991 (Kelley 

2006:1; Brown and Patterson 2000:262). The Irish Pub Concept is the abstract ideal of 

what an Irish pub ought to be, based on the companyôs market research into consumer 

expectations and spending habits. Originally, the Concept was meant to solve a practical 

problem for Guinness: they needed tourists to keep drinking Guinness beer after they 

returned home from Ireland (McGovern 2003:89). By 1990, visiting the St. James Gate 

Brewery in Dublin and drinking a Guinness had become one of the iconic experiences of 

Irish tourism. Tourists enjoyed the beer, which suggested that a market existed, but they 

stopped drinking it when they went home. This was partly because Guinness products 

were not easily available outside Ireland in 1990, but also because tourists associated 

Guinness so strongly with being in Ireland that drinking it anywhere else felt out of place. 

Not many people go to a margarita bar and order a Beaujolais or a sake: Irish beer was 

similarly marked as having a proper place, which made it difficult to sell outside Ireland. 

The marketing team at Guinness had the idea that if they could export the experience of 
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being at the St. James Brewery or at a pub in Dublin, they could also export the demand 

for Guinness Extra Stout (McGovern 2003:89). Building Guinness-themed pubs was 

intended to increase the sales of Guinness-branded products across entire regions. As the 

Irish Pub Concept website (irishpubconcept.com/about/overview/) explains, ñBetween 

1985 and 1995, Guinness observed that each time an Irish pub opened anywhere in the 

world, there was a very noticeable spike in Guinness beer sales, not just because of the 

pub itself, but because of other bar owners adding Guinness to their line-up in order to 

compete with success of the local Irish pub.ò Guinnessôs goal was simply to create an 

international demand for their beer. But in order to do so, the company had to develop a 

Concept that reimagined Irish space in a way that would appeal to young people and 

middle-class families with disposable income (McGovern 2002:83; McGovern 2003:90; 

Grantham 2009:260). This corporate project unwittingly gave birth to a fantasy vision of 

the Irish immigrant experience that would later prove congenial to white nationalists. 

The Irish Pub Concept (IPC) does not itself design or build Irish pubs. Guinness 

created the IPC to function more as a consulting organization that provides guidance and 

inspiration for potential investors. The IPC provides some basic information about 

successful Irish pub management and communicates some of the design ideals, especially 

in regards to producing ñauthenticity.ò ñThe authentic exterior and interior design of the 

pub is paramount in ensuring success,ò the Concept website advises. ñBad replicas, or 

poorly-executed design are a precursor for poor financial performance. Consumers want 

the real thing and understand when they were [sic] getting lessò 

(irishpubconcept.com/about/overview/ what-are-critical-success-factors/). The more 

important function of the IPC is to connect investors with financing and with a list of 
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Guinness-approved vendors who do build and export Irish pubs. Several companies are 

approved to design ñauthenticò pubs, including čl Irish Pubs and Bar None Designs (see 

https://irishpubconcept.com/irish-pub-design/), but historically the most important partner 

of the Irish Pub Concept has been the Dublin-based Irish Pub Company (see McGovern 

2003:89; Kelley 2006:1; Patterson and Brown 2007:45; Munoz et al. 2002:224). 

The Irish Pub Company bills itself as ñthe original creators of the authentic Irish 

Pub Conceptò and the ñtop exporters of authentic Irish Pubs in the worldò 

(https://irishpubcompany.com). To date it has built some 2,000 Irish pubs in more than 60 

countries throughout the world, including major chains like Fadó in the United States. 

The company was founded in 1991 as a joint venture between the Guinness Brewing 

Company and a restaurant design firm called McNally Design International (Brown and 

Patterson 2000:652). McNally International already had many years of experience 

designing pub spaces in Ireland and Englandðthe founder got his start in the 1970s 

creating ñclassicalò pub designs throughout the UK (irishpubcompany.com/about/the-

story-of-the-irish-pub-company/). As the first official partner of the Pub Concept, the 

Irish Pub Company drew on those ñclassicalò designs as the inspiration for its new 

discourse of Irishness. This was primarily an exercise in creativity, not historical 

reproduction, although that fact is obscured by hyperbolic ad copy emphasizing 

ñauthenticity.ò The new designs were based on the fusion of various Irish and English 

elements drawn from diverse locations and historical periods, with the aim of creating an 

effect of authenticity rather than replicating any particular pub in Ireland. As Brown and 

Patterson (2007:45) point out, ñthe Irish [theme] pub is not of Irish but of English origin; 

hence, we understand why the Irish Pub Company proudly extols the virtues of its 

https://irishpubcompany.com/
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óVictorianô and óEdwardianô Irish pubs, a seemingly irreconcilable paradox in itself.ò The 

Irish Pub Companyôs designs were also heavily influenced by market research and 

attention to consumer preferences and spending habits. The point of the new Concept was 

to maximize sales of Guinness-branded beverages, and the selection of design elements 

was subordinate to that goal (Grantham 2009:260). For example, framed Guinness 

adverts do not seem to have been typical elements of Irish pub décor before 1990, but the 

Irish Pub Company made them de rigueur. This was by design. As the Pub Company 

happily explains in its autobiographical sketch, ñThe Ambition and Focusò was ñTo use 

our creations and research to expand the Guinness Alignment with Irishness through the 

Irish Pub.ò 

One of the advantages the Irish Pub Company enjoyed when it began to design 

ñauthenticò Irish spaces in 1991 was that most international consumers, including 

Americans, had no frame of reference for what a characteristically Irish space was 

supposed to look like (see Lego et al. 2002). The 19th-century scopic regime of Famine 

scalpeens and urban Irish shanties had disappeared by the middle of the 20th century, but 

no canonical aesthetic for Irish interior spaces had replaced it. Irish space in general and 

Irish pubs in particular lacked any uniform visual style, and what they did have was 

hardly romantic. In his history of the Irish pub, Martin (2016:205) says that as late as the 

1980s, ñIrish pubsò in the coastal cities of America were nondescript dive bars geared 

toward day laborers and undocumented Irish immigrants. They were dark, smoky, and 

populated by ñan assortment of deadbeatsò who made non-regulars feel uncomfortable 

enough not to want to come back. Grantham (2009:264-265) likewise suggests that the 

pubs that grew up organically in Irish American neighborhoods to serve the members of 
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the Irish diaspora were ñinwardly regarding places, unwelcoming to outsiders and 

offering the experience of óIrishnessô to the Irish alone.ò Working-class dive bars, even if 

legitimately Irish, could not provide the model that the Irish Pub Company needed to 

attract new demographics. However, there was one frame of reference most American 

consumers could draw on to imagine Ireland: the bucolic scenery depicted in Irish 

tourism advertisements (Lego et al. 2002:66-67; Muñoz et al 2006:232).  

In the 1950s and 1960s, the airline industry had begun to work with Irelandôs 

tourism board, Borde Failte, to change Americansô perceptions about Ireland through a 

series of marketing campaigns. The goal was to eliminate the old association of Ireland 

with poverty and to play up scenes of luxury, Celtic history, and natural beauty (Negra 

2001:89). For example, a TWA poster from the 1950s [Fig. 4.3] shows the silhouette of a 

plane flying over a perfect Irish countryside. The green hills are studded with pretty 

cottages and ancient castles, and the people are all friendly and smiling. In the foreground 

is the detail of a stone cross, one of the grand icons of Celtic Revival imagery (see 

Williams 2012:43). Other 1950s posters by TWA and Irish Airlines portray similar 

scenes: verdant hills, white-washed cottages, and friendly rural farmers. This bucolic 

vision of Ireland became increasingly popular in the 1960s and 1970s, largely through the 

efforts of the travel board. A collection of famous postcards by photographer John Hinde 

was also influential. Hinde was an Englishman who carefully planned and posed dozens 

of iconic shots of the Irish countryside, including white-washed cottages [Fig. 4.4] and 

curly red-haired children. Hindeôs Ireland is wild, green, timeless, and untroubled: a sort 

of Norman Rockwell painting of the outer edge of the Atlantic. Postcards of Hindeôs 

work became popular mementos of Irish vacations, and they stimulated tourism by
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Fig. 4.3. Trans World Airline (TWA) Travel Poster, ca. 1950. 
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Fig. 4.4. John Hinde postcards from the 1960s. [Courtesy johnhindecollection.com] 
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attracting new visitors. But, like any photographic vision, they captured only one part of 

the reality. A recent retrospective in the Irish Times (ñJohn Hindeôs Ireland Revisited and 

Recreated,ò Jan. 9, 2020) concludes that ñHis idealistic images were to become the 

stereotypical portrayal of Ireland for many years,ò but points out that ñ[t]hey depicted an 

Ireland people wanted to remember but were in stark contrast to the realities of the 

stagnant economy and repressed society of the time.ò Hindeôs bucolic vision of Ireland 

was not found: it was manufactured to the suit the needs of a travel industry that saw 

middle-class Irish American nostalgia as an untapped source of revenue. 

The tourism-poster aesthetic quickly became successful as a ñregime of 

representationò because the new scenes of Ireland strongly appealed to American 

consumers in the second half of the 20th century (Negra 2001:90-93). The green hills 

suggested untrammeled nature, the white cottages signified wholesome rural 

communities, and the smiling farmers were icons of human warmth and sincere 

connection. It was a vision of Ireland characterized by an ñanti-modern nostalgiaò 

(McGovern 2003:89) for the simple country life. This was an attractive vision for urban 

Americans. John Hindeôs Ireland existed outside the world of congested cities, crime, 

social isolation, and post-modern ennui. Americans also imagined Ireland, not 

coincidentally, as a homogenous white space free of Blacks, Mexicans, and immigrants 

(Negra 2006b:1-3). The Victorian heritage fantasy always contained this racial 

dimension, what Eagan (2006:20) calls the ñracial politics of Hibernophilia,ò although it 

was veiled by the apparently innocent absence of Blacks and Mexicans from Victorian 

Ireland. Negra (2006b:1-3) argues that the Victorian heritage fantasy made it possible to 

reinterpret Irishness in the 20th century as an exemplary white nationalist identity. 
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Historical revisionism re-racialized the Victorian Irish as pedigreed whites, while 

simultaneously leaving intact their status as victims of English oppression and nativist 

violence. Thus, contemporary Irish Americans can identify as white while rejecting any 

responsibility for benefitting from their own white privilege (Eagan 2006:27). By 1990, 

Irishness had become ñthe ideal guilt-free white ethnicity of choiceò (Negra 2006b:11). 

ñIrishness presently seems to allow a number of ostensibly white Americans the ability to 

ethnically label themselves,ò Griffin (2006:65) writes. ñAt the same time, though, 

asserting this ethnic heritage helps keep the white power structure dominant without 

seeming racist.ò More insidiously, perhaps, the fantasy version of Victorian Ireland can 

also function as the template for fantasizing about the recuperation of a feudal white 

ethnostate, which is the end goal of certain varieties of contemporary white nationalism 

(see, e.g., Camus 2018:124-131). 

Travel advertising and postcards constructed an image of Ireland as a ñnon-

industrialized paradise populated by simple country folkò (Negra 2001:86), an ñidyllic, 

rural Ireland stuck in a single historical momentò (Williams 2012:17), and a ñtherapeutic 

heritage zone for middle-class white Americansò (Negra 2006b:358). None of this was 

true: it was a fantasy that urban Americans projected onto Ireland, but it was precisely the 

sort of fantasy that marketers and advertisers sought to exploit.  
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THE FIVE MATERIAL DISCOURSES OF IRISH THEME PUBS, 1991-2000 

Material discourses of race are not confined to the pages of news magazines or to 

film: they are also a feature of the built environment. Consumersô daily lives are suffused 

by subtle coded messages about race communicated by common material objects. One of 

the locations this is most obvious is in ñthemedò environments (Gottdeiner 1997:5), 

which are spaces designed to represent and evoke a particular social identity. Italian 

restaurants, Wild West theme parks, and museums dedicated to indigenous Americans 

are all places built around racially coded objects. To function properly they have to 

reproduce a recognizable material discourse of race; otherwise they would be incoherent. 

The theming of Irish space can actually trace its roots back to the 19th century. The 

Chicago Worldôs Fair in 1893 featured a ñNative Irish Villageò full of cottages and stone 

Celtic crosses meant to evoke the idealized harmony of rural Ireland (Williams 2012:87). 

It was designed as a historically confused ñspatiotemporal jumbleò (ibid) of elements that 

casually mixed the Medieval with the Victorian, but it created an appealing vision and an 

alternative way of representing Ireland. Williams (2012:82) points out that ñIn public 

venues like the Chicago and St. Louis Worldôs Fairs, a nostalgic fantasy of Celtic Ireland 

was enacted and promulgated through imagery, written descriptions, and souvenirs.ò 

Built environments like these use curated assemblages of objects to reproduce material 

discourses. Indeed, the Victorian heritage fantasy finds its most powerful expression in 

environments like theme pubs. 

In 1991, the Irish Pub Company drew on its own design experience and on the 

vision of Ireland established by advertisers and photographers to develop five new 

material discourses of Irishness: the Brewery Style, the Celtic Style, the Victorian Style, 
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Fig. 4.5. Theme pubs based on the five templates designed by the Irish Pub Company. 

The Queen Victoria in Malta (top) is a ñVictorian Styleò pub. It is advertised as an 

English rather than an Irish pub (the origins of the style are in English architecture), but 

the only difference is what photographs are hung up inside. The Atlanta outlet of Fadó 

(bottom) was built in Ireland and installed in the U.S. in 2006. It is listed as a ñCeltic 

Styleò pub but looks like a cross with the ñShop Styleò motif [Courtesy of 

Irishpubcompany.com]  
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the Country Style, and the Shop Style [Fig. 4.5]. Each is described by its designers as 

capturing the essence of an authentic Irish pub. However, they were modeled on a series 

of hyperreal (Baudrillard 1994:1) interior ñscenesò inspired by vastly different times, 

locations, and class positions, not all of them Irish (Brown and Patterson 2007:45). The 

popular Brewery Style, for example, was inspired by the St. Jamesôs Gate Guinness 

Brewery in Dublin. The template was intended to recreate the experience of visiting the 

brewery and to recreate an environment that would induce consumers to purchase 

Guinness Extra Stout. This theming of the St. Jamesôs Gate brewery was achieved by 

inventing a material discourse of surfaces and artifacts. Brewery Style pubs deliberately 

make use of tactile materials like exposed brick walls, cobbled stone floors, and 

hammered metal suggestive of brewing tanks 

(https://irishpubcompany.com/portfolio/brewery-style/). For the décor, brewing-related 

artifacts like wooden barrels, metal tanks, and black-and-white photos of beer-making are 

strategically scattered throughout the pub. All of these elements taken together are meant 

to transport the consumer to an idealized vision of a pre-industrial 18th-century Irish 

brewery (ibid), hence the representation of Ireland as a ñnon-industrialized paradiseò 

(Negra 2001:86) and emblem of ñanti-modern nostalgiaò (McGovern 2003:89). However, 

the oak paneling, hammered silver, and quaint bric-a-brac present an image of Victorian 

Ireland that would have been foreign to Victorian consumers of visual culture. Besides, 

the ñbrick wallsò are often faux appliqué covered in cheap plaster, the ñcobblestone 

floorsò are cement tiles, and the ñoak barrelsò are facades built into the walls. To quote an 

apt passage from Baudrillard (1994:2), ñIt is no longer a question of imitation, nor 

duplication, nor even parody. It is a question of substituting the signs of the real for the 
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real.ò The danger of theming is that the referentðthe lived experience of the Irish and 

Irish Americans in the 19th centuryðeventually is erased and replaced by its more 

attractive simulation, which then becomes the new ñgroundò (Deleuze 1994:62) or model 

for representation. Hence Baudrillard (1994:5) called simulacra ñmurderers of their own 

model.ò 

Another of the Irish Pub Companyôs popular templates is the Celtic Style, which 

the company defines as a space that ñcaptures the character of the Gaelic people, well 

known for their dedication to merry-making, music and craftsmanship through the 

centuriesò (irishpubcompany.com/portfolio/celtic-style/). It was inspired by the Celtic 

Revival of the late 19th century, which popularized Celtic knots, Gaelic jewelry, and pre-

Christian Irish mythology. This is another ñsceneò that would have been foreign to 

Victorian audiences. The Celtic Revival movement had controversial origins in the 19th 

century. Williams (2012:48) argues that it began as part of an effort to legitimize the 

Protestant Ascendancy by appropriating the signs and motifs of Irelandôs ancient Celtic 

elite. One of the earliest manifestations of the Revival, for example, was a craze for 

wearing jewelry with Gaelic designs like knots and crosses inspired by famous originals 

like the Tara Brooch (Williams 2012:48). However, the reproductions were extremely 

expensive and in the mid-19th century they were worn by the Anglo-English aristocracy, 

not Irish Catholic farmers and laborers. ñDisplaying a brooch in the fashionable Celtic 

style encoded a reference to indigenous Irishness, helping the Protestant Ascendancy to 

reinforce the status quo by linking them to Irelandôs historical nobility,ò Williams writes 

(2012:48). ñ[T]he choice to ñdress upò in ancient attire was a conscious performance of 

Irishness, one that emphasized an idyllic past rather than the messy, traumatic, and 



311 
 

politically charged present.ò The Celtic Style draws on this tradition by using ñhand-

crafted metalwork fixturesò along with murals of Irish mythology and details inspired by 

Celtic knot motifs (irishpubcompany.com/portfolio/celtic-style/). Brown and Patterson 

(2000:657) argue that ñIrish theme pubs, in point of fact, are a commercially-motivated 

commodifications of the Celtic Revival of the late-nineteenth century, which was itself a 

politically-motivated commodificationðan invented traditionðof half-baked Irish 

prehistory.ò The Celtic Style evokes a romantic scene of 19th-century Ireland by 

resurrecting what were, at the time, the power signs of the Protestant Ascendancy. 

The Irish Pub Companyôs other styles include the Victorian, the Shop, and 

Country Style. The Victorian Style is meant to replicate a high-street urban salon with 

mirrors, stained glass, polished brass, and aged oak. This is the style of Irish pub that 

many Americans are familiar with, although scholars have noted is that it is really more 

of an Edwardian English design rebranded as ñIrishò for marketing purposes (Brown and 

Patterson 2007:45). Indeed, the Irish Pub Company admits that it is an amalgam of 

ñclassical, regency, and Victorian stylesò (https://irishpubcompany.com/project/fado-

annapolis/) that likely drew much of its inspiration from McNally Designôs pre-Irish Pub 

Company productions in England. The Country Style is intended to recreate the interior 

of one of the white-washed country cottages that were common in tourist posters and 

John Hinde postcards. The Grocery Style was inspired by traditional spirit grocers 

(Martin 2016:83-89), neighborhood stores that sold food and tools alongside spirits. 

Although the Irish Pub Companyôs interpretation of them has them characterized by 

quaint bric-a-brac like farm implements and musical instruments, in 19th-century sources 

the contents were often alluded to as cheap, hazardous junk. George Fosterôs (1850:60) 
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narrative in New York by Gaslight, for example, described a spirit grocer in Five Points as 

so cluttered with ñbaskets, barrels and boxes, Irishwomen and sluttish house-keepersò 

and other ñuncatalogueable jumbleò that he could hardly get inside. 

The Irish Pub Companyôs five templates are all inaccurate as historical 

reproductions of 19th-century spaces, in spite of the privilege afforded to ñauthenticityò 

in industry discourse. The Victorian heritage fantasy they reproduce is an ñinvented 

traditionò (Hobsbawm 1983:1), although like all invented traditions it derives its power 

and popularity from a spurious claim to ñestablish continuity with a suitable historic pastò 

(ibid). Irish theme pubs have been remarkably successful in this respect: studies of 

consumer behavior in the U.S. have found that Americans do believe the material 

discourses in theme pubs are authentic, and when shown photos of Irish pubs in Ireland, 

will declare the theme pubs to be the real ones (Lego et al. 2002:69-70; Munoz et al. 

2006:227-228). However, whether or not the Victorian heritage fantasy is historically 

accurate is something of a red herring. The dominant visual regime of Irishness in 19th-

century sources like the Illustrated London News and Harperôs Weekly was also 

historically inaccurate, and highly colored by contemporary stereotypes about Irish racial 

poverty and hereditary pauperism (e.g., ILN, Aug. 12, 1843:101). Material discourses are 

symbolic rather than descriptive: they use objects as coded messages for cultural values 

and discursive structures. It is the meaning of the objects in Irish Pub Company scenes 

that needs to be analyzed, not their fidelity to a historical referent. The following section 

subjects the Victorian heritage fantasy to a material culture analysis. It employs semiotic 

theories to argue that the implicit meaning of the new material discourse of Irishness is 

that Irish immigrants in the 19th-century U.S. were middle-class, welcome, and white. 
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THE MATERIAL DISCOURSE OF FADÓ IN ANNAPOLIS  

The Victorian heritage fantasy can be subjected to rigorous material culture 

analysis through observational visits to Irish pubs: indeed, this is probably one of the 

more congenial methodologies for conducting scholarly research. Observational visits 

make it possible to investigate specific artifacts and elements of the ñbric-a-bracò and to 

see how they are being used as contemporary icons of Irishness. The following pages are 

based on an observational analysis of the pub Fadó in Annapolis, Maryland. Fadó is one 

of the Irish Pub Companyôs flagship creations, and part of a larger chains of branded pubs 

all built by the Irish Pub Company (see irishpubcompany.com/portfolio-view/fado/). The 

first Fadó was installed in Atlanta in 1996, and as of 2020 there were 10 locations in the 

U.S. and one at a 4-star hotel in Abu Dhabi; an 11th U.S. location in Washington, D.C. 

fell victim to the COVID-19 pandemic. The Fadó in Annapolis is an example of the 

companyôs Victorian Style that it describes as a ñmagical design mix of classical, 

regency, and Victorian stylesò (ibid). It is located on West St. half a mile from 

Annapolisô historic downtown. It occupies part of the ground floor of a complex that also 

houses banks, professional offices, and a parking garage. Since it was built into an 

existing commercial structure it has a nondescript glass façade rather than the mock 

Victorian shopfront of most free-standing pubs. 

The centerpiece of the Annapolis Fad· is the ñDublin Roomò [Fig. 4.6], a large 

alcove to the right of the bar that seats four or five tables. The Dublin Room is entirely 

lined by shelves full of historic glass bottles, ceramics, and silver. It was designed to 

evoke the sensation of being in a Victorian apothecary. According to the pubôs website, 

ñThis traditional snug room harps back [sic] to the authentic traditional feel of the 
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Fig. 4.6.  The ñDublin Roomò in the Annapolis Fad· [Courtesy of fadoirishpub.com]
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Fig. 4.7. Glass bottles decorating the window (top) and the chemist display (bottom) at 

the Annapolis Fad·. Many of the bottles are historical anachronisms. [Authorôs 

Collection]
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renowned Victorian shop. Here the collection of old pharmaceutical bottles, beer and 

whiskey bottles displayed on open shelving above leather seats give a sense of the old 

Dublin not forgottenò (www.fadoirishpub.com/annapolis/about/). The Dublin Room, 

however, is best described as an amalgam of design impulses and juxtaposed narrative 

scenes. On the back wall there is a set of drawers inspired by a 19th-century chemistôs 

office: the drawers would have held pharmaceuticals, and the glass medicine bottles on 

the left- and right-hand wooden shelves form part of this apothecary scene [Fig. 4.7]. 

However, on top of the chemistôs drawers a different scene is being composed by sets of 

gold-rimmed china teaware, a crystal decanter, silver tea services, and a set of leather-

bound tomes. These are conspicuous display objects that the Victorian Irish would have 

placed in their kitchens or, if they were members of the tiny Anglo-Protestant elite, in 

their drawing rooms. On the right side of the room, an open window lined with shelves of 

empty beer and whiskey bottles has no historical model. Displaying empty liquor bottles 

as trophies is a motif that has more in common with fraternity houses than with Victorian 

salons. The intermingling of the apothecary scene, the drawing-room scene, and the 

window scene means that the design of the Dublin Room has already exited the realm of 

historical reproduction. However, if the organizing principle is not accurate reproduction, 

then there must be some other logic guiding the selection and curation of artifacts. It is 

the archaeologistôs job to identify the implicit structuring principle of these otherwise 

taken-for-granted material discourses. 

What unites the disparate scenes in the Dublin Room is not fidelity to a historical 

model of Victorian Ireland, but nostalgia for a colonial aristocracy (see Negra 2001:93). 

An implied claim of historical authenticity (Hobsbawm 1983:1) is being exploited to 



317 
 

make it appear natural or innocent to consume a tableaux that is really an endorsement of 

classism. This ñmythicò (Barthes 2013:223) interpretation can be inferred by analyzing 

the constituent elements of the scene, in particular the carefully curated ñbric-a-bracò that 

decorates the room. This ñbric-a-bracò is extremely important, and the designers of theme 

pubs place tremendous value on its selection. The Irish Pub Concept, for example, 

advises that ñAuthentic Irish D®corò and ñstunningly accurate interior designò are what 

make a pub successful. They point out that well-chosen décor functions as a subliminal 

prompt for customers to order expensive import beers and single-malt whiskeys. Spirits 

megacorporation Diageo informs investors that ñFramed posters, signs, jugs and old 

bicycles... could help create a comfortable Irish Pub environmentô and ómake your pub 

look authenticò (Grantham 2009:261). The stress laid on ñauthenticò d®cor is so intense 

that it has spawned its own sub-industry of buyers and sellers of Irish tchotchkes. 

McNally Design Group is big enough to employ three people for the sole purpose of 

seeking out artifacts to decorate their Irish pubs (Munoz et al. 2006:224). Smaller 

companies rely on specialist firms like Rare Irish Stuff and the Irish Pub Emporium, 

which used to introduce itself with the offer that ñWe can take the pressure and pain out 

of sourcing and theming all the "stuff" that makes an Irish Pub just that ... An Irish Pubò 

(irishpubemporium.com). The demand for charming bric-a-brac has been so strong over 

the last 30 years that Ireland itself is being emptied of the most desirable antiques, like 

old Guinness posters and farm tools (Munoz et al. 2006:224). The demand for artifacts is 

now mostly met with substitutions or reproductions that are artificially aged to look like 

originals. Todayôs ñauthenticò Irish theme pubs are thus being decorated with counterfeits 

of objects that were often anachronisms in the first place. 
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FINE CHINA, SILVER, AND ANTIQUE GLASS: THE NEW ICONS OF IRISHNESS 

 The ñbric-a-bracò in the Dublin Room has been carefully curated to evoke an 

Irishness that is simultaneously aristocratic, old-fashioned, and inviting. Much of it is 

also wildly anachronistic, or at best unrepresentative of the experience of the majority of 

Irish immigrants in the 19th century. The tea sets, silver service, pharmaceutical bottles, 

and whiskey bottles are all coded messages of a new material discourse that displaced the 

ñviolent Paddyò and ñIrish apeò described in preceding chapters. The fine china tea sets, 

for example, depict an image of ñIrishnessò that contrasts with the view popular during 

the 19th century itself, when ña few chairs or stools, some crockery, tin and earthenwareò 

(NYAICP 1869:31) were all the possessions an Irish family was supposed to have. When 

the Illustrated London News sketched Irish homes in the 19th century, there were 

occasionally a few cracked or mismatched tea cups on shelf, never a complete tea set 

(e.g., ñManners and Customs of the Irish Peasantry,ò Dec. 31, 1859:635; ñWoman 

Making Nets in the Claddagh,ò June 4, 1870:572). Ceramics, like top hats and pipes, 

were potent social symbols for the Victorians (Brighton 2001:21). A matching and 

symmetric tea set functioned as a sign of gentility and access to modern goods, and it was 

necessary for the correct performance of ritualized tea-drinking. Fine ceramics were signs 

of domesticity and social mobility, so when 19th-century sources stereotyped the Irish as 

possessing only cracked, cheap, and second-hand ceramics, it was symbol of their 

backwardness and pauperism. In the Dublin Room, however, this old tendency for 

depicting Irish crockery has been replaced by a new one in which ceramics are proxies 

for historical wealth. The Dublin Room scene reproduces a kitchen or drawing room 

scene where tea sets would have been put on a shelf or in a cupboard as part of a 
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ñpossession ritualò (McCracken 1988:85). One of the tea sets has a shamrock pattern, a 

classic Celtic Revival motif adopted as a sign of Irish nationalism, and another is bone 

china with gold rims. Although a manufacturing date is impossible to determine without 

turning them over and interfering with the tableau, the tea sets are clearly intended to be 

read as antique. The ceramics in the Dublin Room juxtapose icons of Irishness, wealth, 

and historical depth: combined, they signify the retroactive embourgeoisement of the 

Victorian Irish who are now depicted as elite. Of course, this is inconsistent with the 

previous regime of Irish representation and with the historical record. Matching sets of 

gold-rimmed tea ware would have been out of the reach of most Irish and Irish 

Americans in the 19th century. Archaeological studies have shown that most working-

class Irish immigrant families did try to keep up the custom of serving tea with complete 

sets (Brighton 2001:23), but mostly with cheap printed transfer-ware and pieces that did 

not match.  

The silver service in the Dublin Room is another coded message that Victorians 

would have read as a sign of wealth and not of Irishness. Silver services were expensive 

in the 19th century, and even into the 20th century continued to be associated with the 

aristocracy. One of P.G. Wodehouseôs (2020) famous short stories about London 

aristocrats, for example, centers on the idle rich fighting over a collectible silver cow 

creamer. Silver is a material emblem of wealth in Anglo-American literature. The 

Victorians, however, would have made another connection between silver and status. 

Silver implies servants, or at the very least substantial leisure time, because silver 

tarnishes. Silver has to be polished regularly and tediously with costly chemical 

compounds, otherwise it will turn dull and develop unappetizing dark spots. Ian Hodder 
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(2013:88) calls this the principle of ñentanglement.ò Objects make demands on people 

because objects have their own requirements in terms of upkeep. Silver is a highly 

ñentangledò possession and also a remarkably impractical material for serving foods on, 

since sulfur-containing ingredients like onions and eggs precipitate the tarnishing 

process. Price and impracticality, however, are what make silver a potent class symbol. 

Veblen (2009:86) argued that silver food service was nothing but ña gratification of our 

sense of costliness masquerading under the name of beauty.ò The deliberate placement of 

a silver service in the Dublin Room is, like the gold-rimmed ceramics, another sign of the 

retroactive embourgeoisement of the 19th-century Irish. The Victorian heritage fantasy 

deliberately exploits tactile surfaces like oak, silver, crystal and gold as ñcultural signsò 

(Baudrillard 2005:39) of wealth by making them into new metonyms for Irishness. The 

irony is that in 19th-century visual culture, the Irish were never imagined to possess 

anything made of silver. In all the images in the Illustrated London News, Punch, 

Harperôs Weekly, and Puck published between 1850 and 1900, not once is silver depicted 

in an Irish home. That does not mean that no Irish or Irish Americans owned silver in the 

19th century, but it does mean that silver did not signify Irishness during that era.  

The collection of pharmaceutical glass bottles on the left and right side of the 

Dublin Roomôs back wall is another element of the pubôs material discourse. The bottles 

form part of a Victorian apothecary scene together with the chemistôs drawers in the 

center. The use of pharmaceutical bottles as iconic signs of ñIrishnessò is ironic given the 

exclusion of Irish Catholic immigrants from professional medical care in the 19th century 

(Brighton 2008:137; see Chapter 3). Indeed, archaeological analyses have found that 

pharmaceutical medicines were significantly less likely to be found in Irish American 
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households as a result of prejudices about Irish pauperism (Brighton 2008:143). Besides 

being historically unrepresentative, it is not clear that all the pharmaceutical bottles in the 

Dublin Room actually come from Ireland or from the 19th century they are supposed to 

represent. Some of the glass bottles do have labels indicating that they were purchased 

from a chemist and opticianôs office in Newry, County Down, named OôHagan and 

OôHare. Those bottles contain basic medicines like syrup of senna and citric acid, and 

some may indeed date to the 1800s. At least two bottles appear to be blown glass with no 

mold seams, which places them in in the correct century. Others, like the syrup of senna, 

appear to be machine-made bottles from the 20th century. Public records indicate that 

OôHagan and OôHare was in business through the 1960s, so it is possible that some of the 

bottles are recent. The labels indicate that other bottles in the Dublin Roomôs apothecary 

scene once contained the collections of the Museum of the Pharmaceutical Society of 

Great Britain in London. One bottle is labeled as Baccharis genistelloides, a tall shrub 

that grows in the rainforests of Peru, Brazil, and Colombia. Botanical sources state that it 

is locally known as ñcarquejaò and that it is indicated for sexual problems: sterility in 

women and impotence in men. The Museum of the Pharmaceutical Society of Great 

Britainôs Catalogue of Medicinal Plants, published in 1896, does list a sample of 

Baccharis genistelloides in its collections, ñpicked out of a sample of the drug presented 

by Messrs. Davy, Yates, and Routledgeò in September of 1884 (Holmes 1896:85). If that 

entry refers to the same bottle now used as decoration in the Dublin Room, then the era is 

correct, but there is no evidence that the bottle has any connection to Ireland or to 

Irishness. However, the logic of the Victorian heritage fantasy is not historical fidelity but 

the representation of a set of contemporary cultural values, in this case ñanti-modern 
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nostalgiaò (McGovern 2003:89). Baudrillard (2005:77-83) argued that the function of 

antique objects is to signify time, regression, and the recuperation of a lost integrity that 

is presumed to have existed at some time in the past. ñWhat lies behind the persistent 

search for old thingsðfor antique furniture, authenticity, period styleé and so on?ò he 

asks (2005:78). ñThe demand to which antiques respond is the demand for an authentic or 

fully realized being.ò Blown-glass pharmaceutical bottles satisfy this antiquarian impulse. 

Whether they actually come from Ireland is immaterial so long as nostalgia for them 

means Ireland. 

The final tableau in the Dublin Room is the collection of empty whiskey bottles 

on shelves against the window. The scene has no historical model; none of the 19th-

century sources of mass visual culture show empty bottles being displayed in this way in 

public spaces, Irish or otherwise. It is a modern design element that attempts to ñestablish 

continuity with a suitable historic pastò (Hobsbawm 1983:1) by using antique bottles to 

lend itself an aura of historical authenticity. Once again, however, the bottles are not all 

representative the time and place the Dublin Room is supposed to evoke. Many of the 

Jameson and Guinness bottles on the shelves have machine-made bases and small mold 

seams, and thus appear to date to the mid-20th century. They appear older because their 

labels have faded from receiving full sunlight in the window: this is an example of 

artifacts being artificially aged to look like period originals, although in this case the 

aging was probably unintentional. Other bottles on the shelf meant to evoke the ñold 

Dublin not forgottenò (fadoirishpub.com/annapolis/about/) are neither Victorian nor Irish. 

One bottle, for example, contained something called ñRitterôs Wheat Germ Oil.ò It was 

labeled as a product of ñWestern Germany,ò which dates it to between 1949 and 1990, 
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between the war and the fall of the Berlin Wall. It appears in the Dublin Room simply 

because it looks old enough to function as an icon of anti-modern nostalgia. If the 

Victorian heritage fantasy makes Ireland mean pre-industrial harmony, it is entirely 

possible for a bottle of German health tonic to be a metonym for Irishness so long as it 

also looks pre-industrial, too. The Dublin Room is constructed almost entirely out of 

anachronisms, but it does possess a logical signifying structure and a coherent message. 

The organizing principle of the Dublin Room, and of the Victorian heritage 

fantasy in general, is the retroactive identification of Irishness with the colonial European 

aristocracy. Any artifact that is simultaneously expensive, antique, impractical, and 

associated with Western European whiteness can be fit into this vision. Hence, the 

proliferation of gold-rimmed tea saucers, silver trays, leather-bound tomes, crystal 

decanters, antique violins, and stained-glass windows. Likewise, any tactile material that 

functions as a ñcultural signò (Baudrillard 2005:39) of money and pre-modernity like 

oak, gold, silver, crystal, cobblestone, and hammered metal can be incorporated into this 

material discourse regardless of its fidelity to a historical model. The Irish Pub 

Companyôs designs function by giving consumers the opportunity to adopt the subject 

position of an early modern English aristocrat. To occupy a Victorian drawing-room full 

of crystal and silver is to inhabit the positionality of someone who, presumably, would 

have owned a Victorian drawing-room full of crystal and silver. In this case the idealized 

subject position is that of a wealthy 19th-century Englishman. Indeed, a material tableau 

like the Dublin Room can induce a political identification: the phenomenon has not been 

explored in material culture analysis, but it is well-known in film studies. In her famous 

essay on Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema, Mulvey (1975:838) pointed out that 
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films are structured in such a way that the viewer is prompted to identify with the 

protagonist. After all, a filmôs denouement is only satisfying if the hero is sufficiently 

appealing that the audience has identified with them and come to share in their goals, 

desires, and outlook. However, that can also mean adopting the protagonistôs political 

biases. If the protagonist is a classically masculine, heterosexual white male action hero, 

for example, identifying with him can cause the audience to become receptive to 

patriarchal biases that celebrate masculine violence and sexual access to women. Fregoso 

(2003:61) uses the term ñideal viewing positionò to refer to the subject position that a 

film or a text prompts its audience to adopt through identification. She, too, argues this 

identification can cause audiences to be ñseduced by the white patriarchal visual 

economyò (Fregoso 2003:62), regardless of their own race, gender, or class identity. 

Material tableaux like the Dublin Room likewise prompt consumers to adopt an ñideal 

viewing positionò appropriate to the environment; this is the very phenomenon that 

Guinness exploits to increase sales of import beers and single-malt whiskeys. The fantasy 

being offered and consumed at Irish theme pubs is the fantasy of inhabiting the privileges 

of a pre-modern European colonial elite. Indeed, ñthe pleasures of consuming Ireland in 

this context are depicted as the pleasures of returning to the power structures of 

colonialismò (Negra 2001:93).  

The class fantasy embodied in the aristocratic/nostalgic Irish theme pub has two 

racial connotations. In the first place, it retroactively re-racializes 19th-century Irish 

Catholic immigrants as middle-class European whites. The material discourse of the 

Victorian heritage fantasy reproduces a ñcult of domesticityò (Fitts 2001) that properly 

applied only to middle- and upper-class white households during that era. This was the 
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same material discourse of whiteness that prosperous Irish immigrants known as the ñlace 

curtain Irishò (Jenkins 2009; Duffy 2014) tried to appropriate towards the end of the 19th 

century. Maintaining proper tea rituals and displaying silver service, for example, were 

racialized and gendered expectations for middle-class white women during this era. The 

Irish were excluded from this discourse in the 19th century: Irish American women, for 

example, were depicted almost ubiquitously as servants and household labor in Harperôs 

Weekly and Puck (see also Diner 1983). However, the Victorian heritage fantasy 

attributes to 19th-century Irish Catholic immigrants all the material objectifications of 

middle-class white domesticity. As a result, it has retroactively re-racialized the Irish as 

white, wealthy, and welcome. The other racial connotation of the Victorian heritage 

fantasy is that it idealizes a colonial moment from which Blacks, Mexicans, and 

immigrants are excluded. This absence, although apparently innocent, is easily 

politicized. The Victorian heritage fantasy imagines a 19th century Irishness 

characterized not just by ñanti-modernò nostalgia (McGovern 2003:89) and elite class 

prerogative, but by white homogeneity. That makes the imaginary Irishness of the 

Victorian heritage fantasy an ideal basis on which to organize new forms of white 

identity politics in the U.S. 

 

 

TOWARD A POLITICAL ECONOMY OF THE VICTORIAN HERITAGE FANTASY 

Irish theme pubs present a Disneyfied fantasy of the 19th century that is charged 

with race and class connotations. Not surprisingly, the historical revisionism implied by 
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the Victorian heritage fantasy has become a tool of white nationalist politics and 

historiography. That does not mean that the founders of the Irish Pub Company were 

racists, or white nationalists, or colonial apologists. But they did tap into a deep vein of 

cultural movement in the 1990s that was shot through the racial significance. White 

identity was beginning to take on a new dimension in conservative discourse because 

whiteness was perceived to be under attack by affirmative action, hiring quotas, Mexican 

immigration, ñcultural elites,ò and whatever social changes were understood to benefit 

people of color (Buchanan 2002:222). Rural white constituencies also understood 

themselves to be victims of globalization. The North American Free Trade Agreement 

(NAFTA) was signed in 1993, and China was already siphoning manufacturing jobs from 

the U.S. even though it was not formally admitted to the WTO until 2001 (Blecker 2003). 

Free trade hollowed out American manufacturing and depressed American wages, all 

while enriching investors who could afford to take advantage of offshoring and 

international disparities in labor costs (Blecker 2014; Robinson 2009). Rather than blame 

abstract monetary policies or capital flight, white populists told economically traumatized 

white Americans that their losses were essentially racial in nature. To turn these 

complaints into a cohesive movement with a broad constituency, ideologues like Pat 

Buchanan needed to construct a racially conservative political alliance that incorporated 

groups who had been excluded from previous white nationalist formations built around 

elite Anglo-Protestant WASPs, virulently anti-Catholic Southern evangelicals, or Nordic 

eugenicists. The Victorian heritage fantasy, of which Irish pubs were a significant 

cultural element, gave Buchanan and his colleagues a historical rationale for this 

reformation. It presented a generic white racial identity, insulated from accusations of 
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racism and colonialism, and proof of the wisdom of 19th-century white homogeneity. 

Buchanan took the Victorian heritage fantasy and wielded it as a cudgel against Mexicans 

and other new immigrants. 

To be clear, the argument being made here is not that the Victorian heritage 

fantasy caused a resurgence of white nationalism in the 1990s, or that the Irish Pub 

Company is individually responsible for it. Pat Buchanan and the other white populists of 

the late 20th century would have blamed immigrants for Americaôs woes regardless of 

whether or not Irish theme pubs had ever achieved international success. The argument is 

that the Victorian heritage fantasy was mutually constitutive with the form that white 

identity politics took after 1990, and that Irish theme pubs were one of the most important 

cultural venues in which the Victorian heritage fantasy was elaborated. The following 

pages will explore some of the major theories of white nationalism in the U.S. from 

1990s and 2000s, and show how they relied on the historical revisionism and fantasies of 

the past that were simultaneously being expressed in mass media and built environments 

through the Victorian heritage fantasy. 

 

 

HISTORICAL FANTASIES OF WHITE NATIONALISM,  1994-2006 

 ñThis is not immigration as America knew it, when men and women made a 

conscious choice to turn their backs on their native lands and cross the ocean to become 

Americans. This is an invasion, the greatest invasion in historyò (Buchanan 2006:5). So 

begins ñState of Emergency: The Third World Conquest and Invasion of America,ò one 
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of the many anti-immigrant polemics written by Patrick J. Buchanan in the 1990s and 

early 2000s. Buchanan was a three-time Republican presidential contender and for many 

years he was Americaôs most visible mainstream white nationalist. There was no 

mistaking his belief in the superiority of the white race, even if like many white 

supremacists he bristled whenever anyone suggested that he was a bigot (e.g. 2011:408). 

For one thing, Buchanan perpetually described Mexicans, Africans, and Asians as ñThird 

Worldò people and argued that they came from races that could never be assimilated into 

a developed nation (2002:140). He also suggested that race determined intelligence, and 

that it left ñgenetic fingerprintsò on peopleôs ideas and behavior (2006:248). Mexicans, of 

course, were naturally inclined to violence and pedophilia, whereas white folk were 

temperate and law-abiding. Perhaps most significantly, Buchanan argued that being 

American meant being white. He came to reject what he called the ñcreedalò theory of 

America, the notion that anyone could be a good American so long as they accepted the 

democratic values enshrined in the Constitution (2002:45). In his view, ideals were not 

enough. Buchanan argued that Americans would never be willing to fight and die for 

abstract notions like liberty and justice, and that they needed some other bond to hold 

them together as a people. Predictably, that bond was race. Buchanan explicitly embraced 

the blood-and-soil notion of nationhood, what the Third Reich called blud und boden. 

ñLanguage, faith, culture, and historyðand, yes, birth, blood, and soilðproduce a 

people, not an ideologyò (2006:162). According to this theory, America was a white 

nation with an Anglo-Protestant ñcore culture,ò and only the white race had the capacity 

to develop and defend Constitutional ideals like democracy and the rule of law 

(2006:154). But the problem that Buchanan never addressed and probably never realized 
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was that for much of U.S. history, many of the people he was addressing would not have 

been considered ñwhite.ò 

White identity politics was hardly new on the American scene when Buchanan 

first ran for president in 1992. White Americans have been organizing along racial lines 

for three centuries nowðif not to justify slavery, then to justify the seizure of indigenous 

land and Jim Crow-style segregation. But what was new in the 1990s was the ideological 

form that white nationalism took. Buchananôs white populism was a politics of anxiety 

and fear rather than a Manifest Destiny of conquest and triumph. Whiteness was under 

threat, both economically and demographically. Indeed, much of Buchananôs work is 

dedicated to diagnosing the low birth rates of white Americans and speculating on the 

causes of their decline (the answer: abortion, feminism, and Social Security) (2002:42). 

This too was hardly new in the annals of American racism. The classic touchstone of 

white demographic anxiety is Madison Grantôs ñThe Passing of the Great Raceò (1916), 

in which the Manhattan socialite and eugenicist argued that Americaôs pure Nordic 

heritage was being subverted by the immigration of inferior races. One can more or less 

chart the history of whiteness in America by asking who, at any moment, white 

nationalists think is ñwhiteò and who they think is not. Grant included the Irish among the 

blonde-haired, blue-eyed Nordicsða clear improvement on their status versus the 19th 

centuryðbut he considered Italians and Greeks to be a separate subspecies of ñlittle dark 

menò (1916:67) who were inferior to Nordics in every way. Buchanan borrowed many of 

his ideas from 1920s eugenicists like Madison Grant and Lothrop Stoddard, although he 

was canny enough not to cite them (Grant 1916, 1924; Stoddard 1921; see also 

Davenport 1910; Ross 1910; Hall 1919). But Buchanan spun those ideas into a new tale 
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of mourning, loss, and righteous indignation. ñMillions have begun to feel like strangers 

in their own land,ò he claims at the beginning of another of his books, ñThe Death of the 

Westò (2002:5). White men were being displaced, bred out, oppressed, and victimized. 

Their only hope was to fight back by organizing as whites through a racialized political 

program. Buchanan folded the Irish, Italians, Greeks, Poles, and other ñlittle dark menò 

into a new whiteness that he defined mostly as not being Mexican. Historical fictions, 

like the one encoded in the Irish Pub Companyôs Victorian heritage fantasy, were central 

to building this new coalition. They were not historically accurate. The sad fate of every 

white nationalist is to find themselves defending a bastardized ñwhitenessò that would 

have horrified their predecessors. 

 

 

GLOBALIZATION AND RURAL DECLINE, 1990-2000 

 Buchananôs brand of white nationalism developed out of the socioeconomic 

forces that defined the 1990s. In much the same way that anti-Irish and anti-Mexican 

racism originated as justifications for the expansion of commercial agriculture in the 

1840s, and the ñillegalò sprang out of struggles to control the labor supply in the 

Southwest, white populism was a response to the globalization of the manufacturing 

supply chain and the erosion of racial privileges in the 1990s. This was the era when free 

trade began to seriously hollow out Americaôs manufacturing industries and make many 

working-class communities redundant, which struck at the heart of the notion of white 

masculinity (Glenn 2002). At the same time, post-1970s reforms like affirmative action in 
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hiring and school admissions were argued by many conservatives to be forms of ñreverse 

racismò intended to impoverish and oppress white men (Buchanan 2002:222). These 

were political and economic developments, but as so often in U.S. history, race was the 

medium through which they were experienced and ñfought throughò (Hall 1980:341). 

Rage against ñillegals,ò in particular, was the form into which working-class economic 

anxiety was sublimated.  

The NAFTA treaty was the centerpiece of the American free trade movement in 

the 1990s, and also a lightning rod for Buchananôs white populist backlash. The quest for 

a North American free trade agreement had begun a decade earlier under Ronald Reagan. 

He envisioned a future in which goods moved freely across Americaôs borders (Hartman 

2011:6), and he pressed his Vice President and successor, George H.W. Bush, to follow 

through on that vision. The Bush administration opened the treaty negotiations with 

Mexico and Canada, and Bush signed the initiating accord for NAFTA on October 7, 

1992ðjust a month before the he was voted out of office. The free trade agreement was 

extremely controversial during the 1992 presidential campaign and likely contributed to 

Bushôs loss. Pat Buchanan hammered Bush during the primary for supposedly selling 

American jobs to Mexico while ñfree-trade America... sees her manufacturing base 

hollowed out in the Rust Belt and Southern Californiaò (Buchanan 1993). Never content 

to stop with an economic critique, however, Buchanan also intimated that NAFTA was a 

test run for a global government controlled by a shadowy New World Order. The treaty 

was even more of a liability during the general election. Third-party candidate Ross Perot 

famously warned that he could hear the ñgiant sucking soundò of jobs being pulled south 

of the border. Perot estimated that some 11 million Americans would lose their 
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employment because of NAFTA (Francis and Zheng 2011:1657). Perot won 19% of the 

popular vote, and has been known in conservative circles ever since as the third-party 

spoiler who handed the White House to Bill Clinton. 

Congress ratified NAFTA in 1993 with bipartisan support. Congressional 

Republicans were enthusiastic supporters of the accordðmore Republicans voted for the 

bill than Democrats. The major opposition came from the margins, with progressive 

Democrats and union leaders on one side and the small contingent of populist 

Republicans headed by Pat Buchanan on the other. Many of the treatyôs provisions were 

not labor-friendly. They were designed to protect capital and property rights, especially 

intellectual property rights, and far-left and far-right opponents argued that NAFTA 

would advance the economic interests of multinational corporations and finance firms 

rather than workers (Blecker 2003:6). However, those concerns were overshadowed by 

arguments that increased corporate profits would trickle down to workersðthe ñsupply-

sideò shibboleth of every conservative economist since the Reagan administration. 

Clinton signed the treaty into law on December 8, 1993. It had immediate effects on U.S. 

trade. Before NAFTA was signed, American goods on average were charged a 10% tariff 

at the Mexican border. NAFTA reduced that to less than 2%, making U.S. products far 

more attractive to consumers in Mexico (Hartman 2011:7). Looked at purely in terms of 

trade volume, NAFTA was a stunning success. It resulted in a massive increase in 

bilateral trade between the U.S. and Mexico. Imports from Mexico increased from $30.5b 

in 1990 to $136.8b in 2000 (Blecker 2003:8). 

 From the perspective of working-class Americans, especially those working in 

rural manufacturing industries, NAFTA was less of a success. Economists estimate that 
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about half a million American jobs were lost to Mexico as a result of NAFTA, mostly 

manufacturing jobs that were outsourced to maquiladoras on the border (Becker 

2003:12). Another 400,000 or so jobs were lost to Canada in the 1990s because a 

weakening Canadian dollar made Canadian labor costs more competitive. Together, those 

losses represented about only 0.7 percent of the total U.S. work force, but they included 

more than 5 percent of Americaôs manufacturing jobs (ibid). That meant the job losses 

took a particularly heavy toll on the non-college educated working class. Job losses were 

the most catastrophic result of the treaty for many working Americans, but declines in 

real wages also occurred across all three signatories in the 1990s. The U.S., Mexico, and 

Canada all saw working-class wages stagnate even as manufacturing productivity 

skyrocketed. In the U.S., manufacturing workers in 2000 produced 46 percent more per 

capita for their employers than they did in 1990, but only saw wage increases of 17 

percentðbarely enough to keep pace with inflation (Becker 2003:14). The difference was 

pocketed by employers. Wage stagnation was made possible by the now very plausible 

threat of offshoring jobs, which destroyed labor bargaining power. If workers struck for 

higher wages or better health insurance, their employers could fire them all and replace 

them with cheaper labor in Mexico or Canada. This dynamic resulted in a massive 

transfer of wealth from workers to multi-national corporations, exacerbating income 

inequality (Becker 2014:20). 

Globalization was bound to occur in the 1990s. NAFTA was only the most visible 

of many developments that were increasingly linking the worldôs economies and putting 

pressure on domestic wages. Some were political, like the signing of the Maastricht 

Treaty in 1992 that established the European Union as a trade bloc and unified currency 
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zone. Other key developments were technological. The internet was revolutionizing 

communications and making international supply chains much easier to organize. Just as 

importantly, dramatic reductions in shipping costsðespecially for sea cargoðdestroyed 

one of the few comparative advantages of making things in the U.S. Together, these 

events made American job losses inevitable even without NAFTA (Becker 2014:17). The 

other major development in the 1990s was the controlled opening of Chinaôs economy. 

Many U.S. corporations were already beginning to rely on Chinese-manufactured 

products to cut their costs, which put downward pressure on American wages. U.S. 

manufacturing would lose 5 million jobs in the decade following Chinaôs admission to 

the WTO in 2001 (Becker 2014:17). Almost every good imaginable, from cell phones to 

handkerchiefs, could be made in China and shipped by sea container to the U.S. for a 

fraction of the cost of making the same thing domestically. As a result, U.S. industries 

that once supported entire communities were made redundant and many disappeared 

from the U.S.. This hollowing out of Americaôs manufacturing industries in the 1990s 

created conditions ripe for a populist backlash.  

 

 

FREE TRADE, JOB LOSS, AND THREATENED WHITENESS 

White masculinity in America has always been tied to economic performance and 

to satisfying expectations about being a breadwinner (Glenn 2002:28-29). In the early 

19th century, for example, white manhood was conflated with owning property and 

working for oneself. Successful white men were supposed to be self-sufficient and 
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independent, in line with the old Jeffersonian ideal of an America made up of strong 

farmers. Working for someone else as a farmhand or a sharecropper bore the stigma of 

subservience and had clear racial undertones (Foley 1997). Wage labor and 

sharecropping were things that only freedmen and Mexicans were supposed to do, at least 

for very long. In many parts of America, white men who remained stuck in those lower 

rungs of the rural class system were disparaged as shiftless and immoral ñwhite trashò 

(ibid:69). It is often remarked that race is a value system, but the unspoken corollary to 

that notion is that it must be possible for white men to fail at being white, and that is 

always the danger when job losses appear on the horizon.  

The agrarian ideal of manhood eventually fell victim to the increasing cost of land 

in the later 19nth century, and white masculinity reformulated itself around the necessity 

of wage labor (Glenn 2002:28). Beginning in the 1820s and 1830s, an urban rhetoric of 

manhood began to emphasize the dignity of waged work in the trades and in the factories. 

This is the same discourse of ñthe dignity of workò that most Americans are familiar with 

today. However, what made waged work acceptable as a sign of manliness was what it 

was not. It was not enslaved and it was not indentured. White men were technically free 

to quit whenever they felt like it: the independence of the capitalized farm owner was 

replaced by the independence of the contractor and the gig worker. It was a poor trade, 

but it allowed many working-class white men to maintain a sense of superiority in spite 

of losing their opportunity to join the propertied classes. What this means is that having a 

decently-paid and (theoretically) independent job has never been just a generic part of the 

American Dream. For three centuries it has been a racial expectation, something that was 

supposed to be owed to white men by virtue of their ancestry, and something that was 
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supposed to set them apart from black sharecroppers and Mexican maids. That explains 

why, when good working-class jobs began to disappear in the 1990s, many white 

Americans experienced this loss not so much in class terms but in terms of race. 

 Irish theme pubs became popular at the very moment that the economic 

dislocations of rural America were being sublimated into race anxiety. Theme pubs were 

not a direct product of this anxietyðbeverage sales revenue was the proximate 

motivationðbut the message encoded in their material discourse was quickly seized on 

by conservative political entrepreneurs. The Victorian heritage fantasy was woven into a 

narrative that confirmed what many white Americans had been told since 1972: that 

ñillegalsò were stealing their jobs, that white manhood was under assault by affirmative 

action and LGBT activists, and that it was all a nefarious conspiracy organized by the 

coastal elites. Pat Buchanan bounded onto the national stage at this moment as a result of 

his primary challenge to George H.W. Bush in 1992. Part of Buchananôs populist 

platform was economic. He railed against NAFTA, free trade, and laissez-faire corporate 

greed. More significantly, however, Buchanan placed his economic critique within the 

framework of a racial war of attrition. He told his supporters that they were right, that 

their jobs were being stolen by ñillegals,ò that America always was a white country, and 

that ñThird Worldò Africans, Mexicans, and Asians were inassimilable. He told working-

class white Americans that their ancestors, whether English or Irish or Italian, had always 

been part of the same white American mainstream. That meant that America was theirs 

by right of inheritance. America itself was white menôs property, ñourò property, and 

white men needed to organize around their shared whiteness to prevent it from being 

stolen by the Mexicans. 
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ñPAT BUCHANAN THOUGHTò 

 Conservative white populism is rarely taken seriously by progressive scholars. It 

is usually dismissed as a collection of reactionary prejudices and forms of self-deception 

unworthy of serious analysis. But white populism is, at least in its more articulated forms, 

an integrated theoretical framework. It purports to explain the longue durée processes of 

history, the economy, and the nature of human difference. In some sense it is the shadow 

of Critical Race Theory, badly distorted as though through a carnival mirror. The one 

thinker in the genre who is often cited in scholarly literature is Harvard sociologist 

Samuel Huntington. His 1993 essay ñThe Clash of Civilizations?ò argued that America is 

defined by an Anglo-Protestant cultural core, and that Mexican immigration is a threat 

because Mexicans refuse to assimilate to that cultural core. However, for all the attention 

that his ñclash of civilizationsò thesis receives, he was little more than a footnote outside 

of academia. Pat Buchananôs essays and speeches are the real locus classicus of white 

populism in America. Buchanan was the first to make the connection between 

globalization, economic inequality, ñthe elites,ò and white victimhood. Buchanan was 

also the first to publicly admit that the GOP was the party of white people. He 

recommended that Republicans drop their efforts to appeal to Blacks and Latinos and 

shore up white working-class votes. He was the original author of the political playbook 

that Donald J. Trump used to win the presidency in 2016, and he predicted the policies 

(anti-globalization, a wall on the border, and white grievance) just as much as the 

rhetoricðthe slogan for his ô92 campaign was ñAmerica First.ò Indeed, in an interview 

just months after Trumpôs election, an aging Buchanan boasted that ñThe ideas made it,ò 

even if he never made it to the White house himself (Alberta 2017). Those ideas could be 



338 
 

labeled ñPat Buchanan Thought.ò To understand the appeal of the new material 

discourses of Irishness, it is necessary to understand how Buchanan used false narratives 

of white victimhood and white immigration to transmute the economic fallout of 

globalization into a theory of racial warfare.  

Buchanan built modern-day white populism on two primary axes: an economic 

critique and a narrative of white victimhood. Although it would later fall victim to his 

ñculture warò obsession, Buchananôs early economic ideas were remarkably progressive. 

He criticized politiciansô alignment with big business, even if that meant criticizing his 

own party. Buchanan considered both Democrats and establishment Republicans to be 

part of the problem. Both mainstream parties were ñin thrall to libertarian ideology and 

controlled by corporate interestsò (2002:37). During the controversy over NAFTA, for 

example, Buchanan primaried his partyôs own sitting president. He argued that the 

Republican-backed treaty was really only in the interest of corporations that were 

planning to use free trade to enrich themselves and to cheapen the cost of American 

labor. He railed against a corporate elite that cared little about ñthe devastation caused to 

the communities left behind,ò (1993:12) and he regularly told anecdotes about visits to 

decaying Rust Belt communities to illustrate the human costs of corporate greed. With 

the benefit of hindsight, many of his economic critiques appear to have been correct (see 

Blecker 2003), although at the time they were ignored by both the left and the right. 

Throughout the 1990s, Buchanan argued that Americaôs working class was being 

betrayed by corporate leaders and by the politicians of an ñinternationalist-interventionist 

eliteò (1993:6). Off-shoring, wage stagnation, and the hollowing out of rural communities 

were the economic issues on which he ran his presidential campaigns. This was a new 
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kind of conservative politics for the post-Reagan era. One of the surprises of studying Pat 

Buchananôs early work is how closely some of his economic ideas align with far-left 

political goals. He actually supported higher taxes on the richða return to the 90% top 

tax rate of the 1950sðand more public support for devastated working-class 

communities (2002:37). These ideas were anathema to the Reagan Republicans who 

thought that the answer to every problem was a tax cut.  

Buchananôs rhetoric created the first cracks in the alliance between so-called 

ñestablishmentò conservatives and the rural working class. Those cracks would later erupt 

into a fissure between RINOs (ñRepublicans in Name Onlyò) and Tea Party Republicans 

during the Obama era, and then widen under Donald J. Trump. Unfortunately, by the end 

of the 1990s, Buchanan mostly forgot about the corporate greed and marginal tax rates 

that animated his early campaigns. He became obsessed with winning a ñculture warò 

against Hollywood, LGBT people, and coastal elites, and he became increasingly 

radicalized. His earlier flirtations with white nationalism turned into a full-on embrace as 

he absorbed the ideas of unrepentant racists like Sam Francis (www.vdare.com; see 

Buchanan 2006:164) and Paul Brimelow (1995). In the 1990s, Buchanan claimed not to 

be certain whether or not America was a creedal nation or a blud und boten race nation. 

By 2006, he was loudly defending the genetic superiority of white folk and reminiscing 

nostalgically about the days of Jim Crow segregation. Buchananôs last book to 

substantively address economic inequality was written in 2002. Afterwards, his concern 

for working-class poverty faded into the background of his desire to preserve the white 

race. 
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 The second axis of Pat Buchanan Thought is a narrative of white victimhood. In 

sum, ñWhite males are the victims of quotas, affirmative action, set-asides, and reverse 

discriminationò (Buchanan 2002:222; see also 2011:150-155). These are all forms of 

economic dislocation that have been translated into a language of racial oppression. 

Buchananôs economic critique of corporate greed and political elitism was never more 

than one step removed from an attack on Black people and Mexicans, although in the 

early 1990s he was sometimes able to separate the two. Buchanan told his working-class 

supporters that the job losses they endured were the result of ñreverse discriminationò 

engineered by elites. Black people and Mexicans were being given priority access to jobs 

that white men should have been given. Blacks and Mexicans were taking spots at elite 

universities where working-class white Christian boys were now considered pariahs. 

Democratic politicians in Washington, D.C. were organizing into Black Caucuses and 

Hispanic Caucuses, but there was no ñWhite Caucusò to defend the rights of white men. 

White Americansðespecially rural, working-class, conservative Christian white 

Americansðwere losing their seat at the table. If they did not fight back, ñThe whites 

may discover what it is like to ride in the back of the busò (2011:153)14. According to the 

theory of white populism, race is the medium through which white men directly 

experience the effects of globalization and economic dislocation (see, e.g., Hall 1980). 

Corporate greed, labor cost differentials, and the fall of protective tariffs might have been 

the ultimate causes of working-class wage stagnation in the 1990s, but those abstract 

policies could only be confronted in the concrete person of the ñillegalò who took a white 

 
14 Buchanan regularly compares the experience of white men today to the experience of Black Americans 
under Jim Crow. It is not clear if he is aware that segregation involved substantial violence and the ever-
present threat of lynching and murder. This may be ignorance as much as malice: his understanding of 
U.S. history is hazy at best. 
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manôs job. Buchanan transmuted the sense of economic dislocation into a theory of race 

replacement, and from race replacement into a tragic fantasy of white mourning and loss. 

Over and over again, Buchanan reminds his audience that their power and their culture 

are in terminal decline. ñWe are not the same country that we were,ò (2002:1), 

ñUncontrolled immigration threatens to deconstruct the nation we grew up in,ò (2002:3), 

ñNow our world has been turned upside down (2002:5). In Buchananôs writings white 

Americans are always referred to by collective pronouns: we, us, our, a rhetorical tactic 

meant to imply white unity and collective ownership. However, this white solidarity was 

not natural and could not be taken for granted: it had to be purposefully constructed out 

of the debris of earlier regimes of white supremacy from which many of his supporters 

would have been excluded. American history is not characterized by white supremacy: it 

is made up of a series of white supremacies, each of which is different from the last. The 

great value of the Victorian heritage fantasy, which appeared not just in theme pubs but 

on television and in film, was that it created the symbolic and narrative foundations for a 

more contemporary ñwhiteò political alliance that incorporated previously antagonistic 

groups. 

 The overarching backdrop to Buchananôs narrative of white victimization was the 

fear of death, the literal death of the white race. ñThe West is dying,ò he warned 

ominously. ñIts nations have ceased to reproduce, and their populations have stopped 

growing, and begun to shrinkò (2002:9). Too many white women were having abortions, 

or falling prey to feminism, or becoming complacent because of Social Security. 

Buchanan actually recommended demolishing Social Security on the grounds that it 

would force white women have more babies to take care of them in retirement. White 
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nationalists are extremely aware of the Census projections indicating that white 

Americans will become a minority sometime around 2040. This has fed into the paranoia 

that white Americans are in danger of dying out and being replaced by fecund Africans, 

Asians, and Mexicansðcounterfeit Americans who will never really understand the 

principles of the Constitution. Concerns like these were not new, of course. Demographic 

anxiety has been one of the major preoccupations of white nationalists since the close of 

the first World War, when for the first time in history European and American colonial 

possessions began to shrink. Lothrop Stoddardôs ñThe Rising Tide of Color Against 

White World Supremacyò (1919) is the classic statement of those fears. Stoddard, seeing 

the growing assertiveness of Japan and the loss of colonial possessions in Asia and 

Africa, warned that the white race was like a dike that was about to be overrun by a 

ñrising flood of colorò (1919:9). He likewise complained that white women were not 

having enough babies to prevent non-white people from breeding them out of existence, 

so he set himself the task of investigating the dynamics of ñwhite race-growthò 

(1919:155). Buchanan latched onto this old race anxietyðin fact, most of his ideas are 

lifted straight out of Stoddard whether he knew it or notðand gave it a new target: 

Mexicans. He pointed to California as an example of white autogenocide in the face of 

Mexican immigration (2011:86). Whites there were not reproducing themselves; they 

were too liberal, too wealthy, and besides, they would rather die out than force their 

children to compete with Mexicans. This was another argument stolen from the 

eugenicists. Madison Grant (1916:80) used the same line to explain why his supposedly 

superior ñNordicsò were receding in the face of urban competition with Jews and Italians. 

Buchanan concluded that because of Mexicans, ñEvery American child born after 2001 
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belongs to a generation more Third World than Europeanò (Buchanan 2011:125). There 

was only one solution. Without a wall along the border, the white race would vanish.  

  There is no disentangling white nationalism from economic populism in Pat 

Buchanan Thought. Race replacement is always the medium through which white 

Americans experience broader economic dislocations (see also Camus 2018). The theory 

can admit that corporate elites and globalization are the abstract cause of material 

suffering, but Mexicans and Black people are the immediate cause. Pat Buchanan 

Thought could charitably be called an indigenous theory of class warfare, but it is an 

underdeveloped and intellectually lazy one. One of its fatal flaws is its refusal to ever 

interrogate the ñwhitenessò at the base of its political claims. Buchanan never bothers to 

define whiteness, nor does he seem to be aware of its historical vicissitudes. He simply 

assumes that whoever was considered ñwhiteò in the Golden Age of the 1950s must have 

always been white. That includes the Irish, Poles, Greeks, and Italians, the ñRomish 

assassinsò of Thomas Nastôs day and the ñlittle dark menò that Madison Grant wanted 

bred out of existence. His historical revisionism served a practical purpose. It made 

America in generalðand American jobs, land, and political representation in particularð

the patrimony of all modern-day ñwhiteò Americans. The descendants of the Irish and 

Italians could lay just as much a claim to good jobs and political privileges as the 

descendants of the Mayflower. It gave the great-grandchildren of racialized immigrants 

permission to pretend that they had always been a part of Americaôs Anglo-Protestant 

ñcore culture.ò That made them different from the Mexicans, Asians, and Africans who 

were invading a nation that is supposed to belong to white men. It justified fences, walls, 

deportation, and the withholding of public assistance. It is worth mentioning in this 
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context that Patrick J. Buchanan himself, the arch-nativist and white nationalist par 

excellence, was the great-grandson of one of the Famine Irish immigrants derided as 

racially inferior in the 19th century (Dowd 1996:21). 

 

 

THESES OF WHITE NATIONALIST HISTORIOGRAPHY 

White populism is sustained by a set of historical narratives grounded in 

fantasyðfantasies like the one communicated by the new material discourse of Irishness. 

The point of these narratives is to explain how a diverse coalition of modern Americans 

all belong to the same ñwhiteò race, to advance the notion that America is a historically 

white nation, and to defend policies that grant white Americans a better claim to 

citizenship than Mexicans and other new immigrants. This requires white nationalists to 

be selective in their recounting of U.S. history, and to employ a series of unconscious 

material signs. 

The contributions of Black Americans are absent from white nationalist 

historiography. They are usually dismissed by pointing out that African Americans had 

no political power and mostly could not vote until after the Civil War. This, of course, 

ignores all the material and cultural contributions that African Americans have made over 

three centuries to our language, science, literature, music, and politics. But if these 

contributions were acknowledged, it would complicate the claim that America has always 

been reserved for the descendants of Europeans. Another feature of white nationalist 

historiography is a disingenuous recounting of Jim Crow and the Civil Rights struggle. 

Jim Crow is remembered as an era when Black Americans were conservative, patriotic, 
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and content with their lot. Violence and lynching are erased from the historical record. 

The Civil Rights Act is likewise described, not as something that black Americans had to 

fight for, but as a bill that sympathetic white Americans passed out of charity (Buchanan 

2002:218). Buchanan recalled the days of Jim Crow with nostalgia: ñSegregation existed, 

but black folks were as American as apple pie, having lived in this land longer than 

almost every other group save the Native Americans. We were of two races, but of one 

nationality: Americans. That cultural unity, that sense that we were one people, is now 

goneò (2006:177). 

 A romanticized narrative of 19th-century immigration is another central element 

of white nationalist historiography. It is this narrative that draws most explicitly on the 

Victorian heritage fantasy. In white nationalist discourse, European immigrants are 

described as coming to the United States with a burning desire to put down roots, to 

become citizens, and to assimilate into Anglo-Protestant culture (e.g., Huntington 1994; 

Brimelow 1995). This is supposed to form a contrast with Mexican immigrants today, 

who come and go without ever developing any loyalty to the nation. ñNot everyone 

coming here brings in his or her heart the passionate attachment to America we attribute 

to the peoples of Ellis Island,ò Buchanan warned (Buchanan 2006:174). This claim is 

belied by the historical record, if not the new material discourse of Irishness. Many Irish 

immigrants in the 19th century came under economic duress. They saw themselves not as 

emigrants, but as members of a diaspora involuntarily exiled from their home (Miller 

1988). Many planned to return home when finances allowed, and some did. Others 

remained closely involved with Irish nationalism rather than American politics. As 

Chapter Four showed, in the 19th century it was commonly understood that Irish 
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Americans were not loyal citizens, but a fifth column intent on embroiling the United 

States in their own ancient war against the Saxons. These facts are inconvenient for white 

nationalists because they suggest that European immigrants were really not so different in 

their motivations or practices than Mexicans, Asians, or Africans today.  

European immigrants are also generally presumed by white nationalists to have 

had higher levels of education, better facility with English, lower rates of crime, and less 

reliance on charity and almshouses than they ever did reality. The Victorian heritage 

fantasy feeds into this narrative by re-classing Irish immigrants as bourgeois, if not 

outright aristocratic. The silver goblets and oak salons hide the fact that when they 

arrived many Irish were desperately poor, so poor that sometimes they stepped off the 

ship stark naked because their clothes had disintegrated during the voyage (Hirota 2017). 

None of the 19th-century controversies about Irish crime, disease, and alcoholism 

described in Chapter Four are addressed or acknowledged. Perhaps most significantly, 

white nationalist historiography never interrogates the racial differences that European 

Americans applied to themselves in the 19th century. They are presumed to have all been 

ñwhiteò because that is what they are today, but European immigration was not racially 

homogenous. The Saxons set themselves against Africanoid Celts, Nordics complained 

about the arrival of Alpines, and Aryans about all the ñlittle dark menò (Grant 1916) 

infesting Americaôs cities. The supposed racial homogeneity of Europe had to be 

invented ex post facto.  

 White nationalists refuse to acknowledge racial divisions among 19th-century 

European immigrants, because doing so would undermine their claim that the U.S. was 

racially and culturally homogeneous before the arrival of Mexicans and other new 
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immigrants. Sam Huntington (2004), for example, argues that America was always 

defined by an Anglo-Protestant ñcore cultureò brought over on the Mayflower. The 

Anglo-Protestant core gave birth to all of Americaôs characteristic institutions, including 

the rule of law and democracy, and it remained stable until Mexicans began arriving and 

refusing to learn English in the early 20th century. He suggests that Mexicansô refusal to 

be assimilate to a romanticized Anglo-Protestantism is the greatest threat facing America, 

worse even than Chinese factories and Russian missiles. But to support his claim that 

American culture is the sole product of the  English Dissenters, Huntington is forced to 

either ignore the contributions made by other peoples over the last three centuries, or to 

argue that they were subsumed by Anglo-Protestantism. He claims, for example, that the 

Famine Irish were ñProtestantizedò by 1860 and lost all the distinctive features of their 

culture, class, and religious values. Chapter Four showed that this is demonstrably false. 

In fact, it is more correct to say that Anglo-American political culture has been 

ñGaelicizedò since at least 1850 (Golway 2014). It was Irish Catholic social doctrine that 

tempered that harshness of robber-baron capitalism, and Irish Catholics who created 

modern-day political machines that are responsive to the needs of their constituents. Irish 

Americans like Patrick Ford anticipated Huntingtonôs arguments more than a century ago 

and dismissed them as blather. ñWe see nothing in the arrival of the foreigners or 

immigrants of the ñMayflowerò more than in the arrival of any vessel with similar 

immigrants landing since at Castle Rock,ò he wrote (Dec. 31, 1870:4). The truth is that 

there never was a monolithic Anglo-Protestant ñcore culture.ò The U.S. has always been 

Gaelicized, and Africanized, and in many parts of the country since 1848, even 
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Hispanicized. But to acknowledge that would mean having to acknowledge that America 

is not the exclusive product or possession of a modern coalition that calls itself ñwhite.ò 

 The aim of white nationalist narratives of immigration is to find a satisfactory 

explanation for why Mexicans should be kept out, but white Europeans let in. In white 

populist literature, these arguments have developed into a set of three well-defined theses. 

There is a (1) numerical thesis, a (2) legal thesis, and a (3) race-difference thesis. The 

numerical thesis is that that there are more Mexicans trying to immigrate today than there 

ever were European immigrants in the 19th century, so new immigration is quantitatively 

different and more threatening. This is correct in absolute terms but not in per capita 

terms. One of the corollaries of the numerical argument is the relative concentration 

thesis. Mexicans are said to be clustering in the Southwest and creating ethnic enclaves 

where they maintain their own culture and speak their own language, in contrast the 19th 

century immigrants who supposedly dispersed into the hinterlands and lost their ethnic 

distinctiveness15. Once again, the historical record complicates this claim. As Chapter 4 

showed, the Irish concentrated so heavily in New York City that they dominated its 

politics and remade the cityôs culture in their own image.  

The second argument is the legal thesis, which points out that many Mexicans 

immigrate clandestinely: this automatically makes them less virtuous and less desirable 

than the older European immigrants. What is never acknowledged, however, is that much 

of the European immigration in the 19th century was not legal, even by the standards of 

 
15 There is an entire literature on this issue, the anthropology of migration, that uses evidence-based 
analyses to examine whether Mexicans are being integrated in the same way as European immigrants in 
the 19th century (e.g., Portes and Rumbaut 2005, Alba 2013). But white nationalist historiography does 
not engage with it. The anti-Mexican theses are not being made based on empirical data, but on intuition, 
ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ άƳƛǎǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊƛƴƎΦέ 
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the day. The British government illegally transported entire poor houses to the U.S., Irish 

paupers were regularly turned away at the border or deported, and countless others tried 

to evade immigration checks by disembarking in Canada and travelling overland into the 

United States (Hirota 2017). Indeed, our entire system of border checks and deportation 

developed to keep Irish paupers out of Massachusetts in the 19th century. ñIllegalityò (De 

Genova 2005) was always an arbitrary construct, not a sign of someoneôs moral 

character.  

The last main line of comparison is the race-difference thesis. According to this 

argument, the European immigrants of the 19th century were ethnically distinct but 

racially homogenous and white, which meant that they could be successfully integrated 

into a white, Anglo-Protestant nation. This argument fails to reckon with the racially 

antagonistic nature of European immigration. As the previous chapters have shown, 

Anglo Protestants in the 19th century did not consider the Irish to be ñwhite.ò They were 

Africanoid Celts and degraded Iberians, and this inferiority was illustrated by material 

discourses that objectified the character deficiencies of the Celt. As late as the 1920s and 

1930s, Nordic eugenicists still argued that Southern and Eastern Europeans were distinct 

and inferior races (Grant 1916). The race-difference thesis further suggests that Mexicans 

have no history of successful political organization, no genetic predisposition to the 

orderly rule of law, and little likelihood of adapting to American norms. Buchanan, for 

example, warns that ñalmost all immigrants today, legal and illegal, come from countries 

and cultures whose peoples have never before been assimilated into a First World nationò 

(2006:221). Historical analysis proves the claim demonstrably incorrect. Mexicans have 

been integrated into a ñFirst World nationò since 1848, and African Americans for even 
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longer. How the same argument applies to the Irish and Italians of the 19th century is 

never addressed. The three theses are pointed to as proof that Mexican, Asian, and 

African immigrants are inferior to the European immigrants of the 19th century, because 

according to the white nationalist narrative of immigration ñ[n]one of the above... holds 

for emigrants from Europeò (Buchanan 2002:142; see also 2006:251).  

The historical fantasies of white nationalism encode an immense nostalgia for a 

moment in time that never existed, at least not the way it is remembered. For Pat 

Buchanan, that moment is the Eisenhower administration. For other white nationalists it 

is a romanticized Europe of the ancien régime, free from racial tensions, homogeneously 

white, and unrepentantly aristocratic (Camus 2018). This is the fantasy scene material 

discourses like the Victorian heritage fantasy recreate. Pat Buchanan Thought points to 

the ó50s as the Golden Age of a bucolic, conflict-free America characterized by casual 

white supremacy and segregation (2011:266). It is no coincidence that this Golden Age 

happens to be the era of Buchananôs childhood, and occasionally he came close to 

recognizing how is politics was intertwined with his own nostalgia. He ended his last 

fire-and-brimstone book, ñSuicide of a Superpower,ò with a rather sad and plaintive 

statement. ñPerhaps some of us misremember the past,ò he finally admitted. ñBut the 

racial, religious, cultural, social, political, and economic divides today seem greater than 

they seemed even in the segregated cities some of us grew up in. Back then, black and 

white lived aparté But we shared a country and a culture. We were one nation. We were 

Americansò (2011: 423-424). This ñmisrememberingò of the past is the disease at the 

heart of modern white populism, and it is reinforced by the material discourses we 

encounter and reproduce in every moment of our daily lives. 
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 CONCLUSION: WHAT TO DO ABOUT IRISH THEME PUBS? 

 This chapter has argued that contemporary Irish theme pubs employ a 

purposefully constructed material discourse termed here the Victorian heritage fantasy. 

The Victorian heritage fantasy re-racializes 19th-century Irish Catholic immigrants and 

paints a false picture of Americaôs past race relations and immigration politics (see Negra 

2006; Eagan 2006; McGovern 2003). As such, it has been co-opted and appropriated by 

white nationalists to create new demographic alliances and to rationalize the exclusion 

and disenfranchisement of Blacks, Mexicans, and new immigrants, all of whom appear to 

be innocently absent from the Victorian tableaux of this invented material discourse (e.g, 

Buchanan 2002; Brimelow 2005; Huntington 2004). The question that remains, as far as 

the Victorian heritage fantasy goes, is what is to be done about it. Can Irish theme pubs 

be consumed ethically, given that they idealize a moment and subject position built 

around elite class prerogative and white homogeneity?  

In a word, yes. Many contemporary critical theorists would probably emphasize 

the problematics of colonial representation in Irish theme pubs, and argue that their 

consumption normalizes troubling assumptions about class politics while white-washing 

the violent history of European settler colonialism (e.g., Negra 2001; Eagan 2006; see 

also Said 1978). Other theorists would likely point to the ñhyperrealò (Baudrillard 

1994:1) nature of Irish theme pubs, and their more or less total lack of fidelity to the 

historical past, as evidence that they are deceptive and degrading, in line with the general 

suspicion of bad representation in Western thought that goes back to Plato (Plato 

1996:44-45; Plato 1998:45; Plato 2016:38; see also Deleuze 1994:xix; Baudrillard 

1994:1-4; Ambuel 2007:5). But these are both highly reductionist arguments, and neither 
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can stand in the face of the Hegelian critique of representation. In his lectures on 

aesthetics, Hegel (2004:10) anticipated the argument that creative representation is false 

or deceptive. ñThe element of art was said to be in its general nature an unworthy 

element, as consisting in appearance and deceptioné An appearance or show, however, 

is essential to existence. Truth could not be, did it not appear and reveal itself, were it not 

truth for someone or something, for itself as also for Mind.ò Hegelôs point here is that 

fidelity to a model is not the purpose of representation or even an important feature of it. 

The purpose of creative representation is to embody the truth of a human Idea. Rejecting 

the whole line of Western empiricism from Aristotle to Locke, Hegel argued that it is 

reality itself that is inadequate and defective whenever it fails to live up to its potential 

(see Ģiģek 2015:108). His was an entirely human-centered epistemology, and human 

experience is its criterion. From Hegelôs perspective, if an enjoyable Irish theme pub does 

not entirely match the historical reality of 19th-century Irish spaces, then it was reality 

itself that was lacking. As soon as we abandon the Platonic terror of false proportions and 

űɎɜŰŬůɛŬŰŬ (see Ambuel 2007:71), the main problem is determining what Idea it is that 

Irish theme pubs try to embody, and whether they succeed. 

Scholars of the Irish theme pub phenomenon have argued that the essential idea 

they attempt to evoke is called in Gaelic ñthe craic,ò which means something like 

camaraderie, companionship, joking, and fun (McGovern 2002:93; McGovern 2003:97; 

Grantham 2009:260; Kelley 2006). Of course, ñthe craicò itself as a vision of drunken 

camaraderie has problematic origins in the trope of Stage Irishry, which tended to depict 

the Irish as happy-go-lucky, gregarious, and more interested in carousing than working 

(McGovern 2003:84). However, the resurrection of a bigoted trope from the 19th century 
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has different connotations today, insofar as in the U.S., Irish identity no longer 

predisposes individuals to systemic oppression or premature death (Waters 1990; see 

Gilmore 2007:28). Instead, this vision of congenial Irishness is celebrated as a social 

ideal and as a fantasized escape from the structures of the contemporary political 

economy. Marketing research on Irish theme pubs suggests that they are often successful 

in attempting to reproduce ñthe craic,ò hence their popularity (Grantham 2009:265; 

Brown and Patterson 2000:656; Lego et al. 2002:72; Munoz et al. 2006:231-232). When 

they function correctly, they create a space in which contemporary consumers are 

encouraged and conditioned to indulge in camaraderie, joking, and fun. Irish theme pubs 

thus function as facsimile environments for socialization and decompression, like 

pressure valves that release the stresses of late capitalist work-time discipline and social 

isolation. Indeed, Baudrillard (1994:13) called themed environments ña space of 

regeneration of the imaginary as waste-water treatment plants are elsewhere.ò This is 

why the consumption of Irish theme pubs is more complex than post-colonial criticism 

and post-structuralist attacks on simulacra can acknowledge. The material discourse of 

Irish theme pubs is built around a problematic logic of elite class prerogative, antiquarian 

nostalgia, and racial homogeneity: but antiquarian nostalgia is simultaneously a revolt 

against the apparent lack of meaning of postmodern existence, and this revolt finds 

expression in the Idea of ñthe craic,ò which can only exist when embodied in material 

form (Hegel 2004:10). Irish pubs thus contain a positive, emancipatory impulse as an 

organizing Idea, even if mixed with classist and exclusionary elements. Whether the two 

can be reconciled is beyond the scope of the present work.
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Fig. 4.8. ñThrowing Down the Ladder by Which They Rose.ò 

Thomas Nast. Harperôs Weekly, July 23, 1870, p.480 [Courtesy 

of HarpWeek]. 
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This history of Irish representation may as well conclude with a Thomas Nast 

cartoon. Nast was a vicious bigot toward Catholics and the Irish (Dewey 2007:29), but he 

did appear to possess a genuine concern for other peoples like Jews, Asians, and African 

Americans. In 1870, he drew a cartoon to express his fears about what the future would 

hold as Irish Americans staked their claim to political power [Fig. 4.8]. In his sketch, a 

wall surrounds the United States to keep out new immigrants. The Chinese huddle around 

the base of it, staring forlornly up at the heights from which Irish Americans stare back 

down at them. The last Irishman has scrambled over the top and kicked down the ladder 

of immigration behind him. The Irish Americans, safe and secure in American territory, 

have raised a new flag: the flag of Know-Nothingism. They have become very thing they 

once detested. Nast feared that the Irish would claw their way to power and then used 

their whiteness as a tool of oppression. This is a good parable for American history. 

Racial formation is cyclical rather than linear: so long as the reward structure of 

American ñracial capitalismò remains intact (Robinson 2000:2), groups that possess 

power will always have an incentive to racialize the less powerful to legitimize their 

intergenerational privilege. 

The next three chapters switch focus to examine the racialization of Mexicans and 

Mexican Americans in U.S. mass media. The Mexican experience presents a related but 

somewhat different set of problems in terms of racial formation and its relation to 

material discourses. In contrast to the Catholic Irish of the 19th century, who had 

uniformly white complexions and did not differ phenotypically from their oppressors, 

Mexicans possess a remarkable variety of phenotypic presentations that often include 

European, indigenous American, and African features. With Mexicans, the challenge for 
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visual media was not to create a ñracialò difference ex nihilo out of object metonyms, but 

to use objects to make sense of a Mexican racial identity that was otherwise ambiguous: 

cultural practices, rather than complexion, were often called on to mark the racial 

distinction between the Mexican and the Anglo-Saxon. However, the following chapters 

will argue that even though the material discourses of Mexican race operate differently 

from the material discourses of Irish race, they serve similar political projects. 
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Chapter 5.  Sombreros, Scoundrels, and the Spanish Heritage Fantasy 

ñWe have conquered many of the neighboring tribes of Indians, but we have never 

thought of holding them in subjection, or of incorporating them into our Union... Nor 

have we ever incorporated into the Union any but the Caucasian race. To incorporate 

Mexico, would be the first departure of the kind; for more than half of its population are 

pure Indians, and by far the larger portion of the residue are mixed blood. I protest 

against the incorporation of such a people. Ours is the Government of the white man.ò 

ð John C. Calhoun, Senator for South Carolina.  

     Speech given on the Senate floor. Jan. 4, 1848. 

 

 

 The previous chapters explored how material discourses can be used to 

manufacture a ñracialò distinction, even in the absence of any physiological variation 

between two groups of people. In the case of 19th-century Irish Catholics, mass media in 

England and New York accomplished this by turning things like pigs and clay pipes into 

the external signs of an invisible and hereditary ñCeltic character.ò However, material 

discourses can also be used to negate physiological variations that really do exist between 

two groups. Material discourses can be used to reconcile visible differences in 

complexion, morphology, and coloration that in other circumstances might be pointed to 

as the basis for racial formation. They do this by making cultural signs like costume and 

diet function as the real proof of ñrace,ò independently of complexion and physical 

appearance. This is a strategic operation. Basing race on culture and class-based 

stereotypes, rather than on physiology, makes it possible to incorporate diverse 

populations into existing racial formations. This is especially important when differences 

in complexion are ambiguous or politically inconvenient for those in power. To explore 

this alternate function of the material discourses of race, the following chapters turn to 

the historical representation of Mexicans in U.S. visual culture. 
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This chapter returns to the 1840s to investigate how Mexicans were initially 

racialized in U.S. visual culture during the Mexican American War. It is based on an 

analysis of 70 color lithographs of the war that were printed between 1846 and 1848. 

Color lithography was perfected in the mid-1840s, just as the war with Mexico broke out, 

and mass-produced lithographic prints became Americaôs first truly democratic source of 

mass visual culture (Marzio 1971:37). They were sold in corner stores, at dime shops, 

and even hawked by children for pennies apiece from makeshift tables set up on the street 

(Le Beau 2007:25; Peters 1942:11). The color lithographs examined in this chapter would 

have been the first images of Mexicans that many American audiences ever encountered. 

They established a common ñscopic regimeò (Rose 2001:6; see also Anderson 2006) and 

a set of expectations for what Mexico and Mexicans were supposed to look like. The 

stereotypical tropes they employed, like using peasant clothing to distinguish Mexicans 

from Anglos, or showing Mexicans as untrustworthy scoundrels, helped to create the 

framework for later prejudices about Mexican Americans (see Gómez 2007:17).  

The analysis of the war lithographs will show that American media was forced to 

invent a material discourse of Mexican-ness in the 1840s to try to make sense of what 

were, at the time, highly ambiguous and contradictory ideas about Mexican racial 

identity. On the one hand, there was an established rhetoric of Mexican mongrelization 

that went back to the first conflicts between Tejanos and Anglo colonists in the 1820s 

(De León 1983:17). This ñmongrelò discourse posited Mexicans as degraded half-breed 

Indians. On the other hand, there was also a common understanding that Mexicans were 

the inheritors of the Spanish empire and, at least to some extent, white Europeans (e.g., 

Calhoun 1848:12). This ñSpanish heritage fantasyò (Fregoso 2003:103; Molina 2014:27; 
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McWilliams 1949:19) made it possible to identify elite Mexicans as legally and socially 

white, even if they were mestizo or afromestizo (Menchaca 2001:275; Alonzo 1998:49). 

To resolve this confusion, lithographic artists in New York adopted the convention of 

coloring their Mexican figures white like Anglo Americans, while using material icons 

like sombrero hats and charro outfits to distinguish the Mexicans in their sketches from 

Anglos. Cultural residues were thus pointed to as the external objectification of 

Mexicansô mongrelized racial identity, independently of a complexion that could 

sometimes present as deceptively white.  

There are two reasons for placing this study of the racialization of Mexicans side-

by-side with a study of the racialization of the Irish. In the first place, both racisms were 

mutually constitutive. They developed out of similar political-economic developments in 

the 1840s (see Wallerstein 2011b:137-138; Kennedy 2013:266; Torget 2015:126) and 

contributed to a shared trans-Atlantic vocabulary of Anglo-Saxon superiority (see 

Garrison 1911:829). Later anti-Irish prejudices, as described in Chapter Three, also 

created the template for contemporary anti-Mexican nativism (see Hirota 2017:2). Thus, 

each case enriches the understanding of the other. The other reason for studying them 

side-by-side is that the Irish and Mexican cases together illustrate two opposite ways that 

material discourses can make ñrace.ò In the case of the Irish, individuals with white 

complexions were racialized as degenerate, Cro-Magnon Celts on account of their 

supposed material culture. With Mexican Americans, on the other hand, the opposite has 

sometimes occurred: material discourses of white domesticity have been used to re-

racialize certain dark-complected Mexicans as ñwhite.ò Putting the Irish experience 

together with the Mexican experience shows the different ways that race can be 
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constructed against the grain of corporeal reality. A comparative analysis is also useful 

for identifying common patterns through which material objects are turned into signs of 

racial identity. For example, the fetishization of sombreros discussed later in this chapter 

is analogous to the use of wool walking hats as metonyms for Irishness in 1843. Similar 

patterns are apparent in the way that U.S. visual culture has exploited Georgian breeches 

and vacquero outfits, potatoes and tortillas, and Famine scalpeens and thatch jacales. 

This ñcostume-consumption-habitationò complex forms the core syntax of the material 

discourses of race, and Chapter 8 will use these historical patterns to develop an abstract 

typology of racialized material culture. 

This chapter is divided into two parts. The first is a historical survey that 

examines the political economy of Texas in the 1830s and 1840s, when Anglo colonists 

first came into conflict with the centuries-old Mexican ranching culture. It describes how 

the emerging dominance of commercial cotton agriculture eventually lead to the 

Mexican-American War and the racialization of Mexicans in American visual culture. 

The second part of the chapter analyzes the war-era lithographs and shows how Mexicans 

were initially depicted as white-skinned Spaniards, in spite of contemporary evidence to 

the contrary. Clothing and architecture, rather than complexion, became the visible signs 

of Mexican racial identity. 
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BACKGROUND: HISTORICAL  ORIGINS OF ANTI -MEXICAN RACISM , 1820-

1845 

Racial prejudice against Mexicans has antecedents in Anglo-American culture 

that date back to the wars over the Protestant Reformation in the 16th century. The 

English passed down various stereotypes about the Spanish as part of a Leyenda Negra or 

ñBlack Legendò about the cruelty of the Iberians during their wars over religion and 

colonial dominance in the New World (Carrigan and Webb 2013:51; Poole 1997:43). The 

Spanish were caricatured as superstitious, cruel, and racially defiled by Moorish African 

blood. They were also supposed to be superstitious and economically backward, in 

contrast to the commercially enterprising English. The legacy of that early modern 

European rivalry predisposed American colonists to be hostile to the Spanish and Creole 

populations in the Americas. It also made them suspicious of the Spaniardsô racial purity. 

Virginia physician John Mitchell (1744:150), for example, reported that ñthe Spaniards 

themselves, who have inhabited America under the Torrid Zone, for any Time, are 

become as dark coloured as our native Indians of Virginiaé And were they not to 

intermarry with the Europeans, but lead the same rude and barbarous Lives with the 

Indians, it is very probable, that, in a Succession of many Generations, they would 

become as dark in Complexion.ò Mitchell, like other colonial American physicians and 

scientists, feared that adopting customs like simple housing or poor diet would cause 

Europeans to degenerate to the level of natives (Mitchell 1744:139; see also Smith 

1788:57; Blumenbach 1865[1775]:111). Mitchellôs speculations on the Spanish colonists 

were an early expression of the ideas that would evolve into prejudices about Mexican 

degeneracy.  
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The vague colonial-era prejudices against Spain and her dependencies evolved 

into actual anti-Mexican racism during the Anglo colonization of Texas in the 1820s (De 

León 1983:xi). Indeed, Texas was the central theater of struggle between Anglos and 

Mexicans throughout the 19th century: it was where their respective socioeconomic 

formations, ranching and slave-based plantation agriculture, came into direct conflict. It 

was also where long-standing racial stereotypes about ñlazy Mexicansò (De León 1983:7) 

and ñdirty Mexicansò (Montejano 1987:227-228) first developed as justifications for 

seizing Mexican land and exploiting Mexican labor. The investigation of anti-Mexican 

racism in the following chapters will argue that anti-Mexican prejudice did not derive 

from naturalistic observations about complexion, which anyways could be overlooked. 

The individual elements of anti-Mexican racism in the United States each developed as 

strategies for rationalizing the exploitation of Mexican land and labor in specific 

historical contexts (see Almaguer 1994:104). The 19th-century sources are extremely 

clear on this point: they repeatedly make the case that economic productivity was the 

basis for Anglo-Saxon superiority over Mexicans and the moral justification for 

exploiting them. The white nationalism of ñmanifest destinyò was justified along 

economic lines (OôSullivan 1847:100), as was U.S. expansionism. Visiting the newly 

annexed southwest, for example, one American observed that ñWhen this country 

belonged to the thriftless and indifferent Mexican, these hills and valleys lavished upon 

the desert air their wealth and beauty. It remained for the indomitable and thorough-going 

Anglo-Saxon race, to bring forth the mineral and agricultural wealth of this beautiful and 

valuable countryò (Schaeffer 1860:90-91). 
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White Americansô first major interactions with Mexicans occurred in Texas in the 

mid-1820s. For several centuries before their arrival, Texas had been a distant frontier of 

New Spain sparsely populated by settlers who called themselves Tejanos, or Texans. The 

Tejanos never numbered more than six or seven thousand throughout the 18th and early 

19th centuries. They were vastly outnumbered by the indigenous Comanches, Apaches, 

Kiowa, and other tribes that numbered in the tens of thousands. The Mexican population 

was ña tiny island within the greater sea of Comancher²aò (Torget 2015:29). Tejano 

settlement was concentrated in three regions: Nacogdoches in the east near the Louisiana 

border, Béxar-Goliad that is today called San Antonio, and the vast tracts of ranchland 

running along the Rio Grande south of the Nueces River (Tijerina 1994:5). Each of those 

three regions had a population of around 2,000, more or less, depending on how many 

settlers were lost each year to disease and Indian raids (Tijerina 1994:23). The population 

was also racially heterogenous and not at all ñSpanishò by the beginning of the 19th 

century. A small number of mestizo and Spanish settlers formed the nucleus of the major 

population centers, and this group was occasionally replenished by colonists from central 

Mexico or Spainôs Canary Islands. Voluntary settlement, however, was rare. Throughout 

the 18th and early 19th centuries, the growth of the Tejano communities was dependent 

on Tlaxcalan soldiers from central and northern Mexico who were assigned to the 

presidios in Texas (De Leon 1983:6). Many of those soldiers intermarried with the 

mestizos and Spaniards and settled locally after their discharge. The mixed racial heritage 

of the earliest Tejanos means that the ñSpanish heritage fantasyò (Fregoso 2003:103), that 

New Spainôs frontier was tamed by pureblooded Castilians, was never anything but a 
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myth. But it was a myth that survived because it later made it possible to incorporate 

some Mexicans into Anglo society. 

 The Tejano economy at the beginning of the 19th century was entirely dependent 

on ranching (Torget 2015:25; Tijerina 1994:16). Ranching culture developed naturally 

out of the earliest Spanish forays into Texas: the Spanish had recognized that the region 

held promise as grazing country, so they had been seeding the land with livestock for 

centuries. As early as 1689, an explorer named Don Alonzo de León had led an 

expedition to Texas with two hundred cattle, four hundred head of horse, and a hundred 

and fifty mules, with the intent of colonizing the region with domestic animals (Tijerina 

1994:66). He left one male and one female of each species on the bank of every river he 

crossed, and later expeditions followed a similar protocol. Over time, this strategy for 

creating wild herds built up an enormous population of mustangs and cattle that became 

the foundation of the Tejano economy. The herds were exploited for local consumption, 

but their major value came from the massive round-ups and stock drives that delivered 

animals to markets in the United States. By the end of the 1700s, Tejano ranchers had 

established markets in Louisiana and Natchez where massive drives delivered cattle and 

horses from the Texas hinterlands (Tijerina 1994:68). As ranching developed into the 

primary industry in Spanish Texas, private ranches stretched from the Rio Grande in the 

south all the way to Nacogdoches in the east (Tijerina 1994:66). Ranch life and frontera 

existence became central to Tejano culture: much of what later became identified with 

the American West, from stock drives to cowboys, had its origins in Spanish Texas. 

Tejanos had a ñstrong predilection for a grazing economyò (Tijerina 1994:67) rather than 

for farming. Partly this was due to cultural traditions that placed value on owning land 
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and livestock, but it was also a practical response to the ever-present threat of attack by 

Comanches and Apaches. Livestock are mobile: they can be moved to new grazing 

grounds in times of crisis, whereas row crops and farms were highly vulnerable to Indian 

attacks (Tijerina 1994:66). Ranching also required a smaller labor force than crop-raising, 

an important concern given the small population and scarcity of labor in the Tejano 

settlements. The production of cash crops like cotton and sugar was something the 

Tejanos never seriously attempted because they lacked the capital and the commercial 

infrastructure (Torget 2015:27). Besides, there was not enough military security to make 

such ventures stable or profitable. 

The Tejano ranching economy was almost totally destroyed in the second decade 

of the 19th century during the violent spasms of the Mexican Revolution. Miguel 

Hidalgoôs abortive revolt against the colonial authorities broke out in central Mexico in 

1810. In 1812, an expedition of Tejano revolutionaries and American adventurers known 

as the Gutierrez-Magee Rebellion captured Béxar and declared Texas independent of the 

Spanish government (Torget 2015:31). By that time, however, Hidalgo had been captured 

and executed by royalist forces, so Spainôs colonial army quickly sent a punitive 

expedition northward to reclaim the frontera. Under General Jose Joaquin de Arredondo 

the royalists pursued a scorched-earth policy against the Tejanos throughout 1812 and 

1813, intent on stamping out revolutionary sentiment. After routing the rebel forces and 

recapturing Béxar, Arredondo executed many of the survivors and sent his cavalry to ride 

down and kill hundreds more who were fleeing to Louisiana. At least a thousand Tejanos 

were massacred during the campaign and another thousand fled to the United States as 

refugees, effectively cutting the population of Spanish Texas in half. ñNacogdoches had 
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been completely abandoned; La Bahía had been gutted. San Antonio [Béxar] endured as 

the only significant outpost left although its people had been decimatedò (Torget 

2015:34). Depopulated and defeated, the Tejano settlements could no longer defend 

themselves against the indigenous tribes. Comanche raiders stepped up their attacks in 

1814, almost immediately after Arredondoôs campaign, and destroyed most of the 

livestock and livelihood of the remaining Tejano settlers. By the end of the decade, ñthe 

Spanish position in Texas neared complete collapseò (Torget 2015:48). The surviving 

Tejano leaders decided to invite Anglo settlementðand the slave-based cotton 

agriculture that came with itðas a last-ditch effort to revive the state with the wealth of 

King Cotton. 

Anglo colonization commenced in 1820, when Moses Austin petitioned the 

Spanish authorities in Béxar for permission to establish a colony (Torget 2015:48). His 

son, Stephen Austin, arrived in August, 1821, just as Mexico achieved its independence 

from Spain. Austinôs colonization plan was enthusiastically supported by Tejano leaders, 

and the new Mexican government agreed to grant settler families 4,438 acres of land each 

in exchange for pledging allegiance to Mexico and nominally adopting the Roman 

Catholic faith (Henderson 2007:38). The offer quickly attracted more interest than 

Mexicoôs leaders had anticipated. Good cotton land on the U.S. Gulf Coast was selling 

for up to $50 per acre, and after the Panic of 1819, when credit was tightened to prevent 

speculation, it was almost completely out of reach for beginning farmers (Torget 

2015:51). Texas was able to offer premium cotton lands for a fraction of that price. As a 

result, the Anglo colonies attracted tens of thousands of Americans who wanted to grow 

cotton but could not afford to buy land in the United States. Almost ninety percent of the 
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settlers in Stephen Austinôs colony came from slave states, and ñalmost all listed 

themselves as farmers and hoped to raise cottonò (Torget 2015:85). The economic 

formula was a success: by the mid-1820s Texas was already exporting 200,000 pounds of 

cotton per year (ibid:87), and that number rose to half a million pounds by the end of the 

decade (ibid:123). During the same period the Anglo population of Texas multiplied from 

a few hundred to 20,000ðmore than six times the remaining population of Tejanos 

(Henderson 2007:50). Anglo colonization brought the southern U.S. ñcotton complexò 

(Torget 2015:9) to Texas, and cotton-growing lead to Texasô incorporation into the 

international system of textile imperialism that dominated global commerce in the 19th 

century. According to Kennedy (2013:12), ñBy the 1830s... Texas was becoming 

agriculturally an extension of the cotton South.ò 

Cotton gave Texas the economic lifeline that the Tejano leadership had desired. 

However, it eventually brought the Anglo and Tejano social formations, with their 

distinct modes of production, into direct conflict. There were two instigating factors: land 

tenure and slavery. Cotton-growing requires vast tracts of well-watered land. The 

commercialization of cotton in Texas thus necessitated the removal of groups already 

occupying the best naturally irrigated territory. This, in turn, necessitated the production 

of various rationalizations and moral justifications for their expulsion. Foremost among 

these was the belief in Anglo-Saxon industry and racial superiority that eventually 

became known as ñmanifest destinyò (Horsmann 1981; see OôSullivan 1845). The first 

groups to suffer the effects of cotton expansion were Texasô native tribes. Austinôs Anglo 

colonists either expelled them or exterminated them from areas amenable to cotton 

growing. A few years later the independent Republic of Texas would institute a policy of 
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wholesale clearance and genocide against the native peoples in order to ñclear out cotton 

country for Anglo farmersò (Torget 2015:208), and the indigenous presence in east Texas 

was almost totally extinguished to make way for cotton plantations (Kennedy 2013:81). It 

was not long before Tejanos began to face similar pressure. Conflict between Tejanos and 

Anglo settlers began to develop in the mid-1820s, especially around Goliad and Victoria, 

because of conflicts surrounding land grants and cattle rustling (Tijerina 1994:123). 

Anglo cotton-growers coveted the riparian tracts deeded to Tejanos centuries previously 

by the Spanish crown, and they would devise many ways of dispossessing them.  

The second major source of conflict was slavery. Tejano ranchers did not have a 

slave-holding tradition, and the post-colonial government in Mexico City was resolutely 

hostile to slavery. However, the Southern economic model of cotton planting was entirely 

dependent on enslaved rather than waged labor. The future of Texas was thus dependent 

on the resolution of the slavery issue: if Mexico City successfully abolished it on the 

frontier, it would destroy the economic underpinnings of the emergent Anglo society. 

Tejano landowners allied themselves with Stephen Austin and his followers to defend 

slavery as a necessary feature of Texasô new prosperity. ñEndorsing American-style 

chattel slavery was primarily a practical consideration for most Tejano leaders: if 

defending the institution was necessary in order to bring American farmers into Texas, 

then they would defend slavery as a means to greater endsò (Torget 2015:72). However, 

politicians in Mexico City and Saltillo never resigned themselves to accepting slavery in 

the new republic, and throughout the 1820s and early 1830s they made numerous 

attempts to abolish the practice. Tejano politicians like Erasmo Seguín and José Antonio 

Navarro conspired with the colonists to subvert and defeat anti-slavery laws. For 
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example, in 1827, the state congress at Saltillo passed a law banning further importation 

of slaves into Texas, which threatened the growth of the Anglo colonies. The following 

year, Navarro sponsored a new law called Decree 56 which required the state to 

recognize all contracts of labor signed in foreign countries (Tijerina 1994:116). The law 

passed because it appeared innocuous, but Navarro had already plotted with Austin to use 

as a means of importing prohibited slaves. Austin simply alerted new Anglo settlers to 

stop in New Orleans before bringing their slaves to Texas, where a local notary would 

sign a ñcontractò stating that each slave was, in fact, a contracted laborer working off a 

debt of $1200 at a rate of $20 per year, from which food and housing costs were to be 

deducted. The ñcontractò made this perpetual debt transferable to heirs. The scheme was 

one of many the Texan colonists devised to thwart abolition (Torget 2015:133). 

The conflict over slavery was the ñfoundational issueò that precipitated the Texas 

Revolution in 1835 (Torget 2015:163). Although framed as a defense of liberty against a 

despotic central government, the revolution was in fact little more than a campaign meant 

to protect the right to own slaves from Mexicoôs continual attempts at abolition. During 

the revolution, however, Anglo colonistsô previously guarded complaints about their 

Mexican neighbors escalated into full-scale racism (De Leon 1983:14). After 1835, for 

example, the Anglo colonists began to rationalize their economic prerogatives and 

political autonomy as a consequence of Anglo-Saxon racial superiority and Mexican 

mongrelization. Stephen Austin characterized the Texas Revolution as a war between ña 

mongrel Spanish-Indian and negro race, against civilization and the Anglo American 

raceò (quoted in De Leon 1983:12), while David Burnet, ad interim President of Texasô 

revolutionary government, called Mexicans ña mongrel race of degenerate Spaniards and 
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Indiansò (quoted in De Leon 1983:13). The colonists thus racialized a conflict 

(Menchaca 2001:228) that had begun over the right to enslave labor and seize land. Anti-

Mexican racism was the moral justification or ñcoverò (Robinson 2013:8) for the raw 

pursuit of class interests. After Texas achieved independence from Mexico, Tejanos 

found themselves marginalized as the Republic of Texas evolved into a majority-Anglo 

slave state. Many of the wealthier Tejano landowners married into elite Anglo families 

and became incorporated into this new white supremacist society (De Leon 1983:13; 

Montejano 1987:34). Tejano laborers and subsistence farmers, however, were racialized 

as inferiors. 

During the decade of Texas independence, anti-Mexican racism developed many 

of its main rhetorical tropes, like the ñlazy Mexicanò who preferred ranching or 

subsistence agriculture to working on cotton plantations (De León 1983:7; see also 

Montejano 1987:77). Anglo Texians pointed to Mexican material culture as another proof 

of their inferiority (De León 1983:24). In particular, the thatched Mexican huts known as 

jacales were described as wretched hovels that could only be tolerated by a people 

congenitally given over to poverty and a lack of ambitionðmuch as Irish cabins and 

scalpeens were being described in England at the same moment (e.g., ññIreland and the 

Irish,ò ILN, Aug. 12, 1843:101). ñMexican homes as representatives of an antiquated and 

unenterprising culture continued to incur their share of judgements,ò De León (1983:30) 

writes. ñThe grass and straw roofs, the mesquite walls, the clay or mud floors, the 

makeshift furniture, and other aspects of the domicile came in for ridicule. Anglos 

pointed to it as an object of primitivism and backwardness.ò This was especially 

significant in an era when housing was theorized to be both the cause and consequence of 
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racial difference (e.g., Mitchell 1744:138; Smith 1788:75). However, in the 1830s, these 

rhetorical tropes about Mexican character had no counterpart in visual culture. Mexicans 

had not yet been serialized as a racial ñtypeò (see Poole 1997:81-83), and there was no 

regime of representation (Hall 2017:232) to determine what a Mexican was supposed to 

look like. This was largely because there was no mass visual media in Texas at the time. 

Illustrated weeklies would not be available until Frank Leslieôs and Harperôs Weekly 

appeared in New York twenty years later, and photographic and print technology were 

too primitive for mass distribution (Mraz 2009:3; Street 2008:36-37). The situation 

changed when the technology to mass-produce color lithographs was perfected in the 

early 1840s (Marzio 1971:38-39; Tyler 1973:8), just as the United States was preparing 

to annex Texas and provoke a war with Mexico. 

The following pages investigate Americaôs first visual regime for representing 

Mexico and Mexicans, which developed out of mass-produced color lithographs in the 

1840s. It will show that in 1846, white Americans on the East Coast were unclear as to 

Mexican racial identity and complexion. They were caught between a rhetoric of racial 

mongrelization, the origins of which can be traced back to Elizabethan prejudices about 

Spaniards being defiled by Moorish African blood (Carrigan and Webb 2013:51), and a 

ñSpanish heritage fantasyò (Fregoso 2003:103, Molina 2014:27, McWilliams 1949:19) 

that identified Mexicans with medieval Castilian aristocrats. To resolve this confusion, 

lithographic artists employed two strategies for representing Mexicans. The first was to 

depict them as white Europeans with skin the same color as white Americans. However, 

the Mexicans were distinguished by their clothing, especially vacquero outfits and highly 

fetishized sombreros. The second strategy was to use imagery of monumental 
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architecture like forts, castles, and plazas to identify Mexico and Mexicans with medieval 

Spain. In both cases, material discourses were employed as elements of a racial project 

that sought to mark, for the first time in U.S. visual culture, what made a Mexican 

different from a white American. This was a nakedly propagandistic effort (Johannsen 

1985:225): the purpose of making Mexicans look strange, atavistic, or cowardly was to 

justify a war of conquest that many Americans initially opposed (see discussion in 

OôSullivan 1845). However, the elements of caricature in the 1840s war lithographs 

would create a template for later regimes of Mexican racial representation. 

 

 

SOURCES: POPULAR LITHOGRAPHS BY CURRIER  AND IVES  

 This chapter is based on an analysis of 70 lithographs of the Mexican-American 

War held in the collections of the Library of Congress, all of which were published 

between 1846 and 1848. These lithographs represent the first attempt to depict Mexico 

and Mexican people in American mass media, and this is the first scholarly study to 

analyze those images in terms of their racial content. There is also a small photographic 

record of the warðit was the first ever to be photographed (Mraz 2009:7)ðbut 

constraints on early technology meant those photographs had limited impact. 

Daguerreotype cameras required exposures lasting several minutes, so the photographs 

tend to be posed portraits rather than active scenes. In addition, daguerreotypes could not 

be copied or reproduced, which severely limited their distribution and their influence on 
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the public imagination (Mraz 2009:3). Instead it was mass-produced color lithographs 

that turned the war into a spectacle for public consumption (Tyler 1973:2).  

The majority (n=62) of the lithographs analyzed for this chapter were published in 

New York by N. Currier, later Currier and Ives. Currier and Ives was the most popular 

lithographic publisher in the U.S., and the one that exercised a dominant influence on 

middle-class discourse (Le Beau 2007). Peters (1942:2) calls them ñan American 

institutionòðtheir prints made their way into nearly every home during the latter half of 

the century. Currier and Ives was also the most prolific illustrator of the conflict. They 

produced somewhere between 60 and 85 total lithographs of the war (Tyler 1973:11; c.f. 

Johannsen 1985:226)16, so the sample analyzed here represents the vast majority of 

Currier images on the subject. Every one of those prints was colored by handðto the end 

of their careers, Currier and Ives remained true to the traditional way of coloring prints 

(Peters 1942:14). Other images were published by J.S. Baillie, Kellog and Kellog, F. and 

S. Palmer, Turner and Fisher, and Kellog and Thayer. The sample of lithographs was 

chosen to emphasize images on a human scale where individual characters and feature 

can be seen. Lithographs that adopt a birdôs-eye view to show troop movements were 

excluded. 

Lithographs are made from stone printing blocks. It was an early technique for 

mass-producing images that developed in Germany at the turn of the century (Marzio 

1971). It takes advantage of the peculiar chemical properties of limestone. The artist first 

 
16 ¢ƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǊŜǇŀƴŎȅ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ¢ȅƭŜǊΩǎ ŀƴŘ WƻƘŀƴƴǎŜƴΩǎ Ŏƻǳƴǘǎ Ƴŀȅ ŀǊƛǎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŘƛŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ǘƻ 
whether certain N. Currier prints published between 1846 and 1848 should be accounted for as images of 
the war: for example, sentimental prints of sailors saying goodbye to their wives and girlfriends before 
leaving the U.S. However, as neither author provides an inventory of the images they include, it is 
impossible to be certain. 




