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IRISH AMERICANS AND US
POLITICS IN THE TWENTY-FIRST
CENTURY

Ted Smyth

Freed from its post-Famine roots, Insh-American identity continued the process of redefinition in the
twenty-first century. The foundations of that identity—the Catholic Church, the Democratic Party, and
the labor movement—had begun 1o change from the 1960s since, with the growth of economic pros-
penty and social acceptance, these foundations were no longer considered crucial. Like Americans as
a whole, Insh Americans came to be differentiated by politics, class, and education. Some felt no real
connection to the past and their identity as Irish had thinned o the point of non-existence. Others were
reshaping their connections, abandoning the automatic association of Irish and Catholic in favor of the
cultural expression of Tnsh identity. But one facet of Trish identity that has survived and thrived since the
nincieenth century is the Insh-American love of and aptitude for palitics. As nated in earlier chapters,
the post-Famine Trish immigrants enjoyed two major advantages over many other immigrants: they
spoke English and they had a tradition of political organizing in the homeland from Daniel O'Connell’s
Catholic Emancipation movement to the Land [ eague. What changed in the mid-twentieth century was
that Insh Americans did not remain exclusively Democratic in their politics, but also became prominent
in the Republican Party. While we will see that twenty-first century Irish Americans difTered sharply on
domestic issues such as taxes and abortion, they presented a powerful, united front in suslaining peace
and equality in Northem Ireland. The continuation of this significant political role by Trish Americans in
US politics and in supporting peace in Ireland remains 10 be determined, as Irish Americans transition
from a closed community of shared education, religions, and social organizations 1o one that is more
open and diverse, more loosely organized around cultural, business, and prolessional affinitics

Earlier chapters in this volume examined the evolution of the Irish-American identity in the United
States since the immigration of ¢ighteenth-century Ulster Protestants who were prominent in the
American Revolution, and who produced ten American presidents, including Ulysses S. Grant, who
visited lreland in 1879 While the predominantly Presbyterian [rish remain a majority of the estimated
32 million Irish Amencans, they are only intermittently engaged in their Irish identity. By contrast,
Irish-American Catholics who lled the Great Famine in their millions remain much more invested in
their ancestry, celebrating their ultimate tnumph over disaster and defeat, and relishing their artistic
and cultural heritage as they rose to the top of political, business, and academic life in America,

Once a solid Democratic voting bloc that deminated numerous city and state govemments, many
Insh Amenicans have since the 1960s drifled to the Republican Party. Historian Terry Golway stresses
the major impact the Irish-American conservative William . Buckley Jr. and his National Review had
in reviving modem American conservatism. “Without National Review, it is hard to imagine Ronald
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Reagan (Insh but not Catholic). Without Reagan. well, you get the idea.”” Many Irish Americans
continucd to join the Republican Party as they became more prosperous and voted for less tax and
business regulation. “We may love those wistlul rehel songs that cvoke the centuries our ancesiors
struggled agaimst a superpower attempting to impose its language and values on our people,” noted
the Jesuit America Magazine, “but many of us seem less sympathctic to sharing our now-comfortable
satus with others.” As will be discussed later, conservative Catholic Trish Americans were drawn to
the anti-abortion position of the Republican Party.

By 2023, a survey of Insh Amenicans showed that 48 pereent were Democrals, 38 percent Repub-
licans, and 15 percent independents. Tnsh Amencans, no longer an exclusively Democratic voling
hloc, have become powerful in both political partics, resulting as one member of Congress said to
bheing “over-represented numerically when it comes to Washington DC, whether in Congress or the
White House.” Indeed, one could generalize that Insh Amencans have a gift for politics, having an
identity that is generally popular, and being responsive to the everyday needs of people. For example,
Maithew J. O'Brien’s chapicr in this volume demonstrates how his “Trishness” played a role in John
F. Kennedy's political carcer. Morcover, historian Hasia Diner has recorded how American Jews in
the carly twenticth century looked 1o Irish Americans 1o teach them how 1o resist antisemitism and to
become politically effective.!

The Peace Process and Special US-Ireland Relationship

Importantly for Ireland, Irish Americans, while divided along party lines on US domestic issues,
remained united in pursuit of peace in Northem Ireland and in maintaining o special US-Treland rela-
tonship. The Economist magazine observed that “Ireland’s soll-power triumph is mainly testament
to the continued enthusiasm of 32 million Irish-Americans for their hentage. and to their equally
remarkable dominance of American politics.” President Biden and other leading Irish Americans un-
derstood that the ability of the United States to influence policy in Northem Treland was much greater
il done on a bipartisan basis. “Suppoerting the people of Northern Treland, protecling the peace, pre-
serving the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement is a priority for Democrats and Republicans alike in the
Uniled States,” Biden said, adding, “and that is unusual today because we've been very divided in our
parties. This is something that brings Washington together. It brings America together.™

For over half a century since the 19705, Irish-American Democrats and Republicans have dem-
onstralted their political skill in deploying power to achieve peace and equality in Northem Ireland.
Senior Irish Americans in Congress, notably the so-called “Four Horsemen"—Speaker Tip 0" Neill,
Senators Ted Kennedy and Pat Moynihan, and New York Governor Hugh Carey—worked with Irish
diplomats and the Irish Government to persuade American presidents to pressure their Bratish ally
to take a halanced approach to both the Irish nationalists and British unionists in Northem Treland.
instcad of exclusively favoring the latier As Andrew Sanders demonstrates in his chapier n this
volume, President Carter became the first US president in history to recognize the role of Dublin in
a Northem Ircland solution in 1977; a breakthrough bitterly resisted by the British govemment and
British tabloid media,

The Republican President Ronald Reagan, responding to the Democratic House Speaker Tip
O’Neill. leaned on UK Prime Mimster Margaret Thatcher to sign the Anglo-Insh Agreement in 1983,
despite objections from her own party and, most biterly, from pro-British Ulster lovalists. In the
1990s, the Democratic President Clinton wok a deeply personal and pivotal interest in negoliating
a solulion, appointing Senator George Mitchell as his Special Fnvoy. Mitchell devoted live years Lo
negotiating the end of the killings in Northern Ireland. culminating in the 1998 Good Friday (Belfast)
Agreement. The United States govemnment was one of the guaruntors of the Agreement and has
remained politically committed o it ever since.
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While he did not highlight his Irish roots, the Republican President George W, Bush, clecied in
2001, did assist the peace process by appainting the skill ful diplomat Richard Haass as Special Envoy
to Northemn Treland. The Democratic President Barack Obama, who made two presidential visits o
freland to support the peace process, was both Afncan American and Trish American, a descendant
of Ohio and Indiana immigrants who came from Counties OMMaly and Tipperary in Treland. His ad-
ministration included Trish Americans in high standing positions such as Bill Daley, the White House
chiel of stall Tom Donilon, the head of the National Seeurity Council; another chiel of stall, Denis
MecDonough; press seerctary Jay Camey: and Tnsh-bom UN Ambassador Samantha Power The sue-
cessive visits to Ireland by American presidents, including those by Donald Trump and Joe Biden,
were a reminder of the central role of Trish Amenicans in US political life !

The Congressional Friends of Ircland is the best example of hipartisan Irish-American politi-
cal power since its formation in 1981 by Speaker O'Neill. One of its rising stars noted that “Irish-
American politicians in both partics in Congress have used their positions (o fight to ensure the
US remains active in the Northem Ircland Peace Process ™ The President of the Ancient Order of
Americans confirmed that the AOH was most cflective by being hipartisan. “We can work with a
govemnment leader in common cause on one issue,” explained Danny (' Connell, “while reserving
the ability 10 disagree on another, all while maintaining an attitude ol respeet and fmendship ™

With the cessation of violence and the suceess of the peace process in Northern Ireland in 1998,
Irish-American political engagement in Trish issues lessened signilicantly. However, the UK's dee-
sion to leave the Furopean Union in 2016 (Brexit) threatened the reestablishment of a military horder
dividing British-controlled Northem Ireland from the Republic of Ireland (which remained within the
FU). Such a hard border would have undermined the Good Friday Agreement and likely provoked
renewed violence by paramilitary organizations Responding o growing Irish-American concerns,
the Democratic Speaker of the House of Representatives, Nancy Pelosi, organized a bipartisan Con-
gressional coalition to prevent the resumption of this militarized border by blocking a proposcd new
US-UK trade deal. This efTectively stymied President Trump, who supported the UK's exit from the
EU and favored a US free trade agreement with Landon. Congressional leaders, opposed to Trump's
ignoring of the threat 1o peace in Ireland, were supported by Trish-American organizations and trans-
national advocacy networks (TANS) such as the Ancient Order of Hihernians (AOH) and the bipari-
san Ad Hoe Commiltee 1o Protect the Good Friday Agreement. This latter commitiee, co-chaired by
former Members of Congress, Bruce Morrison, a Democrat, and Republican James T. Walsh,
comprised over 60 former senior US diplomats and academics who met regularly with all the parties
in Northern Ireland in addition to British and Trish officials,

Irish Americans: Political Relatability and Advocacy

To what extent did American politicians' support for peace in Ireland or the fact that they had
an Irish-American identity help secure votes from Irish Americans? Or did domestic issues like
hcaltheare, housing, and the so-called “culture wars™ play a much bigger role in voting patterns?
More research 1s needed here, but in a 2017 survey, 51 percent of Irish Americans aged 1845
years, said their identity influenced their poliucal perspective, but that influence decreased as their
families’ departure from Ireland went further back through the gencrations. Former Republican
Congressman James 1. Walsh noted that both Republicans and Democrats saw the benefit of en-
gaging with lreland because it 1s popular with their constituents, “so 1f' you can do something that
is popular, why the hell wouldn't you?" Congresswoman Mary Gay Scanlon noted that being lrish
American helped secure voles in certain states. “In my state, Pennsylvania, and in other states like
Massachusetts, New York, and New Hampshire with large Insh-American populations,” she said,
“being Irish helps to make a candidate more relatable to voters.™ This relatability is also indicated
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by a survey. where 23 percent of respondents said they were attracted 1o their Trish herita ge based
on the positive perceptions of Irsh wennty in the US*

Dunng a state visit to Ireland in 2023, which had echocs of President Kennedy's visit 60 years
carlier, President Biden equated middle-class values with being Irish, making Trish identity a positive
attribute in contrast with the hard-drinking stercotype of the past. As one newspaper noted. “Biden's
account of that value—getting up when you arc knocked down, making a hetter life for your children,
mdging a person’s honesty by the sweat on their brow—is indistinguishahle from how he depicts
Inshness ™ Susan Davis, the Chair of Trish-American Republicans, said that in a Congressional dis-
trict with a significant number of Trish Americans, Republican candidates should embrace their Trish
heritage. “You ean’t be guaranteed the Irish vole,” noted Davis, “hut it creates an affinily, making
you more relatable to voters.™ Davis was pleased that more young Irish-Amenican business men and
women were taking an interest in their ancesiry, becoming especially involved in promating trade
hetween Treland and the US. This last point is reinforced by a survey finding that Irish Americans be-
heve that the most important issuc for US politicians to address in relation to Ircland, afier a peaceful
umited Ireland, is two-way trade and investment policy hetween Ireland and the US ¢

Stella O"Leary. Chair of the Insh-American Demacrats PAC, noted the commitment of scores of
members of Congress 1o peace, justice, and prospenity in Ireland. “We have so much 1o be grateful
for,” O'Leary said, “including the gencrosity of the United States for contnbuting hall a billion dol-
lars 10 the Intemational Fund for Ireland since 1986 O'leary added that every American president
had appointed a special envoy o Northern Treland since Bill Clinton. In the 2020 ¢lection, the Biden
campaign made a special commitment to securing Irish-American votes for Democratic candidates,
coordinating with the “Insh Amenicans for Biden” voluntary committee in 2020 Actor Mark Hamill
(Luke Skywalker in the Star Wars franchise) headlined ten online Insh-American rallies for Biden,
which included prominent Tnsh-American politicians, community leaders, and musicians One poll
of Insh-American volers indicated that 52 percent had voled for Biden versus 39 percent for Trump
n the 2020 Presidential election. It seems fair to suggest that this Irish-American vote would have
made a significant difference in an election where, out of 156 million votes counted, if just 43,000
voles had not been cast for Demoerats in battleground states, Trimp would have won the Flectoral
College despite losing the popular vote by seven million votes ’

The Trish-American vole for Biden contrasts wath the while Catholic vote as a whale, which voted
for Trump over Biden by 57 percent to 42 percent. This demonstrates the folly of equating the white
Catholic vote with the Irish-Amenican vote as is sometimes done in the absence of consistent nation-
wide polls of Irish-American voling pattems. The evidence available suggests that a majority of Trish
Amencans supported presidential candidates from different parties since the 19505, voting for Republi-
can Dwight Eisenhower in the 1950s because of his World War 1l record, switching 1o John F Kennedy
in 1960, then supporting Richard Nivon and Ronald Reagan, but supporting Bill Clinton twice in the

1990s. Clinton hamself believes that the Insh vote was key to his enitical New York primary win over
Jerry Brown in 1992, which eatapulted him to the Demoeratic nomination. In 2012, an frish Central
poll found that 51 pereent of Inish-Amernican voters planned to vote for Barack Obama with 48 percent
leaning toward Mitt Romney. The survey indicated that 57 percent of respondents had voted for Barack
Obama in the 2008 election, whereas 43 percent had voted for Republican candidate John McCain *

Insh Americans were also politically active al the state level, with many later moving to natienal
office. The Amencan-Insh State Lepislators Caucus created by Insh senator Mark Daly is a bipar-
tisan network of Insh-American legislators and public officials across all 30 states, which promotes
hinks between the US and their Insh counterparts. Insh Ameticans no longer dominated city BOVeTm-
ment as they once did, but they continued 1o be elected us governors, including in New Jersey, New
York, and Massachusetts, with, in 2023, Maura Healy becoming with Tina Kotek the first openly
leshian governors in the US,
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Labor imions. once a powerlul platform for Irish Amenicans, had weakened by 2021, with the per-
centage of workers belonging 1o a union at 10,3 pereent compared to 20,1 percent 40 years carlier. By
conirast, business leaders, following the Supreme Conrt’s decision to end campaign finance restric-
fions on corporations in 2010, exerted outsized influence on legislators when it came to tax laws and
regulations. Insh-American Helen Clark, CEO of the powerful TS Chamber of Commerce, voiced
the general discontent of American business with the ideological divisions in Washington, calling on
the House to “forge a serious hipartisan approach™ and “strike a halance™ in the new House Select
Committee on China. “a your johs,” she said, “so we can do ours.™

Dud all this mean there was still an Irish-American voting hloc? Not really, as John MeCarthy
put it before he became a Special Advisor in President Biden's White House. “Tt’s more of an Trish
lobby, and it’s even more than that,” explained McCarthy. “It's an advacacy arm.” The publisher
Niall 0'Dowd agreed. Trish Americans have “successfully organized support on pohicies of interes!
to us, such as peace and equality in Northem Ireland and immigration reform,” O'Dowd noted “We
cultivate influential palitical relationships at the highest levels through lobbying, media advocacy,
canvassing al elections, and personal relationships, We are fortunate to have such responsive Trish
Amencans and pohitical leaders, ™

Irish-American Responses 1o Growing Political Divisions in America

Amenca was a badly shaken nation following the 9/11 attacks by Muslim extremists at the beginning
of the century, but it quickly united behind a resolve 10 defeat the terrorists, However, the subsequent
20-year “War on Terror” in Traq and Afghanistan weakened that unity and significantly undermined
American economic power and global leadership. Al the same time, working Americans became
increasingly angry in the Midwest and the South by the beliel that they were forgotten by the coastal
elites who enriched themselves through free trade and preferential 1ax and industrial policies. The
surprise election of Donald Trump as president in 2016 was a response (o this anger. While a major-
ity of volers voted for the Demaocratic candidate Hillary Clinton, the Republican celebrity television
candidale won the Flectoral College with a populist message denouncing the endless wars_ apposing
free trade, and bringing back jobs 1o the lorgotien Americans

Contrary 1o his promises, President Trump increased the income inequality gap and stoked lears
and anger among Americans, forging a seilgeist of mistrust and alienation lueled by a llood of mis-
information on social and hard-right media. An epidemic ol mass gun shootings and deaths from the
fentanyl drug crisis added 1o Americans’ despair that they were losing control o their society. Tn addi-
tion, billions of dollars spent on political campaigns lunded Qoods of disparaging negative television
ads aboul candidales, threatening 10 lum America into a dysfunctional plutocracy.

Unlike any previous American president, President Trump challenged the Gundamental mules of
Amencan democracy by [alsely claiming that the 2016 election was ngged and that he should have
won the popular vote. He doubled down on these dangerous, baseless assertions in 2020 when he lost
to Joc Biden, fomenting an invasion of Congress on January 6, 2021 in an effort w prevent Biden
being certified as president. * Iis was,” noted one histortan, “an expheitly anti-democratic act in a
way not seen since the Civil War™ Trump was later charged by Vederal and State prosecutors with
two vast alleged criminal conspiracies to overturm the 2020 presidential election.”!

Trump's brutahzaing political style and deviousness combined wath lus stiming up of class re-
sentment traumatized the country even before the three agomizing and solating years of the Covid
pandenie, which killed over one million Amencans. Fach side of the political divide saw the other
as an existential threat, a dynamic that made political compromise very dillicult. According to Pew
Research, members of both parties who had unlwvorable opimons of the opposing party doubled
between 1994 and 2022, while thuse who had very unfavorable opimions of the opposing panty were
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at recond lughs as of 2022 In another poll, sizable majorities of US adults said that by 2050 the US
economy “will be weaker, political divisions will be wider, and the United States will be less impor-
tant in the world ™"

The prominence of Insh Amencans in the Tromp White House led 1o a public perception that
Insh Amenica had tumed hard right. The reality, however, was that Irish Americans were prominent
across the political speetrum. For every rightwing journalist like Bill O'Reilly and Scan Hannity,
there was a liberal Maurcen Dowd or a Stephen Colbert. For every conservative Chiel of StalT like
General John Kelly, there was former Centrl Intelligence Ageney (CIA) director John Brennan, who
attacked President Trump for being drunk on power. For every Sean Spicer or Kellyanne Conway
serving President Tramp, there was a Jake Sullivan or Mike Donilon in the Biden White House. For
Justice Brett Kavanaugh, there was a Senator Patrick 1eahy who tore into the Trump Supreme Court
nominee al the Senate Judiciary Commitiee hearings, accusing Kavanaugh of lying under oath "’

Insh Amencans demonsirated their diverse political identity by the contrasting responses 1o
Trump’s assault on democracy. OF course, Trish-American Democrats vigorously opposed Trump, in-
cluding voting for his impeachment in the House of Representatives. But even among Republican Trish
Amencans, there was opposition to Trump's attempi to subvert demoeracy. Viee-President Mike Pence
refused Trump's orders to suspend the ratification of the election vote on January 6, being rewarded
by having 1o fee for his life from Capitol Hall when the mob overwhelmed the police. The Republican
Senate leader, Mitch McConnell, of Scolch-Inish ancestry, said Trump was “practically and morally
responsible™ for the January 6 attack. Mick Mulvaney, formerly Trump’s Chicl of Stall, resigned as
special envoy 1o Northem Treland in response o Trump’s role in the storming of the US Capital

Kevin McCarthy, who became Speaker of the House when Republicans won a majority in 2022,
initially condemned Trump, but later aligned himself with the former president as many of his party.
including Trish Americans, continued 1o propagate the Big Lic. Scan Hannity became the leading
proponent of the stolen election on Fox TV, broadeasting [alse conspiracy theories to millions of
viewers. All of these diflerent reactions confirmed that while Irish Americans enjoyed a proficiency
in American politics, they were divided on pantisan lines excepl when 1t came 1o Treland, and in par-
ticular, peace and equality in Northem Ireland.

Majority of Irish Americans Favor Equal Marriage and Abortion

How did ordinary Trish Americans respond to these traumatic events and the so-called culture wars
stirred up by Republicans and by rightwing and social media? The Inish vote in the 2016 presidential
campaign between Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump has not been clearly analysed, although one
pre-election poll suggesied Trish Amencans favored Clinton over Trump by a narrow majority of 52
percent. A 2023 survey of Irish Americans indicated that a majority held progressive political views,
supporting Democratic policies on marnage equality and LGDBTQ nghis, chimate change, gender
cquality. labor rights, racial equality. abortion and reproductive nghts. and protecting Social Secuniy
and Medicare. Republican positions were [avored by a small majority on nanenal secunty, cnime,
and gun nights. The evolution of Insh-Amencan views on social issucs became evident in 2015 with
the removal of the long-standing ban on gays marching in the St Patniek’s Day parade i New York
City. Three years later, the gay Insh-Indian Taciseach (Pnme Mimister) of Ireland, Leo Varadkar,
marched with his pantner in that parade, receiving cheers of encouragement lrom the crowds. Mean-
while, Ireland 1n 2015 became the first country i the world 1o legalize sime-sex mamage through a
referendum ™

In 2022, the US Supreme Count’s decision to overthrow the Court’s 1973 Roe v Wade ruling
reversed the movement loward women’s nghts by penmitting mdividual states 10 pass legislanon
outlawing abortion, despite approximately 60 percent of Amencans supporung the nght w abortion,
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Conservatives in the evangelical Protesiant and Catholic churches had sought for decades to ban
abortion and were finally rewarded by a Supreme Court with three Irish-American Catholics Juslices,
However, prominent Irish- American Demoeratic members of Congress like Kirsten Callibrand, Chris
Murphy, Madeleme Dean. Chrissy Toulahan, and Mary Gay Scanlon opposed the Court decision and
achively supporied abortion rights. One survey indicated that Trish Americans supported the Demo-
cratic position on abortion nghts over the Republican position by 51 10 32 percent. ™

In their presidential election campaigns, both Joe Biden and Hillary Clinton who supported abor-
tion rights were attacked by the large conservative movement opposing abortion. Donald Trump and
the Republican Party, backed by anti-regulation and low-tax husiness leaders, elMectively used apposi-
tion to abortion to win a significant number of conservative Cathalic and evangelical Protestant voters
The majonty of Tnsh-American Catholic bishops were anti-Biden during the 2020 election campaign
New York Cardinal Timothy Dolan even attended the Republican convention that nominated Trump
n 2020 and prayed there publicly for “the innocent life of the baby in the womb." Arch-conservarive
Cardinal Raymond Burke, former head of the Church's Supreme Court, stated that President Trump
was “undoubtedly”™ preferable to Hillary Clinton, asserting that abortion was the acid test for voters
and more important than welcoming refirgees or helping the poor. However, Cardinal Robert McFlroy
enuerzed those questioning Biden’s personal devotion 1o his Catholic faith hased on his POsILIoNS on
abortion, characterizing “the public denial of candidates’ identity as Catholies hecause of a specilic
policy position they have taken [as] an assault on the meaning of what it is to be Catholic.” Pope Fran-
cis, closer lo Cardinal Mcllroy's views, sent a message 1o newly elected President Biden accentualing
commeon ground and offering prayers for “understanding, reconciliation and peace ™

Waning Inlluence of Catholicism on Irish-American Political Views

With many Irish-Amencan Catholics prepared to support the legal right 1o abortion despite Catholic
Church opposition, what did that say about their relationship with the Church? Tn truth, since the end
of the twentieth century, Catholicism had played a dimimishing role in Trish- American identity and its
political views. One survey showed that only 12 percent of the 47 percent of respondents who identi-
fied as Catholic regularly aitended church, 20 percent did not, and 15 percent no longer identified as
Catholic In addition, young Irish Amenicans did not ideniify with Catholicism as much as their older
counterparts, with only 23 percent of those under the age of 35 identifying as Catholic. Tnterestingly,
16 percent of the Irish-American respondents said they were non-religious. These rends were part
ol an overall decline in church observance, with a Gallup poll showing that the number of Catholics
belonging 1o a parish dropped rom 76 percent in 2000 1o 58 percent in 2020, Among Prolesiants, the
membership decline in the same period was smaller, from 73 percent 1o 64 percent. The writer James
Carroll connected the collapse of Catholic moral authority to the clergy sex abuse scandal, which is
addressed by Sally Barr Ebest in her chapter in this volume “The betrayal by abusive pnests and
bishops (who protected the abusers instead of the victims),” Carroll argues, “was part of the larger
transition of religious meaning that began with the Second Vatican Council when Catholics left the
closed-in world of the parish for the larger world of religious tolerance and secular enlightenment ™
In addition, many Insh Americans, who were raised Catholic, and whose values were shaped by the
Rerum Novarum encyclical on social justice, ceased pracucing when the US Catholic bishops beeame
more conservative. '

Ever since the Great Famune influx to America, most [rish Amencans had identified their neigh-
borhoods with the name of their Catholic pansh, which was the core of Insh-Amencan ientity and
community, connectng young and old through church halls, weekly Mass, Ingh schools, colleges,
and even hospitals. hd the [raciunng of this Insh-Amencan Catholic identity Trom the end of the
twentieth century weaken Insh-American political inlluence? Fergal Cochrune’s book, The Fnd af
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Irish Ameriea?, seems to conlirm this Tear, but lus actual findings concluded that Irish-American
identity was simply redefining iiself” A survey of Irish Amcricans supported this conelusion, indicat-
ing that more than hall of them attended Irish-themed music concerts. Peter Quinn agreed, saying
that “the rise of secular Insh-American instinttions like Glucksman Ireland House, the Trish Reper-
tory Theater, the Trish Arts Center (all located in New York) scemed to track with the decline of the
Church.” “The same phenomenon is operating in Ireland,” continued Quinn, because “the end of
the Chureh’s predominance over all aspeets of Trish life has cleared the ground for new and vibrant
cultural and artistic expressions of Trishness ” James Carroll noted that,

The transition may have made us less exphicitly ‘Trish Catholic,” but it made us more fully
Amencan and more fully, well, Christian. The imnate gondness of Trishness, for all of its *fall-
enness,” has come through powerfully and continues as a pillar of Amencan virlue, for all of
its fallenness "™

Dan Rooney, the President of the Pitishurgh Steelers football franchise from 1975 to 2002, 1s an
tlustrative example of someone who, having grown up in an Irish-American Cathalic culiure rel-
atively removed from Ircland, became intensely engaged in the Northern Ireland peace process,
eventually being appointed US Ambassador o Treland in 2009, Rooncy, a devout Catholic, whose
great-grandparents had emigrated from Newry in Ulster in the 1880 1o become bricklayers in the
Pittshurgh steel mills, grew increasimgly concerned about the blondshed and sufleri ng in his ancestral
homeland. Together with Anthony O'Reilly, then CEO of the global HI Heinz company, he lounded
the Treland Funds which has raised over $600 million Tor peace, culture, and community develop-
ment on the island of Treland. Rooney also promoted the so-called *Rooney Rule™ in the NFI. requir-
ing league teams to interview cthnic-minority candidates for head coaching roles. Rooney endorsed
Barack Obama during the Democratic primary in 2008, seeing in him a commitment 1o Fairmess and
to helping working people. Rooney's Inshness was deeply influenced by his Trish-Amenican wife,
Patricia, who taught and loved Trish literature, prompting the ereation of the Rooney Prize awarded
annually to outstanding young Trish poets and fiction writers. ™

The Scotch Irish, Irish Americans, and Race

The 2022 US Senate race in Ohio between two Irish Amencans depicied the continuing political di-
visions among Trish Americans when the conservative libertarian and best-selling author of Hillbilly
Elegy, 1. D. Vance, and liberal Democrat Tim Ryan opposed each other. One journalist wrote that
Vance, who sell-identified as Scolch Irish. won largely hecause ol his support for Trump’s namrative
ol while nationalism and the fear of the Greal Replacement. “Vance has just won an election based
on the idea that white people are victimized by progressives,” wrote Meredith McCarroll, “and that
experienee as an exceptional white—better than the rest o Middletown, Ohio—makes him the leader
worth following ™

Jim Webb, the decorated former US Marine, Sceretary of the Navy under President Reagan, and
one-term Democratic senator from Virginia, has winitten many books mcluding Bor Fighring; How
the Scots Irish Shaped America, extolling the contributions of the Scots Insh to Amenca. One jour-
nalist noted that Webb “has been writing about the dignity of his people—the gun-loving, country-
music-singing, working-class whites of Scoich-Irish descent who fight in wars, stafl the nation’s
[actonies and shop its Wal-Marts.” These people, Webb wrote, “gave our country great things, includ-
ing its most definitive culture,” Webb also noted in interviews that other Americans had ethme pride,
but the identity ol his own culture had been lost. Niall O'Dowd culled Webb's book “a ery from the
heart to recognize what the momly southern Amenicans ol Insh heritage, from Andrew Jackson and
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Danicl Boone and Davy Crockett on down, have done to shape this country. These days,” 0'Dowd
continuied, “Seots Insh are the poor and working-class whites who are deeply alienated from the
Demoeratic party and who have tumed the south almost all red Republican.” Pro-British Union-
ist politicians from Northern Ireland have made some clTorts to sceure the political support of the
Protestant Seoich Insh but without any real success. The Irish govemment, as part of its outrcach 1o
Unionists in Northem Treland, has sought to widen Trish-American identity to include the Scotch Trish
as well as Black and Brown Irish

According to one political analyst, partisanship in the United States had by the 2020s hecome a
“mega-identity,” “representing both a division over policy and a broader clash between white, Chris-
an conservatives and a liberal, multiracial, secular elite” This is a somewhat simplistic analysis
of the division as illustrated by the more complex reasons for why Trish Amencans voled for either
Democrals and Republicans in the twenty-first century * Yes, Irish Americans had a mixed reeord
on race relations, with some being anti-racist and others supporting white Christian nationalism, the
reactionary racist movement that claimed whites were endangered by the “Great Replacement ™ For-
mer presidential candidate Pat Buchanan promoted an anti-Semitic, racist, and anti-immigrant ideol-
ogy, openly afliliating with white supremacists. In us 201 | book, Suicide of a Superpower, Buchanan
complained that the United States was hecoming an mcreasingly diverse country. thal minorities
would soon outnumber white Amenicans and that the couniry “is disintegrating, ethnically, culiurally,
morally, politically.™ The Irish Times columnist, Fintan O Toole, focusing on the conservatism of
some Trish Americans, asked what Tnshness brought 1o this nexus that Catholie conservatism alone
did not. “The one-word answer is: victimhood,” (' Taole asserted.

[n the stew of far-right reaction, a crucial ingredicent 1s the transference of victimhood: the
claim that white men, rather than being (s they are) relatively privileged. are in lact victims
This is a strange and poisonous outgrowth of our particular history @

However, as noted carlier, many Irish Amencans were on the progressive side of American polilics
and fought for racial equality and civil rights, including the Jesuit Berrigan brothers, the New York
lawyer Paul O'Dwyer. and courageous Irish nuns and priests who marched for civil rights i the
South. Trish- American radicalism goes hack 1o Mother Jones in the nineteenth century, and two heads
of the American communist parly, Flizabeth Gurley Flynn and William Foster, were the children of
Irish immigrants. Dorothy Day established the Catholic Worker Movement in the 1950s, combining
aid for the poor and homeless with nonviolent direct action. More recently, the Boston-based hand
Dropkick Murphys, popular with working Irish people in New Fngland, loudly proclaimed its oppo-
sition to white nationalism and support for the nights of labor and veterans. Reinforcing anti-racism.
60} Irish-Amenican political and cultural figures sent a public letier to the Congressional Black Caucus
in 2020, following the death of the civil nghts leader John Lewss urging, “the great institutions of
Insh Amenica, particularly our colleges and universitics, as well as our civic and fraternal organiza-
uons, o address their role in maintaining the institutional racism that has plagued this nation. ™

It is also probable that many Irish Americans and Scotch Insh who voted for Trump and other
white conscrvatives were nol racist but more focused, as was noted earlier, on neglect of their eco-
nomic interests by “coastal elites.” The conservative Chnstian colummnist, Lee [labee, argued that
“Trump dared 1o challenge the US Chamber of Commerce, which loves cheap labor, and the Demo-
cratic Party, which cared more about building a voting block than attending to the needs of strug-
gling Ohivans.™ Indeed, by the 20205, taking a cue from Trump populism, the Biden Democrats
were more attuned to non-college educated rural Americans than previous Democratic presidents
like Obama and Clinten, In 2020 Joe Biden defeated Donald Tramp in the mce for the White House
largely because he promised to reverse the years ol neglect of working Americans, a promise [ulfilled
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by his passing some of the most pro-labor legislation in his first term since Presicent Johnson's
admimstration ™

Recent rescarch is bringing to light the complex mterrelationship between Irish Americans and
people of color. The African-American Irish Network. founded in 2021, fosters relations between
Adncan Amenicans and Ireland throngh their shared heritage and culiure. (Cara MeClintock-Walsh's
chapter carlier in this volume similarly cxammes culural cross-pollinations hetween African-
American and Insh theater in the last century). The Black, Brown and Green Voices scrics hy Glucks-
man Ireland House at New York University represents a targeted documentation strategy ol the
Archives of Trish America, giving voice to the diversity of the Irish diaspora. The late musicologisi
Mick Moloney championed both the overlap hetween Trish, African, Jewish, and Galician music and
culture and the inclusion of women artists in Irish music performances. including “Cherish the La-
dies” which has performed at the House Speaker s annual $1 Patrick’s Day lunch for the 118 president.

For many years, conservative Americans advocated the trope that black Americans could sue-
ceed Iike other immigrants such as the Famine Irish if they really wanted to, and that social welfare
programs only encouraged dependency. Their reasoning, which ignored the fact that there were no
restrictions on the Irish immigrating 1o America in the nineteenth century, was reinforced by the
myth that the Irish were an enslaved white race who by virtue of hard work had been more success-
ful than African-American descendants of slaves. Some Trish were indentured servants for a periad,
but their children were free and they enjoyed Amenican citizenship, a status far rom chattel slavery
The [alse “Irish slave™ namrative has been efMectively dehunked by 1iam Hogan. an Irish scholar who
assiduously tracked the myth in social media usage, noting that “this continued misuse of Irish his-
tory devalues the real history.” As historian Kevin Kenny makes clear in his book on immigration,
while nincteenth-century Trish immigrants undoubtedly faced prejudice and bigot ry. they could enter
the US, move freely within and between the states, naturalize as citizens, vole, hold office, tesnfy in
court, and serve on juries, which most Black people. free or enslaved, could not

Conclusion

Only time will tell if American politics will remain deeply polarized or if that will prowe to have heen
a passing, ugly phase. Meanwhile, as Irish Americans grapple with these divisions, their political
influence continues to thrive in both major political parties at both state and federal levels. 1f the past
15 any indication, the island of Ireland will continue to need the enilical support and engagement of
[rish-American political influence, bath politically and economically. to secure a peacelul and pros-
perous (uture. While the guns in Northem Ireland have remained mostly silent since 1998, memories
of atrocities and stubbom scctarianism prevail, imhibiting any serious reconciliation among the two
communitics. Some predict a united Ireland 1s incvitable, as demographics shifl, but others feel an
“agreed Ireland™ has to come first. As the poct Paul Muldoon wrote on the twent y-fifth anniversary of
the Good Friday Agreement in 2023: “We've come a ways already. we've gol a ways o go ™'

The continuation of Irish-American political influence in support of Ircland will be dependemt
on the regencration and sustainability of Insh- American idennty, where “attention needs to be paid to
the particular needs and interests and the shifls in tastes and platforms used by yvounger diaspora co-
horts.™ This shift in tastes among the younger Irish generation on both sides of the Atlantic is encap-
sulated in the novels of Sally Rooney, who has been described as “the first wreat millenmal awther,”
With few new immigrants from Ireland 1o refresh the “late-generation ethmcity™ of Insh Amenca,
greater eflorts will be required 1o provide opportunities for voung [rish Amenicans to study, work, and
volunteer in Ireland. With nearly two million American visitors 1o Ireland every year, Insh Americans
and the Insh in Ireland are, as Mark O'Brien discusses in his chapter in this volume, mereasingly
connected by the internet and by Irish literawure, films, sports, and music. As one writer put i, “New
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York and Dublin arc now suburbs ol cach other ™ The New York Times deseribed the globally popular
Dublin folk music group, Lankum, as “a gang of drone-loving expenmentalists who have become a
Indestar for the scenc [ ] their ereative bounty echoed in other Irish arts resonatin ¢ abroad despite—
and arguably because of—their rich, resolute Irishness.” This “new” Trishness includes the TV scries
“Dermry Girls" and “Bad Sisters.” and the films “The Quict Girl (An Cailin Ciinn)” and “The Banshees
of Inisherin,” with both films part of the so-called Green Wave ar the 2023 Oscars

In 2020 the emergence on TikTok of a Black-American performer ol Irish step dancing who had
no Irish ancesiry signaled another new tum in Trish-American culiural identity. “With an acoustic
remix ol rapper Megan Thee Stallion’s song ‘Savage,” Sandra Bullock burst onto social media, gar-
nering a loyal following in America and Ireland almost immediately.” notes historian Céilin Parsons
“This kind of emerging, loose aMiliation between young Americans and Insh culture poinis the way
1o a future relationship between Treland and America that is notl strictly tied to wdentity or lincage ™
Bullock went on 1o join the Riverdance troupe, ilsell a fusion of old and new, which since 1994 has
been seen live by mullions of people in over 50 counirics across six confinents. ™

Caitriona Perry. the former Trish television correspondent in America, advocates a multifaceted
approach to sustaining Irish-American identity and influcnce in America, combining the love of Trish
music, culture, and art with “new approaches that include economic arguments, iwo-way invesiment
and educational opportiunitics, both for younger generations of Insh Amencans and for those who
have no ancestral connections.” The success of this multifaceted approach remams to be determined
as Irish Americans transition from a closed community of shared education and community organiza-
tions to one more open and diverse, and organized around culiural, business, and professional aflini-
ties. The Irish Ambassador to the United States, Geraldine Byme Nason, believes that “the ans and
soll power of both Ireland and Irish America, together with 15 -Ireland business relationships, seem
to be the principal asscts in sustaining our evolving Irish-American identity ™ The ambassador confi-
dently predicted that “with our decp and diverse cultural relationshi p. Irish Americans will remain an
nfluential voice in US politics throughout the twenty-first century.™
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