
UNIT 3 : Changes in Patterns of Migration c.1500 to the present day

What have been the main reasons for immigration into Britain over time?

THE EARLY MODERN PERIOD : c.1500-1700s

During this period, the number of immigrants began to 
increase. Both push and pull factors contributed to this. 
England was a leading Protestant nation, so it was a refuge 
for Protestants who were escaping persecution. England also 
became a trading power and began to build an empire, which 
drew people to the country.

Religious immigrants – escaping persecution

In the 16th and 17th century Britain came to be seen as a 
place of refuge for persecuted Protestants from Europe. 
The largest group of these were French Protestants, the 
Huguenots. They first arrived in numbers after the St 
Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in Paris in 1572. However, 
in the late 17th century a larger, second wave arrived. By 
the early 18th century it is estimated that Britain was home 
to 50,000 Huguenots. At the same time German refugees 
known as ‘Poor Palatines’, fleeing French invasion, began to 
move to England with perhaps as many as 13,000 arriving. 

Commerce and trade – economic migrants

As Britain began to trade across the globe, particularly the 
slave trade, the number of African and Asian immigrants 
increased. By the beginning of the 17th century there was 
an established African community in England. Some came 
as servants, while others came as freed slaves, or sailors. 
Most were found in the main seaports e.g. London, Liverpool 
and Bristol, though little is known of them. By the early 18th 
century it is estimated that between 10,000 and 20,000 
people of African descent lived in Britain. From the 17th 
century sailors from India and the Arab world, known as 
Lascars, also settled in Britain’s ports.

However, for this period there is no way of knowing the exact 
number of immigrants, or where they settled. The absence of 
a census or any official measurement of migration in and out 
of the country make it difficult to estimate the numbers.

WELSH EXAMPLE : There was very little immigration into 
Wales at this time. Welsh ports were small compared to 
places like Bristol so there was hardly any trade with the 
British Empire. As a result, there were few African and Asian 
migrants. Some foreign experts were brought in to develop 
the mining industry e.g. German engineers to develop the 
mines in Cardiganshire, but they were very few in number.

INDUSTRIAL PERIOD : c.1800s

During the 19th century Britain had an “open door” policy. It was seen 
as proof of Britain’s superiority that so many immigrants wanted to 
come here. There were both push and pull factors involved. Many 
immigrants came from poorer areas for economic reasons, while 
others came to escape religious or political persecution. Britain 
also controlled a huge empire and many of its inhabitants settled in 
Britain, particularly in the seaports which traded around the globe.

Britain was seen as a land of opportunity. As the world’s leading 
industrial nation Britain drew in talent who wanted to develop their 
ideas and create businesses e.g. Guigelmo Marconi who started his 
Wireless and Telegraph Company in 1897. Other individuals came 
because Britain offered cultural opportunities and fame e.g. George 
Bernard Shaw and Dame Adelina Patti. 

Britain was also seen as a bastion of freedom. Political refugees from 
across Europe came to Britain e.g. the Italian nationalist Giuseppe 
Mazzini and Karl Marx. 

Among the waves of immigrants who came to Britain in the 19th 
century were:-

• Irish immigrants arrived in large numbers during the famine of the 
1840s. They were escaping poverty and arrived at a time when 
Britain was industrializing rapidly e.g. building railway networks, 
and therefore needed labour.

• Jews arrived in Britain throughout the 19th century. In the early 19th 
century they tended to be wealthy e.g. bankers like the Rothschilds 
who saw the opportunities created by the industrial revolution. 
After 1880 a new wave of poor Jewish immigrants came from 
eastern Europe. They were victims of religious persecution, 
but also came to Britain to find work and escape poverty. Over 
200,000 arrived between 1880 and 1919.

• Italians also arrived throughout the 19th century. In the early 
19th century skilled craftsmen came to the UK to make and sell 
instruments such as barometers. However, in the late 19th century 
a new wave of poor, uneducated economic migrants arrived. They 
came to be associated with the food trade - cafes and ice cream 
parlours.

WELSH EXAMPLE :  
As Wales industrialised, the country drew in immigrants. The Irish 
arrived in the 1840s and by the 1860s there were 30,000 living in 
Wales. In the late 19th century Italian and Jewish migrants arrived in 
Wales.

MODERN PERIOD : c.1900s-present day

The early 20th century

In 1905 the government passed the Aliens Act which for the first time 
introduced immigration controls. Nevertheless, migrants continued to 
arrive in Britain until the start of World War I. 

After the war immigration slowed; as the economy struggled, Britain 
became less attractive to migrants. However, there were exceptions. In the 
1930s about 40,000 Jews escaping persecution in Nazi Germany settled 
in Britain. The 1930s also saw two unusual groups of child immigrants – 
Basque children escaping the civil war in Spain and Jewish children in the 
Kindertransport. 

WELSH EXAMPLE : 
By the early 20th century Cardiff was Britain’s main coal port, with migrants 
from more than 50 different countries coming to the city as a result of the 
coal trade. 

The post-war period

The period after 1945 saw an increase in immigration - in two main waves.

Commonwealth immigration

• Large numbers of Commonwealth immigrants came to Britain after the 
war. The British Nationality Act 1948 gave them the right to live and 
work in the UK. The British government also wanted people to come 
and work because of labour shortages, especially in the transport 
system and NHS.

• Widespread unemployment in the Caribbean, the violent partition of 
India and Pakistan and civil war in Cyprus led many to seek a better life 
in the UK. 

EU immigration

• Membership of the EU brought freedom of movement among EU 
states. At first few EU citizens came to the UK. However, in 2004 when 
the eastern European states joined the EU the number of EU migrants 
increased significantly. The new EU states had not long got rid of 
communist governments and their economies were weak after years 
of underinvestment. Existing EU members, like Britain, could offer their 
workers much better wages. By 2017 3,800,000 were working and 
living in Britain.

WELSH EXAMPLE :  
By the early 20th century Cardiff was Britain’s main coal exporting port. It 
drew people from around the world and was one of the most multicultural 
communities in Britain with people from over 50 countries settled there. 


