The Isles: Nationality and Origin (2004)

Perhaps one of the most frequently confused terms encountered from Spanish students is that of the ‘British Isles’.  This is not surprising as it is equally baffling for most of the islands’ inhabitants in relation to nationality and origin.    

The ‘British Isles’ is the geographical name given to the islands of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, including: Anglesey; the Channel Isles; the Isle of Man; the Isle of Wight; the Orkney Isles; the Shetland Isles; et cetera.

The main areas of the Isles: England, Wales, Scotland, the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland are to be looked at a little more closely below.  

Nationality

The ‘geographical area’ of England has the largest population within the United Kingdom with a population of just under fifty million (2001).  In constitutionally terms, England does not exist.  It is not mentioned in the nation’s title, which is, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland.   Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales can claim some sort of nationality as they all have established their own regional governments.  England does not have a regional government and its government is the United Kingdom government based in London.  

Wales, to the west of central England, has a population of just under three million (2001).   The Acts of Union consolidated Wales into the realm of England in 1536 and 1543.   In 1998, the Welsh voted narrowly in favour of a regional assembly and in 1999 the Welsh Assembly was inaugurated.  

Scotland is located to the north of England and has a population of just over five million (2001).   Scotland was an independent country until the Treaty of the Union in 1707.  Thereafter, it became part of the United Kingdom of Great Britain.  In the 1998 referendum, with a majority of seventy-one percent, the Scottish people voted in favour of a new Scottish regional Parliament.   In 1999, the new Scottish Parliament was inaugurated.

Ireland is an island located to the west of Great Britain and has a population of just under four million (2002).  In 1801, the Act of the Union joined Ireland to Great Britain to form the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland.  Following the Anglo-Irish War (1919-1921) the Irish Free State was established in 1922.  This was later renamed Eire in 1936 and the Republic of Ireland was formed in 1949.

Northern Ireland is located to the northeast of Ireland and it has a population of 1,696,000 (2001).  Northern Ireland is made up of six counties from the original thirty-two of Ireland.   Following The Government of Ireland Act in 1920, King George the Fifth opened the new Northern Ireland Parliament in 1921.  Northern Ireland became an independent state within the United Kingdom.  In 1972, following civil unrest, the British Government abolished the Northern Ireland Government and placed Northern Ireland under direct rule.   In 1998, elections were held for a Northern Ireland Assembly and its first meeting was held in the following year.   There have been a lot of problems since the Assembly’s formation and this has lead to return to direct rule and suspension.

So where does this leave the English?  With no nationality?  There are even plans to divide England into regions, which will further add to the confusion.  Well, English nationality still exists in the hearts of many people.  Look at recent sporting events and you’ll have seen the national spirit and flags of Saint George’s cross, et cetera.  The English spirit seems to live on after almost three hundred years of non-existence.  However, as in the case of Scotland and 

Wales, England as a nationality does not exist – we are all British as our passports remind us.  

Population Origin

Up until recently, the population was thought to consist of widely diverse origins as a result of historical conquests.   Indeed, genetic research conducted by the University College, London has put forward an east west split in the population origin of the Isles.  The research suggested that the Germanic invasions in the first millennium were responsible for this split.  It was thought that the native population was forced to move to western extremities making way for the invading Germanic peoples.

However, recent research is showing that this may not be the case.   Professor Stephen Oppenheimer of Oxford University, also using genetic research, has developed a theory on the original inhabitants of Britain; and dates the split in population much earlier.  He claims that the peoples from the western-side of the Isles are descended from an ancient people of the Atlantic coast when Britain was still joined to mainland Europe (up until about 6000 BC).  He found that the people from the western extremes of the Isle have a very similar genetic pattern to modern day French Basques.  He further found that those to the east of the Isles are more related to the Germanic peoples of the interior of mainland Europe.  So, it looks like the Islanders do originate from different areas, but this occurred much sooner than previously thought.   Perhaps, the process started twelve thousand years ago when these lands began to be populated by hunter-gatherers.

Following events such as: the Industrial Revolution; the Potato Famine in Ireland; the Second World War; and membership of the European Union, et cetera, there has been widespread migration from the Isles and immigration to the Isles, which of course will affect the national gene pools and hence, genetic research.   However, with the increase of interest in genealogy, maybe these two areas can join and assist each other into finding the origins of the people from the Isles.   
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