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Discrimination against the Irish Travelling Community in Ireland may not seem like a 

topic relevant to people in Montana, since most people have never even heard of them. Yet it 

is very important because discrimination is a serious issue no matter who is experiencing it. 

We are all part of the human family and must criticize and correct our extended society when 

a member group is going without basic needs including food, shelter, and respect. The

injustices described are ironically occurring in a Christian society.

I do not purport to know everything about Travellers or what is the solution to their 

problems, but I do know that a great injustice is being committed against them. I have only

talked to a few Travellers. I have never lived with them or carried out my own surveys or

studies. What I have done, however, is spent a lot of time with the settled community of

Ireland. On a very regular basis they make negative references to Travellers. They complain

about Travellers and make jokes at their expense. I have read many books that were written

by Travellers themselves so as to get accurate information and a feeling of what they are

experiencing. As a human, I know that no matter who they are, they deserve to be treated well

and not to be despised as they currently are. I hope that my analysis of the oppression will

open people’s eyes about how injustice can be built into a system and make them aware of

their actions so that we may work towards equality, justice and respect for all.



4
Some say that God created the earth and all the creatures and life forms 
that make up this unique world we share. Whether one believes this to be 
true or not, there is one simple fact that has taken humankind many 
hundreds of generations on this planet to learn. We all breathe the same 
air. We’re all born equal...or are we? (The Light Within).

Imagine that a friend of yours is told everyday that he/she is worthless and that the life 

s/he lives is backwards and uncivilized. Your friend is denied access to public places on

account of his/her lifestyle. S/he is segregated from the “normal” community and heavily 

discriminated against because of belonging to a group which lives that lifestyle. Moreover, 

your friend is denied basic respect from society. You probably are distraught that someone 

could commit such heinous actions against a good person. Now imagine that your friend is 

part of a minority, any minority—gay, African American, Jewish, nomad, etc. The

aforementioned description of social exclusion is exactly the marginalization experienced by 

many minorities J One need not look far in nearly any society to observe these actions. 

For example, in the United States, the land of the free and equal, African Americans were

made to drink from “colored” drinking fountains and go to “colored” schools until very

recently. Although to many people it may seem ludicrous that humans could exclude and

even kill other people because of a lifestyle, physical trait or religious beliefs, this type of

exclusion based on racism or discrimination occurs very often because for some reason it

' Minorities are groups who exercise a degree of power and influence which is less than equity would require, whereas 

dominant groups are those who exercise a disproportionate degree of power over others in the society. Dominant and minority 

groups are not classified according to numerical strength (MacGreil 18).



seems more justifiable if the victim is a minority or in some manner different than the 

aggressor. Somehow the discrimination against a minority does not seem as big of a problem 

to a member of the dominant group until it is put in terms of her/him being a friend or family 

member. In a country where everyone is granted by law basic human rights and, even more 

specifically, in a community which is predominantly Christian/ like Ireland, the degree of 

discrimination that occurs is extremely shocking.

There are three general categories of minorities in Ireland: “people of color”, Jewish 

people, and Travellers. There are about 45,000 “people of color” (mostly from British 

colonies and in the north they are mainly South African and Chinese and in the south mainly

Africans). Two thousamd Jewish people live in the north and the south of Ireland (McVeigh

22). The Irish Travelling Community or Irish Travellers, historically called Tinkers, Itinerants

and even Gypsies,are an Irish nomadic group. There are about 18,000-30,000 living in

Ireland, about 10,000 in England and about 15,000 in the United States. Although they make

up less than 1% of the total Irish population they are heavily discriminated against and have

what Micheal MacGreil calls “highly negative visibility” (MacGreil 1977 123 from Kenny

Routes 28). One government report states that the Travellers are “a uniquely disadvantaged

group: impoverished, undereducated, often despised and ostracised, they live on the margins 

of Irish society” (Rottmann et al. 8). The kind of treatment Travellers experience is directly 

contradictory to the teachings of the Church and the Christian paradigm of society.

Nomadism has not traditionally been well accepted by the Irish settled society (the other

2
“The Republic of Ireland in about 94% Catholic and 98% Christian (MacGreil 156).
3

The names “Tinker" and “Itinerant" are now considered derogatory as they are not the group’s chosen names. Itinerant also 

implies vagrancy rather than acknowledging that many in the group choose the lifestyle of life on the road. “Gypsy” is also 

sometimes used by the settled community. Although "Gypsy” is not necessarily derogatory, it is a misnomer; true Gypsies are 

thought to have originated in India, whereas the Travellers are most likely natives of Ireland. Terms like “knackers” and “gypos” 

are also used in a derogatory fashion and they serve to "debase Travellers to the level of a racial minority” (MacLaughlin 69).



99% of the population) and therefore has been the major point of conflict. The majority of 

£ institutionalized discrimination is rooted in the Western sedentary ideology that nomadism is

less civilized than sedentarism^ and that if given the choice any rational human being 

would choose to be sedentary. There is a large degree of individual discrimination which 

stems from a projected negative image of the Travellers. Although some negative ideas come 

from firsthand contact, this negative image comes mainly from Western ideas of nomadism, 

the media, theories, and rumors.The increasing levels of institutional and individual 

discrimination threaten the very survival of their nomadic way of life. The Light Within, a 

documentary on Travellers made by the Parish for the Travelling Community, says that “this

is an injustice which tears at the very heart of the people, but which is not going

unchallenged” {The Light Within).

In this thesis, I examine the serious nature of discrimination on a large scale and the

irony of its occurrence in a Christian context by discussing the discrimination against the 

Irish Travelling Community in Ireland. Chapter 1 gives brief history of the Travellers

themselves and their treatment in Ireland. It is vital to know a background history of the Irish

Travellers as they are not well known worldwide and the roots of their traditions and culture

need to be understood in order to observe some of the ways in which they experience

prejudice. In Chapter 2, a working definition of discrimination and racism is given, 

comprehensive aspects of the discrimination against the Travellers are explicated, and the 

Church’s teaching on discrimination are discussed. Using Christian paradigms and 

government policies, the injustices are analysed in Chapters 3-7 by exploring specific areas in• 4 . .
Sedentarism is a relatively new word used to describe the opposite of nomadism; it is, a culture that lives in one place habitually. 

This statement is not to exonerate the Travellers from bad actions and crime, rather it is to point out that the majority of hostility 

they experience is undeserved and is not generally caused by negative encounters that the discriminator has had, but from an image 

of the Travellers s/he has obtained from society. McVeigh points out that the crimes Travellers commit do not outweigh the 

institutional hurt they experience (McVeigh 17).



which Travellers are discriminated. Chapter 3 goes into detail on whether the Travellers 

constitute an ethnic group by defining ethnicity and observing how they do or do not fit into 

the definition; it is important for them to be recognized as an ethnic group so that they may 

live a more just life. The way that Travellers are excluded from and treated in society is 

expounded in Chapter 4. In Chapter 5, a general history of Western and Eastern opinions of 

nomadism—ranging from extreme romanticism to extreme disgust—are given and the 

Travellers’ experience of nomadism is explained within that context. Chapter 6 describes the

different types of accommodation in which the Travellers live and what the settled people’s

role in Travellers’ accommodation has been. Chapter 7 gives the state of Travellers’ 

education in Ireland and various types of discrimination they have endured in the school

system. The Conclusion looks towards a future for Travellers and their treatment in Ireland

by explaining each person’s relation to all other people and by giving the meaning of justice

according to the Church and how a society can work towards that paradigm. Basically all of

the organized religions of the world speak of social justice and how humans should treat one

another to achieve social justice. Unfortunately, despite that fact that millions (if not billions)

of people worldwide claim to belong to one of these organized religions, people are still 

mistreating one another on massive scales and humankind is far from having achieved social

justice.



I

O-wxprrer' I: Or't^lns «xr»d tOtszror'y

There are many different theories of the origin of the Travellers. Most of the written 

history of the Travellers has been mere references in other people’s history; this is due to a 

couple of reasons. One is that the Travellers are of an oral rather than written tradition (Maher 

68). The other is that Travellers live more in the present than the past or the future, 

concentrating more in their efforts in work and thought on what is happening now rather than 

on contemplation of the past or projection of future goals. Thus history is not as important to 

them as it may be for many Western societies who seem to dwell more on history and what is 

to come while paying little heed to the present. There are three broad groupings of the 

origins hypotheses: the Travellers are/were products of destitution having been evicted from

their land; they are descendents of travelling craftspeople; and they are descendents of Celtic

or pre-Celtic peoples.

One of the theories, now heavily refuted but still commonly accepted in Irish society, is

a theory of poverty and displacement. Within this broad conception there are several ideas of

the actual times or ways in which the people became landless and took to the roads. One

looks to the 17th century when Oliver Cromwell and his armies were evicting the poor from

their land and the other to the mid 1800s when the Great Famine killed off millions and sent

many people to the roads. Both of these hypotheses imply that the Travellers nowadays are 

dropouts of society and are the remains of the incompetent and miserable who were unable to



settle again when the economy saw better days in Ireland. Neither take into account that for 

Travellers, living on the road is a way of life and they do not see it as a sacrifice nor do they 

long to settle down no matter how much money they have. The Economic & Social Research 

Institute published a document in 1979 saying that “traditionally, itinerants were the very 

poor...no longer able to exist on meagre small holdings, dispossessed for failure to pay rents 

or unemployed due to obsolescence of their trades” (Dempsey & Geary xi). It is true that the 

populations living along the roadside greatly increased in times of depression, evictions, 

famine and hardship, or war; at one time there could have been as many as three million 

living on the road. However, the difference is that the majority of these displaced people were 

traditionally sedentary people rather than nomadic and when given the opportunity would

have settled (McDonagh “Who Are the Travelling People?” DYKUAA 10). In fact, many

Travellers would only settle reluctantly when forced to do so. Some Travellers do want to

settle; they wish to settle not because of hatred for the road life itself but rather because of the

way they are treated and scorned for being nomadic.

Another division of hypotheses designates Travellers to be descendents of craftspeople.

One idea is that their ancestors were indigenous craftspeople—who were either separate from,

a distinct subgroup within, or drawn from the Celtic invaders—who never became sedentary

(Ni Shuinear ITCE 71). A second view is that there was not enough demand for certain trades

in a given area, like tinsmithing, so the people in those trades adopted a nomadic way of life

to enable them to profitably continue working in their trades (Gmelch 8).

Finally, Travellers are sometimes thought to date back to Celtic or pre-Celtic ages. Eoin 

0 MacNeill in Phases of Irish History dates the Travellers to pre-Celtic times: “The tinker clans

of recent times in Ireland and Scotland may well be survivals of some of these ancient [pre-

Celtic inhabitants of Ireland] industrial communities” (MacNeill 82). These pre-Celtic groups



which may or may not have been nomadic at the time were relegated to inferior status by 

fy Celtic invaders (Nf Shiiinear ITCE 70). The other idea is that the Travellers in fact descended

from one of several distinct Celtic groups who invaded Ireland over several centuries (ibid

71).

Regardless of their actual origins, one thing is known, that they exist as a distinct group 

today with their own way of life. In the 1900s, the evolution of their culture and lifestyle is 

well documented by oral and written histories. A brief overview of the past century’s 

history—including Traveller transportation and accommodation, economy, family life and 

values, health, and government responses to them—is necessary to understand current issues

and also to get a sense of the rich culture of the Irish Travellers.

Transportation and Accommodation

Travelling is, of course, at the root of the Travellers’ culture and has been for centuries. 

In the early 1900s, their main form of transportation was by foot. They walked to wherever

they wanted to go and then found shelter either along quiet roadsides or in someone’s home.

Gmelch & Kroup note that “in choosing a place to stay they looked for a sturdy wall or

hedgerow to provide shelter from the wind, an ample supply of sticks for their fires, grass for

their horses, and water from a well or pump” (Gmelch & Kroup 17). Tents were the most

common shelter for a long time. The tents were made of bent hazel branches with a thick rod

through the center and they were covered with oil-soaked bags to keep the rain out. Most

people had carts that they wheeled around and in which they carried their belongings. It was 

M not until the 1930s that the Travellers began to use wagons—which were introduced to

Ireland during World War I by Gypsies escaping conscription in England—for their shelter

(Gmelch & Kroup 17). These barrel-top wagons were built by putting a bow-top



superstructure on to a flat cart (Gmelch & Kroup 17). It was necessary to own a horse to 

move the wagons around, so at first only the most well off families owned wagons. Soon, 

however, nearly everyone used wagons. In the 1960s, about 61% of Travellers still lived in 

wagons, while only 15% lived in motor caravans or trailers (Gmelch 26). As Travellers (and 

the rest of Ireland) began to become more mechanized and motorized, the wagons were 

replaced with caravans or trailers and the main form of transport became the automobile. 

Now many Travellers also live in houses.

Traveller Economy

Travellers are renowned for their versatility and innovation in earning their living.

There were four principal categories of trade in which Travellers worked in the 1930s:

tinsmiths, sweeps, hawkers and horse and donkey dealers (Gmelch & Kroup 21). However,

they by no means only stuck to those trades. Many could do a variety of odd jobs. Travellers

had to be what Gmelch & Kroup call “opportunists.” In other words, they remained flexible

and ready to perform whatever service was in demand. This flexibility was essential for their

economy because many of their jobs and services had “very limited or seasonal demand”

(Gmelch & Kroup 21).

Tinsmithing was the main trade of most Travellers and that is the place from which the 

name “Tinker” earned They traveled around and mended people’s pans, pots, cans, 

kettles etc. Many also fixed a variety of other items (made from other materials) such as

umbrellas, clocks, china and earthenware (Gmelch & Kroup 21). The china and earthenware

were “stitched” together by drilling small holes in them and wiring them together.

^Gmelch says that the name is “derived from the sound of the craftman’s hammer striking metal” (Gmelch 8), whereas Michael 

McDonagh Says it comes from the Irish word tinceard meaning tin craft (McDonagh ITCE 11).



Horse and donkey dealers would go to fairs and markets to buy, sell and trade horses. 

They were well known for their knowledge and business sense when it came to horse dealing. 

Many country people even asked Travellers to bargain for horses for them as they were so 

skilled in getting both the best price and the best horse (Gmelch & Kroup 23).

The chimney sweeps worked seasonally, mainly in spring and late autumn, for people 

with large houses mainly in the East and Midlands of Ireland. They were paid by how many 

tins of soot they cleaned out of the chimney (Gmelch & Kroup 27).

Peddling and hawking were done by almost all Travellers, although some relied more 

upon them than others. They went to people’s houses with everything from glassware to 

scissors and religious pictures, to trade for food or clothing rather than sell for cash. They 

also went to people to ask or beg for items ranging from goods they could sell to clothing 

and food. The asking for alms was often hard for a settled person to refuse because of their 

religious values. One settled person noted that “it was held to be an unlucky thing to turn a

travelling person away, especially if they asked for help in the name of God” (Gmelch &

Kroup 27).

Many women told fortunes to earn money. They made up stories about someone’s

future. One fortune teller describes how she decided what to tell the person: “If it was a

young person, I’d tell them they were going to be married or they were goin’ to get money

from friends across the water, or they were failin’ into a bit of luck.” She goes on to say the

“we’d only tell them a pack of lies out of it. We didn’t care once we got the price of food for

our kids” (Gmelch & Kroup 28). Although they were contrived fortunes, many people had

the fortunes come true and would come back again and again. The key was to make such 

general statements that the fortunes were bound to come true.

Some Travellers also worked in temporary wage labor for farmers during harvest time.

1 OciL?



However, they had no desire to have employment from others the rest of the year as that 

would greatly restrict freedom of movement.

All of the trades mentioned above continued very strongly until after World War II 

when the subsistence base of the Irish economy collapsed with the increased mechanization of 

work (Gmelch 42). At that time the need for tinsmithing was replaced by the use of plastic 

containers, enamelware and mass-produced tinware; workhorses and donkeys were replaced 

by tractors and the huge surplus of workhorses were sent to the butchers for meat; land usage 

changed from cultivating crops to raising livestock; and there was less demand for peddled 

goods (Gmelch 42-45). Not losing their adaptive attitude towards their livelihood, the 

Travellers turned to scrap and scavenging, becoming the pioneers in the recycling business.

This change in profession expedited the urbanization of Travellers. For example, in County 

Dublin—a very urban area—the total percentage of Travellers who were stopped there went

from 4% in 1961 to 24% in 1981 (Rottmann et al 4). It is easier to scavenge and find scrap

metals in urban areas. Scavenging involves collecting anything that can be used for

themselves or sold to others. It is valuable ecologically and economically as tons of material

including metals, household items, fabric and carpets are recycled and items are reused that

would otherwise be filling up landfills {Recycling 11).

The majority of Travellers are self-employed. However, this has been changing as more

have entered into the mainstream labor force. It has not been an easy transition. Many 

employers are hesitant to hire Travellers because of the negative image of Travellers that 

exists (i.e. that they are cheats, will steal or are dishonest), the fear that they will leave on short

S notice or that they will simply “move on.” Many Travellers prefer to remain self-employed

and feel tied down by being employed by someone else. This is not true for all Travellers; 

some desire to have employment and know that they are going to remain in one place long



enough to make the job worth it (Oral Communication with Traveller woman, June 17, 1998). 

^1 Many Travellers receive some form of welfare such as the dole' (money from the

social welfare system), Children’s Allowance or St. Vincent de Paul (a charity) (Gmelch 80).

Although they get welfare, Judith Okely points out that they are not parasitic on society, but 

rather they “provide occasional goods and services where there are gaps in the dominant 

system of supply and demand” (Okely “An Anthropological Perspective on Irish

Travellers” ITCE 5).

Family Life and Values

The family is the most important thing there is to Travellers. Generally family size is

quite large, averaging around 10 people (as Travellers have become more urbanized in the

past few decades, they have only done so in where they live and not in family size). They

have traditionally been patriarchal with each husband in the role as head of the family who

makes all of the ultimate choices including when to move on. Women are not seen as equal to

men, and boys are given more freedom than girls from a very young age (McDonagh “A

Traveller Woman’s Perspective” DYKUAA 24).

The majority of their social life occurs amid the extended family; this includes

conversation, daily transactions, social events, and even marriage. Community takes

precedence over the individual. If one person in the family steps out of line, the whole family

is blamed. For example, if the eldest sister flirts with a bunch of boys, it will not only affect

her chance of marriage, but also the chance of all of her sisters (ibid 25). Traditionally, they 

W have kept their interactions with the settled community to a minimum, only communicating

with sedentary people for necessary business transactions, trade, school and welfare, but not

n
An estimated 90% of Travellers depend on social welfare (TIMSLF 5).



socializing (Nf Shuinear ITCE 57).

They practice endogamy (marriage within their own culture) and generally also restrict 

themselves to marry within their extended family. Travellers generally marry between the 

ages of 15 and 20. Although some people choose their own partners, marriages have 

traditionally been arranged by parents or other relatives of the person concerned. No dating 

usually takes place and often the matched couple do not really know one another before 

getting married. If they were to “date” or have a relationship before marriage, it would have 

to be with the one they are going to marry. Most Travellers seem to like this system of 

matched marriages and have a great deal of faith that their family will know what is best for

them when it comes to choosing a spouse (Oral Communication with Traveller woman June

17, 1998). All parties involved are asked for their acceptance of the match before it is

decided. First, the parents of the chosen people agree on the match, then the male is asked

and if he says yes, then the female is asked. She has the final decision, but if she says no too

many times then she may never get married and may be pegged as a difficult person. After

all parties agree, the couple goes to a marriage course offered by the Catholic Church before

they get married. Weddings are big events to which family members come from all over to

attend. They are often gatherings at which other matches are made. Weddings are all

celebrated within the Church.

Education has taken place by observation and going to school used to be unheard of.

There are several reasons why so few Travellers have gone to school. First of all, education

has been done by the family. The fathers take the boys with them and teach them how to 

4k haggle, find marketable items, scavenge or work at whatever trade they might have. The

mothers take the girls with them to tell fortunes, hawk or beg (MacAongusa “Travellers &

Schooling: Value Systems in Conflict” DYKUAA 105). There has not been much need for



nor value in a formal education as what they would learn would not be very useful for life on 

the road. Second, they travel around often, thereby making it hard to attend school. There has 

also been the problem of the attitudes of the schools and of the sedentary people in the 

schools, namely that Travellers are dirty, stupid or have some other undesirable traits. Today 

there is a high attendance of Travellers in pre-school and primary school, but an extremely 

low attendance in secondary school. The main reasons for the small numbers attending 

secondary school are that Travellers consider a child to be an adult by the age of about 12—

which means that it is time to help raise the younger siblings, work and prepare for 

marriage—and because “book-learning” is not very useful on the road (MacAongusa ibid

107; W. McDonagh ibid 21). The majority of adults are still illiterate.

The Travellers share a religion; most of them are Catholic and share many religious

practices like pilgrimages, prayers, and worship of certain saints (see Chapter 3).

The Health of Travellers

The 1987 Health Survey, “The Health of the Travelling People” indicates that

Travellers are a very disadvantaged group of people with a population pyramid similar to that

of developing countries, having a very high proportion of children and a very low proportion 

of adults over the age of 40 (Barry et al. 21). The reasons given are (1) excess mortality; (2) 

definition of Traveller was subjective with housed individuals labeled as settled; (3) early and

frequent reproduction; (4) infant mortality rates falling; (5) net migration of Travellers. The

survey indicates the following: 52% of Travellers are under 16; stillbirth rates of Travellers 

are 3 times the national average (28.3 per thousand); infant mortality rate is almost 3 times

the national average (18.1 per thousand); Travellers are only now reaching the life 

expectancy settled Irish people achieved in the 1940s; and throughout their lives they have



very high mortality rates, particularly from accidents and metabolic and congenital problems 

(Barry et al. 15, 23, 24).

There is not much information of the causes of the poor health of Travellers. Many 

people have tried to blame Travellers’ health problems on their nomadic lifestyle. However, 

the Department of Health says that among the factors are poor living conditions, stress 

generated from living in a hostile environment and consanguinity (Towards Inclusion 47). 

Two reports, the Black Report 1980 and the Health Divide 1987, show scientific evidence for

a direct correlation between low socio-economic status and poor health (Submission to

Health Department). More and more in science today, doctors and psychologists are finding 

that stress causes or intensifies health problems and lowers the immune system. Vicente

Navarro believes that the most prominent causes of health problems of minorities are their

disproportionate economic, political and social power. Therefore, Navarro says, preventative

medicine and public health need to be thought of “not only in terms of improving water and

sewerage systems or improving occupational medicine but also, and primarily, in terms of

redistributing economic and political power and resources” (from Submission to Health

Department -Navarro, Vicente “The political and economic determinants of health and

health care in Rural America” Inquiry 13 111-21 1976). The Dublin Travellers’ Education

and Development Group (DTEDG) supports the opinion that poor health statistics are due not

only to Travellers’ sub-standard living conditions and poverty, but also to their general

exclusion from and discrimination in society at all levels, even when decisions are made which

directly affect the Travellers. A hostile society causes added stress in Travellers’ lives which 

contributes to poor health. In the remainder of this thesis we will be looking at some of the 

areas in which unnecessary stress is added to Travellers’ lives because of maltreatment in

society.



Government Responses to the Travellers*
“All the ingredients of discrimination are to be found in traditional responses to 

Travellers in this country [Ireland], responses which have treated them as a pariah class of 

virtual sub-humans” (Cooney “The Need for Equality...’’ALT 27). There have been three 

major government reports on the Travellers: the Report of the Commission on Itinerancy, the 

Report of the Travelling People Review Body, and the Report of the Task Force of the

Travelling Community.

In 1960, the Commission on Itinerancy was established by the Irish Government and in

1963 their report was published. They outlined their goals as the following:

(1) to enquire into the problem arising from the presence in the country 
of itinerants in considerable numbers;
(2) to examine economic, educational, health and social problems 
inherent in their way of life;
(3) to consider the steps to be taken—

a) to provide opportunities for a better way of life for itinerants
(b) to promote their absorption into the general community
(c) pending such absorption, to reduce to a minimum the 
disadvantages to themselves and to the community resulting from 
their itinerant habits and
(d) to improve their position generally; and

(4) to make recommendations (Commission 11).

-The overall conclusion of the Commission’s report was that “itinerancy” was the base of the

problems. Despite the fact that it recognizes there is uncertainty in regards to their origins, the

Report caters to the misconceived viewpoint that the Travellers were merely displaced from

poverty, the Famine or Cromwell and that if given the opportunity they would want to live in

mainstream culture again.

Another government commission for the Travellers, the Travelling People Review Body



was formed in 1980 and published a report in 1983. The Review Body rejects many of the

solutions of the 1960s Commission and states that

in the light of experience and current knowledge the concept of 
absorption is unacceptable, implying as it does the swallowing up of the 
minority traveller group by the dominant settled community, and the 
subsequent loss of traveller identity. It is suggested that it is better to 
think in terms of integration between the traveller and the settled 
community (Review Body 6, para 2.2).

The Report goes on to say that integration is “a long and complex process implying 

adjustment of attitudes towards one another” (Review Body 6, para 2.2). The Review Body

also allows for individual responses to the integration as opposed to lumping all Travellers

into one group when it states that “the extent to which they [Travellers] will integrate with the 

settled community will depend on individual decisions by them and not on decisions by 

Travellers as a whole or any grouping of them” (Review Body 6 para 2.2).

In 1995, the Report of the Task Force on the Travelling People was published. The 

Task Force included Travellers in the creation of their report and is therefore far more

considerate towards the Travellers’ culture. The Task Force looks at ways in which society

and government can adapt to meet the distinct needs of Travellers instead of trying to mold

Travellers into the rest of society.

Niall Crowley in his essay “Racism and the Travellers” outlines two questions that need

to be posed to the institutions in regards to Travellers: “To what extent do they allow

Travellers access to decision making over their own future?” and “To what extent do they

respect and resource the Traveller way of life, the distinct culture of the Travellers, Traveller

ethnicity?” (Crowley ATL 17). In my opinion these questions should also be posed to

individuals. The current answers to these questions are starkly obvious. Traditionally, 

Travellers have not had much say in their governing nor in policies made specifically



regarding them. There is no allowance for political involvement beyond pressure group 

politics and many Travellers do not vote generally because they do not have a permanent 

address at which to register or because they do not feel a vote has much to do with their own 

lives. Tom Cooney says that to Travellers, “‘law’ and ‘politics’ have become synonyms for 

harassment and deprivation, not for that which is to be valued” (Cooney ALT 25). Although 

policies have been changing in regards to Travellers, it is clear that they have not been put 

into practice universally and there are still many negative attitudes which need to be replaced

in order for the Travellers to be respected in society. Crowley’s questions are of vital 

importance to the status and equality of Travellers. In the pages that follow, we will explore

discrimination and racism at large and then move on to answer Crowley’s questions by

looking at the debate over the ethnicity of Travellers, their treatment in society, views of

nomadism, and the status of accommodation and education.
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In this chapter, I will give definitions of discrimination and explain the two major

divisions of discrimination, namely, individual and institutional. Reasons why people are 

prejudiced and what is the function of racism will then be explored. Finally, Christian 

teaching around racism and/or discrimination will be given.

Discrimination involves differentiating similarities, appropriating merit to one thing

over another and/or expressing preference. Discrimination can be both useful and harmful. It

may be useful (even though taste and opinion may differ) to distinguish and grade certain

material things. An example is quality control of products that are going to the public; it is 

good to discriminate against and to remove contaminated baby food, while only allowing the

sanitary food to go out for sale. This type of discrimination is uncomplicated because it does

not involve a person as the object being judged. In application to people, the issue becomes

more complex. In some cases it may be justifiable to discriminate against someone based on

issues which are relevant to whatever subject is in question. It may be necessary to

discriminate a person’s job qualifications if a certain quality is needed; a man could

justifiable not be hired to work as a subject at a dream center if psychologists were studying 

W the dream process of women.

However, there are many problems with discrimination. All too often people are 

discriminated against for reasons not relevant to the pursuit of the study in question. For



example, a Traveller, who has the same qualifications as a sedentary person, is denied the job 

because s/he is not sedentary. Navan Travellers Teamwork comment on why Travellers are not 

employed:

// there was full employment in Ireland tomorrow, most Travellers still 
would not get jobs. Not because some of us have a lack of skills but we 
would not get jobs because of who we are. It is not because of the lack of 
jobs in Ireland that we don’t get jobs, it is just that people don’t see us as 

‘normal’ people and discriminate against us because we are Travellers 
(Navan Travellers Teamwork).

Freedom and equality, the most basic rights, are infringed upon by this type of

discrimination. It is this latter idea of discrimination that causes people to humiliate and harm

other people. The discriminator is not morally justified in discriminating for s/he is doing so

based on prejudicial judgements. In the following discussion of discrimination/prejudice,

when I use the word I will be referring to this negative aspect of discrimination.

There are two basic levels of discrimination, individual and institutional. Individual

discrimination occurs when one person demonstrates her/his prejudice against another person

by directly attacking her/him verbally or physically, indirectly attacking the person by using

or supporting a racist/prejudiced value system, or by not hiring her/him based on a certain

trait or belief irrelevant to the job. This type of discrimination can be remedied (not always

easily) by punishing or changing the views of an individual.

Discrimination that is built into systems of society is institutional. It is more difficult to

fight institutional discrimination because it is related to the design of an entire economy, 

society or government, all of which are difficult to modify. There is not one person who may

be punished for the harm which people suffer from the set up of the system, rather it is an 

intangible entity that is at fault. Many people participate in the system not realizing the 

damage it does. For example, people may think that a college entrance exam is an objective



way of determining one’s aptitude which would make it harder for colleges to discriminate 

£ against a person based on sex, race or religion. However, they may not realize that the college

entrance exams were written by white males who have their own biases about what constitutes 

fair questions. An African American female may perform poorly and be denied the right to 

enter college because the universities rely on those exams to decide if a student is worthy of 

attending their college. This may further damage an African American’s chance at becoming

qualified to work in skilled jobs and climbing the socioeconomic ladder.

It is apparent that discrimination is not only something that occurs in other places; it

happens in our community everyday. The question becomes, then, Why are people and 

society prejudiced? Micheal MacGreil, a scholar on discrimination and prejudice, brings

together many definitions of several authors when he states the following:

Social prejudice is a hostile (antipathetic), rigid and negative attitude 
towards a person, group, collectivity or category, because of the negative 
qualities ascribed to the group, collectivity or category based on faulty 
and stereotypical information and inflexible generalizations (MacGreil 
19).

Based on this definition as well as personal observation, it is fair to say that much of

discrimination occurs because of the actions people take because of fear, self esteem and

prejudice, or negative and generalizing stereotypes.

When people are afraid of someone who is different or not understood, they tend to

overcompensate for the fear by making fun of the person or harming her/him. This

overcompensation often has to do with the feelings that the other person’s beliefs or way of

life are challenging those of the discriminator; thus the manifestation of the discriminator’s

fear relates to low self-esteem or thoughts of inadequacy. The idea exists that only one 

ideology can prevail; if one prevails, the other trembles underneath it. Sister Annette Moran, a 

professor of theology, calls this syndrome the “teeter-totter”, which symbolizes how one



person or her/his ideas must be down in order for the other’s to be raised (Moran at the
6

Forum for Social Justice).

Aside from reacting negatively towards another person out of fear, discrimination 

occurs because of societal conditioning. Behaviors seen as fashionable in society or behaviors 

which link people to a group to give them a sense of belonging and a sense of others not 

belonging can also promote discrimination. A theory called the Vicious-Cycle Theory 

explains that it was initially the attitudes of the dominant groups towards minorities which led 

to the establishment and resulting living conditions of the minorities. These negative attitudes 

perpetuate the bad situations by promoting negative behavior towards them which in turn 

worsen the conditions. The worsening of conditions reinforces and rationalizes the negative 

attitudes (MacGreil 28-29). Thus a society created by individuals who maintain—consciously 

or subconsciously—certain prejudices becomes a system which accepts, promotes and 

perpetuates those prejudices in individuals. However, the cycle can also work in a positive 

direction. Community leaders like teachers, politicians, religious leaders can address the

negative ideologies and work to replace social attitudes. If encouragement does not work, laws

may be enstated to secure rights of individuals by making others punishable if they do not

support those rights.

Attitudes are a major influence on people’s behavior towards others. D.W. Rajecki in

his book Attitudes restates Gordon Allport’s definition of attitude: “An attitude is a mental

and neural state of readiness, organised through experience, exerting a directive or dynamic

influence upon the individual’s response to all objects and situations with which it is related”

(Rajecki 4 from Allport 1935). MacGreil contends that Allport’s definition is still very

relevant and others have not added much. He says that, therefore, an attitude has basically



three parts: “(a) A disposition, i.e., ‘a mental and neural state of readiness’; (b) The product 

of experience; (c) An influence on behaviour, i.e., ‘exciting a directive or dynamic influence 

upon the individual’s response to all objects and situations with which it is 

related’”(MacGreil 22). Many attitudes arise from societal conditioning. Everyone has 

attitudes. All humans have the disposition because we are thinking, feeling and perceiving 

beings. All humans also experience actions and ideas through our daily lives of interaction 

which includes actions, senses and conversations. These affect people’s attitudes towards other 

people, objects and life in general. Attitudes towards Travellers have been shaped through 

people’s experiences, real or imagined, of Travellers—the garbage on the roadside, clothes 

hanging on bushes to dry, fights in pubs, and what people they know tell them of experiences 

they have had with Travellers. Settled people are ready to dislike Travellers because they live

a different sort of lifestyle which challenges sedentarism and which is viewed as barbaric.

Once attitudes exist it is impossible to remove them unless the focus of them is removed

(which is unlikely, especially when the focus is a group of people). The only way to get rid of

negative attitudes is to replace them (MacGreil 27). “If a person has negative attitudes

towards Travelling People, it is impossible to remove such attitudes as if the Travellers no

longer existed for that person. The only way to change the situation is to replace the negative

attitude by a positive one or one less negative” (MacGreil 27).

Quite often people have what MacGreil calls “mutually contradictory attitudes”

towards a certain person or idea (MacGreil 26). For example, a person may consider 

herself/himself to be a devout Christian while simultaneously being prejudiced against a

• minority. Christianity teaches that person to love all people as a brother or sister, but the

person’s attitudes tell her/him to hate someone based on race, creed or religion. MacGreil 

says that when a person has this conflict of attitudes that her/his behavioral expression will



usually be a sort of happy medium, being neither strongly Christian nor strongly prejudiced 

(MacGreil 26).t
From personal observation, however, I think that when people have mutually 

contradictory attitudes they create two or more sets of paradigms around the ideologies, often 

making one for themselves to follow and another which they expect other people to follow. 

The paradigms exist completely segregated; it is as if they dwell in different compartments of 

the brain which rarely, if ever, interact with one another. Socrates in Plato’s Phaedo says that
o

there are “many who bear the wand, but few who are devotees”0 (Phaedo 69d). In other 

words, many people perform ritual (like praying or going to mass), are self-righteous over 

their proclaimed devotion and they tell others what to do, yet they do not actually practice 

what they preach. I will exemplify my viewpoint by using a few examples of Christian 

hypocrisy.Take, for example, Christians who kill abortion doctors in protest of killing; 

they are trying to see that the sixth commandment is carried out by imposing their Christian

paradigm on others while at the same time imposing another paradigm on themselves that

says it is okay to kill in some circumstances, thus ignoring the former paradigm which they

are trying to preach. The irony in this a quite apparent. Another example is Christians who

serve in the military. They are taught violence and how to kill people to promote peace for

one side of a dispute while bringing death to the other side. If one looks at extreme cases

such as organizations like the Ku Klux Kian in which the members purport to be devout

Christians while wanting to have a “pure” nation of Anglo Saxons and viciously murdering

African American people, it becomes clear that the overriding message of Christianity to love

c
£ The wand is a reference to the Bacchanals or worshipers of Dionysus who carried a wand. “Bearing the wand” in this

sentence symbolizes performing a ritual as opposed to having true religious devotion (Gallop Phaedo 86).
9

I use Christians not because I want to pick on them, but because in this thesis 1 am examining how such discrimination can 

occur in the Christian society when prejudice is condemned by Jesus. 1 also live in a predominantly Christian society and can see the 

hypocrisy all around me.



one’s neighbor is being extirpated by, rather than being diluted by, the racist attitudes. 

Finally and most pertinent to this thesis, the overwhelmingly Catholic society in which the 

Travellers live goes to mass on Sundays to hear about peace and love, but they do not express 

the creed in their daily lives while the Travellers face discrimination constantly. Surveys 

published in MacGreil show that 85.7% of the people surveyed rate themselves close to God 

while only 36% agree that their Christian religion has a great deal of influence on their 

political ideas (MacGreil 184, 199). Meanwhile in relation to Travellers 86.8% say they would 

respect a Traveller while 62.9% say they would exclude a Traveller from their close set of 

friends and 77.6% would be reluctant to buy a house next door to a Traveller (MacGreil

331). I do not doubt that sometimes mutually conflicting attitudes create that happy medium

behavior expression, but more often than not, when dealing with major ideologies like 

religion and prejudice it is more likely that more than one standard will be established—one

for others to follow and another for oneself to follow—and one of the attitudes will outweigh

the other.

Arun Gandhi told a story of his grandfather Mahatma Gandhi at Carroll College on

October 27, 1997 (Gandhi “The Impact of Gandhi’s Ideas Today”). A mother came to

Gandhi to ask him if he would talk to her son about eating too much sugar as he was allergic

or it somehow worsened a disease he had. She said that they had tried everything and could

not get him to quit. Gandhi said to come back in a month. In a month, the mother brought

her child and Gandhi talked to him for a minute asking him not to eat sugar. He never ate

sugar again. The mother later came to Gandhi and asked him his secret. He said that he

needed the month to stop eating sugar himself because one cannot ask someone else to do 

something that one does not herself/himself do and expect that other person to do it; that is, 

create a double standard. This is a very valuable lesson for everyone on the irrationality and



unproductivity of hypocrisy.

Discrimination affects each person in some way. Everyone should realize that s/he may 

be the outsider in some one else’s element. Therefore one should think of how s/he would 

want to be treated if s/he were part of the minority and treat minorities when s/he is part of the 

dominant group with that same respect.

Humans like to organize things into categories to make them easier to understand and 

differentiate. We have a drawer in which socks are kept and another in which tee-shirts are 

kept. We use the taxonomic system to identify and label plants, animals, fungi, bacteria, etc. so 

that we may better know their similarities and differences. The categorization serves to

eliminate our fear of the unknown and make us feel as if we have some sort of control of the

world around us. People since prehistoric times have said that God or gods gave order to the 

previously chaotic universe. They also believed that if they did not behave properly than

God(s) would return the world to chaos which is defined by hamas and shod, or “violence”

and “destruction” (Rogerson and Davies 201). Humans try to keep a similar order on their

surroundings as they say God(s) imposed on the world.

Racism is one sort of categorization that has caused great problems. Racism is a form of

discrimination which involves the three basic premises of discrimination. Racism occurs in

differentiating similarities between two or more races, appropriating merit to one race over

another based on a biological justification of superiority and inferiority and/or expressing

preference of one race. McVeigh says that “racism is an amalgam of acts and attitudes of the

empowered against the disempowered across an ethnic interface” (McVeigh 8). Racism is

different from other ethnic conflicts in that it generally involves an “asymmetrical power 

relationship” in which one group has much more power than the other group often creating

institutionalized violence such as slavery and genocide (McVeigh 17). Crowley says that



labeling a group as a “race” involves “a biological or pseudo-biological form of
ft

determinism whereby a group’s culture and behaviour is deemed to be determined by 

biology”, it causes us to create a hierarchy of “races”, and it “justifies conflict between 

‘races’ as inevitable and natural as it is based on the inherent negative characteristics

associated with those deemed to be inferior ‘races’” (Crowley “Racism in Ireland—An 

Overview” DTEDG 91). People actually believe that there is scientific proof for one group 

of people being better based on genetic disposition. Many people question whether white 

people can experience racism as they have usually been the dominant group claiming 

superiority. However, the interesting thing is that minority white groups have been colorized 

to emphasize their state of being “the other”. The Irish Travellers, who are subjects of 

racism, are white but they have been colorized in Irish folk songs when they are called names

such as “Yellow Tinkers” (McVeigh 15).

As of yet, Ireland has no anti-racist law. However, there is some progress in this area.

The Prohibition of the Incitement to Hatred Act 1989 states that it is an offence to use words

and behavior that are abusive or insulting and are meant to create hatred in any other place

than a private residence (Elder “The Current Legal Position of Travellers” TAALT 34). In

1993 DTEDG, ICCL and ITM drew up the Equality (Protection Against Racism) Bill with

hopes of it becoming an Act (ALT 41-71). This Bill makes it unlawful to discriminate or be

prejudiced based on belonging to certain groups in regards to employment, housing and

education among other legal aspects. The 1995 Task force acknowledges the discrimination

against and social exclusion of Travellers and says that it requires an “urgent and planned
♦

response” (Task Force 1995; 1.1). This response includes being acknowledged as full 

humans with specific and legitimate needs, having fair treatment in society, school and



employment.

Church Teaching & Discrimination

Christianity has a great deal to say about how humans should treat one another. One of 

the ten commandments states “you shall not kill” (Ex 20:13). In order to “kill” a person, 

immediate physical murder does not have to occur. There is also murder which kills a person 

more slowly, the murders of dignity, rights, psyche, and social acceptance. All of these actions 

can be extrapolated from the commandment as sinful. Jesus says, “You shall not murder; and 

whoever murders shall be liable to judgement. But I say unto you that if you are angry with a 

brother or sister you will be liable to judgement...and if you say ‘You fool’ shall be in 

danger of hell fire” (Matt. 5:21-22). Thich Nhat Hanh, a scholar, activist and Vietnamese 

monk, comments on Jesus’s statement saying that “you need only to kill in your mind and

you are already” in hell (Nhat Hanh LIA 74).

Jesus lives in a manner in which he accepts and serves those who are marginalized in

society. He shows that humans should accept even those who are of the most socially 

unacceptable categories, like tax collectors. “You shall love your neighbor as yourself, you

commit sin if you show partiality”(James 2:8). The ultimate Christian duty should be not

only to love, but to take care of her/his neighbor. Loving one should actually entail making

sure that her/his neighbor is not being oppressed by others and especially not by her/himself.

Gustavo Gutierrez, the founder of liberation theology, states that “true orthodoxy is

orthopraxis” (Gutierrez PPH 60) which echoes James’ idea that faith without works is dead. 

£ One cannot say I love God, but hate her/his brother (lJohn 4:20). Thus, one cannot claim to

be a Christian if s/he is discriminating against someone because of a physical trait or belief

because s/he is not following in the path of Jesus’ actions.



Some Christians try to argue that it is okay to discriminate against minorities like 

women or homosexuals because their acts are deemed sinful by the Bible. However, the more 

important concepts are the more general concepts, like loving one’s neighbor. That concept 

should override other specific ideas that get in the way of people practicing loving. In order 

to reconcile the Bible, Dr. John Hart, professor of theology, says there are three types of 

teaching in the Bible: (1) those from God valid for all times and places, such as loving one 

another; (2) those from God valid for a particular time and place, like some of the laws in

Leviticus ; (3) those not from God, but advocated due to (a) misunderstanding about God or

(b) misunderstanding about God’s requirements for humanity, such as women and children 

having to been submissive to their husbands or fathers, respectively (eg. ITim 3; Hart Lecture

Sept, 29, 1998). It is the first of those that is most important to apply to human actions,

whereas the specifics for a certain time that is past are not that important to living life today.

In recent years, the Catholic Church as an institution has supported this more general

view of acceptance based on loving one another despite religion, sex, race, sexual preference,

etc. The following quotes explain the Christian’s duty in relation to justice, rights and

discrimination:

True, all men are not alike from the point of view of varying physical 
power and the diversity of intellectual and moral resources. Nevertheless, 
with respect to the fundamental rights of the person, every type of 
discrimination, whether social or cultural, whether based on sex, race, 
color, social condition, language or religion, is to be overcome and 
eradicated as contrary to God’s intent...(Gaudium 29).

Every man has his dignity, an inviolable dignity: woe betide anyone who 
touches it! It matters not whether he is little or great, poor or rich, white 
or black. Every man has his rights and duties, because of which he 
deserves to be treated as a person. Indeed, we Christians say that every 
man is our brother. He must be treated as a brother: that means he must 
be loved... (Address of Pope Paul VI, Jan. I, 1972).



The Church’s defence of human rights is an inescapable requirement of 
her mission of justice and love in the spirit of the Gospel message 
(Church and Human Rights 44).

The Magisterium affirms several rights in the recognition “that the social order is directed 

towards the good of the person, that everyone is a person endowed with intelligence and free 

will and that the human person is and must be the source, subject and goal of all social 

institutions.” These “inviolable, inalienable and universal” rights include equality in 

“nobility, dignity and nature, without any distinction of race, sex, or religion” and in 

fundamental rights and duties; the “right to existence, to bodily integrity and well-being, to 

everything necessary to maintain a decent standard of living, such as food, clothing and 

shelter, means of subsistence and any other services indispensable to social security”; the 

right to a good reputation and respect; and the right to be equal before the law (Church and

Human Rights 37).

All of these ideas point towards equality for all people, no matter who they are or what 

they believe. It is easy to say these things, but much harder to put them into practice. The 

world would be a much more peaceful and just place if all Christians took the above pleas to

heart and practiced them.

From this chapter, we can understand that discrimination can be both positive and 

negative. However, the negative aspect—or being prejudiced against someone because of a

belief or skin color—creeps easily into the attitudes of individuals and structures of

institutions, making it very difficult to overcome. People’s prejudiced behaviors are often 

expressions of paradigms which they have built for another person to follow, while not 

following it themselves. Now we move on to see how Travellers specifically experience



discrimination in virtually all aspects of academia and society and how their situation can be

*
improved.

♦
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Having reviewed the nature of discrimination at large, we will, for the next five chapters, 

focus on particular areas in which Travellers experience prejudice. This chapter explains why 

Travellers should be considered an ethnic group, how they do or do not fit in to being an 

ethnic group, and what the government and Church policies in relation to Travellers’

ethnicity are.

One great debate, socially and academically, about the Travellers is whether they 

constitute a distinct ethnic group or whether they are merely a subgroup within Irish society. 

Although the question of ethnicity may seem like a minor technicality, it is pointed out in

Irish Travellers: Culture & Ethnicity that the concept actually “has radical implications for

the study of Irish Travellers because it approaches their culture as distinct and valuable in its

own right with its own historical path of development, rather than as a short-term adaptation

to poverty or marginality” (McCann et al. xi). Thus, it is important in the struggle against

discrimination-—in all areas from policy making to views of society—that the Travellers be

acknowledged and recognized as a distinct ethnic group with distinct needs. Paul Noonan,

director of Belfast Travellers’ Education and Development Group (BTEDG), comments on 

* the issue of ethnicity: “Those who do not accept Travellers as an ethnic group have usually

inverted this relationship and have viewed Travellers from a pathological perspective which

blames them as ‘deviants’, ‘drop-outs’, ‘failed settled people’, or a culture of poverty. In



short, Travellers are seen as a problem” (Noonan “A View from Northern Ireland’ ITCE

170).*
There are mixed feelings about claiming to be of an ethnic group or race. On one hand 

some argue that if some people are set apart as a separate group there will be worse exclusion.

Dympna McLoughlin, an historical geographer, says that

Ultimately, the claim of some Travellers that they constitute an ethnic 
group is a most conservative claim. None of the structures, institutions 
and practices within Irish society which serve to perpetuate inequality, 
poverty, lack of access and its corollary of social exclusion are addressed 
in this assertion. Equal participation in the bounty of the state (such as it 
is) should be available to all Irish citizens and not on a special claims 
basis (McLoughlin “Ethnicity and Irish Travellers: Reflections on Ni 
Shiiinear” ITCE 79).

She claims that they should not have to be part of a minority to have equal rights. However, 

equal rights— in the sense of the same thing to everyone—are not always appropriate. For 

example, the State may say that everyone has a right to live in a house and have that house 

provided for them by the state if they cannot afford to live in one themselves. This gives the 

impression of equality for everyone, but it actually caters to sedentary people not to nomadic 

people; it does not give the option of the right to having a caravan provided instead of a 

house. There is no denying that Travellers have different needs and wants than sedentary

people. The majority of Travellers as well as scholars who work closely with them refute 

McLoughlin’s analysis. Some Travellers pretend not to be Travellers so that they will be 

accepted. John O’Connell, director of DTEDG, points out that “the problem with this

strategy of seeking invisibility, apart from the fact that it often does not work, is that it usually 

reflects not having a healthy sense of ethnic identity, and this can have negative psychological

consequences” (J. O’Connell “Ethnicity and Irish Travellers” ALT 11). Other Travellers

want to have their distinct identity as Travellers, but are afraid this will lead to further 

marginalization.



On the other hand, it is important that they be recognized as a distinct group or their

® distinct needs will not be met. If people do not examine the fact that different people or

groups have different needs and aspirations in society, it will be impossible to work towards a 

more just society. MacGreil holds that it is necessary to pay more attention to matters of 

cultural difference to achieve pluralist integration. Pluralism “respects, preserves and 

promotes cultural differences between Travellers and the Settled Community without 

distinction in access to cultural, economic and social amenities” (MacGreil 324).

Ethnicity Defined

Before arguments for and against Travellers being an ethnic group can be made, it is

first necessary to look at definitions of ethnicity.

The anthropologist F. Barth (1970) says that in anthropological literature, “ethnic

group” designates

a population which is biologically self-perpetuating, shares fundamental 
cultural values realised in overt unity of cultural form, makes up a field 
of communication and interaction, and has a population which defines 
itself, and is defined by others, as constituting a category distinguishable 
from other categories of the same order...The itemised characteristics 
imply: racial difference, cultural difference, social separation, language 
barriers, and spontaneous and organized enmity (from Ni Shuinear ITCE 
54).

Dr. Charles Husband in his lecture on Racism and Ethnicity (Dublin 1989) states that

Ethnicity is a subjective experience of what you are in relationship to 
being part of a group...It follows from that, ethnicity isn’t the property of 
an individual, it is partly a sense of collective identity. Ethnicity is not a 
fixed property of people. So Travellers’ ethnicity doesn’t mean that every

W day of their lives and everything they do, they should go about
proclaiming that they are Travellers and must behave like that. In 
invoking their own identity and asserting that they are in an ethnic group 
Travellers don’t have to prove it 24 hours of the day (Husband from



O’Connell “Working with Irish Travellers” DTEDG 6).

John O’Connell in his essay “Ethnicity and Irish Travellers” describes ethnicity as

being determined by “sociocultural” and “salient features” such as:

...a shared feeling of common identity, a sense of long shared history, of 
a common descent and place of origin, a common lifestyle, a shared set 
of values, customs, traditions, language, religion and morality. While 
ethnicity is not a racial phenomenon nor a biological given, ethnic 
groups tend to be biologically self-reproducing. The salient features are 
transmitted from one generation to the next and children are reared to 
accept these as normal. This gives the impression that ethnicity is a 
‘natural’ and immutable entity. In reality, however, ethnicity is 
something which is produced in historically specific contexts and it 
emerges, changes and adapts in meaning over time (O’Connell 
“Ethnicity and Irish Travellers” ITCE 111-12).

Essentially—from the above definitions—ethnicity is subjective rather than being a definitive 

property of people; out of that subjectivity is the shared feeling of common identity which 

stems from shared history, lineage, culture, religion, language, and field of interaction. We 

will now look at how this definition of ethnicity applies to Travellers.

History

Travellers have a shared history which has been fairly well documented in the 1900s, 

despite the fact that they are an oral culture. They have lived together on the road throughout 

the century in a variety of accommodation from tents to wagons and motorized caravans. 

Furthermore, they have been a distinct self-employed group who have been known as 

opportunists, jumping into the economic gaps of mainstream society and changing profession

often.

Race

Some support the idea that the Travellers are a separate race (e.g. Nf Shuinear) based on



the fact that they are endogamous, generally only marrying and reproducing within a close 

Traveller group. Although Travellers sometimes marry into the settled community, it is quite

rare.

One definitive factor of Travellers being an ethnic group and their own race is that no 

one can become a Traveller. The quality of being a Traveller is one that is inherent and is 

only achieved by birth. Conversely, they cannot “un-become” being a Traveller. They are 

not defined solely by nomadism or other characteristics of their culture. Michael McDonagh, 

a Navan-based Traveller, points out that “just as settled people remain settled people even 

when they travel, Travellers remain Travellers even when they are not travelling” (M. 

McDonagh “Nomadism in Irish Travellers’ Identity” ITCE 96).

There are also some physical differences between the Irish Travellers and the Irish 

settled population. Many Irish people could pick out a Traveller in a crowd of settled people 

or conversely a settled person in a crowd of Travellers, even if the lone person were dressed in 

the same manner as the group.

McLoughlin argues that it is not desirable to claim racial distinctiveness. The movement 

to have “pure” races has encouraged eugenics movements and violence on a global scale 

(McLoughlin ibid ITCE 80).

Culture

Regardless of whether they are a separate race or not, there are major cultural 

differences, which few people would deny, that separate Travellers from the settled 

population. These include nomadism and characteristics that accompany it such as living in a

W caravan, such as self-employment, and strong focus on kinship.

Patricia McCarthy, one of the forerunners of scholars who identified Travellers as a 

“sub-culture of poverty” (i.e. a subgroup within Irish society whose lifestyle was merely



created out of destitution and marginalization and will perpetuate itself in such a manner) and 

refuted the idea that they were a distinct culture, now retracts her previous theory (1972 

unpublished thesis) stating that “Traveller culture is not a sub-culture of Irish society but a 

culture in its own right which has more in common with Gypsies, Travellers and economic 

nomads worldwide than it has with settled people of any nationality” (McCarthy “The Sub

culture of Poverty Reconsidered” ITCE 123). Ronny Fay aptly points out that the 

expression of their culture through nomadism by rich Travellers “puts the nail in the coffin 

of the sub-culture of poverty theory on Travellers” (Fay “Minorization of Travelling 

Groups...” DTEDG 43). If nomadism were something from which Travellers were trying to 

“redeem” themselves, rich Travellers would not continue to be nomadic.

McLoughlin says that “the common bond in any group of individuals is a sense of 

shared cultural values” but this “does not necessarily make them an ethnic group” 

(McLoughlin ibid ITCE 80). For example, nuns may share many values and live similar 

lives, but this does not make them a separate ethnic group.

Religion

Nearly all Travellers are Catholic and have strong faith in God and the clergy. One

Traveller, Cathleen McDonagh, says of the Traveller faith that “life and faith travel the same

road together. The Sacraments are moments along this journey and are of great importance

to the Travellers. Our journey and life starts with God when we are in our mother’s womb”

(McDonagh “How I See Our Faith” DYKUAA 114). Christening occurs immediately after

birth. Baptism is very important because it is a blessing from God and a welcoming into the

Catholic Church (WITMOG). Holy Communion is the next Sacrament at the age of 7 or 8.

Now they are prepared at home or at school, but in the past only the family would teach them



their prayers. Then comes confirmation which is “a time of change” when the child begins

to leave childhood and enter into adulthood (WITMOG). The next Sacrament is the wedding 

at which a priest must be present, or it is not considered a marriage (WITMOG). Finally, there 

is burial at death. Funerals, like weddings, are times when family members gather from all 

over to say their goodbyes to their loved ones. They have a mass for the deceased and offer 

their prayers. They also will continue to have commemorative masses regularly, like every 

month for a year. After a person dies it is customary to bum all of her/his belongings. This 

practice was more common in the past than it is now, but it is still practiced to some degree. In 

the past, families would even bum their wagons or caravans when a family member died no 

matter how poor they were. Now it is more likely that they will just sell the caravan. They also

have keepsakes of the dead by which to remember them.

The Travellers believe very strongly in the Saints to whom they pray, in relics, and in

Mother Mary. Pilgrimages are also very important in their relationship with God. They

frequent the national shrines, like Knock and Croagh Patrick, and holy wells, like that of St.

Brigid, in Ireland, as well as holy places outside of Ireland like Lourdes. Travellers also rely

heavily on blessings, whether they be in times of sickness or when the family gets a new van.

There is a great respect for any member of the clergy, especially a priest. A Traveller never

sees a priest as a settled person, rather he is a man of God (The Light Within). They believe

strongly in faith healing; many would go to a priest to be healed before going to doctor.

There are also some people who believe that healing only comes from God and that a cure

will not work if any money has to change hands (TWTW 156; 173).

Language

There is debate over whether the Travellers’ language, Gammon (Shelta, Cant,



Minceirtoiree), is indeed a language or if it merely constitutes an accent or dialect of English 

and Irish. Many Gammon words are made up of Irish or English words with a middle 

consonant or syllable switched around with the first consonant or syllable. Michael 

McDonagh says that the closest language to Gammon is Old Irish (spoken pre-1200s) 

(McDonagh “Who Are the Travelling People?” DYKUAA 12). Gammon uses the definite 

and indefinite articles, conjunctions, syntax and grammar of English and “exists in a 

fossilized state” without much creation of new words (O Baoill “Travellers’ Cant—Language 

or Register” ITCE 161). Nf Shiiinear describes what they speak as “their own form of 

English with a Gammon underlay” (Nf Shiiinear ITCE 58).

It was originally thought by scholars that Gammon was used only as a secret language 

when in front of settled people, especially in business dealings so the Travellers could 

communicate with one another without the settled person knowing what they were saying. 

However, if it were only a secret language they would not use it for their own communication. 

On the contrary, they do use it when in company of only Travellers.

McLoughlin claims that “whilst Travellers have their own language...they have no

difficulty in communicating with “outsiders” in social, official or trading capacities”. She 

does not deny that language is a “very distinctive and important element to their group and 

individual identity”, but affirms that it “cannot be utilised as a basis to assert a claim of 

ethnicity” (McLoughlin ibid ITCE 82).

Field of Interaction

As stated above, Travellers generally only interact with other Travellers, particularly with 

their extended family. The majority of interaction outside Traveller circles is for trade or 

economic purposes, not for social gatherings.

McLoughlin asserts that “the social separation felt by many Travellers is part of a



larger class separation” and that feelings of exclusion are seen in other poor communities 

| (McLoughlin ibid ITCE 81). She discusses how throughout Irish society there is class

separation and the people of those separate classes generally socialize amid their own class, go

to school with their own class, etc.

Enmity towards the Travellers exists in many ways (as to be seen in this thesis). Nf 

Shuinear points out the wide range of enmity from the “institutionalised harassment of 

evictions and the deliberate blocking off and destruction of any and all possible camp sites by 

boulders (officially termed “landscaping”) to the de facto apartheid of barring Travellers 

from pubs, schools, and dances on the (all too often justified) grounds that their presence

would lead to ‘trouble’” (Nf Shuinear ibid ITCE 59).

Finally, McLoughlin refutes the idea that spontaneous and organized enmity can be 

used as the basis of a claim to ethnicity. She says that “there can be no disputing the fact that 

prejudice and discrimination does (sic) exist and is (sic) a daily fact of life for Traveller 

families”, however, “it must be pointed out that not all the venom in Irish society is reserved 

for the Traveller community” (McLoughlin ibid ITCE 83). She gives the examples of the 

utter intolerance in Ireland for religious minorities, drug addicts and unwed mothers (ibid).

Although some of McLoughlin’s analysis is valid like social groups associating 

amongst themselves, it does not mean that the Travellers do not make up an ethnic group. 

Travellers and scholars who work closely with the Travellers refute her standpoint. One 

Traveller woman says that “just as the Irish in England want to be treated as equals and given 

rights without denying their identity, so too do Travellers want to be accepted as Irish with 

their distinctive culture” (Daly 1988 30). McVeigh contends that if one were to go by 

tfc McLoughlin’s definition of ethnicity that every minority ethnic group in Britain could be

excluded: “being white excludes most Irish and Jewish people; speaking English excludes 

most African Caribbean people; being Christian excludes most African people; national



origin excludes all Black British people who have been born in Britain (McVeigh 

“Traveller Ethnicity Denied in N. Ireland Report”).

Government Policy & Ethnicity

Historically, the Travellers have not been acknowledged as an ethnic group. The 1963 

Commission states that “Itinerants (or travellers as they prefer themselves to be called) do not 

constitute a single homogeneous group, tribe or community within the nation although the 

settled population are inclined to regard them as such. Neither do they constitute a separate 

ethnic group” (Commission 37). The view of the Commission is that Travellers are dropouts 

from society and are rooted in a culture of poverty. Therefore, they are only distinct in the 

fact that they are dysfunctional settled people, not because they lead a lifestyle legitimate 

enough for them to be considered a distinct group: “All efforts directed at improving the lot 

of the itinerants and at dealing with the problems created by them and all schemes drawn up 

for these purposes should always have as their aim the eventual absorption of the itinerants 

into the general community” (Commission 106). The 1983 Report of the Travelling People 

Review Body does not view the issue of ethnicity being as within the scope of their mission; 

they state that “there has been some academic debate on the question whether travellers 

comprise a distinct culture, an ethnic group or a subculture and, particularly, a subculture of 

poverty”, but this is “a matter for historians and anthropologists” (Review Body 5, para 1.6). 

Ronny Fay criticizes the stance of the report in saying that “this position wrongly assumes 

that the question of identity is an academic one with little relevance for the concrete

situation” (Fay DTEDG 36). He continues to say that had the Review Body in fact had more

consideration of their cultural identity then they could have made more informed and useful 

recommendations to the problems. Specifically that the “provisions would have been



designed to meet Travellers (sic) needs, rather than expecting Travellers to adapt to 

provisions—whether in education, health care, or accommodation—which have been designed 

by settled people for settled people” (ibid). However, one improvement over the 1963 

Report is that it uses the term “traveller” (sic), which is what the group call themselves and 

prefer to be called, instead of the negatively connotated “itinerant” which was used in the 

former report (despite the knowledge of the group’s preferences).

It was not until recently that the government began to recognize that Travellers are not 

just deviants and that they do constitute a distinct ethnic group. Section 13 of the 1988 

Housing Act statutorily for the first time recognizes Travellers as a separate class of persons 

that have special needs (TAALT 5). The Prohibition of Incitement to Hatred Act 1989 also 

names Travellers as a distinct group (J. O’Connell ATL 13). The 1995 Task Force requires 

that “the distinct culture and identity of the Traveller community be recognised and taken 

into account” (Task Force BR.l). They include this at all levels of their recommendations. 

The Task Force supports the creation of Equal Status legislation which “would define 

Travellers in a manner that acknowledges their distinct culture and identity” (Task Force

CR.l).

The Church and Ethnicity

The Church believes that individuals, communities and especially minorities have the 

right to personal and social dignity and to be able to maintain and develop their culture 

without being discriminated against for their lifestyle. In this credence is the respect for both 

dignity and diversity. The Catholic Bishops Conference in the United States affirms from 

Genesis that every person is made in the image of God (Gen 1:26-27) and because of this 

“every human being possesses an inalienable dignity that stamps human existence prior to 

any division into races or nations and prior to human labor and human achievement” (Gen



4-11; EJA para 32). The Magisterium respects diversity when it

makes a special plea on behalf of minorities, claiming the need for public 
® authorities to promote their betterment with effective measures, to

conserve their language, their culture, their ancestral customs and their
accomplishments and endeavours in the economic order...the right of 
every people to keep its own identity is affirmed (Church and Human 
Rights 38).

Furthermore, Pacem in Terris says that ethnic characteristics “are to be respected as 

constituent elements of the common good” (Pacem in Terris 55).

Mairin Kenny sums up why there is an urgent need for Travellers to be recognized and 

respected as an ethnic group:

To say the Travellers are a nomadic ethnic group with the right to travel 
if they so wish is not to say they must move, or that the current appalling 
situation of mobile Travellers is ‘ethnic’ and fine; nor is it to say that 
Travellers can move around fecklessly and aimlessly and still get proper 
education for their children. It is just to accord to this group their right 
to cultural space within which they can work out their identity and within 
which to actively make choices, individually, as families, or collectively 
(Kenny “Integration and Interculturalism: Some Issues" DTEDG 28).

Her assessment falls within the Church’s idea of being able to develop and live out their

culture within a supportive environment while trying not to abuse their rights, but rather to 

use them to contribute towards the common good.

It is obviously important that Travellers be recognized as an ethnic group lest they 

continue on as they have been with society disregarding their way of life as deviant and the 

government making inappropriate plans for them. Within context of the three given 

definitions of ethnicity, the Travellers seem to indeed constitute a distinct ethnic group. The 

government has not until recently recognized them as such. The Church holds that groups 

wishing to maintain their culture have a right to do so. Thus, Travellers should be allowed the 

freedom to be considered and respected as an ethnic group. Next we will observe the ways



that Travellers have been mistreated in society precisely because their lifestyle is not viewed as 

legitimate.



Regardless of whether Travellers constitute an ethnic group or not, they deserve to be 

treated with respect. Unfortunately, they are not treated with respect in Irish society. We will 

now describe settled people’s views of Travellers, how the treatment of Travellers has changed 

in society over the past century, ways in which Travellers have internalized the discrimination, 

how they have not received even basic respect from settled society, their involvement in 

decision making, Christian duty towards others, and how to improve relationships between

Travellers and settled people.

One need not be an academic to observe the injustice against Travellers in Irish society.

It seems to be a fair assessment to say that the majority of settled people are uncomfortable

around Travellers and even outright hate them. Many people with whom I have spoken have a

lot against the Travellers. Even people I know well who are very open-minded and not

generally racist make racist comments about the Travellers. It is so engrained in them to

dislike and look down upon Travellers that they often do not realize that they are being racist.

Tom Cooney affirms that “to be a Traveller in our [Irish] society can be a distressing and

disabling experience. This is not because Travellers belong to an intrinsically impoverished

community. They do not. It is because the settled community has imposed unfair 

deprivations upon Travellers who pursue their traditional nomadic way of life” (Cooney

ALT 25). There is a lack of understanding for the Travellers which “are not simply the result



of cold indifference” but also stem from “deliberate ignorance about the Traveller culture 

and humanity and a deeply rooted hostility, sometimes viciously expressed, to their ways, 

perspective, plans Of life, wants, needs, values, and rights” (Cooney ibid 25). Irish people’s 

prejudices are so negative against Travellers that MacGreil likens their treatment to “caste

like apartheid” (MacGreil 341) and the negative stereotypes are so established that if an 

individual Traveller does not conform to the stereotype, he/she is “suddenly redeemed from

Travellers status” (Nf Shuinear ITCE 59).

The negative views of Travellers did not just generate out of nowhere, rather they arose

from Travellers’ perceived usefulness to the settled population which correlates with the

advent of capitalism, the media, government reports, contact, self-fulfilling prophecy and lack

of involvement in the political realm.

Changing Attitudes: A History of Traveller Treatment in Society

Although there has been anti-nomadic sentiment in society for centuries (see below), it

seems to be getting worse as the world becomes more “modernized”. Many people feel that

settled people were more hospitable to Travellers in the past. Some looked forward to the

coming of Travellers as they could fix things and would bring goods for sale. Before the

arrival of the “disposable” society and plastic, their goods and services were appreciated

more; after that their services became obsolete, old-fashioned and a hindrance in the eyes of

the sedentary society. Sean Maher tells the words of wise Traveller man he met when he was

on the road about the changing attitudes towards the Travellers (keep in mind this was in the

1930s and these sentiments hold even more true today):

When I was a lad on the road times were hard, what with the First World 
War and the Troubles in this country, but nevertheless we travellers were 
useful then. We were able to do a service for the country, like making and



mending pots and pans, doing carpentry, ironwork and various other 
skills...In those days there was not the supply of cars or lorries as now. 
Therefore those living right out in the country were glad to see the 
traveller coming to their door to sell his wares.
Then, of course, the plastic age came into being...every thing traditional 
was dying out, and dying out quickly...
The travellers were now becoming a burden...They were reduced to 
beggary...Thus the travelling people turned to working...The farmers of 
Ireland welcomed them near their houses when they needed them for 
harvesting, beet pulling and potato picking...
Then machines came into being and once again the travellers were not 
wanted...
I see the great injustice that is being done to all our people on the road, 
all due to the so-called progress of the nation. The only progress for 
those on the road is misery, suffering and abuse (Maher 104-105).

Julia Ward relates her story “Olden Days” in which she explains the difference in

Traveller treatment in the past.

In the past, settled people were nicer to travellers. Then travellers moved 
around more; a week in the one place would be the height of it. When we 
arrived at a new town the settled people would be pleased to see us. They 
would have tin ware for us to mend and buckets bottomed. The settled 
people would be looking to buy stuff off us: buckets, saucepans, milk 
cans. They were very kind about giving us food and having us in for 
tea...Even though we had less, we were happier and healthier then, and 
settled people were kinder to us (Julia Ward “Olden Days” Our Pride).

It is not that everything was jolly and everyone treated the Travellers with respect at the

turn of the century, but that they were seen to be more vital to the economic system of

dispersion of goods and services; therefore, they were more well respected. Modernization

spread around the world with the advent of electricity, vehicles, machines and plastic and the

accompanying capitalism held the justification for insatiable use of these resources

(consumerism), i.e. each individual’s rights to as much of them as s/he could acquire. Plastic



revolutionized the economy and made the trades of Travellers more obsolete. Society began

to assume a mentality of disposable goods as the cornucopia of resources seemed to overflow 

with consumerist ideology. As plastic removed the demand for the repairing of items, so 

mechanization removed the need for the labor of Travellers. Transportation became easier 

with personal vehicles and public transportation and door-to-door selling was no longer 

needed or appreciated.

In addition to the waning demand for Travellers’ services, a capitalist system helped to 

spread the “every-man-for-himself” ideology, leaving behind the community’s well-being

for that of the individual. Populorum Progressio reflects on capitalist society

But it is unfortunate that on these new conditions of society a system has 
been constructed which considers profit as the key motive for economic 
progress, competition as the supreme law of economics, and private 
ownership of the means of production as an absolute right that has no 
limits and carries no corresponding social obligation (Populorum 
Progressio 26).

The limitless and absolute right of each individual to private ownership and accumulation of

wealth neglects the rights of everyone to live a fully human life with substantial, not excessive,

resources. The lack of “corresponding social obligation” leaves some people not only

without resources, but without basic respect as social reputation is based on material wealth.

Even worse than the “unproductive monopolisation of resources by a small number of men”

is the “lack of brotherhood among individuals and peoples” (Populorum Progressio 66). In

looking towards the future “every social group must take account of the needs and legitimate

aspirations of other groups, and even of the general welfare of the entire human family”

(Gaudium 26).

Now, as people have less personal use for the Travellers, they are looked upon as a

nuisance and as people to be avoided.

All council facilities, playing fields, leisure centres etc., should be closed



to them. All shops in the area should refuse to serve them. Petrol stations 
should turn them away except for a fill up when they are leaving. Bars, 
pubs, and hotels should close their door to them (Down Recorder 
7/25/86).

Although the quote is an extreme view which encourages racism against Travellers, it 

exemplifies society’s typical reaction to Travellers as their services became less vital for the

mainstream system.

Part of the reason society has the negative image of Travellers is the official government 

reports. Although it acknowledges that there are some exceptions, the 1963 Report of the 

Commission on Itinerancy gives a pitiful and deviant view of Travellers saying that

“Itinerants usually have little regard for their appearance and their clothes are often ill-fitting,

ragged and untidy” and goes on to say “except for those families in the motor caravan

group and a few other exceptional cases, itinerant families have very low standards of

personal cleanliness and hygiene and their persons, dwellings and sites are malodorous”

(Commission 45). The Report points out that the attitude of many settled people “is largely

conditioned by the behaviour patterns which by experience or hearsay has come to be

regarded as the norm for itinerants, viz. constant begging, petty pilfering, trespass and 

damage in rural areas, drunkenness, noisiness, and brawling when they get together”

(Commission 102). The belief that these “norms” are traits of all Travellers causes the

settled population to avoid the Travellers and, if they do come in contact with Travellers, to

have expectations that they are going to fit into the stereotype.

Self-Fulfilling Prophecy

Self-fulfilling prophecy occurs when a person or group of people has certain

expectations of another person or group of people and because of the expectations the latter



individual or group takes on the traits of those expectations by internalizing them. For 

example, a student who is pinned as the underachiever in kindergarten continues to be an 

underachiever all through primary school because that is what s/he is told and those are the 

characteristics s/he assumes (Gamble & Gamble 39-42). This can also occur on a larger scale 

between cultures of people. MacLaughlin applies this to the Travellers: “the alienation and 

oppression of Travellers over recent decades has been so intense that Travellers themselves are 

beginning to internalise feelings of inferiority.” This has been causing many of them to turn

to alcohol and anti-social behavior which worsens tensions between Travellers and the settled

population (MacLaughlin 51-52). This idea is linked to the Vicious Cycle Theory 

(mentioned above). The expectations and organization of the society perpetuate the ill 

feelings about Travellers by putting them in a disadvantaged position and conversely when in

a disadvantaged position Travellers may become hostile.

The media plays a large role in the settled population’s perspective on Travellers and

also reflects the settled population’s animosity towards Travellers. The portrayal the media

gives and attitudes of society have a cyclical relationship.

Although Travellers are a very religious people, there are not any Traveller priests or

clergy members. Fr. Dan O’Connell says this is due to the fact that they do not see themselves

as being holy (O’Connell Interview, June 17, 1998). This most likely stems from being

oppressed for so long. Sean Maher, a Traveller who grew up in the 1930s and 40s, relates the

common response to his desire to become a priest when he was a young boy: “Fancy that

now, Sean wants to be a priest; imagine having a tinker priest!” (Maher 64). The response is

one of disbelief, improbability and impracticality; something that could never happen

because of how ridiculous even the thought of it is.

The “culture of poverty” studies also served to perpetuate anti-Traveller sentiment.



Basic Respect & Celebrating Diversity

Sean Maher reflects on being a Traveller: “I will always remember Michael Aiken’s 

‘Oh’ of surprise when he first learned that my parents were travellers. It has typified for me 

Irish people’s attitudes towards us pavvies. We are different, not by creed or colour but by an 

indefinable something with which settled people have not come to terms” (Maher 122). 

Travellers are denied basic respect. They are often not allowed into public places like pubs, 

restaurants and hotels (Towards Inclusion 64). In order to understand the lack of basic

respect experienced by the Travellers, it is important to hear stories in the words of Travellers

themselves as only they know how deeply the exclusion rips at their heart and soul.

A Traveller, who was reared in a house, relates a story about how she went on holiday

with some relatives in a caravan. She decided to get her hair cut and went to a salon. The

hairdresser had at first been very nice and had just finished washing her hair when she found

out that she was staying in a caravan and was a Traveller. The hairdresser proceeded to tell her

“I cannot cut your hair because it’s got vermin in it”, while she herself had just finished

washing it! Later on she went to another hairdresser who cut her hair without a problem and

told her that she had lovely hair (Anon “Is This the Way it Is?” Our Pride).

Travellers cannot even go shopping without being discriminated against. The security

people follow them around to such an extent that Travellers often feel like going shopping is

more like having a baby sitter than getting groceries. Kathleen Stokes relates her story

“Going Shopping”

Last Saturday, myself and my sister-in-law was (sic) in a Shopping 
Centre in Clondalkin. The security man followed us around the shop. We 
got so ashamed we just left. We do not know why he was following us. 
Probably, he knew we were travellers but that gave him no reason to 
follow us, because we spend as much money in the shop as any settled
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person.
There is something I would love to do for myself. I would love to go to a 
hotel for some tea and cake, and to get a break. I would be in fear of 
being put out. I would get so ashamed in front of all the settled people. I 
feel myself every bit as good as they are. I would love to take my husband 
and child out somewhere nice. But I would get so ashamed that I would 
be ran out of a hotel somewhere (Kathleen Stokes “Going Shopping"
Our Pride).

In addition to constant guarding as they walk around shops, Travellers are also faced 

with the reality that they may be refused even to enter into a shop, restaurant or pub or that 

when they are already inside they will be told to leave for no other reason than they are 

Travellers. It is obvious that pure discrimination is at work when these things occur. Mary 

O’Donoghue in her poem “No Reason—Just Leave” expresses the perpetual fear of being

told to leave a public place on the basis of ethnicity.

You could go to a pub 
Dressed to the best.
Then you could be asked to leave 
The shame of it would bring you down 
And it would make you frown.

You go to the bar 
And order a drink,
Hoping to be served
And afraid to open your mouth.

When all the settled people
Can make as much noise as they can
Laughing, joking, and having fun.

A traveller in a pub is afraid,
To open one’s mouth in case 
Of being put out.

Sometimes you ’d get one drink,
Depending on the staff.



But then they may come
g And ask you to leave.

They ’d give you no excuse,
They’d come to the table
And say: “Drink that up—it’s your last! ”

You’d ask them “Why?”
They’d say “No reason, just leave!

There are countless instances of Travellers getting kicked out of public place for no apparent 

reason. Even worse, there are hate crimes committed against Travellers as seen by the 

following newspaper article excerpts.

A young Traveller man in his 20s is fighting for his life today after being 
doused in petrol and set alight (“Traveller set alight’’ Irish Independent 
5/21/98).

A number of newly-built houses allocated to travelling families in 
Coalisland, Co Tyrone, have been attacked. Water pipes have been cut 
through, causing flooding, and anti-traveller graffiti have been daubed 
on the walls (“New homes for travellers vandalised” Irish Times 6/12/98).

Currently there are no laws specifically relating to discrimination against Travellers.

This makes it so that there is no legal action that Travellers may take when they are kicked

out of public places solely because they are Travellers. Brigid Ward, a Traveller woman

comments on the law: “I think it’s a shame and a disgrace that the government doesn’t put

out a law for the right of Travellers to be served in pubs or shops. I know there are rowdies,

but there are rowdy settled people and they are not all banned in pubs” (Travellers A Way of

Life 40).

The 1995 Task Force suggests Equal Status legislation which would prohibit “policies

and procedures that discriminate against Travellers’ culture and identity; the exclusion of



Travellers, just because they are Travellers, in the normal benefit of goods, services and 

facilities; the segregation of Travellers in the general provision of goods, services and facilities 

unless this is for reasons of positive action” (Task Force CR 3.1). The Equal Status legislation 

would also protect Travellers from victimization by those who support, work with or resource 

Travellers (Task Force CR.3.6). There should be inclusion of Travellers in the drawing up of 

policies and they should be present anytime the decisions or plans of action would affect the 

Travellers (Task Force AR.4). Furthermore, people who will have contact in their work 

situation with Travellers should receive professional anti-racist training which Travellers have

helped to design and deliver (Task Force AR.9).

Gaudium et Spes affirms that all humans should have inviolable rights which include

the right to a good reputation and respect (Gaudium 26) and that “respect and love ought to

be extended also to those who think or act differently than we do in social, political and even

religious matters” (Gaudium 28). Yet few, if any, societies exist in which everyone respects

these ideas. Society must look towards building the world envisioned in Populorum

Progressio-. “a world where every man, no matter what his race, religion or nationality, can

live a fully human life, freed from servitude imposed on him by other men or by natural

forces over which he has not sufficient control” (Populorum Progressio 47).

People need to change their attitudes about cultural differences. A respect and

appreciation for diversity should be developed. It is only then that humans can look at one

another as peers, rather than races and classes. Michael McDonagh sends a message

I want to make as my strongest point to you that you must begin to look 
at Travellers as having our own culture. The very way we think about 
things is different from settled people’s view of the world. Don’t, as 
Ireland has for so long, look on us as dropouts after the famine, or as 
Ireland’s really poor people who only need a house and a bit of luck or 
again don’t look on us with romantic eyes as some type of exotic people.
No, see us as a people that are different because of our culture. See that



difference not as a difficulty but as something positive and enriching for 
all in society (McDonagh “Who Are the Travellers” DYKUAA 18-19).

$

Involvement in Decision Making

Travellers have not been involved much in the political realm. Part of this is due to lack

of feelings of belonging in mainstream society. The other, more insulting part is due to their

exclusion from policy making that relates to Travellers. Paul Noonan criticizes government

policies saying that “despite widespread and profound ignorance of Traveller culture, most

government and local authority departments have presumed to know what is best for

Travellers” (Noonan “A View from Northern Ireland” ITCE 173).

It has only been recently that Travellers have begun to be consulted about their needs in

society. The Review Body states that one of its goals is to look into “organisational 

arrangements to ensure that Travellers are represented in decision making affecting them at 

local and nation levels”; unfortunately this still remains a dream for many.

A Call to Action suggests that there should be “a greater sharing in responsibility and 

in decision-making” in regards to the political realm as each culture deserves to have a say in 

the future which is conditioned by choices made today (A Call to Action 47). Church and 

Human Rights says that on the basis of common human dignity that everyone has a “right 

to take an active part in public affairs and to contribute personally to the common good, as 

well as the right to vote and the right to have a voice in social decisions” (Church and

Human Rights 38).

Christian Duty & Improving Relationships

Improving relationships between Travellers and the settled population is intimately



linked with the expression of the Christian religion. It involves participation from both 

groups, although more needs to be done on the part of the settled population as they are the

ones who have resources, power in government and work in the media. Several things need to

be done to better Travellers place in society: anti-discrimination laws and training should be

put into practice (discussed above), there needs to be more contact between settled people and

Travellers, a positive media campaign should be carried out, Travellers need to be consulted

in matters that relate to them, and there must be a realization of Christianity in society.

In order to improve relationships between the Traveller and the settled communities the

Task Force recommends that there be a drive to increase levels of contact between the

Traveller and settled communities both at a national level and a local community level (Task

Force AR.l). The intention is that the increased contact will

result in a better understanding on the part of the ‘Settled’ population of 
the general needs of Travellers, their culture and aspirations and also of 
the contribution which cultural diversity makes to society; enable 
Travellers to understand more about the anxieties of the ‘Settled 
population; contribute to the reduction in the present levels of conflict 
and tension which exist between both communities by helping to 
eradicate misconceptions, intolerance and hostility (Task Force AR. 1).

A positive media campaign is necessary since the media has such great control over 

what is socially acceptable. The Parish for the Travelling People has been petitioning the 

government for money to carry out such a campaign (O’Connell Interview). The Task Force

says that “the media should adopt a more pro-active approach on issues of concern to and 

relating to the Traveller community, in consultation, where necessary, with Traveller 

organisations” (Task Force AR.6).

Travellers need to be integrated or included socially. This means they should be

included in decision making, the labor market, and social respect in order to have more equal



places in society (Combating Exclusion 4).

In a society so full of proclaimed Christians, if people were to realize the teachings of

this religion in their daily lives a tremendous difference would be made in the treatment of

Travellers. Religion does not consist solely of worship, rather it includes duties to treat one

another with respect; True Christians should not divorce the conduct of their daily lives, such

as their treatment of others, from their spirituality. Gaudium et Spes says that the schism

between the “faith which many profess” and their daily lives should be considered among

the “more serious errors of our age” (Gaudium 43; 139-140). Nhat Hanh points out that

praising Jesus’s name only satisfies the individual and it is very different from practicing the

life of Jesus.

We must practice living deeply, loving and acting with charity if we wish 
to truly honor Jesus. The way is Jesus Himself and not just some static 
idea of him. A true teaching is not static. It is not mere words but the 
reality of life. Many who have neither the way nor the life try to impose 
on others what they believe is the way. But these are only words that have 
no connection with real life or a real way (Naht Hanh LBLC 56).

One is not truly a Christian until s/he lives out Jesus’s action. Christians should be involved in

“establishing an international order that includes a genuine respect for all freedoms and 

amicable brotherhoods between all” lest they “be scandalized because some countries with a

majority of citizens who are counted as Christians have an abundance of wealth, whereas 

others are deprived of the necessities of life and are tormented with hunger, disease, and every 

kind of misery” (Gaudium 88). Christian people’s relations to one another are tied to their 

relationship to God. If one is not kind to others then the love of God is not being carried out 

in the manner in which it was by Jesus (Justice in the World).

Attitudes towards Travellers—although they have always been somewhat negative—have



been changing for the worse over the past century. They used to be more valued in society 

because they provided commodities for people in the pre-plastic era when there was not much 

transportation. In Ireland of today with the capitalistic and roaring Celtic Tiger economy, 

Travellers are disregarded as valuable components of society; thus, affecting their treatment

by society at large. They are not even given basic respect by individuals, let alone by

institutions designed by and for settled populations. Christianity teaches people to love and

respect one another regardless of who a person is; institutions and the State must also adopt 

this view to bring equality for all. However, settled people have not been able to accept one 

fundamental part of Travellers’ lifestyle, namely, nomadism. In the next chapter, we will find 

how nomadism has been viewed Biblically and socially in Eastern and Western Societies.



Cbcvprer* 5: SJomcullsm

We have reviewed how Travellers are mistreated in society and some of the reasons why.

Now we will look at one of the most fundamental causes of their mistreatment, which is a

difference of ideology; that is, nomadism. First we will explore historical views of nomadism

from the East, West and Bible and then how these views have transferred into modem society

and government.

Perhaps the greatest source of dissent and hostility existing between settled populations 

and travelling populations—such as Gypsies and Travellers—is the idea and practice of

nomadism. Nomadism has been seen for centuries to be the cause of financial, environmental

and health problems. Estimates of Europe’s population of nomadic peoples range from one 

to five million (MacLaughlin 16). However, these people who identify themselves as Gypsies

or Travellers are not all practicing nomads. An estimated 25% of the total European travelling

population are fully nomadic, while about 30% are semi-nomadic and 40% are sedentary or 

irregularly nomadic (MacLaughlin 16). The sedentary populations have tended to blame the

poor disposition of the Travellers on the fact that they travel; that continuous travelling or

nomadism is only manifested because they cannot afford to live in a home, are too

uneducated to have a job or are some kind of dropouts who could not function “normally”

to live in the culture of the sedentary. To fully understand this view of nomadism it is 

necessary to look at historical views of nomadism (such as those professed by great Eastern



and Western thinkers), current sedentary perspectives partially shaped by these historical views 

and most importantly the meaning of nomadism to the Travellers themselves.

There have been mixed opinions of nomadism throughout history; they have ranged 

from extreme romanticism to extreme criticism of living on the road. In ancient history, the 

Bible depicts nomadic societies. It expresses an ambivalence towards nomadism; it is a 

product of good and also of evil. In the Old Testament there are several references to 

nomadism. When Cain murders his brother Abel he says, “I shall be a fugitive and a

wanderer on earth” (Gen 4:14) and his descendants live in tents, play music and make bronze

and iron tools, much like many nomads today (Gen 4:19-22). In his case, he is nomadic as a 

punishment for doing evil. God tells Abram to travel (Gen. 12); he is traveller for a good 

reason, he will be the patriarch of many generations to come. In Exodus, the chosen people

who are ancestors of Abraham are nomadic for many years. Jeremiah speaks of the

Rechabites who were nomads that lived in tents; they were commended because they obeyed

the laws (Jer 35). Finally, during the Exile nomadism was a punishment for the unfaithful and

idolatrous Israelites who were cursed to scatter and move around (Ezek 11, 12).

In the New Testament the best example of nomadism is Jesus. Jesus and his disciples

had an itinerant character to their activity as they wandered from place to place (Mark 5:1;

6:1; 7:24-31). Jesus focuses away from landowning and relies on the kindness of independent

households and relatives to feed and shelter him (Mark 1:29-30; 6; Luke 9:1; 10:1). However,

on a more negative note, there are extra-Biblical legends that when Roman and Jewish

blacksmiths refused to make nails for Jesus’s crucifixion, the Gypsy/Traveller did and thus

was cursed to wander (Kenny Routes 31).

The fourteenth-century Islamic scholar Ibn Khaldoun in Muqaddiman, or “Universal

History” concluded that nomadic societies were “...closer to being good than settled peoples



because they...are more removed from all the evil habits that have infected the hearts of 

settlers” and goes on to say that nomadic peoples are better than sedentary people because 

they were “more abstemious, freer, braver, healthier, less bloated, less craven, less liable to 

submit, and altogether easier to cure” (from MacLaughlin 5). Bruce Chatwin, a writer who 

idealizes and romanticizes nomadic culture, looks to meanings of words to prove the value of 

nomadism. “Progress” in late feudal England meant a “journey”; the Tibetan word “a- 

Gro ba” (human being) means “a go-er” (one who goes); and in Arab society the

“bedu” or “true” Arab is a “dweller in tents” as opposed to the “hazar” or “one who

lives in a house” (from MacLaughlin 6-7).

Nomadism has been seemingly more accepted in Eastern societies than in Western 

societies. For example, John Locke believed and promoted the idea that progress necessitated 

settling and having private property and that primitive societies approached enlightenment

only when they gave up communal ownership, embraced private property and individual

rights, and accumulated material wealth (MacLaughlin 24). MacLaughlin comments that

This not only meant that the more people invested in the material 
world,the more they legitimised its privatisation, it also meant that 
Travellers and Gypsies, who made no claims on property and did not 
‘accumulate’ wealth, had neither political nor social rights in state- 
centered capitalist societies. Like most Enlightenment philosophers,
Locke regarded primitive peoples, including Europe’s nomadic and 
Travelling peoples, as lacking the essential characteristics of 
civilisation-statehood, urban centres, literature and art. Indeed he 
suggested that, where they were not wards of Enlightened rulers, Gypsies, 
Travellers and the propertyless poor were a threat to European 
civilization itself”(MacLaughlin 24).

This type of view, that the nomadic way of life is a “threat” to civilization, contributes to the 

justification of marginalization of nomadic culture. Social progress has often been measured 

by levels of commerce and material goods, whereas primitive and “backward” societies have



been defined by itinerancy and living off what the earth produces rather than making it 

produce what humans want.

This particularly Western ideology still holds true today. In Ireland, the settled 

population has often seen nomadism as the root of many problems ranging from poverty to 

poor health that the Travellers face. This negative ideology is evident in governmental 

policies and in the way the Travellers are outcast from society. To many settled people the 

nomadism of the Travellers has often been viewed as vagrancy (signifying a sort of aimless 

wandering and vagrant solution to displacement and dropoutism) rather than a legitimate way 

of life that deserves to be valued as much as a sedentary way of life. The sedentary people’s 

“solution” to the Travellers’ “problem”, namely itinerancy, has been for the Travellers to

settle, thereby getting them off the roadside. It is hard for a settled person to understand what 

role travelling plays in the life of Travellers. So, often (and sometimes even subconsciously) 

falling into a very ethnocentric way of problem solving, the settled people’s solutions and 

government policies have been those of sedentarization, rather than trying to find ways to 

facilitate and improve conditions and opinions of nomadism. Governmental policies

surrounding nomadism have traditionally been those of outlawing it or sedentarization of the

people, followed by assimilation into mainstream society. In general, the settled people have

viewed nomadism, at least in the case of the Travellers, as a maladaptive approach to poverty

and as rejection of the “civilized” way of life. The main problem is that it is just not

understood very well by many settled people.

Nomadism is quintessential to the Travellers’ way of life. It supports many aspects of

their lives including social, economic and cultural functions. Travellers move around to fulfill

social needs, such as going to weddings and funerals, matchmaking and avoiding and

resolving conflict, and for enjoyment. Economically, travelling from place to place has always



been vital; historically they went from town to town fixing things and working as temporary 

wage laborers; currently they scavenge and deal in scrap which necessitates travel from place 

to place. Culturally, nomadism is a part of their mindset and everything in their culture from 

social relations to work to leisure is built around travel. Travellers see accommodation as a 

stopping place, rather than a final destination no matter how long they stay (M. McDonagh & 

W. McDonagh “Nomadism” DYKUAA 33). The 1986 E.C. synthesis report “School

Provisions for Gypsy and Traveller Children” says that

A Traveller is someone who remains detached from his surroundings, 
who is able to pick up and move whenever it is useful or necessary to do 
so, when he needs to or simply feels like it. There is an important 
difference between the objective reality of travelling (the fact of moving 
from one place to another) and the subjective reality: feeling oneself to 
be a Traveller...Nomadism is as much a state of mind as a state of fact 
(34-35; Taken from M. McDonagh “Nomadism in Irish Travellers’ 
Identity" ITCE 96).

Although no assessment of the impact of forced sedentarism on Travellers has been made, 

some Travellers have reported physical sickness and depression upon moving into a house

(Submission to Department of Health; McDonagh “Nomadism in Irish Travellers’ Identity”

ITCE 96).

Government Policy & Nomadism

Dating at least back to the 1500s, the government has been concerned with nomadism,

all too often in a negative sense. In 1552, King Edward VI of England passed the “Acte for

tynkers and pedlers” stating the following:

For as much as it is evident that tynkers, pedlers, and suche like vagrant 
persons are more hurtful than necessarie to the Common Wealth of this 
realm, be it therefore ordeyned...that...no person or persons commonly 
called tynker, pedler, or pety chapman shall wander or go from one 
towne to another or from place to place out of the towne, parishe, or



village where suche person shall dwell, and sell punnes, poyntes, laces or 
gloves, knyves, glasses, topes or any suche like things or use or exercise 
the trade or occupation of a tynker (from Kenny Routes 1).

The Law of 1562, passed by Queen Elizabeth I, claimed that it was illegal to be an Egyptian 

or even a counterfeit Egyptian;^ violation of the law was punishable by death (M. 

McDonagh “Who Are the Travelling People” DYKUAA 10).

The 1963 Commission claimed that “it is not considered that there is any alternative to 

a positive drive for housing Itinerants if a permanent solution to the problem of itinerancy, 

based on absorption and integration, is to be found” (Commission). The key phrase 

reflecting the strong dislike for or misunderstanding of nomadism in the government is 

“problem of itinerancy” and the only solutions offered concentrate on “absorption” and 

“integration”. Whether intended to be so or not, “absorption” in particular has very 

negative connotations, implying the utter rejection, abandonment and ultimate loss of

Traveller culture. Their solution pays no heed to the fact that Travellers do not want to be 

absorbed into society. No consideration is given to the fact that nomadism is a lifestyle valued

by the Travellers nor to the fact that much of the true cause of the problem stemmed from the

settled population’s alienation of the Travellers.

The Review Body looks more towards helping Travellers become part of society, not

absorbed into it. This is a considerable change in attitude which gives room for Travellers to

become part of society without having to lose their identity. It also acknowledges the need for

and requires participation from both the settled community and the Travellers; it no longer

belittles the issue to be merely the Travellers’ issue (i.e. that they travel and therefore cause

problems). However, the Review Body remains pessimistic and ethnocentric when it comes to 

the feasibility of nomadism and looks upon it as something that if given the chance people

^Egyptians and counterfeit Egyptians were associated with nomadism. Egyptian is the word from which “gypsy” came.



would stop doing. “Newly-wed couples who have to occupy caravans following their 

marriage should be considered extra sympathetically for housing to lessen the risks of 

regression to a travelling way of life and consequential negating of the benefits of permanent 

accommodation and education” (Review Body 45, para 8.5).

The Task Force sees nomadism as a legitimate way of life. They propose ways that 

Travellers may have a more just place in society while pursuing a nomadic lifestyle if they so 

wish. The solutions include, but are not limited to, the following: having more transient sites, 

having better permanent sites, improving the design of caravans, giving Travellers complete 

school records when they move, and having better medical record cards.

While in theory the government has improved the way they think about nomadism, 

State practice has not yet followed. The services provided by the State are done so “in a 

manner that obliges Travellers to be sedentary if they wish to avail of them. There are hardly

any transient sites along the routes of the more nomadic Travellers which obliges them to

park illegally and in effect criminalises the nomadic way of life of the Travellers” (Crowley

“Racism and the Travellers” ATL 19).

Boulder Policy

The “boulder policy” has been put into practice in the past decade. The “policy”

involves Travellers being moved off traditional (although unofficial) halting sites whereupon

they are blocked off by large boulders prohibiting anyone to stop there. Aside for the blatant

discrimination in this act there are other problems. This causes hardship for the families

removed, overcrowding of official halting sites due to the sudden displacement and the need

to find somewhere to go, and increased occupation of high profile areas (including private

property) that would have otherwise been avoided (Making Travellers Visible 12).



Michael McDonagh comments on the “boulder policy”: “The blocking up of the 

traditional camping places all around the country has been a systematic move to leave 

Travellers with no place to go. In the future, when we look at these boulders, will we see them 

as monuments to prejudice?” (M. McDonagh “Nomadism in Irish Travellers’ Identity” 

ITCE 105).

Not only has this policy caused hardship for Travellers in not allowing them to stay 

where they have traditionally stopped, but it also makes them afraid to move out of a place 

once they are there in fear that it might be blocked off when they return. McDonagh points 

out that it is often only once Travellers have a permanent home that they feel free to move 

around: “I remember one woman who was years camping in the same place, and who fought 

long and hard for a group housing scheme to be built there. When it was finished, she said to

me, “Now I have a house, I can travel at last!”” (McDonagh ibid ITCE 105).

Throughout the ages their have been many views of nomadism from romanticism

saying that it is the best way to live to criticism saying that it is the most uncivilized and

barbaric way to live. The Bible is ambiguous in regards to nomadism, having both positive

and negative portrayals of nomadism. The government and society of Ireland have adopted a

view full of contempt for nomadism; this approach is reflected in policies like the boulder

policy. We now turn to the status of Travellers’ accommodation which has, in no doubt, been

affected greatly by the treatment of the nomadic lifestyle in Ireland.



Cbcuprc-r 6: Kccommodcirton

Accommodation of Travellers has been viewed by the government to be one of the 

most important and urgent needs of Travellers. However, the type of accommodation that 

Travellers want versus what the government and society have wanted has caused the greatest

debate; this conflict is intimately related to whether nomadism is deemed a legitimate lifestyle

or not. Not that different areas of discrimination against Travellers can be judged to be any 

more or less hurtful as they are all expressions of injustice and oppression, but none more

than accommodation attacks the very core of Traveller culture by so disregarding nomadism. 

Accommodation becomes the pinnacle Traveller prejudice as it is a physical manifestation of 

a dislike and disrespect of a culture: the issue of ethnicity comes into play because it decides

on some level if Travellers are entitled to what they themselves want for accommodation as

opposed to the government’s desires; society’s mistreatment of Travellers is magnified when

it comes to where and in what type of accommodation Travellers are going to live; and

opinions nomadism are expressed in accommodation solutions by whether Travellers are

given a choice to travel as they wish or are limited by how they live.

There is a major conflict in ideas around accommodation. On one hand, the Travellers

want to be able to travel at will and on the other hand, they want good facilities. With proper 

planning both of these can be realized simultaneously. To understand how, we will look at (1)

types of accommodation, (2) what sorts of amenities are present in each, (3) what Travellers



and settled people want, (4) evictions and (5) how to work towards creating a Christian 

neighborhood.

The types of Traveller accommodation are roadside and unofficial halting sites, official 

halting sites, group housing and standard housing. The Housing Act of 1966 gives the Local 

Authorities the duty of providing and maintaining temporary and permanent

accommodation.

The roadside accommodation or unofficial halting sites consist of a family or families 

pulling their caravan off the road and staying in that place for any length of time. There are 

generally few facilities such as water taps, toilets, electricity, etc. on the roadside. Often, these 

sites are traditional stopping places for Travellers along the road. The government does not 

want to allow parking up on the roadside or unserviced sites. Roadside accommodation is 

good in the sense that it freely allows Travellers to pursue a nomadic lifestyle; however, 

problems arise because there is a lack of facilities, making the conditions less sanitary and

thus promoting health problems. These conditions are reflected in the following story:

My name is Kathleen Faulkner. I have four brothers and nine 
sisters. I live with my mother and father in the Longpavement Site.

The site is unofficial and is very bad. There are lots of rats in the 
site. The people said the Travellers are not welcome to the Long 
Pavement (sic). They think Travellers are bad. The settled people think 
that they are better than the Travellers.

The site is near the dump. The children is (sic) getting very sick.
The people in the site said it is a very bad place to be living in. There is 
one tap in the site for five families to use. The families say it is no place to 
live in.

We can’t use the water from the tap anyway. The water is 
polluted and the sand comes out with it. The men has (sic) to go in the 
vans to get water. Small children is (sic) picking up a lot of infections out 
there. Something should be done about it.

The Travellers are supposed to be getting a halting site out there 
across the road from the dump. You wouldn’t expect the Travellers to 
take a site with the dump still there? Its unhealthy for people and



children.
The Longpavement should be closed down and a different, clean 

S place got for to put the families out there living in.
There should be a health nurse or somebody brought out there 

just to see the conditions people are living in. (Faulkner in Voices 9).

Section 13 of the 1988 Housing Act empowers councils to provide, manage or control 

caravan sites for Travellers and recognizes them as a class of people with distinct needs, 

including halting sites (TAALT 5). The McCarthy Case (1991) further develops Section 13 

by placing an obligation on the Local Authorities—instead of just empowering them—to 

provide serviced halting sites (TAALT 6). Official halting sites are spaces designated by the 

government for Travellers to stay. The official sites fall into one of three categories: transient, 

temporary or permanent. Transient halting sites provide basic facilities and are intended for 

Travellers to use for short periods of time while pursuing a nomadic way of life or visiting 

relatives. Temporary halting sites are sites which have basic facilities and are meant for

Travellers to stay while awaiting permanent accommodation, which could include permanent

halting sites, group housing or standard housing. Permanent halting sites are those which are

intended for long-term use.

The benefit of the official sites is that they have more amenities than the unofficial

ones. However, aside from the transient sites, they are intended as a means to or actual long

term accommodation. This is both good and bad. Travellers want a decent and hygienic

permanent place to stay, but they want to be able to travel freely. The motives of the

government have traditionally been to settle Travellers. For example, designation limits the 

£ number of Travellers on a site and forces them to stay on a site if they are within a certain

radius of the site (With Not For 15).

The Task Force recommends that a network of transient halting sites be built across the



country (Task Force DR.7). The intent is that these be used by those who wish to be nomadic, 

S not to serve as sub-standard permanent sites.

Temporary sites are not really the solution to accommodation problems. “Temporary ’ 

sites often become permanent and eventually even turn into “ghettos” (SNPG 11). Other 

obvious problems include lack of electricity and showers, i.e. sanitary conditions are not

achieved which can increase sickness and rat infestation.

The 1994 survey carried out by DACT in County Dublin demonstrates the urgent need 
for better accommodation.
Total number of families 652
Roadside 173 26.5%
Group Housing 119 18%
Permanent Serviced Halting Site 161 25%
Temporary Official Sites w/ 199 30.5%

minimal facilities

Facilities
Without flush toilets 231 36%
Without toilets 180 28%
Without electricity 345 53%
Without bath or shower 345 53%
Without refuse collection of any kind 60 10%
Cold water only 345 53%
No water supply 101 16%
Total number of children under 18 2,686
No public phone on the site 652 100%
Fire precautions on site in working order 66 10%
No fire precautions 376 58%
Space set aside for scrap trading 33 5%

Table 1

Permanent sites should have a wide range of facilities sufficient to meet the needs of all

the families living there. Each family should be provided with an individual bay, or an area, 

often walled, with space for the caravans and facilities like a water tap. However, the standards

of the permanent sites are not always up to par (see Table 1). In order to improve them, the



bays should provide access to electricity, running water, sewage disposal and refuse collection

(Task Force DR.7) and there should be sufficient space for trading and storage of scrap.

Group housing is a scheme of houses built specifically for housing Travellers. Standard

housing is regular local authority accommodation in a housing scheme. The Review Body 

said that most Travellers should be given accommodation in a standard house, but that if they 

chose not to live in a house the Local Authority should have an obligation to provide them

with serviced sites (Review Body 19 para 2).

Many Travellers want halting sites over houses. However, the process is slow:

The most striking aspect of site provision in Dublin is the interminable 
delays in actually building the sites outlined in their plan. The rate of site 
provision since 1986, six years ago, has been 27 families accommodated 
in special group housing and 97 families have been accommodated in 6 
years, in other words 16 families a year. Unless there is a vast 
improvement in the pace of site provision, hundreds of families will still 
be living in the same appalling conditions in five years time (NPTG 13).

A survey done in Navan found that some Travellers had been trying to get a good halting site

built for 30 years (Navan Travellers Teamwork). The 1995 Task Force recommends that

3,100 new units of Traveller accommodation be built to substantially meet the need of all

Traveller families. In order to do this a large increase in the budget for accommodation will

need to be made (Task Force DR.l).

Furthermore, Travellers should be consulted in the building of the new sites. Most

existing sites were not made with Travellers’ input and therefore, fall short of the Travellers’

needs. For example, the sites often do not provide space for accumulating scrap which is a

essential to the Traveller economy. The minimum and fundamental needs for sites are

outlined in Still No Place to Go and researched by DACT (The Dublin Accommodation

Coalition with Travellers):

A water tap for each family; individual flush toilets for each family;
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showers or baths separate from the toilet area; size of service units and 
houses to be adequate for use by large families; sites not to be situated in 
isolated areas or surrounded by high walls or mounds of earth; sufficient 
space in each bay or yard for parking lorries or vans; fire precaution on 
all sites; work space for Travellers’ economic activities (heavy scrap 
should be catered for separately) on each bay or in the yard of each 
house; facilities for families to hold their bays or houses for a number of 
weeks while they are travelling; Travellers’ preference for living in 
extended family groups to be recognised and catered for; the issue of 
caretaker to be discussed with the Travellers prior to such appointments; 
transient sites throughout the country need to be provided immediately 
for more nomadic families; there needs to be an effort to provide good 
quality rather than minimalist facilities (SNPG 12-13).

Section 9 of the 1988 Housing Act requires that the Local Authorities assess the needs of 

everyone, including Travellers and the homeless, when drawing up building programs 

(TAALT 5). O’Reilly & Others vs. Limerick Corporation (1989) I.L.R.M. 181 states that 

Local Authorities have an obligation to assess the needs of Travellers and make provisions for 

them when making building programs and Local Authorities have the right to provide

services on unofficial halting sites, even if Travellers are trespassing (TAALT 5).

NIMBY (Not-in-My-Backyard) Syndrome

Aside from discrimination against Travellers in the building and running of the sites 

and accommodation, there is a strong presence of anti-Traveller discrimination by settled 

residents living in areas near proposed Traveller accommodation. The non-acceptance of 

Travellers as neighbors is not new. The 1960s Commission acknowledges that local residents 

object to having them as neighbors, but states that “there is no charitable or humanitarian 

alternative to providing at least a place where the itinerant can halt his caravan” (Commission 

57). Not unlike the debate in the 1980s over nuclear power where many people supported the 

use of it, but did not want the nuclear power plant near them (the NIMBY or not-in-my-



backyard syndrome), is the discussion about accommodation of Travellers. Everyone agrees 

that the Travellers need somewhere to go and have pushed for them to be settled, but many 

settled people strongly object to Travellers’ accommodation of any kind being built in their 

neighborhoods. Many of these objections are based on prejudices about the Travellers: that 

they are dirty, will pollute the area, devalue property, be noisy and rowdy, will steal or will

increase traffic levels. One settled citizen comments on the reactions of the residential area on

a proposal to build a Traveller site in County Dublin:

when they decided to build it, there was a big uproar, we blocked the roads, we 
just didn 't want them. But when we sat down with the Council, they gave us 
assurances. Since the site was built we’ve never had any trouble. The Travellers 
that’s (sic) in it are all nice people; they’re not rowdy, they don’t fight...We’ve 
got no problem with them.

The opposition came because “the people didn’t understand the Travellers,” but when the 

site was built “people came to realise that they’re just ordinary people like ourselves”

(McKeown and McGrath 128).

Human Rights Not Sub-human Sites

There is no denying that there are some dirty Travellers and Travellers who pollute the

area, but these cases are mainly due to the marginalization of Travellers. It is more a case of

marginalization and hoarding of resources, than foibles of the Travellers. The Travellers

cannot be blamed for being dirty when there are not enough sinks or showers to go around,

nor are they completely culpable for polluting an area when their site is built next to the

dump. How are they expected to have respect for an area when their human dignity is not

respected as they are placed in a rat-infested landfill? Sites for Travellers are often built in the

“reject” areas, i.e. near dumps, railways, electric pylons and highways. Not only do these

sites have increased unsanitary conditions, but also higher infestation of rodents and are more



conducive to fatal accidents, especially for children. Respect is required by both parties 

involved to eliminate the problems. The government should provide substantial amenities and 

should not build sites on reject land, and the Travellers should respect where they live and 

keep garbage in one place instead of throwing it out their door. (I am not suggesting that all 

Travellers do this, rather I am pointing out that some Travellers do this and it worsens the

situation.) Rottman et al comment

The Irish Travellers are caught in a vicious cycle. The more squalid and 
unsanitary their living conditions, the more despised and outcast they 
become; the more unpopular they are the fewer services are provided to 
them by the community, and they are pressurised to move on. The fewer 
services that are provided the worse the living conditions become 
(Rottmann et al 6).

A compromise must be made. It is strange that people are so concerned about Travellers 

polluting an area with bits of garbage when companies like the Sellafield Nuclear Plant are 

bringing the levels of toxic nuclear pollution in the ocean around England and Ireland from

10 to 1000 times the level deemed safe {TED Case Studies: British Nuclear Waste in the Irish 

Sea). \' Perhaps its because they can see the garbage, but not the radioactivity.

Some Travellers may be noisy and rowdy just like some settled people may be noisy

and rowdy. Such sweeping generalizations should not be made about all Travellers.

Again some Travellers may steal, just like any settled person may steal. Travellers might

be more inclined to steal out of need than a settled person, but just because they do not have

as many worldly goods as settled people does not mean that Travellers are going to steal from

them. Thomas Aquinas even justified stealing when it was done out of need {Summa

1 ‘ Sellafield is a nuclear plant on the Northwest coast of England that has been dumping radioactive waste into the Irish Sea since 

1952. Currently Sellafield has 11 silos full on radioactive waste, each of which contain 8 times the amount that was involved in the 

Chernobyl incident in 1986. The nuclear waste from Sellafield has made the Irish Sea into “one of the most radioactive bodies of 

water in the world (TED Case Studies: British Nuclear Waste in the Irish Sea).



Theologica II, 2, Q. 66, art 7).

Aside from thinking the Travellers themselves are undesirable neighbors, people think 

having a site nearby will devalue their property. The religious of Ireland comment on the 

attitude that “property values sometimes seem to be more important than Christian values” 

{Travelling People To-day 30). In research done in Dublin, property values were generally 

not found to be reduced when Travellers’ sites were built in the area, although there have 

been no major studies done (McKeown and McGrath 52). The estate agents, auctioneers and 

valuers, Hamilton Osbourne King, in response to the new site built stated that “it does not

seem to have had a downward effect on residential values mainly due, in our opinion, to the

fact that it is isolated from residential development” (McKeown and McGrath 51-52). 

Another similar agency, Flynn and Associates commented that there was “no change in 

property values” and that “when halting sites are well maintained and kept relatively small in

numbers, that the effect in the area is minimal” (McKeown and McGrath 52). McKeown and

McGrath say the ideas about property devaluation comes from previous negative experience

of sites which were generally unofficial and poorly maintained. They continue to say that “it

can be very difficult to influence these negative impressions even when there is empirical

evidence...that actual Traveller sites which are well constructed and maintained do not affect

residential property values” (McKeown and McGrath 53). Michael McDonagh says that it is

not people that devalue property, but attitudes (McDonagh “Who are the Travelling

People?” DYKUAA 18).

Still No Room: Evictions

Just as there was no room for Jesus’ family at the inn (Luke 2:7), there seems to be no

room for Travellers. “Five Travellers were warned in the High Court yesterday they will be
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sent to prison for three months for contempt if they do not remove their caravans from a 

business park by tomorrow” (“Travellers face prison threat” Dubliner 11/96). There are 

clearly not enough official sites to accommodate all of the Travellers in need; so where do the 

3,100 families in need go? Many live on the roadside, in parking lots or other unofficial sites. 

Forced evictions are a reality for many of these families. Granted, people might not want 

Travellers parked in their parking lots or on the side of the road, but they have to be given a 

feasible alternative. McDonald vs. Feeley & Dublin County Council 1980 was only an 

interlocutory decision, but it did require that the Local Authorities provide accommodation 

for Travellers if they removed them from sites deemed unsuitable (TAALT 5). Kenny says 

that the sedentary population has turned nomadism into a “key instrument” of oppression 

while they ensure “that forced movement is the only experience of nomadism most 

Travellers have” (Kenny “Final Thoughts: A Case for Celebration?” ITCE 180).

The U.N. Commission on Human Rights adopted the following resolution on forced

evictions (March 10, 1993):

1. Affirms that the practice of forced evictions constitutes a gross 
violation of human rights, in particular the right to adequate housing:
2. Urges Governments to undertake immediate measures, at all levels, 
aimed at eliminating the practice of forced evictions:
3. Also urges Governments to confer legal security of tenure to all 
persons currently threatened with forced eviction and to adopt all 
necessary measures giving full protection against forced evictions, based 
on effective participation, consultation and negotiation with affected 
persons or groups:
4. Recommends that all Governments provide immediate restitution, 
compensation and/or appropriate and sufficient alternative 
accommodation or land, consistent with their wishes or needs, to persons 
and communities which have been forcibly evicted, following mutually 
satisfactory negotiations with the affected persons or groups...
(from Still No Place to Go).

In Ireland, evictions have been ruled legitimate. Although Section 10 of the 1988 Act



has some good aspects (mentioned above), it also gives Local Authorities the power to move a 

family to a site if they are within five miles of it and the family is subject to a £1000 ($1500) 

fine or prison sentence if they do not comply (Making Travellers Visible 19). S.66 of the 

Roads Bill states that if a Traveller family stops on a national roadway they are guilty of an 

offence upon which the Local Authorities are given the right to remove their caravan (ibid 

19). Both of these laws may be used against the Travellers in the case of eviction. The 

Traveller Visibility Group of Cork criticize these stating that “the Housing Bill and S.66 of 

the Roads Bill are clear examples of where institutional power is exercised against Travellers 

in an attempt to force them to comply with the dominant culture of sedentarism” (ibid 12).

Section 10 of the 1988 Housing Act gives Local Authorities the power to provide

emergency accommodation, including to provide financial assistance for a caravan (TAALT

5), but many Travellers do not receive this service when they are evicted.

In order to accommodate Travellers in a just way, their culture and identity must be

taken into account. The Travellers’ sub-group of the National Campaign for the Homeless

says that a holistic approach is needed in relation to policy guidelines for Traveller

accommodation.

Traveller accommodation cannot be viewed in isolation from Travellers’ 
identity, cultural values, nomadism, family structure, economic and 
social organisation. Therefore focussing on accommodation on its own 
can only give rise to short-term solutions which, as the evidence of recent 
history shows, are at best of limited value and at worst doomed to failure 
(Guidelines for Accommodation Policies 2).

This means that Travellers must be consulted as only they can fully incorporate their nomadic

identity into adequate accommodation.

All accommodation should be in keeping with standard levels of hygiene, whether

temporary or not. “Instead of trying to prepare or ‘educate’ Travellers for conventional



housing we need to develop an imaginative, humane and acceptable standard of 

accommodation which is consistent with a semi-nomadic lifestyle’ (O Connell “The Need 

for Imagination in Work with Irish Travellers” DTEDG 20). Generally, this means full- 

service permanent sites that do not restrict the movement of Travellers or depend on 

Travellers staying in one place.

Aside from sites that are conducive to nomadism, caravans should be improved. Since

caravans are not designed for long-term living, the Task Force recommends that the Traveller 

Accommodation Agency should make a caravan design “that continues to allow mobility 

while improving its capacity for long term occupation as well as increasing its fire safety

features” (Task Force DR.8).

Gaudium et Spes asserts the right for people to express their culture:

Everything must be done to make everyone conscious of the right to 
culture and the duty he has of developing himself culturally...Sometimes 
there exist conditions of life and of work which impede the cultural 
striving of men and destroy in them the eagerness for culture...It is 
necessary to provide for them those working conditions which will not 
impede their human culture but rather favor it (Gaudium 60).

The Magisterium also affirms that every human being has the right to freedom of movement

and of residence (Church and Human Rights 38). Therefore, extrapolating from Church

teaching, Travellers have the right to nomadism which is both an expression of their culture

and movement to conduct their work.

Creating a Christian Neighborhood

“In our times a special obligation binds us to make ourselves the neighbor of every 

person without exception, and of actively helping him when he comes across our path”

(Gaudium 27). Christians speak of being a good neighbor or treating others as neighbors,



yet society still does not have a realized Christian neighborhood. Many Irish will not tolerate, 

41 let alone welcome, Travellers as neighbors. In the Bible, “neighbors are those who are either

in a geographical location nearby or—the more common broader metaphorical meaning— 

those with whom one shares the common bond of being human whether they be friend or 

enemy. In the latter sense, it implies that there is an obligation to treat that person with 

respect; the Hebrew rea‘ is used which is parallel to ’ah meaning brother (NBD 876).

Hence, one’s neighbor encompasses friend, enemy, brother and stranger alike; each one

deserving to be well treated.

In order to create a Christian neighborhood, it is imperative that the religious of Ireland 

take a strong stance in support of Travellers. However, as of yet, many priests and nuns have 

failed to take an active position in relation to the Travellers (Towards Inclusion 58; O’Connell

Interview).

There are several different types of accommodation from roadside, to halting sites, to

housing. Although there are certainly some Travellers who desire to live in housing, the

greatest wish is to have adequate halting sites located in a reasonable area (i.e., a place other

than the “undesirable land” near dumps, etc.) with substantial facilities and room for scrap

trade. Travellers want the right to travel and not be hindered by accommodation. These

desires will only be fulfilled when nomadism and the Traveller culture is respected by the

government and society. In the following chapter, we will see how accommodation and

nomadism are linked to Traveller education.

•
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After viewing examples of discrimination against Travellers in regards to ethnicity, 

society, nomadism and accommodation, we now turn to the final source of discrimination that 

will be discussed in this thesis, education. Education is touchy because it manifests 

discrimination in several overlapping levels. The first level of discrimination is that Travellers 

traditionally have not believed in formal school education because it was not useful for their 

lifestyle, but were initially forced into it by the government. Then they were further forced 

into the educational system because the basis of their economy had collapsed with the coming 

of capitalism and for sheer survival in contemporary society they needed some sort of formal 

education. On the next level, they have been discriminated against in the schools by 

administrators, teachers and peers. Finally, the curriculum discriminates against them because

it only includes Travellers in issues about social problems. In the remainder of this chapter,

we will examine each of the above levels as well as government involvement and Christian

teaching.

The majority of Irish children start primary school when they are 4-5 years old and

they finish at about 12 years of age. Then they go to secondary school for another five to six 

H years. The minimum legal age to leave school is 15 (Kenny Routes 44). About 80% of

primary school aged Travellers are enrolled in school and of those there are about 70% who

attend regularly. However, there are very few Travellers that go on to secondary or third-level



education. Less than 10% of Traveller children aged 12-15 are in school (Nunan DYKUAA 

75). There are, perhaps, only 30 Traveller children nationwide who are in secondary school 

(Travellers A Way of Life 2). Most of the students who continue post-primary education drop 

out after a short time (Kenny ibid 48). There are many reasons for the low attendance in 

post-primary schools. Since many Travellers are self-employed it benefits them to keep their 

children at home to work with and be trained by them, book-learning is not that valuable on 

the road and there is a large degree of discrimination against Travellers by both the people at 

the schools and the curriculum. Many Travellers do not accept the notion of secondary 

schooling, although more are starting to accept the idea as they see it is their key to survival in

the modem world.

Resistance

First of all, there is some resistance of Travellers to attend school because of the need

for economic survival. They traditionally did not go to school because they received their

education by working with their families. Now many Travellers merely want to go to school

to learn to read and write and beyond that, they do not feel the knowledge will be useful to

them. As well as that it is not desirable to be more clever than other Travellers by going to

school because it sets one person apart from another (Glocklai Vol. 2 No. 6 1997 18).

Some families do not have enough money to send their children to secondary school because

of the costs (books, uniforms, transport, etc).

The education system has not been conducive to Traveller participation. In a Profile

and Survey of Traveller Needs in Navan they state that some of the problems, according to

Travellers, in the education system are that Traveller culture is not taught in the schools, the

teachers do not meet with the parents of the Traveller children and many parents had a very

1



hard time getting free books for the children when they needed to do so (Navan Travellers 

Teamwork 22; 25).

The Department of Education began a pilot project in 1993 in Galway to appoint 

visiting teachers to try to encourage greater Traveller attendance and participation in the 

schools. There are 9 visiting teachers nationwide whose job is to communicate with Travellers 

and keep them in contact with the schools.

The Task Force addresses the problems that Travellers have with school. There is a need 

for more communication between school and parents (Task Force FR.7). Aside from having 

meetings with one another, more communication between the schools and Travellers could 

take place by Traveller participation within the school such as by being a committee member 

or classroom assistant (Task Force FR.10). To help reduce some of the financial burden, a

book exchange system should be established (Task Force FR.13). More resources should be

invested in ensuring an appropriate education for Travellers in primary school to promote

more participation at secondary schools (Task Force FR.55).

Another issue that Kenny points out is that there are not any role models for Travellers

in the professional world. There are a few Travellers with a bachelor’s degree, but none with a

professional degree (Kenny ibid 49). This puts Travellers at an extreme disadvantage

because they do not have an established place in the system; they do not have the same power

to influence the institutions of society as would a professional (ibid). The School Provision

for Gypsy and Traveller Children says that getting an education will increase Traveller

autonomy as well as costing the public purse less: “the cost of adapted school provision is far

less than the expense of providing social assistance which Gypsies and Travellers by and large

reject” (Liegois 7).



Curriculum and Respect for Traveller Culture

Despite the fact that official policies have encouraged respect for Travellers in the 

curriculum, practice has not followed suit. Curaclam na Bunscoile, the handbook for all 

primary teachers, says that the curriculum should be “valuing each child for himself’ and 

must be “sufficiently flexible to meet the needs of children of widely varying...cultural 

backgrounds” (Curaclam 13). However, this has not been realized. Children, on the 

contrary, have been molded into the existing school systems, forced into special classes, 

segregated, and denied their culture. Although the Review Body does not specifically 

recommend the restructuring of education for Travellers, it does say that “regard must be 

had to the Travellers’ traditions and way of life” and that “these must be catered for and 

protected as much as possible” (Review Body 15 para 1.3). The 1995 Task Force 

recommends that the Department of Education commission the design of an

intercultural/anti-racist program/curriculum including videos, tapes, materials and games for

use in the primary and secondary schools (Task Force FR.18). They also recommend that the

teachers have special training in this area (Task Force FR.19).

There is a serious need for an intercultural curriculum. Currently, the only time

Travellers are seen in textbooks is in the context of social problems (MacAongusa

“Travellers & Schooling...” DYKUAA 110-11); their culture and value to society are

omitted. The cause of most of the problems for Travellers in the education system is the

refusal to recognize them as having a distinct and legitimate culture. The School Provision

says that when a general policy of interculturalism is introduced to society at large, the

pedagogy in the schools will follow (Liegois 6). When an intercultural pedagogy exists,

Traveller culture will be validated (ibid 8); only then will the goals of Curaclam na



Bunscoile, to value the individuality of each child, become a reality.

Maire MacAongusa outlines several ways in which the educational system does not cater

for Travellers. First of all, the educational system (as most of the rest of society) assume that 

Irish people are “culturally homogeneous,” ultimately meaning that the curriculum is 

designed for the dominant culture and “gives the appearance of equality of treatment for 

all” (MacAongusa Alienation 28; MacAongusa “Travellers & Schooling...” DYKUAA 

110). The Travellers who do remain in school often end up getting put into remedial classes 

by the age of 10 because of their lack of what is considered “general knowledge” (i.e. verbal 

skills and mathematical ability), which is “dependent on cultural experience and

opportunity” (of the dominant culture). Essentially “it is cruelly brought home to them that 

their form of intelligence, their experience and their store of culturally acquired knowledge

have no educational value in Irish schools” (MacAongusa Alienation 29).

Travellers, being community based, like to help one another with school work, which is

contrary to what is expected in schools (i.e. the individual should do his/her own work) (ibid

31). The importance of family takes precedence over school deadlines and attendance. So

when there is any kind of family celebration or duty, like a wedding or funeral, Travellers do

not consider going to school. Thus irregular attendance is common and the child has periods

of better and worse performance in school. The graded curriculum does not take into account

that type of achievement (ibid). Late and erratic achievement is not honored.

Nomadism is another aspect of Travellers for which the educational system does not

cater. The 1963 Commission says that “little if anything can be done in the immediate future

for the education of the children of those itinerants who continuously wander” (Commission 

69). The report of the Review Body, while aiming to be considerate of the nomadic lifestyle

of the Travellers, is still trying to get them to settle on some levels in an almost threatening



way saying that “travellers who are not so accommodated [in a house] cannot hope to receive 

an adequate education. Nor can they avail satisfactorily of services such as health and 

welfare” (Review Body). Schools have been unaccommodating to the movement of 

Travellers; school records, including attendance and references, are not sent to the child’s 

next school, making the pupil start from scratch (MacAongusa Alienation 34). There are 

also dates by which a student must have matriculated into school. The Task Force suggests 

that there be flexible enrollment dates and school record cards be made for easy transfer of

information (Task Force FR.14; FR.82).

Maltreatment and Self-fulfilling prophecy

Apart from the utter denial of Traveller culture in the school curriculum, there is a great

deal of discrimination by the administrators and the students of the schools.

Travellers have often been set apart from the other students. Some of the ways have

been to make them enter the school through a different door than settled students, to scrub

them down in a shower at school, to have them start at different times than settled students and

to enroll them in special classes or schools (Sally Flynn “My Experience of Schools”

DYKUAA 80-81).

Much of the discrimination by students against Travellers comes from society’s views

of Travellers. Their actions are out of a stereotypical dislike for Travellers, rather than

personal interaction with the individual Traveller. In Making Travellers Visible, they describe

how one Traveller girl in primary school had “concealed” her identity until her cousin,

whom some of the children knew to be a Traveller, joined the school. The settled children 

proceeded to follow her home from school and beat her up {Making Travellers Visible 35).

Noreen O’Reilly speaks of her treatment by peers in school in her story, “My School



Days”:

I started school when I was six years old. I found it very hard to mix with 
the country [settled] children. They were always picking fights on me and 
calling me names like “knackers". My teacher was very good to me.
Every time I was down my mother use to comfort me. I couldn t tell the 
teacher what the children was doing to me because I was frightened if I 
told the teacher it would make matters worse because then they would get 
me out in the yard. They would kill me for the two years I was in that 
school. I only made two friends. I couldn’t learn nothing because I was 
too frightened to learn. All 1 was thinking is what they would do to me on 
my own at break time. I use to stay in my class. When I got home I told 
my daddy and mammy. They told me to speak up for myself. If the 
country children hit me and make me scared, to hit them back, but I 
couldn’t because there was too many of them. Now I am eighteen years 
old and I am married myself. I have one child. He is two years old. All I 
can think about now is his first day at school when he grows up. I pity 
him so much (Noreen O’Reilly “My School Days" Our Pride).

With that sort of opposition, living in fear each day, it is very difficult to learn.

Special Classes

The Department of Education issued a report in 1971 called “Education Facilities for

the Children of Itinerants” which said that “the educational needs of itinerant children are

similar to those of backward children, generally aggravated by social disabilities and a vagrant

way of life” (from Nunan “Travellers and the Education System—An Overview” DYKUAA

65). The status of being a Traveller has often been considered a handicap. However, the 1963

Report states that “all the available information indicates that itinerant children are no less

intelligent than the average child in the settled community and the opinion of teachers with

experience of such pupils is that they are no less apt than the ordinary children”

(Commission 65). They attribute the poor achievement to irregular school attendance and a

nomadic lifestyle (Commission 65). Although only about 10% of a given population has



exceptional learning handicaps, Kenny says that many Travellers exhibit “structurally 

produced learning difficulties,” or difficulties that are “outcomes of oppressive and 

marginalising social structures, resulting in poor self-image and lack of confidence, stress, 

etc” (Kenny Routes 46).

Special classes were initially designed to aid Traveller children to eventually integrate 

into the mainstream system; the idea was that they were at a disadvantage because they moved 

around a great deal. However, many have never been incorporated into the regular classes. 

For example, in Cork about two-thirds of the Travellers in primary school are in special 

classes (Making Travellers Visible 34). The special classes are mainly aimed at teaching

children to read and often have children of mixed ages ranging from 5 to 12 in the same

class. Children were often bused to special Traveller schools far away, even when other

schools were close by. Many children were even denied matriculation into local schools, 

despite the fact that Rule 10 of Rules for National Schools states that “no child may be

refused admission to a National School on account of the social position of their parents, nor

may any pupil be kept apart from other pupils because of social distinction” (Nunan 

“Travellers and the Education System—An Overview” DYKUAA 67-68)?“ The Task 

Force recommends that children in special classes be regularly reviewed and integrated into

regular classes (Task Force FR.65).

Another problem that causes maltreatment and poor learning is the Traveller children’s

attitudes about settled people and school. The child is already conditioned to expect conflict

with settled people and school is looked at as something that pulls the child away from home

and work (Kenny ibid 53). When they come in with negative attitudes and do not learn in 

school and they have not gained the skills of their own society because of attending school,

12This was reiterated by the Irish National Teachers Organisation in 1993.



they become “doubly marginalised” (ibid).

The Church and the Right to Education

The Church believes that every person by natural law has the right to share in the 

benefits of a culture, which implies the right to a basic education and professional training 

that are in keeping with the norms of the society in which one lives (Pacem in Terris 13; 

Gaudium 60; Church and Human Rights 38). Furthermore, the Church asserts that 

economic growth depends upon social progress. There is not full progress or development if 

some do not get an education: “Indeed hunger for education is no less debasing than hunger 

for food: an illiterate is a person with an undernourished mind. To be able to read and write, 

to acquire a professional formation, means to recover confidence in oneself and to discover 

that one can progress along with others” (Populorum Progessio 35).

It is apparent that Travellers have not received equal treatment in the educational 

system; they have been segregated, treated as inferior and their culture has not been

respected. In order to improve the educational system for Travellers and indeed enhance it

for settled people too, the Traveller culture must be recognized and appreciated. In

remedying scholastic failure “we must not take the effects of the overall situation (disinterest,

absenteeism, outright refusal...) as the causes” (Liegois 7). Rather, it is vital to look at the

teaching methods and curriculum and ensure that they support and validate the Traveller

culture. It is necessary to “create a school and classroom ethos which is affirmative and

values every child’s background and experience, where all children learn about all traditions,

and also learn about structure and patterns of injustice, and how they could change these”

(Kenny “Travellers and the Classroom” DYKUAA 95).



Anti-racist policies need to be put into practice in all schools so that there are negative 

consequences when Travellers are mistreated and also so that people realize what actions are 

racist. Sometimes people may be unaware that what they are doing or teaching is racist, 

especially if they have not had much exposure to the other culture. We will now conclude by 

looking at what needs to be changed in attitudes, paradigms and institutions in the future to

bring Travellers into equality while maintaining their culture.
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Throughout this thesis I have described the nature of discrimination in all areas ranging 

from society to education and how this discrimination can occur in a so-called Christian 

society. Part of the problem is misunderstanding of another culture and another part is 

disregard for a group who thinks differently from the majority of the society. We will now 

look at two concepts, “interbeing” and justice, and how they can be realized through 

attitudinal change to move from hatred to toleration to acceptance.

“The fate of each individual is inextricably linked to the fate of the whole human

race” (Naht Hanh LIA 120). One major concept in Buddhism is interbeing, or the inter

relationship between all beings. Individuals are part of the whole community, just as a hand is 

part of a body. Naht Hanh says that we cannot blame individuals when there is injustice 

because they are products of a whole society. He uses the example of a hand getting burned. 

The hand is only partially responsible for the mishap; but full responsibility lies with the 

entire body for being careless. It is also the whole body that must bear the consequences of

the action (ibid 88). Therefore, when individuals in a society do something wrong the whole

society hurts from it and the whole society must reap the consequences. Similarly, sin is not

merely an individual or private reality, rather it is produced by a society with an ideology and 

an unjust situation does not happen by chance; there is always human responsibility behind it

(Guttierrez EW 194-195). In Ireland there is sin in the way that Travellers are treated. It is



the duty of everyone in society to work towards changing the oppressive system.

When one does something helpful for or contributes love to the whole, one should not

expect praise. Again, Naht Hanh uses the example of an injured hand. When the right hand 

gets hurt, the person takes care of the injury immediately. There is no waiting for pleading or 

gratitude; it is just done. The left hand does not say that it is doing charitable work for the 

right hand; it just gives all the help that is needed (Naht Hanh LBLC 66). In this manner 

when our societies are hurting, we should take care of them instead of ignoring the pain and 

letting it get worse. We must learn to coexist peacefully lest we “co-nonexist” (Naht Hanh

LI A 120).

This idea is also common in Christian thought when speaking of acting for the common 

good, or living in communion with others. The Catholic Bishops Conference declares that

“the fundamental conviction of our faith is that human life is fulfilled in the knowledge and 

love of living in communion with others” (EJA 16). Gaudium et Spes comments that while

there are differences between humans, everyone deserves equal dignity. Massive economic

and social differences “between the members of the one human family or population

groups” not only cause scandal, but also “militate against social justice, equity, the dignity of

the human person, as well as social and international peace” (Gaudium 29).

In the Christian tradition, everyone is said to have rights and free will. The combination

of these, however, can lead to problems. When one person exerts her/his free will in using

her/his rights it can lead to abuse of rights and infringement upon others’ rights. Therefore it

is the duty of civil authorities “to coordinate social relations in such a fashion that the

exercise of one man’s rights does not threaten others in the exercise of their own rights nor

hinder them in the fulfillment of their duties. Finally, the rights of all should be effectively



safeguarded and, if they have been violated, completely restored” (Pacem in Terris 327). 

The Church believes that freedom is not a license to do anything, but a license to do good 

(Congregation 16). “To speak of your rights means also to speak of your duties to others: 

always deserve the respect you desire for yourselves by showing it for all your fellow-men” 

(Pope John Paul II People on the Move 4). Freedom does not come from self-sufficiency, 

but from linking together by reciprocal bonds governed by truth and justice; ie., it is a shared 

property (Congregation 16-17). For Christians freedom then becomes a gift and a task 

(Guttierrez EW 25). It is a gift in the sense that God gave humans free will to make their own

choices and it is a task because those decisions are to be informed, just and include a

realization of shared freedom. The problem is that humankind’s freedom is “finite and 

fallible”; that is, people are easily deceived by apparent goods which are actually false goods 

(Congregation 18). False goods manifest especially when people are acting egocentrically or 

ethnocentrically. For example, the settled people of Ireland think that a house is what will 

help Travellers and thereby if they give Travellers a house that is doing good. However, that is 

an ethnocentric good which can actually be oppressive towards Travellers. Therefore,

freedom must be exercised with caution, understanding, and consultation with the other party

involved. Only then will one be working towards a common good rather than a personal or

fractional good.

As people have free will, they have the choice to help Jesus continue his work through

living in a harmonious way with others. Christians must serve as an example that the love,

understanding and tolerance which were exhibited by Jesus can continue to exist; “This will

not be accomplished just by books and sermons. It has to be realized by the way we live”

(Naht Hanh LBLC 57). If people of a church mistreat one another, it is not a true church

(ibid 67). True order and a true church are manifested when there is justice for everyone. So



what is justice then?

Justice

“Justice” and “righteousness” are generally synonyms (most often coming from the 

Hebrew word sedeq or variations of that word) whose meaning is dynamic throughout the 

Bible. During the patriarchal era sedeq meant conformity to an accepted standard of value 

by an object or action; for example, balances and measures could be just, or sedeq (Lev 

19:36) and the judgement of Israel’s judges could be just (Deut 16:18,20). From the time of 

Moses and onwards justice/righteousness comes to describe that which is the will of God, since 

God is the model of the most right and just actions that exist. Justice may only be present in 

those who fear God (Luke 18:2) as justice only starts with holiness which comes from God

(Mi 6:8) and true devotion to God (Luke 2:25). God later bestows justice/righteousness by 

way of his grace even on those who are unworthy with regards to their merit (Ps 51). 

However, at the same time people must earn the grace by actively being just; one may make a 

just action by helping the needy, for example. Thus, justice comes to imply “goodness” 

(Luke 23:50) and charity. Overall, justice and righteousness entail acting in a fair way by

following in the path of God, not cheating others, and always actively supporting the poor

and needy as opposed to simply not oppressing them (NBD 680-81; 1097). Justice is the

opposite of sin, which is denying God by trying to be better than or trying to be independent

from God and by not acting in ways that are just unto others. Unrighteousness and injustice

are the opposite of the above description of justice and righteousness; in other words, they are

disregarding the path of God thereby sinning, oppressing others with violence or cheating or

even being indifferent to the hard times of others.

The Church is striving for Biblical justice which may only take place in a society



marked by love, compassion, holiness, and peace (EJA 35). There are three dimension of 

basic justice: commutative justice, distributive justice, and social justice. Commutative justice 

demands “fundamental fairness in all agreements and exchanges between individuals or 

private social groups” (EJA 35). This includes respect for equal human dignity. For 

example, at work a worker must work well and the employer must pay a fair wage. 

Distributive justice lies in the equitable allocation of income, wealth, and power (EJA 36). 

This is to ensure that no one goes without basic material needs. For example, Travellers need 

good halting sites in a good location. Social justice places the obligation upon everyone to be 

“active and productive participants in the life of society” and also deems that society “has a 

duty to enable them to participate in this way” (EJA 36). Everyone has the duty to 

participate in making goods and providing services for the welfare of the entire community, 

or the common good. All economic and social institutions must be organized so that “people 

can contribute to society in ways that respect their freedom and the dignity of their labor”

(EJA 37). Basic justice demands help to the poor and vulnerable and the alteration of present 

policies and propaganda or the creation of new policies and programs to increase economic 

participation through employment and evenly distributed ownership of goods and land (EJA

47). Social policies, personal decisions and economic institutions need to have as their

foundation love, basic justice and human rights (EJA 46). Justice in the World points out

that justice is inseparable from loving one’s neighbor:

According to the Christian message, therefore, man’s relationship to his 
neighbour is bound up with his relationship to God; his response to the 
love of God, saving us through Christ, is shown to be effective in his love 
and service of men. Christian love of neighbour and justice cannot be 
separated. For love implies an absolute demand for justice, namely a 
recognition of the dignity and rights of one's neighbour. Justice attains 
its inner fullness only in love. Because every man is truly a visible image 
of the invisible God and a brother of Christ, the Christian finds in every
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man God himself and God’s absolute demand for justice and love"
(Justice in the World).

There is no possible way to be close to God while disrespecting another human being. Justice 

is the expression of love for one another and also for God. Pope Paul VI says there are two 

kinds of justice. One is the justice of ownership which is defended by the commandment, 

“You shall not steal.’’ The other is that every person wants to be treated as a person because 

s/he has an inviolable dignity which is not dependent on race, economic status or social status. 

Justice and true order come about when every person—no matter who s/he is—is loved and 

respected as a sister or brother (Address of Pope Paul VI, Jan. 1, 1972). The ultimate injustice, 

on the other hand, “is for a person or group to be treated actively or abandoned passively as

if they were nonmembers of the human race” (EJA 39).

Kay O’Sullivan in her poem “Equality” explains the need for and current lack of 
basic justice envisioned by Travellers,

We are women, Travelling people.
All we want is to be equal.
Toilets, water, baths or showers,
A little garden to grow some flowers.

A proper site with electricity,
A radio, light, or telly for me.
Something to look at by night.
To keep me sane in this lonesome site.

A Traveller’s story is seldom told.
Of tinsmiths maybe, and trades so old.
But what about the ugly truth,
Us Travellers face now in our youth.

To enjoy ourselves or have a dance.
Drive 30 or 40 miles and it’s still a chance,
That we might be turned away.
Only to take that chance another day.



Followed around in every store.
These settled people, what’s the score?
We can’t even drive a car.
But if we do, we won’t get far.

We are on top of the list.
Insurance companies say high risk.
Do you really think it’s fair?
We tried a protest to clear the air.

We are fighting a losing battle.
But we’ll keep trying 'till those cages rattle.
This really is an ugly nation,
When you’re subjected to discrimination (O’Sullivan “Equality”
Travellers A Way of Life 3).

It seems like such a simple call for justice: to have a decent place to live with standard modem 

conveniences and moreover to be respected by those in the surrounding Christian society. 

However, even these few pleas for humanity are not being granted.

From Toleration to Acceptance

Government, society and individuals must not only work towards toleration, but towards 

full acceptance. Webster defines toleration as “the act of enduring or resisting an action 

without grave or lasting injury” and/or “to suffer to be or to be done without prohibition,

hindrance, or contradiction” (Webster 1241). Toleration implies enduring something that is

unbearable or despised, while it does not imply having an understanding of or an 

appreciation for the source of discomfort. If one tolerates another person, it means that s/he is 

only putting up with that person, but is not realizing that the person deserves respect on the

basis of being a human.

Naht Hand says that “seeds of suffering come from many directions” (Naht Hanh LIA



89). Seeds of goodness and badness are handed down from one generation to the next. They 

are cultivated over time. Society has sown seeds such as prejudice and intolerance. It is our 

responsibility to sow seeds of happiness and acceptance. Jesus serves as a good example of an 

agent who sows the seeds of acceptance. He associates and eats with those who are deemed 

sinners. He says that they are very important, perhaps even more so at times than the 

righteous (Luke 15:1-7). Jesus values a sinner’s devotion and does not feel defiled when he is 

in her/his presence (Luke 7:36-50). If we become more like Jesus and accept the 

“undesirables” of society as full humans with needs and feelings, then we too will help

cultivate the seeds of happiness in society.

Toleration is not enough for society to be just. Neither is the don’t-ask-don’t-tell denial 

method going to be the solution. Full understanding and acceptance must be achieved for

everyone to live harmoniously in society without having to deny their ethnicity, culture or

creed.

Nondiscrimination is when you love your enemies. It is when one prays for the

common good of all instead of just for one’s self. For example, when one prays for her/his

own picnic, that person neglects the farmer who needs rain to produce food for many (Naht

Hanh LIA 76). Nondiscrimination involves seeing that everyone has needs and deserves

dignity. “When we look deeply into our anger, we see that the person we call our enemy is 

also suffering. As soon as we see that, we have the capacity of accepting and having

compassion for him” (Naht Hanh LIA 76). We can then move from rejection or toleration to

full acceptance. If one loves someone, s/he can no longer be a threat.

It is important in learning to accept another to look at what is inside the other person.

“The Lord does not see as mortals see; they look at outward appearance, but the Lord looks

at the heart” (1 Sam 16:7). We must learn to look through the “eyes” of God and into a



fellow human’s heart so that we may see that s/he is just a person like ourselves and deserves 

the same respect which we desire.

In this thesis I am not trying to say that Travellers are all good and that settled people 

are all bad, but to say that a more just stance has to be taken. Something has to happen so that 

people share resources and respect one another. Travellers cannot expect the best of both 

worlds; everything cannot be adapted to them, but they should have basic rights and people 

should at least try to make a difference where possible. Neither can the settled people expect 

everything to be as they desire. There must be a compromise. “The world, which is for the 

most part marked by the avidity of profit and contempt for the weakest, must change its 

behaviour and receive our nomadic brothers not simply with tolerance, but with a fraternal 

spirit” (PJPII People on the Move 12). Furthermore, Travellers must empower themselves 

and be empowered by the government to change their oppressive situation. Charity is not the 

answer as it builds up systems of dependence. Travellers must be allowed to make decisions

regarding their current situation and their future.

The intent of this thesis has been to see the harms of discrimination, ways that it is

justified, and how ironic its occurrence in a Christian society is by using the example of the

Irish Travelling Community living in a 94% Catholic and 98% Christian society. A brief

history of Travellers in the 20th century was given in Chapter 1. In Chapter 2, we explored

discrimination and different ways it occurs on both an individual and an institutional level. In

the following Chapters 3-7, we focused on Travellers and their experience of prejudice in

Irish and Christian society; the treatment they have endured is directly contradictory to

Christian teaching. In Chapter 3, we saw the importance of ethnicity for their striving towards

equality in the sense of having legitimate needs which must be met, not in the sense of having



exactly what settled people have. Then in Chapter 4, we moved on to ways in which Travellers 

do not even receive basic respect in society and how that can be changed. Chapter 5 focused 

on different views on nomadism throughout the centuries. Accommodation was discussed in 

Chapter 6 as being the pinnacle of the manifestation of discrimination against Travellers’ 

lifestyle. Chapter 7 gave a history of education of Travellers and explained why 

discrimination in the educational system has many layers to it. Finally, we have concluded 

that in order to bring about justice it is necessary to remember that we are all part of the same 

family, interconnected with one another and the world around us.

A general reflection I have had in doing research for this essay is how people have time 

to treat each other so cruelly. Recently, two close friends of my family and community died

of cancer. At each wake we all sat around and talked about how wonderful the person was,

while also contemplating our own mortality and that of close friends and family. Somehow all

of the issues of dhy-to-day life, no matter how big or small they are perceived to be normally,

became less important when I remembered I could lose anyone in my life at any time. I

wondered why and how I could ever be mean to a person or hate someone. Of course, there is

bound to be little events that cause people to fight, especially if they are grumpy, sad or

hungry. However, it is not those small strifes which concern me, but rather the issue of

treating someone poorly in a chronic pattern. While the reasons—whether they be due to a

personal bad interaction or because the person has different belief systems or a different

color of skin—for which people abuse one another are important, but what is more important

is that we do something to change the abuse into at least toleration and at most love. Life is

too short to torture ourselves over something which we can change, at least in part, by our

everyday interactions with people.

The touching sentiments of Cathleen McDonagh help to look towards a better future as



we realize that we are all worthy of respect and love:

We believe in the same God, a God who never gets a mention 
within all the hate. If we look at each other face-to-face we would see 
that humanity of each other reflected in our eyes. We need to touch 
beneath the anger—my anger—not to condemn, but to heal and to help 
create a future where both the Traveller and settled can live in peace 
where each will respect the dignity of each other.

Settled people do not have a true awareness of Travelling people 
and will not have until they see us as people. The way to true 
understanding is to treat others as you yourself wish to be treated. We 
need to link in to the message that is within our Christian faith to make 
this vision a reality. We all need to walk in the ‘path of faith, to act justly, 
to love faithfully and to walk humbly with the Lord your God’; that is the 
way to discover the humanity of people. We need to open up the horizons 
of understanding to gain true insights into the gifts of both cultures (C. 
McDonagh in McKeown and McGrath 199-200).

Now we must take her wisdom and put it into practice through our treatment of one another.

Her message does not hold true only for relations between Travellers and the settled Irish

society, but also for relations between a person and any other person who is different. One

need not believe in God or Jesus to practice the art of loving and bring about equality among

humankind, only to believe that we are all humans deserving of respect.
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