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Key learning points 
 

Background 

 

1. From 1830 Scotland industrialised quickly and soon outpaced the rest of 

Britain, coming to be known as the ‘workshop of the world’. 

2. Rapid industrial growth led to the mass migration of labour to the cities in 

search of work and accommodation.  

3. Unplanned growth of cities and towns created squalor and overcrowding on 

a massive scale. Even by 1911 over 60% of Scots were living in one or two-

roomed houses compared with only 7% in England.  

4. Poverty was widespread, wages were low compared to the rest of Britain, and 

infant mortality rates were high. 

5. Scotland’s  economy was based on exports, mainly to the Empire. Scotland’s 

wealth therfore depended on how well other economies in the world were 

doing.  

6. In the late 1920s and 1930s there was a worldwide economic depression 

which saw a quarter of the working population of Scotland unemployed.  

7. Many Scots who faced these economic and social problems saw migration as 

one way out.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

1. The migration of Scots 
 

1.1 Push and pull factors in internal migration in the lowlands 

 

• Lowland Scots in search of work were pulled to the cities by the promise 

of jobs, higher wages, a more varied social life, an end to the isolation of 

working alone on the land and accommodation.  

• Lowland Scots were pushed from their homes by the increase of new 

technology on farms which made their jobs obsolete. As much agricultural 

work came with a tied property, when these workers lost their jobs they 

also lost their homes.  

 

1.2 Push and pull factors in internal migration in the south and east Highlands. 

 

 

• In the south and east Highlands, Scots were pushed from their land by a 

lack of available jobs.  

• In the south and east Highlands, Scots were pulled to the towns, such as 

Tarbert, by the promise of jobs but also education (schools). By 1826, 70% 

of the population of Argyll could read, while only 30% of the Hebridean 

population were literate.  

 

1.3 Push and pull factors in internal migration in the north and west Highlands. 

 

• The Scots in the north and west Highlands and Islands were not as 

attracted by others by the pull of jobs and better education. It remained a 

peasant society, where crofts were the main way of life, and where many 

relied on the potato harvest to survive.  

• Migration to the south was usually temporary, so the could buy grain and 

pay rent for the their crofts.  

• These Scots gained temporary employment in lowland agriculture in the 

1850s and the herring industry of Aberdeenshire in the 1870s. By 1891 

three out of four of the population depended on fishing or crafting to 

survive.  

• Temporary employment allowed the peasant to remain attached to the land 

until after the First World War when the export trade in herring ended 

due to the Russian Revolution closing the eastern European market; and 

increased use of technology in lowland farms meant less labour was 

needed. Many Highlanders therefore had to abandon their land for 

permanent jobs elsewhere. 

• Between 1911 and 1951 the population of the Hebrides decreased by 28%. 

• Where Highlanders and Islanders settled depended on the sea routes 

available for them to take. Most Highlanders tended to settle in and around 

Edinburgh and Glasgow, but not the more urban centres like Dundee or 

Dunfermline.  

 

 

 



 

1.4  Push and pull factors in emigration from the Highlands 

 

• General push factors include poor economic conditions or political 

oppression at home 

• General pull factors included the promise of higher wages, political 

freedom and new economic opportunities.  

 

1.5 The Highland Clearances 

 

• In the Highlands emigration was the result of force and persuasion, often 

resulting from Highlanders being evicted from their land and homes. The 

push factors were, therefore, of primary importance.  

• The eviction of Highlanders from their homes reached a peak in the 1840s 

and early 1850s.  

• Landlords took these decisions because the Highland economy had 

collapsed and at the same time the population was rising.  

• Landlords saw sheep as a more profitable. 

• The failure of the potato crop in the late 1830s and late 1840s also pushed 

many crofters off their land in search of a better life.  

 

• Some landlords financed emigration schemes, like the Dukes of Argyll and 

Sutherland. Offers of funding, however, were often linked to eviction, 

leaving crofters with little choice.  

• The Emigration Act of 1851 made emigration more freely available to the 

poorest.  

• The Highlands and Islands Emigration Society was set up to help 

emigrants settle abroad.  

• Landlords could secure passage to Australia for their former tenants for £1.  

• Between 1846 and 1857 16,533 of the poorest people, mainly young men, 

were helped to emigrate. The islands of Skye and Mull saw their 

populations decrease significantly.  

 

1.6 The Highlands after 1855 

 

• After 1855 there were less evictions and emigration was more about 

choice.   

• The decline in the Highland population in this period was less than in the 

rural lowlands.  

• This was largely down to the Crofter’s Holding Act of 1886, which gave 

more rights to crofters, allowing them to keep their land. Between 1886 and 

1950 over 2700 new crofts were created. Less Highlanders felt the need to 

emigrate during this period.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

1.7 Where the Highlanders went 

 

• Many Highlanders went to the growing cities and towns in the south 

but a substantial left for the New World. 

• Those evicted in the clearances of the 1840s and early 1850s tended to 

choose Canada rather than lowland Scotland. Places like Nova Scotia 

(New Scotland) and Ontario were attractive as they allowed crofters to 

remain in touch with the land and continue a similar way of life.  

• In Nova Scotia in the first half of the nineteenth century, 59% of UK 

settlers were Scots-born. 

• From 1853, the USA became the main destination for 50% of 

emigrating Scots. 

• New Zealand was also very popular and by 1850 Scots made up a 

quarter of the population there.  

 

1.8 Push and pull factors in emigration from the Lowlands. 

 

 

• In the Lowlands emigration tended to be about the desire the improve 

one’s living standards. It was purely voluntary. 

• These lowland Scots saw migration as a solution to unemployment and 

economic depression. 

• Low wages and poor housing conditions convinced others to leave. 

• Many lowlands Scots left to work in the cities and towns.  

• When there was severe economic depression, emigration was high. 

• Emigrants form the lowlands who chose to go abroad generally settled 

in Canada.  

 

 

1.9 The nature, class and skills of Scots emigrants over the years 

 

• Early settlers from Scotland-in the late 18th and early 19th centuries-

tended to come from middle-class backgrounds.  

• Many of these early settlers were skilled, among them doctors, 

merchants, farmers and suchlike.  

• In the mid nineteenth century we can see that there were clearly two 

groups who emigrated abroad: lowland Emigrants were often 

craftsmen, labourers and small farmers, different in terms of their skills 

and class from the landless peasants from the Highlands. 

• By the 20th century the skilled worker had become the largest category 

of those social groups who emigrated. 

• Social standing came to determine the destinations of Scots. Unskilled 

labourers preferred Canada and Australia, skilled workers opted for 

South Africa and the USA, and the middle classes tended to favour 

South Africa. 



• Many emigrants, of course, went to England. Between 1841-1931, 

around 749,000 Scots moved to other arts of the UK compared with 

over 2 million who emigrated abroad.  

 

 

 

1.10 Emigration abroad was easier from the 1830s onwards 

 

• Opportunities abroad, especially in North America and Australia., were 

seen as greater than those in the UK,  

• The revolution in transport-the invention of the steamship-also made 

travel easier. 

• Travel time by steamship was reduced significantly in the period. IN 

the 1850s it took over 6 weeks to cross the Atlantic; in 1914 it took 

only a week. 

• This meant that migration could be temporary as well as permanent. 

• Also, if things did not work out in the New World, for the price of a 

steamship ticket, you could return home. Indeed, by 1900 a third of 

those who had left had returned. 

• In essence, emigration seemed less risky in the age of the steamship.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2. The experience of immigrants in Scotland 

 

2.1 Irish  

 
2.1.1 Irish immigration 

 

• The Irish were migrating to Scotland well before 1830, with passage on 

the decks of ships costing as little as 6d. 

• This migration, however, was usually temporary to find work over the 

agricultural season. 

• The foundations for Irish immigration were therefore being laid by these 

temporary migrants but emigration at this time could best be described as 

a trickle. After the famine it became a flood.  

• In 1841 the Irish population stood at 4.8% of the total Scottish population. 

In 1851, it had grown to 7.2%, a significant rise, especially when the 

figure for England and Wales was only 2.9%. 

 

2.1.2 Where the Irish settled 

 

• The Irish tended to settle in or around the areas they landed in Scotland, 

which  meant the west coast of Scotland. Scottish counties such as 

Wigtownshire and Kircudbirghtshire had significant Irish populations by 

1851. 

• Many Irish also may there way across to the east coast, specifically 

Dundee. 

• Edinburgh had only a small Irish community of 6.5% by 1851. 

• The main industrial centres saw the biggest influx of Irish, with 29% of 

immigrants moving to Glasgow.  

• Smaller industrial towns around Glasgow also attracted many Irish 

immigrants: Coatbridge’s population in 1851 was 35.8% Irish.  

 

2.1.3 Jobs they did 

 

• The Catholic Irish settled wherever muscle and strength was in demand: 

coalmining, dock work, building railways and canals (Navvies) and 

labouring of all kinds.  

• Many also found their way into less skilled jobs such as handloom 

weaving and other textile work. 

• Due to sectarianism, their lack of education and, in many cases, their 

language, many the Irish were under-represented in the more highly paid 

skilled trades.  

 

2.1.4 Scots’ attitudes to Irish 

 

• The Irish willingness to work for less than the going rate did not make them 

popular with the Scottish working class. 



• Religious differences also led to discrimination from all sections of Scottish 

society. 

• Attacks on the Irish became commonplace in newspapers, churches and on the 

streets. 

• Even as late as 1923 the Church of Scotland could still publish a pamphlet 

entitled ‘The Menace of the Irish Race to our Scottish Nationality’. 

• The Irish were seen as drunken, idle and uncivilised. 

• They were also seen as the carriers of disease. Typhus, for example, was 

known as the ‘Irish fever’. However, the fact that more Irish tended to have 

this disease than native Scots was more down to their poverty and living 

conditions than the fact they were Irish.  

 

2.1.5 Catholic Irish communities 

 

• Irish Catholics began to build long lasting, solid communities when they 

arrived in Scotland.  

• In Dundee in the early 1860s there were only two Catholic churches and three 

schools serving 20,000 people. By 1870 the number of schools and churches 

had doubled, largely aid for by the contributions of low-paid workers.  

• The Catholic Church helped to set up schools. 

• It also provided social and recreational services, meaning that the Church was 

central to these new immigrant communities.  

• In Edinburgh Hibernian F.C was established and then in Glasgow, Celtic FC.  

• These Irish communities, with their own schools, churches, and social and 

recreational services and clubs, were strengthened by the high level of inter-

marriage. In Greenock in 1851 80.6% of Irish men and women found partners 

their own kind. Forty years later in 1891, the numbers ere still high at 72.4.  

• Such a situation often made it difficult for the Irish Catholics to integrate into 

the mainstream of Scottish society.  

 

 

2.1.6  Increase in sectarianism  

 

• The arrival of Ulster Protestants in the late nineteenth century increased the 

divisions in Scottish society and led to a higher degree of sectarianism in 

Scotland. However, before this sectarianism wasn’t as big an issue. 

• When the flood of Irish Catholics began after the famine in 1846, there were 

only random and infrequent attacks by Scots on the new immigrants. There 

was not full scale conflict.  

• In working class areas Irish Catholics and Scots Protestants lived in the slums 

together; having these horrific circumstances in common could often bind 

these groups and helped to reduce tension between them. 

• Scots also had little to fear from the Irish politically as most did not stay in 

one place long enough to qualify for the vote before 1918. 

• Those that did vote, did so for the Liberal Party in the hope that they would 

give Ireland Home Rule.  

 

      

 



 2.1.7 Irish immigrants and politics.  

 

• After the partition of Ireland in 1921, Irish immigrants turned their attention to 

the politics in their adopted country, Scotland. 

• Most supported Labour. This was down to the fact that most Irish immigrants 

were of the working class and Labour represented the working class.  

• By becoming involved in Scottish politics and the Labour Party many Irish 

immigrants began to gain rights for their people. One of the first rights they 

gained was for segregated Catholic schools to be funded by the income from 

general taxation. Protestants were not happy about this. 

• In the 1930s some Protestants tried to make the most out of these growing 

anti-Catholic feelings by forming extremist groups, such as the Scottish 

Protestant League (SPL) in Glasgow and the Protestant Action Society (PAS) 

in Edinburgh. These groups made short lived gains in the 1930s but died out 

as the Second World War began.  

• The Second World War saw a real decrease in sectarianism as both 

communities got behind the war effort.  

 

 

2.2  English 

 
• English migrants to Scotland were, perhaps unsurprisingly, the largest group 

to enter Scotland in this period. 

• In 1841, 1.5% of the Scottish population was English; by 1921 this had 

increased to 4.0%. 

• Edinburgh was the main destination for English migrants. 

• English migrants played a crucial role in the industrial development of 

Scotland, especially in cotton industry where it was English know-how that 

led to its rapid expansion in this country.  

 

 

2.3  Jewish 
 

 

• Jewish immigration increased substantially in Scotland between 1881 and 

1911.  

• Most came from Russia where they were escaping poverty and persecution.  

• By 1901 there were 6,102 Jews living in Scotland, 24.7% of the foreign 

population. 

• The main area of settlement was in the Gorbals are of Glasgow. This area was 

attractive because of its cheap accommodation. 

• Many were involved in the tailoring trade and the development of the cigarette 

industry in Glasgow.  

• In industry, Jews had a reputation for working for less than others and so were 

often made scape-goats for problems that arose.  

• Jewish business owners were often accused of being ‘sweaters’, masters who 

employed workers for long hours, low wages, in terrible conditions. There is 

very little evidence to connect Jews with the ‘sweating’ system. 



• Anti-Jewish organisations made little headway in Scotland in the period in 

question. 

• The Aliens’ Act of 1905 halted the immigration of the number of immigrants 

(not just Jews) and so after this the immigration issue became less important to 

many.  

• The Jewish community prospered and grew and made a significant 

contribution to the legal profession in Scotland.  

• The growth of anti-Semitism in Europe, and even England, in the 1930s did 

not spread to Scotland; by this point Jews were well integrated and established 

in their communities.  

• There is little evidence of anti-Semitism in Scotland today.  

 

 

2.5 Lithuanian 
 

 

• Lithuanian immigration was not always as happy and optimistic a story as the 

others we have looked at. 

• Lithuanians began to enter Scotland in larger numbers in the 1890s. 

• Most were agricultural workers who had been pushed off the land by poverty. 

• Some also fled Tsarist oppression when Russification was in full action. 

• Many were attracted by large steel and iron companies who offered jobs 

digging coal in company owned mines. 

• As a result a small Lithuanian community was established in Coatbridge 

where some 5000-6000 immigrants congregated.  

• There newcomers were not greeted well by the mining community as they felt 

the Lithuanians were wiling to work for less and therefore threatened their 

jobs and pay levels.  

• There was also tension due to the fact that many Lithuanians, like the Irish, 

were Catholics.  

• Anti-Lithuanian sentiment grew as they were accused by Scots of drunkenness 

and lacking moral fibre. This was due to misunderstandings stemming from 

different cultural attitudes to festivals, birthdays and weddings, where drinking 

would traditionally go on for days.  

• These immigrants began to integrate as they joined the native Scots miners in 

fighting for better pay and conditions. Soon they had their own newspapers, 

insurance societies, shops and recreational clubs and groups. 

• However, the First World War saw the collapse of the community in the west 

of Scotland. These immigrants saw themselves as Russians rather than 

Scottish and returned home to fight for Russia in the war. The many who left 

did not return. Those who stayed integrated into Scottish life and now there is 

little sign of this once vibrant Lithuanian community. 

   

 

2.6 Italian 
 

• Italian immigrants have made a significant impact on Scottish societies, 

notably in the restaurant and retail trades.  



• A quarter of the newcomers to Scotland between 1891 and 1901 were from 

Italy.  

• They were escaping famine and poverty in their home country.  

• By the end of the Great War a sizeable Italian community had been 

established in Glasgow.   

• Italians crowded into the restaurant and retail trades, introducing fish and chip 

shops and running successful ice cream parlours and pizzerias.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3. The impact of Scots emigrants on the Empire 

 
A British MP, writing in 1888, remarked that: ‘In British settlements, from Canada to 

Ceylon, from Dunedin to Bombay, for every Englishman that you meet who has 

worked himself up to wealth from small beginnings without external aid, you will 

find ten Scotchmen’. 

 

• The Treaty of Union allowed Scots to enter the lucrative Empire, benefiting 

from its trade and ease of travel.  

• Scots immediately took advantage and in the early 17th century there were 

large outflows of men and women looking for a new life and a new beginning. 

 

3.1 Scots’ impact on North America  

 

• Between 1763 and 1777, 50,000 Scots from (mainly) the west of Scotland 

settled in North America. 

• Their drive and determination to succeed saw them quickly dominate the 

tobacco trade and, in Canada, areas such as fur-trapping and export. 

• The Scots had a major influenced on the political and cultural development of 

North America, with 19 of the 56 delegates who signed the Declaration of 

Independence being of Scots/Ulster extraction; indeed, 75% of US presidents, 

including Barack Obama, could claim Scottish ancestry.  

• Although America ended its colonial status with Britain in 1783, the cultural 

and economic links with Scotland continued. Even today Scottish food, 

culture and athletics are celebrated in the many Highland gatherings, Burn 

Clubs’ and Caledonian Societies meetings in Canada and the USA.  

• Scots and those of Scottish descent made important contributions to the 

development of the American economy, for example Andrew Carnegie, 

David Dunbar Buick and William Blackie.  

• In Canada, Lord mount Stephen was behind the creation of the great 

Canadian-Pacific John Muir railway. 

• The Scot was the driving force behind the establishment of the National Parks 

Movement and is celebrated throughout North America even today.  

 

3.2 Scots’ impact on India 

 

• The Scottish presence in India was also very evidence. 

• Scots came to dominate the East India Company (EIC), which ran India until 

1857.  

• The first three Governor-Generals of India were Scots and in 1792 one in 

three officers stationed in India were Scots.  

• Many Scots made their fortunes in the EIC and after, but others made 

important contributions to Indian culture and society too. Colin Campbell 

completed the first geographical survey of India, for example.  

• Scots were also well represented in the Indian legal system, as judges and 

lawyers.  

• Ceylon (now called Sri Lanka) was added to the British Empire after the 

Scottish 73rd Regiment defeated the Dutch in 1815. Ceylon became famous for 



its tea, a product brought to to the world market by Glasgow businessmen Sir 

Thomas Lipton. 

• India became a massive market for the British economy, especially the metal 

industries of Glasgow. Practically all the railway engines in India were built 

in Springburn in Glasgow.  

 

 

3.3 Scots’ impact on New Zealand 

 

• Many Scots emigrated to New Zealand in the hope of creating ‘little 

Scotlands’.  

• Scottish ministers set up settlements in Otago and Waipu. 

• Dunedin (Gaelic for Edinburgh) became the capital of Otago province and 

already had a University in 1869. 

• The nickname for the Dunedin rugby team is the HIghlanders 

• In Waipu Gaelic was the first language in homes until the 1880s and many 

still spoke it in the 1920s.  

• Even today there is still a Highland Games in Waipu.  

• At least four New Zealand Prime Ministers were born in Scotland.  

 

 

3.4 Scots’ impact on Australia 

 

• Scots made a large impact on modern Australian culture in a variety of ways. 

Scots were convicts, soldiers and governors; orphans, free settlers and gold 

hunters; bushrangers, merchants and immigrants. 

• Lachlan Macquarrie, often called the father of Australia, landed in Australia in 

1788, not long after Captain Cook had first set there and clained the island for 

Britain. Macquarrie went on toe found Sydney and also became governor of 

New South Wales. 

• The majority of Scots who arrived in the colonial period were convicts. Many 

went on to create successful businesses and lives in Australia upon their 

release.  

• When Australia needed workers between 1832 and 1850 about 16,000 Scots 

became ‘assisted immigrants’. 

• They boarded chartered ships, like the 50-ton ship Stirling Castle, chartered 

from Alan Kerr and Company, Greenock, alongside skilled stonemasons, 

engineers, carpenters, blacksmiths and even professors. 

• In the same period more than 20,000 Scots travelled to Australia as unassisted 

immigrants. 

• The majority of Scottish emigrants were from the Lowlands but around 10,000 

Highlanders boarded chartered ships to Australia between 1837 and 1852. 

• The Australian Gold Rush of the 1850s saw many Scots leave their homeland 

in search of their fortune.  

• Scots made an immediate impact on Australia, working in remote settlements 

to establish farms and towns. 

• Catherine Helen Spence, often called ‘Australia’s Greatest Woman’ was born 

in Melrose in the Scottish borders. She emigrated to Adelaide in 1838 and 

went on to become Australia’s first female political candidate and first female 



journalist. She also campaigned for women’s suffrage and now appears on the 

Australian $5 banknote.  

• In the 20th century Scots continue to arrive in Australia. In the 1920s Scots 

helped to build the Sydney Harbour Bridge.  

• In 1929 Alexander MacRae, originally from the Highlands of Scotland, 

invented the famous Australian swimming costume-Speedos.  

• MacPherson Robertson was a Scotsman who hailed from Leith. When his 

family moved to Melbourne in the 1930s he set up a chocolate making 

business which would go on to create Australia’s most (still) most popular 

children’s chocolate bar, Freddo Frog.  

• Nowadays there are numerous Scottish clubs and societies in Australia. Some 

regions of Australia even have their own tartan! 

 

3.5  Scots impact on native societies 

 

• The growth and development of the Empire was dependant on the suppression 

of local peoples and their cultures.  

• This was most clearly evidenced by the brutal suppression of the Aborigine 

population in Australia.  

• Scots were right at the forefront of this assault on native peoples, in Australia 

and elsewhere.  

• Scots settlers were often very keen to gain land in their new countries and this 

often resulted in them forcing native peoples off land they had occupied for 

thousands of years. In New Zealand the Maori population decreased from 

150,000 in 1800 to 37,000 in 1872 due to disputes with settlers over land 

rights. As Tam Devine, the respected Scottish historian, notes: ‘It was ironic 

that some of those most notoriously involved were Highlanders who had 

themselves suffered clearance...’ 

• So, while the Scots also distinguished themselves as businessmen, 

professionals and administrators, the story of conquest was not always a pretty 

one. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4. The effects of migration and empire on Scotland, 

to 1939.  
 

4.2 The contribution of immigrants to Scottish society, economy and culture.  

 

• The experience of immigrants in Scotland has been little different to that of 

the other immigrants in other countries. 

• Discrimination and hostility gradually gave way after a period of struggling to 

integrate in society. 

• Aside from clashes between Irish Catholics and native protestants the process 

was achieved in a relatively peaceful manner.  

• High level violence played little part in the immigrant experience in Scotland.  

 

 

 

4.2 The impact of empire on Scotland.  

 

• Scots made their mark wherever they settled as farmers, merchants, soldiers, 

scholars, and administrators.  

• The empire allowed Scots to satisfy their desire to better themselves, to escape 

poverty, and to find new beginnings abroad.  

• It also allowed many to make their fortunes and to demonstrate to those 

abroad the strong work ethic and tenacity that Scots emigrants brought to their 

new countries.  

• On the reverse side, the empire also drained Scotland of many of its most 

talented and productive. Other countries in the empire and elsewhere have 

therefore benefited at the expense of Scotland. 

 


