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is fairly easy to see how the Notre Dame Fighting Irish leprechaun is a representation 
of many of the negative stereotypes attributed to the Irish—brawling, wielding a 
shillelagh (a traditional Irish weapon in the form of a club), and invoking “magical 
powers and good luck” (Fighting Irish Athletics, n.d.) (Figures 3, 4).

Figure 2 — In another cartoon by Nast, the Irish and African American are again subject 
to derision. Nast suggests the ‘ignorant vote’ by African Americans in the south is balanced 
by the ‘ignorant vote’ by Irish Americans in the north. Web source: http://thesocietypages.
org/socimages/2011/01/28/irish-apes-tactics-of-de-humanization/

Figure 3 — The ‘Paddy’ was a standard character in vaudeville shows, portraying the 
Irish as drunk, bumbling, and often violent. Web source: http://xroads.virginia.edu/~ma04/
wood/ykid/irishstereo.htm
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Discussion
In 1998, when addressing the faculty senate of the University of Illinois on their 
resolution to retire Chief Illiniwek, Charlene Teters, an alumna and founding 
member of the National Coalition on Racism in Sports and the Media, reminded 
those present: “an educational institution is no place for these race-based images. 
As I said many years ago, it’s important to understand that we are human beings, 
not mascots” (Spindel, 2000, p. 163). Regarding the significance of educational 
institutions using these types of images, King and Slaughter (2009) highlight such 
symbols’ reinforcement of cultural imperialism:

The names used are always the names given by the colonizer, which has dis-
placed the native peoples’ own names for themselves, reminding the conquered 
persons of the appropriation of their own history and of the trivialization of the 
pain, suffering, and bloodshed entailed in the process. (p. 274).

While today, the Irish are not perceived to face discrimination, at the time the 
University of Notre Dame officially adopted the Fighting Irish nickname in 1927 
(Fighting Irish Athletics, n.d.) Ireland had been independent from Great Britain for 
less than a decade (British Broadcasting Corporation, 2012). Despite the fact that 
Irish immigrants to America did not face the same restrictive penal laws that many 
Irish Catholics faced in Ireland, the Irish continued to be mocked and derided in 
the same manner they had been by their British rulers. An 1848 cartoon feature in 
British magazine Punch depicted the British government as a regal lion and leader of 
the Irish rebellion, John Mitchel “as a vicious and foolish simian wearing a jester’s 
cap” (Nie, 2004). Similarly, the Irish would continue to be depicted as monkeys 
and apes in American media, as depicted by the Harper’s Weekly cover (Figure 5).

Figure 4 — Today’s Notre Dame mascot uniform clearly draws upon the stereotypes set 
forth by early vaudeville characters – the morning hat, the cutaway jacket and breeches, and 
facial hair. Web source: https://moronquotient.wordpress.com/tag/secularism/
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According to Ignatiev (1995) upon entering America,

The Irish were disproportionately concentrated as laborers and servants… [for 
example] in Boston in 1850, forty-eight percent of the Irish working population 
worked as laborers compared to eleven percent for the German and less than 
five percent for U.S. born. Another fifteen percent were servants, compared 
to four percent for U.S. born. (p. 136).

In terms of the labor market, the biggest competition the Irish faced were free 
blacks in the North and slaves in the South. Sharing cramped and fetid neighbor-
hoods with blacks and frequently maligned with the same insults—“in the early 
years Irish were frequently referred to as ‘niggers turned inside out’; the Negroes, 
for their part, were sometimes called ‘smoked Irish’” (Ignatiev, 1995, p. 49)—the 
Irish slowly began to turn on their unwitting neighbors. Just as U.S. born citizens 
and other European immigrants had protested working with the Irish, the Irish 
began to protest working with blacks. Ignatiev (1995) argues that it is by joining 
in the degradation of another race, the African American that the Irish rise above 
their early status in America as “Irish apes and white negroes” (Figure 6).

This transition of the Irish from a hated race to members of the privileged white 
class likely explains the reason that few Americans take note of or protest the use 
of Notre Dame’s blatantly stereotypical “Irish” mascot. As Ignatiev (1995) notes, 
the Irish not only participated in discrimination against blacks, but participated in 
party politics including putting forth successful candidates in the Democratic party. 

Figure 5 — In this cartoon, the Irish are again portrayed as a simian creature, while Britain 
is portrayed as a noble and fierce lion. Ireland did not gain independence from Britain until 
1920. Web source: http://thesocietypages.org/socimages/2011/01/28/irish-apes-tactics-of-
de-humanization/
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The film The Departed (2006) successfully portrays the anti-African-American 
sentiment by the Irish-Americans. While blacks and Irish had once shared neighbor-
hoods and jobs, many Irish felt elevated above their black neighbors through their 
successful participation in politics and ability to exclude blacks from the workplace. 
As the character, Frank Costello, an Irish-Catholic mob head says:

I don’t want to be a product of my environment; I want my environment to 
be a product of me. Years ago we had the church. That was only a way of 
saying we had each other. The Knights of Columbus were real head-breakers; 
true guineas. They took over their piece of the city. Twenty years after an 
Irishman couldn’t get a [expletive] job, we had the presidency. May he rest 
in peace. That’s what the niggers don’t realize. If I got one thing against the 

Figure 6 — According to this dehumanizing cartoon and poem published in Life Magazine 
in 1893, the monkeys of the zoo are offended to be called by Irish names. Going further than 
the other images, this cartoon suggests that the Irish are somehow even less than animal, 
as animals are even offended to be compared to them. Web source: http://thesocietypages.
org/socimages/2008/10/06/negative-stereotypes-of-the-irish/
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black chappies, it’s this - no one gives it to you. You have to take it. (Aguilar 
& Scorsese, 2006).

By the time John Fitzgerald Kennedy was elected the 35th president of the 
United States in 1961, to be Irish Catholic was no longer considered blight.

Ignatiev (1995) is quick to note, however, that the assimilation of the Irish 
into the privileged white class does not negate the discrimination and suffering 
they faced:

In the course of my research I learned that no one gave a damn for the poor 
Irish. Even the downtrodden black people had Quakers and abolitionists to 
bring their plight to public attention (as well as the ability to tell their own 
stories effectively), but there is no Irish-American counterpart of the various 
… studies of the condition of free colored people, let alone an autobiography 
to stand alongside the mighty work of Frederick Douglass (p. 206).

Again, despite the fact that early in American history, blacks and Irish shared 
neighborhoods, suffered from similar discrimination and insults, and occupied 
similar social and occupational stations, this unusual coupling parted ways in 
seeking equal social status. Today, February in the United States is celebrated as 
African American History Month (Library of Congress, n.d.) while Irish heritage 
is parodied by the celebration of St. Patrick’s Day as a “binge-drinking” holiday 
(McGlynn, 2014) and the caricature of Irish people as superstitious, brawling 
leprechaun mascots.

Ignatiev (1995) conjectures about the reason for this difference:

Why this should be so is a matter for speculation; perhaps it reflects a percep-
tion that the striving of the Negro for full freedom carried within itself the 
vision of a new world for everyone, while the assimilation of the Irish into 
white America meant merely more of the same (p. 206).

Essentially, to rise in social status and broaden their opportunities, the early 
Irish-American traded a unique ethnicity and aligned themselves with the larger 
white population, specifically by maligning another downtrodden group. Yet, this 
does not justify the use of Irish stereotype and caricature by a prominent educa-
tional institution in America. The University of Notre Dame describes its mission:

The University seeks to cultivate in its students not only an appreciation for 
the great achievements of human beings but also a disciplined sensibility to 
the poverty, injustice and oppression that burden the lives of so many. The 
aim is to create a sense of human solidarity and concern for the common 
good that will bear fruit as learning becomes service to justice (University of 
Notre Dame, n.d.).

Ultimately by promoting a mascot that embraces ethnic stereotypes of Irish 
people as superstitious, prone to violence, and silly, the University of Notre Dame 
self violates its mission to create awareness in students of the “injustice and oppres-
sion that burden the lives of so many” (University of Notre Dame, n.d.).
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Conclusion
Said (1978) notes “the Orient is an idea that has a history and a tradition of thought, 
imagery, and vocabulary that have given it reality and presence in and for the West” 
(p. 5). Much in the same way, the Irish-American is an idea that has a history and 
tradition of thought, imagery, and vocabulary that have given it reality and presence 
in an America dominated by Western Europeans of English and French descent. 
Part of that imagery and vocabulary has effectively been co-opted and bolstered 
by the University of Notre Dame’s mascot and licensing program. Mocking cari-
catures of Irish-Americans as brawling, sprightly, and superstitious were adopted 
by the university and have, over time, become recognized and even celebrated as 
innocuous and socially acceptable. The fact that an institution of higher education 
is perpetuating these colonial and anachronistic images is troubling and complex, 
especially given the acknowledged significance of logos and mascots by several 
scholars (Toma, 2003; King & Slaughter, 2009; Trice & Beyer, 1984).

According to Toma (2003), logos are powerful and symbolic forms of organi-
zational culture that “represent the institution and the collegiate values that are so 
important in what it perceives and represents itself to be about” (p. 56). Whether 
unwitting or intentional, the University of Notre Dame’s licensing program and 
mascot represent cultural imperialism. In this case, a previously marginalized 
group—Irish Americans—are defined in contrast to the occidental-American nar-
rative, and converted into “an exotic and inferior other” (Abrams, 2005, p. 245). 
Cultural imperialism

can be discussed and analyzed as the corporate institution for dealing with 
the [other] – dealing with it by making statements about it, authorizing views 
of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in short, [cultural 
imperialism] as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having 
authority over the [other] (Said, 1978, p. 3).

As suggested not only by historical evidence of the condition of early Irish-
Americans (Ignatiev, 1995) but the recounting of founding father Edward Sorin’s 
opinion of his Irish-American students and their heritage (Garvey, 2009; Jenkins, 
2007) the mascot, narrative, and logos of Notre Dame can be viewed “as a Western 
style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over” a once troublesome 
other—Irish Catholics and Irish-Americans.

Implications for Future Research

In early summer 2014, after “unprecedented pressure on the Washington NFL team 
to change its name reached a crescendo” leading the United States Trademark and 
Trial Appeal Board “canceled six federal trademark registrations owned by the 
team, ruling that the term ‘Redskins’ was disparaging to ‘substantial composite’ 
of American Indians” (Brady, 2014). While much attention has been paid by 
scholars (Spindel, 2000; King & Slaughter, 2009; Bainbridge & Diamond, 2010; 
Dorris, 1991) to the use of Native American imagery in sports, little has been paid 
to Notre Dame’s use of a mascot and logo that is clearly derived from culturally 
imperialistic views of Irish-Americans. If institutions like the University of Notre 
Dame purport to “create a sense of human solidarity and concern for the common 
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good” (University of Notre Dame, n.d.) use of imagery and/or narrative that pro-
mote cultural imperialism are in direct contravention to their missions and goals 
as educational institutions.

Because mascots, logos, and narratives are all important cultural forms (Trice 
& Beyer, 1984; Kuh & Whitt, 1988; Toma, 2003; King & Slaughter, 2009) there 
is no easy answer to this dilemma. To discontinue the use of such imagery com-
pletely and without the consent of stakeholders would result in a cultural vacuum 
where the university community would be left without “images … that … suggest 
something that is distinctive, central, and enduring about the institution” (Toma, 
2003, p. 55). Likewise, to continue use of such imagery without substantive discus-
sion would create the impression that America’s institutions of higher education 
are supporting passé and uneducated views of other cultures. Future research on 
stakeholder perception of controversial mascots and the awareness of historical 
underpinnings surrounding such mascots would be critical in not only bringing 
awareness to the problems surrounding use of such imagery, but perhaps also shed 
light on possible solutions.

An example the University of Notre Dame might look to is the University of 
Mississippi (Ole Miss). Nowhere has the struggle over university symbols been 
more tenuous than at Ole Miss, a school steeped in confederate culture. Formerly 
known as the “Mississippi Flood” the school adopted the name “Rebels” in 1936 
to commemorate the school’s history and tradition (Cleveland, 2003). In 1861, the 
entire student body of the University of Mississippi, but for four students, resigned 
from school to form an infantry regiment, the University Grays, in the Confederate 
Army. Out of 135 students, only 24 would survive the war (Ole Miss Engineering, 
n.d.). In 1962, racial tensions would come to a rolling boil at the southern school 
as James Meredith attempted to enroll at the Oxford, Mississippi campus. At the 
September 29 football game versus Kentucky, Confederate symbols, including the 
singing of Dixie and the presence of the world’s largest Confederate battle flag, are 
on full display, signaling the forthcoming eruption of tension just a few days later 
as federal forces would invade Oxford to enforce the enrollment of the school’s first 
black student, James Meredith. During the ensuing riot, 160 National Guardsmen 
would be wounded, two people would die, and gunfire and explosives would leave 
the university forever changed (Thompson, 2010).

Despite the 1962 challenge to the lingering Confederate spirit at Ole Miss, 
many symbols remained intact there until 2010, when the university asked students, 
faculty and staff, alumni, and season ticket holders to vote for a new on-field mascot 
to replace the traditional Colonel Reb, “a white-goateed, cane-toting Southern 
plantation owner that many have criticized as racist and anachronistic,” (Brown, 
2010). School officials, claiming a goal “to balance tolerance with tradition at Ole 
Miss,” have also discouraged the presence of Confederate battle flags at football 
games and the singing of Dixie as the unofficial fight song (Brown, 2010). Replacing 
Colonel Reb is a black bear, homage to alumnus William Faulkner’s short story, 
The Bear. Many fans and alumni still remain loyal to Colonel Reb, a sign that the 
campus is still deeply divided over how its history should inform its culture and 
future. Logos, colors, songs, and other forms of institutional culture go far beyond 
display on football Saturdays, they tell stories, and “provide outsiders with ways 
to recognize and understand the institution,” (Toma, 2003, p. 53). Says alumnus 
and sports writer Wright Thompson, “symbols of Ole Miss football–the flag and 
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“Dixie” and even “Hotty Toddy”–were once used as weapons ... for a third of my 
fellow Mississippians, those images bring back fear,” (Thompson, 2010).

The solution at Ole Miss to ask prominent stakeholders to vote on a new mascot, 
reflective of school tradition and history, is an idea that the University of Notre 
Dame might adopt. Notre Dame must consider what is “distinctive, central, and 
enduring” (Toma, 2003, p. 55) about their institution, and consider the creation of 
a new mascot and logo program which does not misappropriate and promote cul-
tural stereotypes of Irish-Americans. As noted by Kuh and Whitt (1988) the culture 
of an institution, is in part, formed based upon “the attitudes of faculty, students, 
administrators, alumni, and others,” (p. 89). This is clearly reflected in the early 
anti-Irish sentiment of many prominent administrators, particularly founder Father 
Sorin. However long-lasting a tradition may be, culture can be changed, especially 
if it reflects negative values no longer shared by an institution and its stakeholders. 
Repetitive interactions with the institution’s external and internal environments can 
establish change and evolution in culture (Kuh & Whitt, 1988). In this case, to truly 
affect a change in culture, Notre Dame must interact with its internal stakeholders 
to create a new mascot and logo program, as their current program does not reflect 
the current values of either the institution or its external environment.

References

Abrams, M.H. (2005). A glossary of literary terms. Boston, MA: Thomson Wadsworth.
Aguilar, M., & Scorsese, M. (2006, October 06). The departed [Motion Picture]. United 

States: Warner Brothers and Plan B Entertainment.
American Sociological Association. (2013). Comparative and historical sociology section: 

Section bylaws: Mission. Retrieved from http://www.asanet.org
Asbury, H. (1928). Gangs of New York: An informal history of the underworld. New York, 

NY: Vintage Books.
Bay, C. (1962). A social theory of higher education. In N. Sanford (Ed.), The American 

college. New York, NY: John Wiley & Sons. doi:10.1037/11181-028
Bainbridge, C., & Diamond, N. (2010, June 18). Reel injun [Motion Picture]. Canada: 

National Film Board of Canada & Rezolution Pictures.
B.C.S. Football (2013, January 10). BCS games rise in attendance and viewership. BCS 

Football News. Retrieved from http://www.bcsfootball.org
Brady, E. (2014, June 18). Redskins trademarks canceled by U.S. Patent Office. USA Today. 

Retrieved from http://www.usatoday.com
British Broadcasting Corporation. (2012). The Anglo-Irish War. Retrieved from: http://

www.bbc.co.uk
Brown, R. (2010, October 14). Controversy over mascots at Ole Miss. The New York Times. 

Retrieved from http://www.nytimes.com
Cleveland, R. (2003, June 19). Colonel not exactly a longtime tradition. The Clarion-Ledger. 

Retrieved from http://www.clarionledger.com
Collegiate Licensing Company. (2013, August 12). Collegiate Licensing Company names 

top selling universities and manufacturers for 2012-2013. Retrieved from: http://www.
clc.com

Constitutional Rights Foundation. (2010). The Potato Famine and Irish immigration to 
America. Bill of Rights in Action. Retrieved from http://www.crf-usa.org

http://www.asanet.org
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/11181-028


Cultural Misappropriation at Notre Dame    225

JIS Vol. 8, No. 2, 2015

Coski, J.M. (2000). The Confederate battle flag in historical perspective. In Martinez, J.M., 
Richardson, W.D., & McNinch-Su, R. (Eds.), Confederate symbols in the contemporary 
south (89-129). Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida.

Curtis, L. (1971). Apes and angels: The Irishman in Victorian caricature. Washington, DC: 
Smithsonian Institution Press.

Dorris, M. (1991, February 24). Indians in aspic. The New York Times. Retrieved from 
http://www.nytimes.com

Eichelberger, C. (2012, October 12). Notre Dame revival brings revenue bonanza to football 
opponents. Bloomberg News. Retrieved from http://www.bloomberg.com

Fighting Irish Athletics. (n.d.) Traditions: The Fighting Irish. Retrieved from: http://www.
und.com

Fighting Irish Athletics. (n.d.). Traditions: The leprechaun. Retrieved from: http://www.
und.com

Garvey, M. (2009, March 13). Saint Patrick’s Day at Notre Dame. Notre Dame News. 
Retrieved from: http://news.nd.edu

Ignatiev, N. (1995). How the Irish became white. New York, NY: Routledge.
Jenkins, J. (2007, March 17). Address to friendly sons of St. Patrick, Los Angeles, Calif. 

Office of the President. Retrieved from: http://president.nd.edu
King, S., & Slaughter, S. (2009). Sports ‘R’ Us: Contracts, trademarks, and logos. In S. 

Slaughter & G. Rhodes (Eds.), Academic capitalism and the new economy: Markets, 
state, and higher education (pp. 256–278). Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University 
Press.

Kuh, G.D., & Whitt, E.J. (1988). The invisible tapestry: Culture in American colleges and 
universities. Washington, D.C. College Station, TX: Clearinghouse on Higher Educa-
tion, George Washington University.

Lange, M. (2013). Comparative-historical methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 
doi:10.4135/9781473914223

Library of Congress. (n.d.). African American History Month. Retrieved from: http://www.
africanamericanhistorymonth.gov/

Library of Congress. (n.d.). Irish: Racial tensions. Immigration. Retrieved from http://
www.loc.gov

McGlynn, K. (2014, March 17). Here’s your St. Patrick’s Day drinking schedule for hot 
messes. The Huffington Post. Retrieved from: http://www.huffingtonpost.com

McNab, C., & Weist, A. (2000). The illustrated history of the Vietnam War. San Diego, CA: 
Thunder Bay Press.

Nast, T. (1876, December 09). The ignorant vote. Harper’s Weekly. Retrieved from: http://
elections.harpweek.com

Nie, M. (2004). The eternal Paddy: Irish identity and the British press, 1798-1882. Madison, 
WI: University of Wisconsin Press.

Ole Miss Engineering. (n.d.). About engineering: The first years of the university. The Uni-
versity of Mississippi Engineering. Retrieved from https://www.engineering.olemiss.edu

Public Broadcasting Service. (2001). Innovators: John Joseph Hughes. School: the PBS 
series. Retrieved from http://www.pbs.org

Rotman, D. (2010, March 10). No St. Paddy’s Day for the Fighting Irish. Notre Dame 
Magazine. Retrieved from: http://magazine.nd.edu

Said, E. (1978). Orientalism. New York, NY: Vintage Books.
Schutt, R.K. (2006). Investigating the social world: The process and practice of research. 

London: SAGE Publications.
Shactman, B. (2013, January 07). Notre Dame vs. Alabama, likely most wagered BCS game. 

CNBC Sports Business. Retrieved from http://www.cnbc.com

http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781473914223
http://magazine.nd.edu


226    Conley and Hawkins

JIS Vol. 8, No. 2, 2015

Spindel, C. (2000). Dancing at halftime: Sports and the controversy over American Indian 
mascots. New York, NY: New York University Press.

Thompson, W. (2010, February). Ghosts of Mississippi. ESPN Outside the Lines. Retrieved 
from http://www.sports.espn.go.com

Toma, J.D. (2003). Football U: Spectator sports in the life of the American university. Ann 
Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.

Trice, H.M., & Beyer, J. (1984). Studying organizational cultures through rites and ceremo-
nials. Academy of Management Review, 9, 653–669.

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. (2013, June 10). Nazi propaganda. United States 
Holocaust Memorial Museum Encyclopedia. Retrieved from http://www.ushmm.org

University of Notre Dame. (n.d.). At a glance. Retrieved from: http://www.nd.edu
University of Notre Dame. (n.d.). History of the university: A place born of imagination and 

will. Retrieved from: http://www.nd.edu
University of Notre Dame. (n.d.). Mission statement. Retrieved from: http://www.nd.edu
U.S. Census Bureau. (2008). Selected social characteristics in the United States. Retrieved 

from http://factfinder2.census.gov
U.S. History, (n.d.). Manifest destiny. Retrieved from: http://www.ushistory.org
Wood, M. (2004, February 02). The Yellow Kid on the paper stage: Acting out class ten-

sions and racial divisions in the new urban environment. Retrieved from: http://xroads.
virginia.edu


