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

What have been the main reasons for emigration from Britain over time?

THE EARLY MODERN PERIOD : c.1500-1700s

The motives for emigration have varied in importance over 
time. In earlier periods religious or political persecution 
may have been the main influence, but in recent centuries, 
economic considerations may have predominated. As with 
immigration both push and pull factors have contributed to 
emigration.
In the early modern period religious persecution was a driving 
force for emigration, though there were many who also left 
Britain for economic reasons.
Religious factors - escaping persecution  
Many emigrants left Britain in the 17th century to escape 
religious persecution. Among the first were the Pilgrim 
Fathers who in 1620 established their colony in Plymouth, 
Massachusetts. Over the following years, an estimated 
25,000 Puritans followed them. Other religious groups e.g. 
Quakers and Baptists also left because of persecution. Most 
of these emigrants settled in the north eastern colonies 
e.g. Massachusetts and New England, where they were 
able to practise their religion and develop their own political 
institutions without interference.
Economic factors 
Other emigrants left for America for economic reasons 
and to seek a better life. Well over half went as indentured 
servants (people who agreed to work for an employer for a 
set number of years, and then went to find their own way). 
The Virginia Company offered 50 acres of free land to attract 
people to their colony. 
Other areas of the British empire also needed emigrants. The 
British East India Company employed merchants and army 
officers to run its operations, while others went to the West 
Indies as traders or managers of plantations. 
Unwilling emigrants  
From 1615 convicts were transported to different parts 
of the British empire. Originally most were sent to work on 
plantations in America or the West Indies, but after America 
became independent, Australia became the destination. Over 
150,000 convicts were sent to Australia before transportation 
ended in 1868.
WELSH EXAMPLE : A lot of Welsh Quakers, led by John 
Roberts, emigrated to Pennsylvania in the 17th century. 
So many left Wales that those who were left referred to 
themselves as “the remnant”. In 1798 a group of Welsh 
Baptists from Llanbradach founded the colony of Cambrai in 
Pennsylvania. This group kept its Welsh identity and culture 
for many years.

INDUSTRIAL PERIOD : c.1800s

By the 19th century religious persecution was no longer a cause for 
emigration. The main reason for emigration was economic, though 
there were other factors e.g. the need to preserve language and 
culture which led to the Welsh settlement of Patagonia.

Economic factors

Large numbers of emigrants left Britain during the 19th century, with 
over 2 million going to the USA alone. Skilled British workers, 
in particular, were in demand as countries like the USA began to 
industrialise, while for those who wanted to own land and farm there 
was plenty of opportunity in countries like the USA and Australia. 
Other factors e.g. discovery of gold in Australia in the 1850s saw 
many leave to seek their fortunes. Periods of economic depression 
in the UK e.g. the 1840s and the Long Depression from 1873 to 1896 
also caused emigration. 

Poverty and famine 

Economic changes like enclosure meant that many people lost 
their land and were forced into poverty. Those who could afford to 
emigrate could make a new start elsewhere. During the Irish famine 
of the 1840s many families were plunged into poverty. An estimated 2 
million Irish emigrated, half of them for America. 

The demands of empire

The growing British empire also created many opportunities. 
Administrators and soldiers were needed to govern overseas 
territories, while others went out to farm in countries like Canada and 
New Zealand. In the case of the Welsh emigration to Patagonia it 
was a mainly cultural reason.

Between 1871 and 1910 about 2 million emigrants left the UK, far 
more than the number of immigrants who came to these shores. 

WELSH EXAMPLE : The 19th century saw many people leave Wales 
for different parts of the world. During economic downturns such 
as the 1840s, miners, steelworkers and quarrymen emigrated to 
find work. The USA was the main destination, but others left for 
Australia, Canada and New Zealand. In 1872 a Welsh minister, 
Robert D. Thomas, wrote a guidebook in Welsh highlighting the great 
opportunities in America.

The example of 19th century Welsh emigration that is remembered 
most is the colonisation of Patagonia in 1865. This was unique 
because its aim was to preserve the Welsh language and culture.

MODERN PERIOD : c.1900s-present day

During the 20th century the main cause of emigration has been economic.

The early 20th century

During the inter-war years the pace of emigration fell. During the 
Depression of the 1930s most countries across the world were 
experiencing high levels of unemployment so there was little point in 
emigrating.

WELSH EXAMPLE : In the inter-war years, and particularly during the 
Depression, about 300,000 people left Wales. Traditional industries like 
steel and coal were in decline, partly because of loss of markets during 
World War I, partly because of increasing foreign competition e.g. from 
Germany and also because of changing technology such as oil replacing 
coal as a fuel. By 1932 unemployment in Wales was at 36%. Most of 
those who left Wales went to work in newer industries such motor car and 
electrical good production in the south and east of England. 

The post-war period

After World War II there was an increase in emigration. America was 
no longer the most popular destination. Instead, emigrants headed to 
Commonwealth countries like Australia, New Zealand and Canada.

• In 1945, in a bid to attract skilled workers, Australia introduced an 
Assisted Passage Scheme enabling British citizens to emigrate for only 
£10. Canada and New Zealand had similar schemes. 

• Post-war austerity in Britain and the healthier climates of Australia 
and New Zealand were other factors that encouraged many to 
emigrate. 

• These countries were English speaking so there was no need to learn a 
new language.

• By 1985 over 1·5 million emigrants, sometimes referred to as the “Ten 
Pound Poms”, had emigrated to Australia alone.

More recently, since Britain joined the EU, there has been some emigration 
into the EU – particularly older people retiring into the sun.

WELSH EXAMPLE : In the first half of the 20th century some Welsh people 
emigrated overseas, mainly to Canada where 50,000 went to work as 
farmers and miners. Since 1945 Australia has been the main destination. 
It is thought that about 20% of the population of New South Wales are of 
partly Welsh descent.


