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Abstract

This paper examines the impact of
metaphors of fluidity for migratory
processes upon the development of
public opinion in Ireland, both to
trace the effects of historical Irish out-

migration on perceptions of recent
immigration, and to demystify rhe-
torical strategies that stigmatize asy-
lum-seekers and refugees in Ireland
as part of an expanding pool of illegal
immigration, rather than as victims
of persecution in need of interna-
tional protection. The focus through-
out the discussion is upon the range
of different discourses underlying
these metaphors of fluidity and how
they become transformed over time,
as well as their influence in engen-
dering public hostility towards first
emigration and then asylum-appli-
cants and refugees coming into the
country, following Ireland's transi-
tion from an 'emigrant nursery' to an
immigrant host society.

Résumé

Cet article examine l'impact de la
métaphore de la fluidité du proces-
sus migratoire sur le développement
de l'opinion publique en Irlande.
Cette analyse est produite à la fois
pour retracer les effets de l'émigration

historique des irlandais sur la per-
ception qu'ils se font de la récente
immigration, et pour désamorcer les

stratégies rhétoriques qui stigma-
tisent les demandeurs d'asile et les

réfugiés en Irlande en y voyant la
manifestation d'une vague montante
d'immigration illégale, plutôt que d'y
voir le geste de victimes de
persécutions requérant une protec-
tion internationale. L'attention de la

discussion porte sur l'éventail de
discours distincts sous-tendant ces

métaphores de fluidité, leur transfor-
mation au fil du temps, leur influence
sur un engendrement de l'hostilité
du public envers l'émigration
historique, puis envers la venue au
pays de demandeurs d'asile et de
réfugiés, au fur et à mesure que
l'Irlande se transforme de 'pépinière
à emigrants' à terre d'accueil à
l'immigration.
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Introduction

The most pressing reason for the speedy
passage of Ireland's Immigration Bill,
1999, according to the Minister of State
for Justice, Mary Wallace, was the need
to protect Irish society from the "inflows

of criminal elements" (Irish Times, July
2, 1999). Following the High Court
judgement in the case of Laurentiu v.
Ireland (22 January, 1999) that struck
down the deportation provisions of the
1935 Aliens Act, and the upholding of
that decision by the Irish Supreme Court
(20 May, 1999), Ireland's "deportation
loophole" needed tobe plugged, stated
Minister of Justice, Equality and Law
Ref orm, John O'Donoghue (who tabled
the Bill), in order to "prevent and dis-
courage illegal immigration" (Irish
Times, January 108; Pollock; Watt, 29-
30). One year earlier, Minister
O'Donoghue had also expressed his
vehement opposition to a proposed
amnesty for the backlog of asylum-
seekers in Ireland, because "it would
send the wrong signal in terms of ad-

dressing illegal immigration flows".1
More recently, a spokesman for the De-
partment of Justice warned that if work
permits were granted to asylum-seek-
ers, "the flood gates would be
opened".2 What each of these pro-
nouncements emphasize in common,
then, is an implicit association between
Irish immigration and threatening
metaphors of fluidity: one that gradu-
ally elides the distinction between asy-
lum-seekers, "illegal immigration
flows", and "inflows of criminal ele-
ments" to manipulate public opinion
and stigmatize those seeking asylum
in Ireland through what Crepeau terms
an "illegitimacy transfer" (2-3). Such
pronouncements from Department of
Justice officials also encapsulate senti-
ments that have become widespread,
as not just reported but inculcated by a
large cross-section of the Irish media in
the past couple of years (Collins, 103-
108; Pollock; Watt, 29-30). As Phillip
Watt observes, "the repeated assertion
that there is a flood or tide of refugees
and asylum-seekers coming to Ireland"
has helped create an "atmosphere of
fear" and intolerance towards them
(29). Indeed, one should not underesti-
mate the extent to which alarmist rhe-

torical strategies, negative media
coverage, and hostile public-opinion
not just in Ireland but throughout the
Western world effectively constrain,
shape and determine respective na-
tional immigration and refugee policies
(Simon & Lynch). And yet, the invoca-
tion of 'floods and tides' to describe Irish

migratory processes is not limited to Ire-
land's recent upsurge in asylum appli-
cants. Rather, it can be attributed to a

recrudescence of metaphors of fluidity
that have characterized Irish emigra-
tion for at least one hundred and fifty
years, following the 'Famine tide' of
1847. My intention here is to examine
the evolution and transformation of
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these metaphors of fluidity in the period
between the Famine of 1847 and the
Dublin Convention (1990), both to trace
the effects of historical Irish
outmigration on perceptions of recent
immigration, and to demystify rhetori-
cal strategies that stigmatize asylum-
seekers and refugees in Ireland as part
of an expanding pool of illegal immigra-
tion, rather than as victims of persecu-
tion in need of international protection.

Metaphors of Fluidity

It is now commonplace to remark that
the rhetoric of migration frequently rep-

resents population displacements
through metaphors of fluidity. Writers
employing legal, academic, and jour-
nalistic registers all tend to describe
population movements as 'influxes'
and 'outflows', 'immersions' and 'out-

pourings', 'floods', 'tides' and 'waves',
with varying degrees of self-conscious-
ness about the impact of their figurative
language upon perceptions of migra-
tion. What is less commonly noted,
however, are the discourses underlying
these metaphors of fluidity and how
they become transformed over time, that

is, the extent to which these metaphors
themselves are diachronically con-
structed, and subject to modification
and periodization, rather than
ahistorical, immutable, and static fig-
ures of representation. Accordingly, I
want to telescope the representations of
two historically disjunctive moments in
patterns of Irish migration and survey
the evolution and transformation of

metaphors of fluidity between them.
More specifically, I want to focus first on

the period of the rapid expansion and
institutionalization of the emigrant
trade in the 1830s and 1840s leading up
to the Famine migration from Ireland,
and then I want to turn to the reverse

flow of increasing asylum-seekers com-
ing into the country in the late 1990s, as
part of the same process of discourse
transformation underlying Ireland's
transition from an emigrant to an immi-
grant host society.

The danger inherent in this type of
discourse analysis, however, is that it
obfuscates the grim materiality of the
conditions and conflicts that give rise to

population displacements and refugee
movements in the first place (Rapport,
77; Said, 159-161). And yet, it can be
argued that nothing has a more immedi-
ate impact on the lives of refugees in
countries of first asylum and resettle-
ment than public-opinion, their repre-
sentation by the media, and the
rhetorical strategies that are often em-
ployed to incite feelings of hostility and
even acts of violence against them.3

From Gothic to Social Darwinism

My argument, then, is that whereas in
the mid-nineteenth-century representa-
tions of Irish outmigration were usually
encapsulated within a larger Gothic
discourse, that depicted it through
metaphors of hemorrhaging, blood-let-
ting, and cultural anaemia for the social
disruption caused by population deple-
tion, this ultimately becomes super-
seded in the 1990s by an emergent
discourse of Social Darwinism, rooted
in the residue of natural selection, com-

petition for limited resources, and eco-
nomic determinism, that has come to

represent the arrival of asylum-seekers
into Ireland as a form of natural disas-

ter.4 In other words, in the period be-
tween the Famine and the Dublin
Convention (1990) Gothic
Supernaturalism gradually gives way
to Natural Selection in conditioning
metaphors of fluidity for Irish migratory

processes.
In saying this, however, I do not want

to imply that there is either a simple
process of supercession or a reductive
dichotomy between the two. Rather, it
has been suggested that both the Social
Darwinist and Gothic emerge dialecti-
cally related to one another within the
same nineteenth-century purview and
at opposite ends within the same ideo-
logical continuum, as Enlightenment
and counter-Enlightenment discourses
that illustrate either the rigid social ap-
plication or obverse reaction against the
rise of "instrumental rationality".5 For
my purposes though, it is enough to note

that in mid-nineteenth-century Ireland
the Gothic was the dominant and the
Social Darwinist the recessive dis-
course underlying various representa-
tions of the Irish exodus, whereas the

two have now become inversely related
in the public perception of asylum-seek-
ers and refugees. At issue, in other
words, is the way in which each of them
gives rise to similar rhetorical strategies
that stigmatize migration by construing
any deviation in the national popula-
tion level as a threat to the normative
social order.

Porous Nation

What each of these discourses empha-
size in common, however, is the funda-

mental passivity of the Irish nation
before migratory pressures that render
it prostrate and unable to regulate the
population movements that traverse its
borders. For whether migration is por-
trayed as a form of social enervation or
immigrant inundation, both discourses
construct Ireland as porous, vulnerable,
and subject to external migratory con-
trols. Each of these discourses thus also

gives rise to fundamental anxieties not
only about the liquidation of interna-
tional boundaries but also, more spe-
cifically, about the self-selectivity of
those migrant populations who first
would exit and then enter the Irish na-

tion. In the Famine period, for example,
Irish Nationalist and Tory Unionist
commentators alike opposed the
outmigration of either the "industrious
classes" of an independent Catholic
"yeomanry" or the 'lower order of Prot-
estants' through recourse to the same
Gothic metaphors of 'draining life-
blood', splintered l^one and sinew',
and social haemorrhage. These, in tum,
became absorbed into a critique of the
Union between Great Britain and Ire-

land (1800) as either in need of Repeal or
imperial retrenchment for purposes of
population retention. More recent con-
structions of refugees 'flooding into Ire-
land,' on the other hand, shift the
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discourse to apprehensions of strained
resources that are figured in terms of an

imminent natural disaster. It is par-
tially this rhetorical strategy, for exam-
ple, that enables the Irish Department of
Justice, Equality, and Law Reform to
circumvent existing statutory protec-
tions for asylum-seekers enshrined in
the Irish Refugee Act (1996) with mini-
mal opposition, because of the ostensi-
ble need for ad hoc, contingent and
discretionary procedures as measures
of 'containment' for the 'refugee crisis'
that then become normative as Ireland's

refugee reception policy (Byrne, 107-
117).

Y et to whatever extent Ireland suffers

from a 'refugee crisis' it is clearly a crisis

of representation. For whether it be in
the discursive fields of legal, media, or
parliamentary representation, the im-
age of the refugee has become over-de-
termined and conflated with other

categories of migrant - so that tradi-
tional conceptions of political displace-
ment and enforced migration, whereby
refugees come to Ireland because of a
well founded fear of persecution
abroad, are increasingly destabilized
by perceptions of asylum-seekers as eco-
nomic agents, who misrepresent their
displacement in terms of human rights
violations to cloak their exploitation of
Ireland's supposedly generous social
and economic entitlements. What each
of these Gothic and Social Darwinist

discourses lead to therefore is a concept
of migratory self-selection in which, to
put it bluntly, 'back then', at the time of

the Famine, it was always the best who
left, whereas now in the 1990s it is al-

ways the worst (economic aliens, para-
sites, spongers) who would come to
Ireland.

Ireland's 'Haemorrhage'

Unlike today, in the mid-nineteenth
century, both Irish Nationalist and T ory
Unionist commentators feared popula-
tion depletion rather than immigrant
inundation. They each employed a
Gothic discourse to object not just to the
phenomenon of emigration in general
but specifically the departure of their
respective population cohorts, and the
evacuation of their social bases of sup-

port. Each group envisioned Ireland as
an organic entity whose steady loss of
people they imagined as a form of de-
generative illness or social haemor-
rhaging.

Space restrictions permit only a trun-
cated discussion here of Irish National-

ist and Tory Unionist rhetorical
strategies that invoked the same Gothic
conventions of blood-letting, haemor-
rhaging, and collective anaemia to op-
pose emigration as representing a
diminution of their respective political
interests;but suffice it to say that writers

from both traditions frequently turned
to the Gothic to depict the social disrup-
tion caused by population depletion.
Each would thus equate the emigration
of their respective cohorts with a meta-
phorical loss of blood to foreground its
abnormality, its aberrant rather than
routine occurrence within the imperial
circulation of peoples and commerce.
Accordingly, whereas writers in the
cultural nationalist publication The
Nation frequently employed Gothic
metaphors of fluidity to lament the loss
of an independent Catholic yeomanry
ostensibly at the heart of the nationalist
project, for the Tory Unionist Dublin
University Magazine it was the migra-
tion of the lower class of Protestants that

was figuratively seen, as a form of
hemorrhaging, to curtail the life span of
both the Irish Union and the British

Empire.6 In both cases, though, the Irish
nation or the Irish Union was envi-

sioned as equally passive and helpless
before the very population losses that
would inevitably hasten its own de-
mise.

Immigrant Inundation

If we turn now to more recent percep-
tions of refugees 'flooding into Ireland',
the Irish nation is similarly envisioned
as passive, porous, and subject to exter-
nal migratory controls, albeit for very
different reasons. For whereas in the

mid-nineteenth century, metaphors for
migration were entirely constructed in
terms of national depletion, fluid seep-
age, and loss, the reverse flow of increas-

ing asylum-seekers coming into Ireland
tends to be imagined as a form of immi-
grant inundation, a population stream

that threatens to drown the nation in

place of its traditional drainage.
Against the backdrop of Ireland's tran-
sition from an emigrant to an immigrant

host society, an emergent discourse of
Social Darwinism has gradually super-
seded its Gothic predecessor, to recon-
struct Irish migratory processes in terms
of 'floods', 'tides', and as a variant of
natural disaster. Under this rubric of

Social Darwinism, immigrants to Ire-
land, mainly asylum-seekers and refu-
gees, are associated not with human
rights violations but economic survival
strategies, competition for limited re-
sources, and outright opportunism, as
the 'spillover' of other nations' poverty
that puts Ireland's capacity to sustain
its own populace under strain. Accord-
ingly, in the period between the Famine
and the Dublin Convention, 'haemor-
rhaging' has gradually given way to
'sponging', 'vampirism' to 'parasit-
ism', 'blood-lines' to the 'dole-queue',
and much more recently, the 'brain
drain' to a 'traffickers' haven', as domi-

nant images for would-be migrants in
the popular imagination and media
coverage of population displacement.
A series of paradoxically mixed meta-
phors emerges here to stigmatize migra-
tory self-selection as a degenerative
social influence across a range of differ-
ent discourses, while implying that the
nation's incapacity to regulate its popu-
lation level has changed little over time.

Evidence of a Social Darwinist
mindset is more than apparent in recent
press coverage and Oireachtais (parlia-
mentary) debates about asylum-seekers
and refugees. As Andy Pollock alleges,
"sensational headlines, misleading sta-
tistics, unsourced claims, and often
plain demonising of asylum-seekers"
(15) have frequently marked this press
coverage, especially that of Ireland's
Independent Newspaper Group. For
example, calamitous imagery equating
recent immigration with a form of natu-
ral disaster has been the recurrent
theme in headlines such as "5000 Refu-

gees flooding into Ireland" (Irish Inde-
pendent, May 29, 1997) and "Demand
to curb... tide on refugees" (Sunday
World, May 20, 1997). The ensuing ap-
prehension of strained resources in-
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forms further headlines like "Services

face overload as refugee flood contin-
ues" (Sunday Business Post, May 18,
1997), "Refugee Flood to spark home
crisis" (Irish Independent, June 12,
1997), "Asylum seekers and homeless
vie for shelter" (Irish Times, May 9,
1997), and "Crackdown on 2000
sponger refugees" (Irish Independent,
June 7, 1997).

The dominant themes that emerge
here are those of a resource burden and

burgeoning criminality, both of which
come together under the notional ban-
ner 'refugee crime-wave' that implicitly
associates asylum-seekers with the
need for greater law enforcement and
cost reduction together under a single
heading. Even more inflammatory are
alarmist headlines that implicitly link
the two to augur social extinction, such
as "Refugee rapist on the rampage" (The
Star, June 13, 199 7) and "Refugees flood-

ing maternity hospitals (Evening Her-
ald, June 6, 1997)," that incite fear of
cultural and racial contamination in the

very act of inhibiting the host popula-
tion's capacity to reproduce itself. What
entails from such calamitous imagery,
then, is a growing sense of necessity for
extraordinary measures and the use of
discretionary powers to 'contain' the
refugee crisis. In times of crisis and
natural disaster, in other words, the
nation must resort to contingency meas-
ures it normally would not countenance
to ensure its self-preservation. Calam-
ity, contingency, the threat of extinction,

the struggle for reproduction, and in-
stinctive self-preservation: all of these,
of course, are variants of a principle of
Natural Selection within a larger Social
Darwinist discourse.

The influence of Social Darwinism is

less evident but also still perceptible in
several recent Irish Oireachtais debates

on the subject of immigration and refu-
gee policy. "On my appointment as
Minister for Justice, Equality, and Law
Reform" in June 1997, stated John
O'Donoghue last year, "one of the first
issues to be brought to my attention was
the surge in the number of asylum seek-
ers which had been experienced" after
passage of the Refugee Act (1996).7
"The extent of the surge experienced" -

from 424 applicants in 1995 to almost
4000 last year - was such "that the struc-

tures provided for in the Act would have

been totally overwhelmed from day one,
had we gone ahead with its implemen-
tation". Therefore, it has only been se-
lectively implemented in tandem with
departmental directives that "seek to
regulate immigration flows" and pre-
vent them from taking "place in a totally

haphazard and unregulated manner".
The Minister's comments are framed

then in familiar terms of disaster pre-
vention, cost reduction, and the need for

national self-preservation, by erecting
discretionary barriers where "there is
no legislative framework in place to [re-
strict] the further influx of migrants" . In

practice, this has meant adopting a re-
strictive definition of the Refugee Con-
vention; implementing strictly the
removal proceedings of the Refugee Act,
including judicious application of the
Dublin Convention (Irish Times, May
27, 1999), to circumvent the Act's trans-
parency, multi-stage determination
procedure, and measures of procedural
fairness; drafting guidelines to root out
"Manifestly Unfounded" applica-
tions;8 occasional exclusions of mem-
bers of visible minorities at border

checkpoints (Irish Times, April 24,
1999); and delaying the appointment of
independent appeals officers, although
this has recently been rectified and is

reflected in substantially improved rec-
ognition rates (Irish Times, June 3,
1999). "Less amenable to calamitous
imagery," on the other hand, notes
Byrne, is the mundane reality of "ad-

ministrative paralysis" that remains
the underlying cause of the "logjam"
and the "refugee crisis" (110).

Behind these calamitous metaphors

of fluidity, however, also lies the more

stark, socio-economic parlance of lim-

ited resources, demographic pressure,

potential labour strife, and strained law

enforcement, as a result of "illegal immi-

gration flows". For "the magnitude of

the influx" has generated a number of
associated costs, Minister O'Donoghue

continues, including "social welfare,
housing, education, health care, em-

ployment, etc.," all of which "must also
be borne in mind" when devising immi-

gration and refugee policy. Moreover,

external, global factors such as acute

poverty, underdevelopment, ever more

accessible and extensive transportation

links, and people trafficking have all

rendered Ireland particularly vulner-

able to an increasing "number of per-

sons who seek asylum as refugees when

it is economic pressures which are mo-

tivating [them] rather than political per-

secution". In effect, it might be argued
that Ireland currently perceives itself to

be experiencing the same economically

induced, sharp increase in asylum ap-

plicants and permutation of the "refu-
gee crisis" that affected many Western

European and North American nations
in the mid-1980s (Hawkins, 386-389;
Kelley & Treblicock, 382-440; Zolberg et
al, 278-282), but has reacted by suspend-

ing its own Refugee Act as far too cum-
bersome to handle the increased
caseload without ever even putting that

legislation fully to the test. It is this pre-

vailing sense of crisis that has informed

recent discussion of Ireland's Immigra-
tion Bill, 1999.

Immigration or Deportation Bill?

In a rare moment of levity during the
discussion of Ireland's Immigration
Bill, Minister O'Donoghue began to lec-
ture the House on the etymology of the
term "aliens":

It owes its origin - he explained - to

the Latin noun and adjective alienus,

which simply conveys a quality of
"elseness". Nowadays it is more
likely to conjure up images of outer

space than of people from other
countries. I am happier to see its use

discontinued [and replaced by the
term "non-national". . .] That said, if
there is ever an invasion from outer

space, I have no doubt
Mr Howlin: The Minister will deport
thejTi.

Mr O'Donoghue:
islation will be revived.9

We will put aside the question of
whether the outlandish term "aliens"
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suggests "invaders from outer space"
rather than "people from other coun-
tries", and to what extent the rise of sci-

ence fiction as a genre is ultimately
bound up with Cold War politics and
fear of the "enemy within" . Morę perti-
nent here is the fact that Minister

O'Donoghue's comments obfuscate the
distinction between immigration into
Ireland in general - whether it be the
movement of "aliens" or "non-nation-

als" - and the more specific intent and
much narrower scope of the legislation:
to deport failed asylum applicants and
exclude "undesirable non-nationals"

from entering the country.10 The Min-
ister 's seemingly liberal adoption of the
term "non-national", in other words,

conceals the function of the legislation
and, according to opposition Deputy De
Rossa, his failure to produce any sort of
"policy document which outlines gov-
ernment thinking on how immigration
will impact upon [Irish] society". 11 As
opposition deputy Michael Higgins
also objected in the House: "it is a great
tragedy that we are considering legisla-
tion that is effectively the housekeeping

of deportation rather than discussing

the principles of a policy on refugees or
migrants".

No Queues to Jump

Throughout his term of office, Minister
O'Donoghue has insisted upon the
need to distinguish rigorously between
"genuine refugees" and "illegal immi-
grants."12 He has also frequently reiter-
ated that "the reality, in line with
international experience, is that at most
about 10 percent of applicants will. . . be
found to be refugees"13 - a statement
that quickly became a self-fulfilling
prophecy with respect to recognition
rates (Irish Times, March 23, 1999), yet
remains patently false in light of Cana-
dian experience (Kelley & Treblicock,
427), and is belied even by the Irish Gov-
ernment's own recently instituted inde-
pendent appeals procedures (Irish
Times, June 3, 1999). Both statements
must therefore be considered disin-
genuous, given that Ireland has no im-
migration policy apart from asylum

procedures for voluntary immigrants to
avail of, and therefore no legal means of
entry to alleviate pressure from irregu-
lar population movements. Although
the UNHCR suggests that "it is not
healthy for the asylum system of any
country that there should only be one
channel (asylum-seeking) whereby im-
migrants from outside the EU can get
in," Ireland has yet to expand its means
of entry, despite repeated calls for some
form of regularized immigration (Irish
Times, April 30, 1999). "Because the
state restricts immigration to the asy-
lum route," adds Pauline Faughnan of
the Social Science Research Centre at

University College Dublin, that route be-
comes "abused" (Irish Times, April 30,
1999). Thus, unlike in other western
nations, where fraudulent asylum ap-
plicants are condemned as "queue
jumpers" seeking to circumvent lengthy
immigration procedures, in Ireland, in
effect, there are no queues to jump.

What follows is that those seeking to
immigrate voluntarily to Ireland are
caught within a categorical squeeze,
between making a spurious asylum
application on the one hand, and out-
right exclusion on the other. "Ab initio,
on arrival in the land," states Minister

O'Donoghue, "an individual is either
an illegal immigrant or a refugee". 14 The

Minister is thus in no position to offer
the guarantee, at the behest of UNHCR,
that Ireland's "immigration and asy-
lum policies do not get confused,"15
because they are, in effect, one and the
same. Nor is he in any position to reas-
sure UNHCR that he seeks to "avoid the

public perception that equates refugees
with illegal aliens, and weakens the
awareness of those in need of protec-
tion,"16 because he himself has fre-
quently and publicly cast doubt upon
the validity of the vast majority of asy-
lum applications in Ireland. While it is
obvious that all states have to take meas-

ures to distinguish between genuine
asylum applicants and illegal immi-
grants as one plank of refugee protec-
tion and as a function of sovereignty, it
would also seem incumbent upon states
like Ireland not to overburden their asy-
lum procedures by restricting access
into the country from all other channels.

The conclusion that should be drawn
here is that some form of elective immi-

gration policy is not merely auxiliary
but an essential corollary of refugee pro-
tection, and that it is detrimental to the

well-being and public perception of asy-
lum applicants when their procedural
means of entry is also, by law, the sole
conduit of legal (and hence illegal) im-
migration (also see Habermas for a simi-
lar analysis of the politics of asylum in
Germany, 141-148).

Finally, it needs to be said that no
European country is more vulnerable to
the pressure from extra-legal remedies
for failed asylum applicants and eco-
nomic migrants than Ireland. Ireland's
history of emigration extends not just
from the Famine and Pre-Famine peri-
ods but up until as late as the mid-1980s,
when officials from the Irish Govern-

ment vigorously lobbied the United
States administration to permit undocu-
mented "Irish illegals" in America to
remain (Corcoran). Minister O'Dono-
ghue's remark that "Ireland has tradi-
tionally been regarded as a country of
emigration rather than immigration"17
is in many respects a prescriptive in-
stead of a descriptive statement, and it
can be interpreted to provide a rationale
for shifting the burden of accepting asy-

lum-seekers away from Ireland to other
countries of resettlement; but Ireland's

history of emigration has also been
mobilized very effectively to create feel-
ings of empathy for immigrants and for
purposes of advocacy, both in the
Oireachtais and in society at large. Ul-
timately, by framing Ireland's immigra-
tion legislation strictly through the lens
of refugee determination, Ireland's Jus-
tice Department obfuscates not just the
more vexing issues surrounding recent
Irish immigration, such as, first of all,
the nation's glaring lack of policy, deter-
mination of absorptive capacity, or
statement of a notional desirable rate of
increase in lieu of its so-called crisis

proportion; but also, secondly, it fails to
acknowledge Ireland's profound ethi-
cal and historical obligations to permit
at least a portion of its economic aliens
and non-coerced migrants humanitar-
ian leave to remain, if for no other rea-
son, then because of its robust economic
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expansion that increasingly implicates
Ireland in a growing network of socio-
economic disparities world-wide. It is,
after all, very easy for Ireland to insist it

is being flooded with immigrants, in the
absence of any stipulated policy, nor-
mative criterion, or water marker by
which to measure its population over-
flow.

Conclusion

Therefore, in a spirit of intervention, I
would like to suggest that the point here
is not to refute but to refigure these meta-

phors of fluidity, in a manner more sym-

pathetic to the plight of Ireland's
economic aliens, asylum-seekers, and
refugees. In Metaphors We Live By
(1980), Lakoff and Johnson state that
"metaphors may create realities for us,
especially social realities" (156). "In
most cases," they add, "what is at issue
is not the truth or falsity of a metaphor
but the perceptions and inferences that
follow from it and the actions that are

sanctioned by it" (158). "We. . . pay the
cost of this bad [press] coverage," con-
firms refugee Khalid Ibrahim of
ARASI,18 for "it leads to attacks from

people who don't know the reality"
(Irish Times, February 25, 1998). Meta-
phors of fluidity, like that of refugees
flooding into Ireland, thus generate a
network of social entailments that incur

hostility towards would-be migrants,
bring pressure to bear on governmental
agencies to control and contain the per-
ceived immigration influx, and even
give rise to a backlash against visible
minorities long settled and established
in the country, all because of often mis-
leading presumptions about their eco-
nomic impact upon Irish society.

And yet, most demographic pro-
nouncements about population excess
in twentieth-century Ireland, notes J.J.
Lee, contain a "number of silent as-
sumptions, untested empirically," that
appear untenable by any comparative
criterion (381). By the same token, Ire-
land's refugee crisis involves such a
small order of magnitude on a compara-
tive European or global basis, that it
seems more the result of bureaucratic

inertia and discretionary policy than
any failure in the nation's absorptive

capacity to take in would-be migrants.
What follows is that Ireland suffers from

a form of metaphorical rather than
population excess.

We need therefore to reconfigure es-
tablished metaphors for Irish migration,
perhaps even viewing recent immi-
grants as a badly needed transfusion of
people and labour supply to help fuel
Ireland's continuing robust economic
growth. The Canadian journalist Victor
Malarek's prognosis of the so-called
Canadian 'refugee-crisis' in the late
1980s might have equal bearing on Ire-
land today:

although the number of people claim-
ing refugee status has been growing,
-Malarek writes - compared with the
thousands accepted by [other] Euro-
pean nations, the [Irish] wave is more
like a cresting stream; compared with
front-line Third World countries,
with millions of refugees confined to
camps, it is [but] a trickle.(129-130)

The reconfiguration here of more es-
tablished metaphors of fluidity, replac-
ing 'floods and tides' with 'streams and
trickles', contests the social reality and
economic anxieties they construct. It
enables a new, comparatively adjusted
perspective on Ireland's and other na-
tions' immigrant reception, hopefully
one that is more sympathetic and less
antagonistic towards asylum-seekers
and refugees. ■
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