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Abstract 

 

The border between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland is one that has undergone 

many changes over the past decades, from comparatively hard during the armed conflict, 

including military checkpoints, to considerably softer and more open after the peace agreement. 

With the United Kingdom’s vote to leave the European Union (Brexit), the border might change 

in nature again. This thesis explores the perception of the border and its dynamics by Irish 

government members, asking if there is a discernible fear of a return to a hard border after 

Brexit, and how this perception is expressed. To answer these questions, a textual analysis of 

speeches and policy documents is performed. References to the border are analysed and put 

into a greater context of border theory (especially the transition from hard to soft borders) and 

current trends of neo-nationalism and what they mean for borders in our contemporary world. 

Findings suggest that there is a perception and fear by the Irish government of the border 

potentially hardening again, while simultaneously characterising the border as virtually non-

existent today. The results shed light on the way politics acknowledge the dynamics of borders 

and their shifting significance which is subject to changing political and historical 

circumstances. 
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1. Introduction 

 

“Borders? I have never seen one. But I have heard they exist in the minds of some people.“ 

-Thor Heyerdahl 

 

Borders have been the subject of study in a multitude of sciences ranging from geography and 

political science to history and anthropology. For years, and especially in the wake of the two 

World Wars and the ensuing confrontation of the super powers in what was the Cold War, 

borders have been perceived and described by scholars, politicians and the public as static, 

impermeable structures marking states’ sovereign control over a territory. They have been the 

sites of political and military dispute, forced migration and trafficking of everything from petrol 

to drugs and humans. In other instances, the agreement on, and subsequent securement of, a 

clearly defined borderline has aided in ceasing such disputes and illicit activities. 

 

In the 1990s and early 2000s, with the collapse of the Soviet Union, advancing globalisation 

and the increasing importance of supranational entities such as the European Union (EU), there 

was also a shift in the significance of national state borders, a shift which, at least in Europe, 

was reflected in their theoretical contemplation. Borders were opened, trade barriers widely 

abolished, turnpikes torn down etc., with some borders becoming virtually invisible. At the 

same time, other borders were reconfiguring, again accompanied by violent conflict, such as in 

the successor states of Yugoslavia. Scholars increasingly regarded borders as dynamic, variable 

and shifting structures, a phenomenon that has been closely associated with the integration of 

states into the European Union. 

 

However, current trends, both in Europe and globally, show a growth in nationalistic 

sentiments, a rising support for populism and fervent calls for preserving alleged core values of 

nations, coupled with fears of mass immigration, cross-border crime and terrorism. These 

developments could alter the role and meaning of several borders once again and result in a 

reversal of the softening processes described above. One very current example of a political 

realignment which will have consequences for a border is the United Kingdom’s (UK) decision 

to leave the EU, commonly referred to as “Brexit”. This withdrawal will bring about effects on 

the only EU land border the UK will have – Northern Ireland’s border with the Republic of 

Ireland, the latter a remaining EU member. This border has undergone significant changes in 

the last decades, particularly after the so-called Good Friday Agreement of 1998 which ended 
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the long-term violent conflict commonly known as the “Troubles”. Therefore, with Brexit 

looming large and the outcome for the border uncertain, it is not far-fetched to take a look at 

how the border and its transition(s) are perceived in politics – because it is political decisions, 

after all, that will determine the actual changes to the status of the border. 

 

This thesis does exactly that by asking as its leading question: Is there a perception or fear in 

politics of a return to a hard border as a result of Brexit? If so, how is this perception expressed? 

The overarching aim of the thesis is to explore the changing role and significance of borders in 

the 21st century. To this end, the relation between the perception of the Irish border and the shift 

in the way borders are seen generally in this day and age is examined. Analysing these questions 

in the field of politics could be done with a sheer endless number of political parties or interest 

groups in different national and supranational contexts. For this thesis, the objective is to adopt 

the vantage point of the current Irish government through an analysis of speeches and policy 

documents on the subject of Brexit to see how the perception of the border is transported in the 

statements of Irish politicians. This perspective was chosen due to an apparent lack of the Irish 

voice in the public media coverage of the Brexit debate, which is often focused on the UK’s 

and the EU’s standpoints. 

  

In the theoretical section, the objective is to define the term “border”, first in the traditional 

sense, as a fixed structure related to the notion of state sovereignty. In the second part of the 

chapter, the shift from this traditional view to a cognition of borders as more dynamic, variable 

formations is characterised. The last part of this chapter is devoted to current trends of 

nationalist sentiments and protectionist tendencies and encourages the debate on their possible 

impact on the way borders might be seen in the future. The chapter, just like the case study 

itself, is very much focused on Europe. Although some of the concepts and developments are 

transferable to other regions or even globally, this must be kept in mind regarding both the 

theory and the analysis results, including their interpretation and discussion. 

 

The ensuing chapter describes the methodology by which the source material is analysed. The 

first part is concerned with content analysis – or textual analysis, to be more precise – as the 

method which was chosen to answer the question if there is a perception or fear of a return to a 

hard border after the Brexit in the view of the Irish government. The second part illustrates the 

process of searching for speeches and documents and the criteria for using them in the analysis. 
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All these speeches and documents were given, respectively published, by representatives of the 

current governing party of the Republic of Ireland, Fine Gael. 

 

The background section provides information on the Irish border itself, beginning with its 

history during the Troubles. In the second part, the changes the border has undergone since the 

Good Friday Agreement came into effect in 1998 are outlined. The third part touches upon the 

Brexit referendum of 2016 and the ensuing debate about the future status of the border, with a 

focus on the Republic of Ireland. 

 

In the analysis section, the policy documents and speeches by representatives of the Irish 

government are examined in accordance with the methodology for textual analysis outlined in 

chapter 3. It looks at what kind of statements Irish politicians frame about the nature of the 

border, i.e. what terms they use and what kind of associations they evoke when talking about 

the border. These statements are transferred to the larger context of the discourse on borders in 

the contemporary world.  

 

The subsequent chapter discusses and interprets the results from the preceding analysis. It 

investigates the question if the statements by Irish politicians imply a perception or fear of the 

border possibly hardening again, judging from the phrasings, context and other factors. The 

discussion also touches upon the meaning these results have for how borders are seen in today’s 

world, both by theorists and politicians. 

 

In the concluding section, the contents of all sections are summarised, as well as the main 

results. Furthermore, the section dwells on the contribution this thesis can have to academics 

and the public alike, as well as its shortcomings and suggestions for further research in the area.  
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2. Theoretical foundations 

 

2.1 Traditional border definitions and sovereignty 

 

When speaking about borders in the political sense, different “synonyms” are used in a variety 

of contexts. But are borders, barriers, frontiers and boundaries all the same? NEWMAN attempts 

a definition of selected associated terms, derived from the Merriam-Webster online dictionary:  

 

Tab. 1: Definitions of border terms (adapted from NEWMAN 2003, p. 123) 

Term Definition 

Border An outer part or edge 

Borderland A territory at or near a border 

Boundary Something that indicates or fixes a limit or 

extent 

Frontier A border between two countries 

A line of division between different or 

opposed things 

 

According to these definitions, “border” itself does not denominate a border in the political 

sense – and neither does “boundary” –, but simply an “edge”, something that carries with it a 

wide range of possible manifestations. It is through the term “frontier” that the political 

dimension is introduced by adding that it defines a “border between two countries”. For this 

thesis, the political dimension will be the focus when applying the term “border”.  

 

However, NEWMAN’S definitions are not universal. DONNAN and WILSON adopt a distinctly 

geographical perspective by claiming that borders are “divided up by geographers into the 

related concepts of ‘boundaries’ and ‘frontiers’” (DONNAN and WILSON 1999, p. 45). PRESCOTT 

states that “boundaries are the lines which demarcate state territory” (PRESCOTT 1987, cited in 

DONNAN and WILSON 1999, p. 45), a definition clearly belonging to the field of political 

geography, and challenging both NEWMAN’S “frontier” definition, which is very similar, and 

his definition of “boundary”, which neglects the political dimension. “Frontier”, on the other 

hand, is regarded by PRESCOTT as an outdated term used to refer to “zones of varying depth 

which marked […] the division between the settled and uninhabited areas within a country” 

(ibid.). The areas located right next to the (political) boundary, then, are the borders themselves 



9 

 

(PRESCOTT 1987, p. 12), with the borderlands being the “transition zone within which the 

boundary lies” (ibid., p. 13f.).  

 

As one can see, there is disunity regarding definitions of border terms. But let us go back to 

what a border means in practice: a line that divides one country from another. A line that 

separates two groups which not necessarily differ in their sense of belonging to one nation, 

religion, class, tribe or another, but which are nevertheless divided by that line. Borders, in that 

respect, “provide a powerful symbolic and practical means of dividing ‘us’ and ‘ours’ from 

‘them’ and ‘theirs’” (DIENER and HAGEN 2012, p. 64). While the notion of divided communities 

conjures up negative associations, COHEN points out that the very foundation of a community’s 

existence lies in the contrast to another community (COHEN 1987, cited in DONNAN and WILSON 

1999, p. 24). This implies practices of exclusion and inclusion on both sides, and the ideal place 

for studying these practices is at the borders of a community (ibid.).  

 

SCOTT takes this a step further by stating that borders are not merely the points at which social 

structures are studied, but also social structures themselves which are “constantly and 

communicatively reproduced […], for example, in situations of conflict where historical 

memories are mobilized to support territorial claims” (SCOTT 2012, p. 83). The act of 

reproduction suggests the notion of a process. ANDERSON assents to this by speaking of borders 

as “both institutions and processes” (ANDERSON 1996, cited in DONNAN and WILSON 1999, p. 

5). As the former, he states, they serve as markers and delimitations of a state’s sovereignty; as 

the latter, they can be instrumented by a state’s policies and mark identity (ibid.). SCOTT adds 

the term “bordering” (SCOTT 2012, p. 87) which “can be understood as the production and 

reproduction of boundaries in response to shifting relations between nation, state, territory and 

identities” (ibid.).  

 

These definitions clearly point to a certain dynamic which is inherent in borders, their ability 

to change in nature as a result of varying statuses of the territory they confine. This aspect stands 

in sharp contrast to the facets of borders that come to mind when first thinking about them: 

static, definite and immobile. However, one must bear in mind that “the formation of modern 

international borders was a rather uneven and arbitrary process” (DIENER and HAGEN 2012, p. 

63). During this process, some national groups were divided between several states, while 

others who did not feel a sense of common identity where placed within one state (ibid.). 

Needless to say, this has contributed to the emergence of multiple nationalist and ethnic 
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conflicts and, in some instances, continues to do so (ibid.; MOSTOV 2008, p. 5). As MOSTOV 

points out, “[t]raditionally, resolutions to these conflicts have been sought through the 

hardening of borders” (MOSTOV 2008, p. 5). 

 

When speaking about hard borders, or borders in general, the term “sovereignty” is often used. 

As PRESCOTT concludes, a border’s sole function “is to mark the limits of sovereignty” 

(PRESCOTT 1987, p. 80). This is similar to ANDERSON’S definition of the institutional aspect of 

borders, also mentioning sovereignty (see above). The term as such is related to the “jurisdiction 

over territory and boundaries of the nation-state and the right to make laws, including the right 

to determine who is a citizen and who enters the country” (MOSTOV 2008, p. 19). This definition 

goes back to the Westphalian state model, noting also the exclusion of external groups from 

structures of domestic authority – a notion that relates to the idea of hard borders (ibid., p. 20). 

This duality of sovereignty and hard borders still has considerable impact today, especially as 

the nation-state’s capability to exert that very sovereignty is subsiding, according to MOSTOV 

(ibid., p. 7): “Fervent claims to formal sovereignty coincide with challenges to the hard border 

demarcations of the current interstate system and movements toward regional integration” 

(ibid.). This shift in the role of the nation-state – sometimes referred to as the “crisis of the 

nation-state” (e.g. DONNAN and WILSON 1999, p. 152ff.) – bears with it a transformation of the 

role of hard borders, due to their close interconnection. What these changes comprise and in 

what ways they alter the nature of borders is the content of the next subsection.  

 

2.2 Dynamic borders and supranationalism  

 

The 1990s were a decade marked by the downfall of the Soviet Union and the rapid advance of 

globalisation, comprising technology, global trade and services, among others. At the same 

time, supranational integration, especially in Europe, was underway and continued into the 

2000s with the enlargement of the European Union (EU). These processes challenge the concept 

of state sovereignty outlined above, not least through “cross-border phenomena, such as global 

warming, infectious diseases, and trafficking in people, drugs and weapons” (MOSTOV 2008, p. 

82). These phenomena, some of them new, some already existent for some time, do not 

differentiate between state borders, and some of them exist precisely because of the presence 

of a border (especially illicit trade). MOSTOV asserts that these drastic changes “require 

reconfigurations of political power that transcend the nation-state and take democracy beyond 

the nation” (ibid.).  
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The idea of state sovereignty as such is questioned by this thought, with some scholars even 

going so far as to claim that the “reinvention of the European political ideal seeks to make the 

premise of territorial sovereignty increasingly irrelevant for the expanding number of member 

states” (DIENER and HAGEN 2012, p. 109). Still, as MOSTOV notes, the late 20th and early 21st 

century are continued to be marked by struggles over state sovereignty. But it is exactly that, 

its “potential for violence, on the one hand, and impotency, on the other” (MOSTOV 2008, p. 6), 

which, according to MOSTOV, makes it inadequate as a concept to deal with contemporary 

global processes and practices (ibid., p. 7). 

 

The evanescent significance of sovereignty has implications for the relevance of the nation-

state as such. The so-called “crisis of the nation-state” (see 2.1) stems from the idea that states 

are “weathering the storms of cultural globalisation, economic and political internationalisation, 

and social transnationalism, processes which are seen to be weakening the organs of the state” 

(DONNAN and WILSON 1999, p. 152f.). This phenomenon, sometimes even titled the “demise 

of the nation-state” (WILSON and DONNAN 1998, p. 1), is closely connected to the shift in the 

significance and role of borders. Organs or features of the state are seen as “no longer only the 

location and markers of superimposed sets of state functions resulting from the exercise of 

sovereignty […]. Borders are vacillating because they are no longer easily localizable” 

(BRUNET-JAILLY 2012, p. 103). This changing perception of borders as definite markers of 

sovereignty originates from citizens’ belief that “economic, environmental, political and social 

problems […] in a changing global system can no longer be successfully handled within a 

state’s territorial limits” (DONNAN and WILSON 1999, p. 156), for example diseases or global 

warming, as mentioned above.  

 

So, what does this mean for borders? The remarks above might suggest that they, too, as the 

entities they are connected to – the nation-state and sovereignty – are decreasing in relevance 

and might even become “increasingly obsolete” (WILSON and DONNAN 1998, p. 1). However, 

put in more neutral terms, borders “evolve in role and change in nature. Sites of cooperation 

can become sites of contestation, and vice versa” (DIENER and HAGEN 2012, p. 18). This is not 

a universal process, with some boundaries continuing to work as frontiers between states, 

whereas others are becoming “permeable sites of interaction, exchange and cooperation” (ibid., 

p. 62). This process can be and is viewed by some scholars as a transformation and 

reconfiguration of borders, not their disappearance – simply a new role for existing structures 
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in an ever-changing environment. In any case, borders are “dynamic, rather than static and 

passive, and […] the demarcation of lines […] affect[s] people’s lives and the way in which 

communities identify themselves” (NEWMAN 2003, p. 128), and continues to do so in times of 

globalisation and regional integration.  

 

Proceeding from this dynamic approach, attempts have been made to categorise borders and 

borderlands according to different degrees of cooperation, related to political, social and 

economic circumstances. MARTINEZ differentiates between four types of borderlands:  

 

Tab. 2: Four types of borderlands (adapted from MARTINEZ 1994, p. 6ff., cited in DONNAN and WILSON 1999, p. 

51) 

Type Definition 

Alienated borderlands Routine cross-border exchange is prevented 

due to tensions and animosity between their 

respective states. The situation may be the 

result of ethnic, religious, nationalist or 

economic dispute. Day-to-day contact across 

the borderline is minimal, if it exists at all. 

Coexistent borderlands Neighbouring states reduce tensions to a 

manageable level, and modest cross-border 

interaction occurs. 

Interdependent borderlands  Symbiotic relationship between border 

regions. There is a binational economic, 

social and cultural system at work, but some 

policies retain state separation at the 

boundary. 

Integrated borderlands No barriers to the flow of goods and people, 

and the two border regions (and their 

respective states) enjoy a relationship of 

equality, trust and respect. 

 

These different types of borderlands adhere to different points in time, and while most borders 

in transition undergo all four phases, it is possible that phases are skipped. At the same time, 

the question arises if the concept is deterministic, or if borderlands can go back from e.g. 
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integrated to alienated. In any case, as already touched upon above, the increasing 

interdependence between and ultimate integration of borderlands in the late 20th and early 21st 

century is often directly intertwined with supranational institutions. In Europe, the predominant 

actor regarding this trend is the EU.  

 

Supranational entities, such as the EU, are questioning the traditional role of nation-states and 

their borders, not only through legislation that overrides previously national laws, but also 

through regions that are “using their transnational and international connections and status to 

establish sovereign rights within states” (DONNAN and WILSON 1999, p. 157). Being a member 

in multiple supranational institutions creates complex local and international relationships, 

especially in border regions (ibid.), not without the potential for conflicts of interest. 

Membership in these institutions is able to override the power of the state to guarantee (or not 

guarantee) certain rights, e.g. international human rights, as SASSEN points out: Being a citizen 

of a certain state does not any longer constitute the only basis for exercising these rights 

(SASSEN 1998, p. 94f.).  

 

However, DIENER and HAGEN highlight that, in supranational organisations, borders would not 

cease to exist, but continue to demarcate territories to the same extent as the nation-states these 

territories originate from (DIENER and HAGEN 2012, p. 16). That said, borders would still be 

subject to change. In opposition to hard borders, mentioned in 2.1, soft borders refer to the 

altered (and altering) state of boundaries in the wake of supranationalism and the declining 

importance of nation-state sovereignty. 

 

Soft borders are supposed to encourage “sustainable resolutions to ethno-national conflicts and 

economic and social development” (MOSTOV 2008, p. 4) through “new reconfigurations of local 

decision-making and regrouping of alliances around the growing list of transnational issues” 

(ibid., p. 93). Softening borders can be achieved by acknowledging collective affiliations to 

polities that go beyond nation-state borders (ibid., p. 97). It does not mandatorily include 

enhanced migration. Rather, it envisions “virtual communities and participation in transnational 

polities or transborder cultural communities” (ibid., p. 15), thereby clearly pertaining to the 

possibilities that globalisation and European integration offer. At the same time, scholars 

emphasise that, while soft borders obviously pose a challenge to the traditional idea of nation-

states and their sovereignty (not only regarding territory, but also legislation and other aspects), 
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they do not advocate any specific rearrangements or even the passing of the nation-state (ibid. 

p. 100). 

 

What is left unanswered is the question of whether the transition from hard to soft borders is 

inevitable, similar to MARTINEZ’ transition model of borderlands (see above). While a certain 

deterministic nature is detectable – it is often emphasised how softening borders is the norm 

rather than the exception in contemporary Europe and how states are ready to partially give up 

sovereignty in order to benefit from membership in, for example, the EU – it is never stated if 

the concept of soft borders indicates that the softening is bound to happen. Furthermore, 

theorists do not mention the possibility of borders hardening again, let alone reasons for this 

conceivable reversal of the process of softening borders. To give an idea what reasons could 

induce such a change, the next subsection will deal with current trends of neo-nationalism and 

protectionism and what they potentially mean for the theoretical perception of borders. 

 

2.3 Neo-nationalist trends and possible impact on the perception of borders 

 

As we have seen, borders in Europe have undergone significant changes as a result of 

globalising processes and the advance of institutions such as the EU. The softening and virtual 

disappearance of borders in the EU has – ironically, as DIENER and HAGEN suggest – 

contributed to a concurrent hardening of the EU’s external frontiers (DIENER and HAGEN 2012, 

p. 109). At these outer borders, enforcement of effective control – something that has 

traditionally been a feature of many borders within what is now EU territory – is of vital interest 

to the community of states. Generally speaking, any “de-territorialization will likely coincide 

with some kind of broad-based re-territorialization. This will require corresponding processes 

of re-bordering, although they will differ in form, function, and scale from previous structures” 

(ibid., p. 122). This thought promotes the idea that softening borders as a consequence of trends 

towards supranationalism and regional integration is not a process that unilaterally results in 

there being soft, permeable borders. There might be, in some places, but they will result in the 

formation of harder borders in other places.  

 

But even within Europe, there are arguments both for the idea that nation-states’ significance 

is dwindling and for the opposite stance that they might be merely transfiguring themselves, 

thereby not forfeiting influence in the face of supranational institutions or globalising processes 

(DONNAN and WILSON 1999, p. 7). According to DONNAN and WILSON, the nation-state is an 
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institution which is facing two major challenges: a top-down supranationalism and a bottom-

up nationalism and regionalism (ibid., p. 1). In fact, after a phase of seemingly incessant 

European integration in the 1990s and the 2000s, recent developments starting in the 2010s 

have brought about cause for scholars, politicians and the media alike to use and discuss phrases 

such as “The European project in crisis” (VIMONT 2017, n. p.), “What’s the matter with 

Europe?” (KRUGMAN 2017, n. p.) and many more. Starting with the European debt crisis in 

2010, scepticism toward the European project soared considerably, a trend that was 

dramatically exacerbated by the ongoing migration crisis from 2015 onwards.  

 

These developments have, by further degrading the significance of borders, paradoxically 

served as benefitting factors for their resurgence, both within Europe and at its outer frontiers. 

Be it the erection of barbed wire fences at Hungary’s borders or the implementation of border 

controls in central European countries such as Austria, Germany and Denmark, resulting in the 

de-facto suspension of the Schengen agreement – protectionist and neo-nationalist sentiments 

and a growing support for populist parties among the citizens of European countries have 

resulted in actual political consequences, often in the form of unilateralism that defies the idea 

of EU integration and the soft borders associated with it. The United Kingdom’s (UK) decision 

to leave the EU is viewed by many as another political result of these trends, with immigration 

and Euro-scepticism being among the themes that were prominently featured in the debate 

before the referendum and seen by many as factors that helped bring about its eventual outcome 

(see also 4.3).  

 

As many of these developments are extremely recent and still ongoing, there have hardly been 

any studies within political geography or other fields on what the potential impacts of these 

trends are for the role of borders in contemporary Europe and beyond. Are we seeing a return 

to the traditional model of boundaries as markers of sovereignty in a totalitarian, Westphalian 

sense, coupled with waning integration on a supranational level? Are certain countries and 

regions of the world going back from soft to hard borders, and if so, how will that reflect in 

new theoretical approaches? Many of these questions cannot be answered yet, due to the 

aforementioned lack in research, and because it is, for many developments, too early to say how 

they will unfold in the long term. What theorists can agree on is that these trends “revive 

territorialities across the continent” (DIENER and HAGEN 2012, p. 110) of Europe, and that, “in 

stark contrast to the 1990s when discourses of ‘debordering’ Europe enjoyed substantial 

currency, the EU’s external borders have become formidable barriers” (SCOTT 2012, p. 84).  
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It is at this particular point that the analysis of the Irish border and its uncertain post-Brexit 

future comes into play. It will take a look at how, after considerable transformations in the past, 

recent developments – closely related to this subsection – might impact the border. The 

following chapter will outline the methodology for this analysis.  
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3. Methodology  

 

3.1 Content analysis 

 

The subsequent analysis deals with policy documents released and speeches given by members 

of the current Irish government. Like the documents, the speeches are available in written form, 

and both will therefore be subject to a content analysis, or textual analysis, to be precise. The 

trademarks of content analysis and how to conduct one are outlined in this section. 

 

Content analysis can be defined as “a research technique for making replicable and valid 

inferences from texts (or other meaningful matter) to the contexts of their use” (KRIPPENDORFF 

2013, p. 24). The inferences may be drawn from the text’s message, its sender(s), acceptor(s) 

or its impact (DRISKO and MASCHI 2015, p. 2). As a research technique, it is meant to facilitate 

new findings and a better comprehension of certain phenomena for the researcher 

(KRIPPENDORFF 2013, p. 24).  

 

The term is often used synonymously with textual analysis, as, for example, the definition above 

specifically speaks of texts. MCKEE’S definition of textual analysis, then, has similarities to 

KRIPPENDORFF’S approach: “Textual analysis is a way for researchers to gather information 

about how other human beings make sense of the world. It is a methodology – a data-gathering 

process – for those researchers who want to understand the ways in which members of various 

cultures […] make sense of who they are, and how they fit into the world in which they live” 

(MCKEE 2003, p. 8). The interpretation of texts, then, is an attempt at getting an idea about how 

different cultures in different times perceive the outside world (ibid.). It is important to keep in 

mind that performing textual analysis on a text means taking an “educated guess at some of the 

most likely interpretations that might be made of that text” (ibid.), not with the aim of then 

“deciding which of them is the most correct one” (ibid., p. 52). The single “correct” 

interpretation of a text is literally non-existent.  

 

So far, there has only been mention of “texts” as material for content/textual analysis. However, 

the analysis is not restricted to written material, as the advent of new communication media 

caused scholars to “view texts more broadly as objects that can be interpreted to convey an 

informative message” (DRISKO and MASCHI 2015, p. 6). In this way, “works of art, images, 

maps, sounds, signs, symbols, and even numerical records may be included as data” 
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(KRIPPENDORFF 2013, p. 25). Speeches, then, easily qualify for a content analysis, even though 

transcripts lack the speech rhythm, voice tone, etc. of the speaker, resulting in an information 

loss when compared to the original (DRISKO and MASCHI 2015, p. 7). Still, the main content is 

present in a transcript, and researchers can “make choices about the importance of how the 

content was structured and delivered instead of emphasizing only the core content of the 

message” (ibid.).  

 

The definitions outlined above do not mention a distinction between quantitative and qualitative 

methods for content analysis. In fact, there are multiple options to approach it, with DRISKO and 

MASCHI outlining three of them – these are presented here in modified and abridged form:  

 

Tab. 3: Three types of content analysis (adapted from DRISKO and MASCHI 2015, p. 3ff.) 

Type Definition 

Basic content analysis Utilising quantitative techniques which 

address manifest content1 only. Important 

content is assumed to be existent solely in the 

text itself. Primary functions are description 

and organisation of data. 

Interpretive content analysis Applying summaries and interpretations 

developed by the researcher. Employing 

interpretive guidelines to analyse context and 

meaning of messages. Examining both 

manifest and latent content2. 

Qualitative content analysis Devising specific categories that are 

constantly being renewed and developed 

further in a feedback loop for maximum 

plausibility and practicability. Examining 

both manifest and latent content. 

 

1Manifest content = “refers to what is overtly, literally, present in a communication” (ibid., p. 2) 

2Latent content = “implicit or implied by a communication, often across several sentences or paragraphs” (ibid., 

p. 4)  

 

Since the analysis of speeches and documents will be set into the context of a broader issue – 

fears or perceptions of a hardening border –, and since the border question has many different 
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dimensions, with several statements and phrasings possibly being related to it, interpretations 

will have to be made which go beyond the actual phrasings of the speeches and documents. 

Therefore, the approach chosen for this textual analysis is the interpretive content analysis. 

 

After formulating a research question, one which delineates “a set of possible (hypothetical) 

answers among which analysts select” (KRIPPENDORFF 2013, p. 38), the researcher chooses the 

study’s population (NEUENDORF 2002, p. 74). The population is defined as “the set of units 

being studied” (ibid.). In the case of content analysis, this often refers to “a set of messages” 

(ibid.). A unit is specified as “an identifiable message or message component” (ibid., p. 71), 

which, in textual analysis, can be “words, characters, themes, time periods, interactions” (ibid.), 

among many others.  

 

Regarding the selection of units from the source material, MCKEE asserts that it is “fine to just 

pick out the most interesting and relevant parts of a text for analysis: in fact, this is the correct 

approach for post-structuralist textual analysis” (MCKEE 2003, p. 64). If the population is quite 

small, it is common to select all units within it for analysis rather than a sample – this is referred 

to as a census (NEUENDORF 2002, p. 74). If the population is larger – as it is often the case –, 

drawing a sample is the common procedure (ibid.). The next section will outline how the sample 

was drawn in this case, i.e. how speeches and documents were searched for and selected. 

 

3.2 Search for and selection of speeches and documents 

 

For this textual analysis, a search for and selection of speeches and policy documents by 

members of the Irish government was conducted. As mentioned before, the political dimension 

was chosen due to the fact that political decisions will determine the status of the Irish border 

in the end. The vantage point of the Irish government party, then, was adopted as there is an 

apparent lack of the Irish perspective in the Brexit debate, one could argue – at least in the 

media coverage outside the Republic of Ireland. The focus seems to lie more on the UK and the 

EU as a whole, so it is the intention of this analysis to make the Irish side somewhat more 

visible in the debate. The governing party – and not an opposition party – was selected because 

its representatives are able to actively have a say in negotiations both on UK-Irish and EU level, 

something that is likely to influence the political outcome of the border question. The current 

ruling party in the Oireachtas – the Irish national parliament – is Fine Gael, which has governed 

the Republic of Ireland multiple times since its formation in 1934 (BARTLETT 2010, p. 425 and 
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528f.) and which describes itself as a “party of the progressive centre” (Fine Gael 2018c, n. p.) 

and decidedly pro-European (ibid.).  

 

A first search was performed on the official website of Fine Gael. There is a whole section 

devoted to “Brexit response” on the website (Fine Gael 2016, n. p.). However, the page was 

limited to a “Your questions answered” section and therefore abandoned. The next step was 

visiting the website of the Government of Ireland, where the search term “speeches” was 

entered. Unfortunately, there is merely a link to the Oireachtas’ homepage and their record of 

historical debates in the parliament. However, on the government’s website, links to the 

different departments are provided (Government of Ireland Online Services n. y., n. p.). Since 

the analysis is supposed to focus on the political dimension of Brexit and the Irish border – a 

clearly foreign/international policy issue –, departments tasked with economic issues, such as 

Business, Enterprise and Innovation, as well as Rural and Community Development, among 

others, were abandoned, though relevant and impacted by a potential future change in the status 

of the Irish border. Instead, one department was chosen as relevant for this analysis: the 

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFA). Its website was subsequently accessed. 

Simultaneously, a complete list of ministerial posts in the government of the Republic of Ireland 

was researched and it was found that the junior ministerial post of the Minister of State for 

European Affairs, who operates within the DFA, would also be of interest for the analysis.  

 

On the website of the department, there is the possibility to search for speeches under the section 

“News & Media” (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2018c, n. p.) and then to further 

narrow down the search by year, region and topic. In order to find suitable speeches for the 

textual analysis, results were filtered to only include the years 2016-2018 (since the Brexit 

referendum), the regions “Ireland”, “Northern Ireland”, “Great Britain” and “Europe”, and the 

topic “European Union”. The resulting speeches were then opened individually, and a text 

search was conducted using the terms “border”, “boundary”, “frontier”, “barrier”, as well as 

“Brexit” and “Northern Ireland”. Even if none of the terms were found using this technique, the 

speech text was skimmed through. Some statements that did not mention the border or its 

synonyms were nevertheless used for analysis because they provided additional context in a 

number of cases. If one or more of the border terms were found in the text, the passage was 

read and the context looked up. Often, remarks about the Irish border were made in speeches 

dealing with the issue of Brexit, such as “Brexit and the future of Europe”. These speeches were 

saved and read in their entirety. In total, this approach resulted in five speeches from the 
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department’s website being used for analysis, with three given by the current Minister for 

Foreign Affairs and Trade and Tánaiste (deputy head of government) Simon Coveney, and two 

given by the current Minister of State for European Affairs, Helen McEntee.  

 

In addition to this, a Google search was conducted with the search terms “Irish government 

speeches”. As a result, the Irish Government News Service, MerrionStreet.ie, was discovered. 

On this website, one cannot only browse for speeches by all kinds of members of the 

government under the section “News Room”, but there was a special section devoted to Brexit 

as well (a few weeks after the selection process was completed, this section was deleted and its 

content moved to the website of the DFA). In there, not only could further speeches be found, 

but also “Key Documents” and analysis reports (MerrionStreet 2018, n. p.; after the shift, 

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2018b, n. p.). Since the idea of getting an additional 

perspective from the head of government, the Taoiseach (prime minister), seemed reasonable, 

the search for speeches was narrowed down to speeches given by the current holder of that 

office, Leo Varadkar, and the ministers of the DFA mentioned above. These speeches were 

again browsed through with the aforementioned search terms, and the same follow-up 

procedure was conducted as described above. This approach resulted in the selection of two 

speeches by Varadkar and one more by Coveney. Another Google search using the terms “Leo 

Varadkar speech border Northern Ireland” led to a suitable TIME interview to which the search 

term procedure was applied as well. 

 

On MerrionStreet.ie, key documents regarding Brexit were also examined by browsing the 

search terms within these documents. Using this approach, two policy documents were selected 

for analysis, one being an information note named “Good Friday Agreement and Peace 

Process”, and the other a government publication on Brexit preparations called “Brexit: 

Ireland’s priorities”. In total, eleven sources were chosen for analysis. 

 

Before the findings of the speech and policy document analysis are presented, the following 

background chapter will, in its first subsection, outline a brief historical context of the Irish 

border during the Northern Ireland conflict. This will be followed by a subsection concerned 

with the changes of the border in the aftermath of the Good Friday peace agreement. The 

background chapter closes with information about the Brexit referendum and the resulting 

debate about the status of the border, with a focus on Irish politics.  
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4. Background: The Irish border during the Troubles, after the Good 

Friday Agreement and the Brexit referendum  

 

4.1 The Irish border during the Troubles 

 

The Northern Ireland conflict, commonly referred to as the “Troubles”, was a period of armed 

conflict that mainly occurred between the late 1960s and 1998. Ostensibly ethno-nationalist in 

nature, it was distinctly sectarian as well, with Catholic nationalists striving for Irish 

reunification on the one side and Protestant unionist groups on the other, and both sides 

engaging in paramilitary and terrorist operations. Initially sparked by a British army 

intervention in riots between Catholic and Protestant groups in Derry in 1969 (TOWNSHEND 

1999, p. 260f.), violence quickly escalated on both sides, not least after a regiment of the British 

army gunned down thirteen 

unarmed participants of a civil 

rights march, again in the city of 

Derry, in 1972 (BARTLETT 

2010, p. 513). In the aftermath, 

the Provisional Irish Republican 

Army (Provisional IRA) and 

other paramilitary groups 

aspiring toward a united Ireland 

gained considerable momentum 

and engaged in countless 

bombing attacks, targeted 

assassinations and shoot-outs with loyalist groups and security forces alike (see BARTLETT 

2010, chapter 7, and TOWNSHEND 1999, chapter 11). Protestant unionist groups, such as the 

Ulster Defence Association and the Ulster Volunteer Force, were no less involved in 

assassination campaigns (TOWNSHEND 1999, p. 207) and contributed to around 30% of the more 

than 3.500 casualties over the course of 30 years (SUTTON 2018, n. p.).  

 

On the side of the authorities, the British government and its security forces – particularly the 

Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC), the police force of Northern Ireland at that time – were 

widely criticised for allegedly being biased in favour of loyalists and detaining terrorist suspects 

without a trial, and were even accused of torture in prisoner interrogations (TOWNSHEND 1999, 

Fig. 1: Pro-unionist mural in Belfast (DENISON 2013, n. p.) 
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p. 225). Meanwhile, successive governments of the Republic of Ireland – often blamed by 

unionists for allegedly providing a “safe haven” for the terrorists – experienced the predicament 

of the IRAs activities in Northern Ireland and the border regions, undermining their state 

authority on the one hand, and the presence of British security forces on the other hand, 

providing the risk of Dublin being accused of collaboration with the British government and 

loyalist groups if it were to support these forces (PATTERSON 2013, p. 2).  

 

The fronts seemed indefinitely hardened, and both the establishment of a power-sharing 

government in Northern Ireland in 1973 (under the Sunningdale Agreement) and a treaty 

confirming the constitutional status of the region and featuring explicitly cooperative elements 

(the Anglo-Irish Agreement of 1985) (TANNAM 1999, p. 68 and 78f.) seemed to fail in 

advancing a lasting peace process, despite a short-time IRA ceasefire in 1975 (BARTLETT 2010, 

p. 520). 

 

Years before the escalations in 

1968/1969, the IRA engaged in 

the so-called “border campaign”, 

consisting of assaults on 

Northern Irish territory between 

1956 and 1962, mostly in the 

border region (PATTERSON 2013, 

p. 1). This stands in sharp 

contrast to the period of the 

Troubles, which is mostly 

associated with urban violence in cities marked by sectarian division, such as Belfast and Derry 

(ibid.). In fact, the border region remained relatively untouched during the early years of the 

conflict (1969-1971) (ibid., p. 25), and the Common Travel Area, established in 1923, 

guaranteeing freedom of movement across the Irish border with no or minimal checks (House 

of Lords European Union Committee 2016, p. 27), was upheld. 

 

However, incidents at the border – including shoot-outs between paramilitaries and security 

forces, ambushes, bombings and murders – increased considerably after some time, especially 

in the years 1973 and 1974 (PATTERSON 2013, p. 75). This was due to the IRA exploiting the 

border as a “major resource in its campaign” (ibid., p. 1): Whenever there was increased police 

Fig. 2: Irish border checkpoint in the 1980s (STONE 2017, n. p.) 
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force presence in the main cities of Northern Ireland, compromising the IRA’s agenda, its 

members would retreat to the border areas and operate from there (ibid.). The British 

government reacted differently to this strategy, among others by blocking unofficial roads with 

concrete blocks, but when met with constant resistance by locals on both sides of the sectarian 

divide, measures like these were soon abandoned and the barriers removed (ibid., p. 26). This 

was seen as distinct proof for the “strong resentment against any restrictions on freedom of 

movement” (ibid., p. 27), and resulted in the border still being relatively open even at the height 

of the Troubles, though watchtowers, turnpikes and customs and identity checks were routine 

(ibid., p. 41).  

 

4.2 The Good Friday Agreement and the transformation of the border 

 

In the 1990s, the peace process moved forward considerably, especially after the Provisional 

IRAs declaration of a permanent ceasefire in 1994 (BARTLETT 2010, p. 562) – though this was 

disrupted by singular bomb attacks and assassinations in 1996 and onwards (TOWNSHEND 1999, 

p. 263). With the support of both the EU and the U.S. administration, talks involving the British 

and Irish governments as well as most of the political parties of Northern Ireland – with the 

notable exception of the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), which pulled out of the negotiations 

– were initiated (BARTLETT 2010, p. 566). These ultimately resulted in the so-called Good 

Friday Agreement (GFA), signed by all participating parties on 10th April 1998 (TOWNSHEND 

1999, p. 263).  

 

The agreement, enhanced by the Northern Ireland Act passed by the British parliament in the 

same year, essentially established a devolved, power-sharing local government that featured 

representatives of all communities in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland (BARTLETT 

2010, p. 566). The North-South Ministerial Council was established for all-island cooperation, 

as well as the British-Irish Council for international cooperation among office holders who had 

executive responsibilities regarding Northern Ireland (House of Lords European Union 

Committee 2016, p. 48). The Northern Ireland Assembly, established through the Northern 

Ireland Act, also consists of members from all political parties of Northern Ireland and makes 

decisions through a so-called “cross-community support” (TONGE 2017, p. 5), which is 

achieved by a “50% […] vote to support the measure including at least 50% of Unionists and 

50% of Nationalists” (ibid.).  
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Furthermore, though pre-existent, the right of Northern Ireland-born people to obtain either 

Irish or British (or both) citizenship was confirmed (House of Lords European Union 

Committee 2016, p. 6). The agreement also makes frequent references to EU membership of 

both nations, such as in their wish “’to develop still further the unique relationship between 

their peoples and the close co-operation between their countries as friendly neighbours and as 

partners in the European Union’” (House of Commons Northern Ireland Affairs Committee 

(2016, p. 28), and by determining that the North-South Ministerial Council must “’consider the 

European Union dimension of relevant matters, including the implementation of EU policies 

and programmes and proposals under consideration in the EU framework’” (ibid., p. 29).  

 

The GFA is widely considered to be a milestone in the Northern Ireland peace process and one 

of the most important factors that led to the cessation of violence, even though there were severe 

backlashes in its direct aftermath. One was the single deadliest attack of the Troubles, a car 

bomb denotated in Omagh, Northern Ireland, by a splinter group of the Provisional IRA – 

calling themselves the Real IRA –, leaving 29 dead and many more injured (BARTLETT 2010, 

p. 572). There were also political throwbacks for the GFA, mostly from the DUP, with some 

even proclaiming its “failure” (ibid, p. 568ff.). In fact, the Northern Ireland Assembly did 

dissolve in 2002, as did with it its executive branch, the Northern Ireland Executive, but both 

resumed operation after new negotiations – this time involving the DUP – resulted in the St. 

Andrews Agreement in 2006 (ibid., p. 575ff.).  

 

For the border, the impacts of the peace process were substantial. The Special European Union 

Programme Bodies (SEUPB) comprised a number of institutions that were set up alongside the 

North-South Ministerial Council to “implement the EU INTERREG cross-border co-operation 

programme of €240 million” (Joint Committee on European Union Affairs 2015, p. 15). 

Additionally, numerous North-South institutions were created “with power to address cross-

border matters, including tourism, transport, education, health and the environment” 

(BARTLETT 2010, p. 566), all being under jurisdiction of the Northern Ireland Assembly and the 

Dáil Éireann (the lower house of the Oireachtas) (ibid.). As a result, watchtowers were 

abandoned, checkpoints and barriers abolished and the border received a surge in “cross-border 

trade and economic co-operation” (BUDD 2015, p. 8), not least due to both countries’ access to 

the customs union and a single market “within which ‘goods can be traded free of quotas and 

tariffs’ and ‘services and capital move freely’” (STENNETT 2016, p. 16), established in 1992 

(PHINNEMORE et al. 2015, p. 10). Both are institutions of the EU – an association that both 
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countries had been a member of since 1973 (Joint Committee on European Union Affairs 2015, 

p. 12), but whose economic advantages could not unfold at the border due to the conflict.  

 

After the end of sectarian violence, multiple economic sectors gained importance in the region, 

many of them with a cross-border dimension, for example in the form of cross-border 

innovation centres. 

These include 

telecommunications, 

life and health 

sciences (BUDD 2015, 

p. 9), tourism and the 

agri-food sector, the 

latter being 

particularly important 

for the agriculture-

based region of 

Northern Ireland (see ALLEN 2016). Today, weekly trade between the Republic of Ireland and 

the UK amounts to “€1 billion worth of goods and services” (Joint Committee on European 

Union Affairs 2015, p. 22), much of it overland across the Irish border. 

 

4.3 The Brexit referendum and the border question 

 

On 23rd June 2016, the United Kingdom electorate voted to leave the European Union by a slim 

majority in a referendum held to determine the country’s future in- or outside of the state 

community (MENON et al. 2016, p. 2). In the aftermath, the debate among politicians, scholars, 

media and the public has been held on a large scale regarding numerous questions, ranging from 

the exit bill to the rights of EU citizens in the UK. Among these issues, the uncertain future of 

the border with the Republic of Ireland, a remaining EU member, has played a pivotal role, 

both in the actual withdrawal negotiations and the discussions surrounding them, particularly 

in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland itself. It is the only land border the UK will 

share with the EU – and one with a very complex history, as we have seen in sections 4.1 and 

4.2.  

 

Fig. 3: The Irish border after the Troubles; only the speed signs changing from 

miles per hour to km/h indicate the border crossing (KILLEN 2007, n. p.) 
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The debate about the border issue has been ongoing in the Republic of Ireland long before the 

referendum. After the outcome, concerns were raised about the possibility of the UK 

withdrawing from the customs union – a step that has meanwhile been confirmed –, as this 

would mean that “customs tariffs would need to be applied, inevitably resulting in some form 

of physical manifestation of the border” (House of Lords European Union Committee 2016, p. 

25). The Common Travel Area is another factor raising concerns. The Irish conservative centre 

party Fianna Fáil stated that Brexit posed a “’real and substantive threat to the very existence 

of the Common Travel Area’” (ibid., p. 29), fearing the “introduction of passport controls to 

prevent the land border being used as a back door into the UK” (ibid.).  

 

Concerns have often focused on economic consequences, such as the estimated reduction of 

Irish GDP as a result of Brexit (BARRETT et al. 2015, p. 2f.), the future of small and medium-

sized enterprises in the border region (InterTradeIreland 2017, p. 4ff.) and the impact on Irish-

UK trade (Joint Committee on European Union Affairs 2015, p. 17). However, the political 

dimension and the impact of Brexit on the peace process are also at the forefront of the extensive 

discussions, especially in the light of the EU’s role in cross-border cooperation. 

 

The significance of the EU in the realisation of the GFA and the St. Andrews Agreement is 

debatable. Some point out the various references to EU membership of both countries in the 

GFA (see 4.2 and TONGE 2017, p. 6) and the supervising role of the EU in the ensuing peace 

process. Others negate that the initiation of the process was determined by continuing EU 

membership (House of Commons Northern Ireland Affairs Committee (2016, p. 29) and 

suggest that “arguably, the USA has played a more significant role in supporting the peace 

process” (ibid.), not least because then-President Bill Clinton encouraged several parties in the 

Northern Ireland conflict to come together for talks (BARTLETT 2010, p. 565).  

 

What both sides of the debate can agree on is that the EU has been pivotal in supporting and 

advancing the peace process once it had begun. This is not least due to extensive funding, 

especially for “cross-border initiatives which have led to positive social and political outcomes, 

in particular, in small cross-border communities (Joint Committee on European Union Affairs 

2015, p. 14). The biggest EU funding programmes in the region are INTERREG and PEACE 

(House of Lords European Union Committee 2016, p. 47), and many stakeholders in the border 

region have, after the Brexit referendum, raised concerns about initiatives that were highly 
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reliant on EU funding (ibid., p. 38). It has to be added, though, that the funding period of these 

programmes ends in 2020, regardless of Brexit (ibid., p. 68). 

 

The overarching theme of these various concerns is the imminent change in the status of the 

border: the possibility of a return to barriers, be it barriers to trade, cooperation or even the 

movement of people. The region’s violent past has resulted in lingering tensions, and there still 

have been singular incidents of violence in the last years, including the assassination of two 

British soldiers and a policeman by IRA splinter groups in 2009 (BARTLETT 2010, p. 579). The 

peace process is viewed as increasingly fragile, especially now because of Brexit, and so is the 

status of the open border – particularly in the Republic of Ireland. So how do members of the 

Irish government perceive the current developments? Do they express a fear of future changes 

in the status of the Irish border, and if so, how do they express it? And how can these statements 

about this particular border be related to the way we see borders generally in the 21st century? 

The following analysis will examine speeches and policy documents to address these questions.  
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5. Speech and document analysis  

 

5.1 Leo Varadkar 

 

5.1.1 TIME interview, 17th July 2017 

 

Shortly after assuming office in June 2017, Taoiseach (prime minister) Leo Varadkar gave an 

extensive interview to the U.S.-American TIME magazine. A wide spectrum of subjects was 

covered, including the Republic of Ireland’s role in an ever-changing Europe and the impact of 

Brexit.    

 

The first reference to borders is made on a very general level, right at the start of the interview, 

when Varadkar is talking about “centrist politics” (DUGGAN 

2017, n. p.), a movement he sees himself affiliated with. Centrist 

politicians, in his opinion, “believe in opening up to the world, 

believe migration on balance is a good thing if it is managed 

properly, and believe that multilateralism is the best way to solve 

problems” (ibid.). He then contrasts this position with a different 

approach to politics and speaks of a “very new division in 

politics” (ibid.): An approach “which is popular in Britain now, 

in America and in the far right across Europe which wants to put 

borders up again, which sees migration as a threat, which wants 

to protect their economies from trade” (ibid.). Clearly referencing 

advocates of the Brexit, he accuses them of not only effectively introducing (hard) borders 

again, but doing so intentionally – a position which, in his view, creates other divisions on a 

more superordinate level.  

 

Asked directly about Brexit and its impact on Irish economy, Varadkar’s response reads: 

 

“Our overriding objective in any negotiations is to ensure that we avoid any return to an 

economic border on the island of Ireland because that could affect our peace process, it would 

certainly affect the Good Friday Agreement which is really predicated on the idea that both 

countries are in the European Union and borders wouldn’t matter, so that is our overriding 

concern.” (ibid.) 

 

Fig. 4: Leo Varadkar  

(Fine Gael 2018b, n. p.) 
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Varadkar uses the economic dimension (“economic border”) as a starting point to then suggest 

that a border of this kind will be more than exclusively about trade and customs: an economic 

border that will affect the peace process. He stresses that the GFA is built on the common idea 

of both countries being EU members. Related to EU membership, in his view, is that “borders 

wouldn’t matter”, a statement – if taken literally – gives rise to discussion: Do borders in 21st 

century Europe of regional integration still matter? If so, to what extent? One could even ask if 

a border is still a border if it does not act out any functions traditionally associated with borders 

– if it indeed “does not matter”, as Varadkar would put it. 

 

5.1.2 Queen’s University Belfast, 4th August 2017: “The future of relationships North and 

South” 

 

Varadkar addressed Queen’s University Belfast on 4th August 2017 in a speech entitled “The 

future of relationships North and South”. The venue as such – given Belfast’s history during 

the Troubles – is of heavy symbolic importance for the address. In the speech, covering a wide 

range of Brexit-related themes, Varadkar addresses issues of identity – Irish, British, European 

– and the way the Republic of Ireland has integrated itself in the European Union, going so far 

as to state that “being European is an essential part of the modern Irish identity” (VARADKAR 

2017, p. 7).  

 

The Taoiseach references the conflicts of the past, choosing as a starting point his own birth 

year, 1979. He reminds the audience that it was “a decade after the Troubles began” (ibid., p. 

4) and “when the Pope famously came to Ireland, but couldn’t travel north, and had to make 

his plea for peace from south of the border” (ibid.). The border is referenced many times in the 

speech, and in the historical part, Varadkar states: 

 

“The border itself was a very different place, a place of bloodshed and violence, of checkpoints. 

A barrier to trade, prosperity and peace. A brutal physical manifestation of historic divisions 

and political failure.” (ibid., p. 5) 

 

Varadkar recounts the violence of the Troubles and points out how closely intertwined it was 

with the border, often taking place right there. The phrase “barrier to trade, prosperity and 

peace” goes beyond the political dimension and suggests that a hard border of this kind hindered 

the economic progress of both Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. Terms like 

“brutal”, “divisions” and “failure” evoke the dire state the border region was in at that time. 



31 

 

Varadkar emphasises that, while he has “only a limited recollection of the border and the 

Troubles” (ibid.), he, as “nearly everyone else on this island” (ibid.), does “not want to go back 

to that” (ibid.). This statement serves as a concluding remark to the section about the troubled 

past, one to keep in mind for the things that followed. 

 

Varadkar states that the “first time I was eligible to vote was in the referendum to ratify the 

Good Friday Agreement” (ibid.). He then talks about the considerable changes the island of 

Ireland has undergone since the agreement was implemented, concluding this part by saying 

that “the kinds of freedom some people thought were impossible have been achieved through 

the internationalist symphony of our membership of Europe” (ibid., p. 7), another clear 

reference to the gains of the EU.  

 

Following up on this, a large portion of the speech is devoted to challenges that arise from 

Brexit, begun by Varadkar with the catchphrase “The challenge in our generation is Brexit” 

(ibid., p. 9). Right after the start of this part of the speech, the border is mentioned for the next 

time:   

 

“Every single aspect of life in Northern Ireland could be affected by the outcome – jobs and the 

economy, the border, citizens rights, cross border workers, travel, trade, agriculture, energy, 

fisheries, aviation, EU funding, tourism, public services, the list goes on.” (ibid., p. 9) 

 

Again, Varadkar goes beyond the political dimension of the border issue and talks about a 

plethora of aspects related to the border, stressing the point of how much it impacts the daily 

lives of people in the region itself and beyond. Later in the speech, he makes his own stance on 

the border issue very clear once again:  

 

“It will come as no surprise to anyone here that I do not want there to be an economic border 

on our island nor do I want one between Ireland and Britain.” (ibid., p.10) 

 

Once more, he focuses on the economic dimension of the issue. He even goes on to define what 

he means by “economic border”, stating that he is “not talking about currency or variation in 

tax rates”, (ibid.), but rather about a “barrier to free trade and commerce” (ibid.).  

 

After talking about the good cooperation with all relevant parties of Northern Ireland in the 

North-South Ministerial Council when discussing Brexit, Varadkar asserts that “there are 
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people who do want a border, a trade border between the United Kingdom and the European 

Union and therefore a border between Ireland and Britain and a border across this island” (ibid., 

p. 12). Once again starting on an economic note (“trade border”), the transition to what this 

trade border would mean on a larger scale is made right afterwards: a border between the 

Republic of Ireland and Britain, meaning a border between two countries. A border across the 

island, meaning a border separating the island. While politically speaking, this border is already 

in place, the choice of words right after talking about a trade border insinuates the idea that a 

border of this kind will be more than just economic – and well likely of the nature that Varadkar 

does “not want to go back to”.  

 

Varadkar also lists a concrete example for cross-border cooperation and the positive impact of 

the open border: cross-border health care, which he himself witnessed as Minister for Health 

(ibid., p. 13). He mentions that patients from County Donegal (Republic of Ireland) can now 

access hospital services in Derry (Northern Ireland), whereas previously, they had to travel all 

the way to Galway in the Republic (ibid.). The last remark about the border is made at the very 

end of the speech. Varadkar states that at a “time when Brexit threatens to drive a wedge 

between north and south we need to build more bridges and fewer borders” (ibid., p. 18). This 

dichotomy is notable, as Varadkar does not differentiate between a hard vs. soft or a closed vs. 

open border, but borders in general vs. bridges. The remark also clearly highlights Brexit as a 

“threat”, one that has to be met with corresponding countermeasures.  

 

5.1.3 European Parliament, Strasbourg, 17th January 2018 

 

On 17th January 2018, Varadkar addressed the European Parliament, another venue of symbolic 

importance. The overarching topic was the future of the European Union. Much focus lay on 

fundamental aspects of the Republic of Ireland’s current and future role in the EU. However, 

some references to the past are made, particularly to the GFA, with Varadkar – similar to his 

TIME interview (see 5.1.1) – establishing a link between its formation and EU membership: 

“[I]t is hard to imagine the Good Friday Agreement being made without our shared membership 

of the European Union and the single market” (VARADKAR 2018, n. p.). Regarding future issues, 

Brexit is picked up on, but in this speech, EU solidarity with the Republic of Ireland is more at 

the centre of Varadkar’s rhetoric.  
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Borders and their synonyms are mentioned thrice in the speech. The first instance is a reference 

to a story Varadkar was told by John Hume, founding member of the Social and Democratic 

Labour Party (SDLP) and Nobel Peace Prize laureate for his role in the GFA and the power-

sharing executive in Northern Ireland (BARTLETT 2010, p. 510 and 568): 

 

“John has spoken many times about the symbolism of the bridge from Strasbourg to Kehl, just 

across the border in Germany. How easy and ordinary it was to walk across that bridge, and, 

given Europe’s history, how remarkable and profound that ordinariness was.” (VARADKAR 

2018, n. p.) 

 

Varadkar compares this bridge, and its meaning in the context of European integration, to 

another one in Northern Ireland: 

 

“Today, a peace bridge crossing the River Foyle brings together the divided communities in 

John’s native city of Derry, in Northern Ireland, a bridge that the European Union helped to 

build.” (ibid.) 

 

It is noticeable that Varadkar, as in his Queen’s University speech dealt with in 5.1.2, uses the 

image, respectively example of bridges to symbolically contrast division (symbolised by 

borders) with integration – an integration on a European level, as he again points out that it was 

the EU who aided in building this bridge. 

 

Regarding Brexit, Varadkar states that, in his home country, people are “now having to 

contemplate our future without the foundation that underpinned” (ibid.) the GFA – with 

foundation meaning the shared EU membership of both countries. Immediately following up 

on this point, Varadkar explains that this foundation “is why we have insisted that there can be 

no return to a hard border on our island, no new barrier to the movement of people or to trade” 

(ibid.). It is the first mention of the term “hard border” found in the analysis, a term with strong 

emotive associations and one that Varadkar uses as a negative scenario, as something that has 

to be avoided. He uses the term again, this time in the context of the “breakthrough achieved 

before Christmas [2017]” (ibid.), in which “the United Kingdom has guaranteed that, whatever 

its future relationship with the European Union, a hard border on the island of Ireland will be 

avoided. The Common Travel Area and its associated rights will be maintained” (ibid.). 

Pointing out the fact that the “majority of people in Northern Ireland voted to remain in the EU” 
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(ibid.), Varadkar suggests that the citizens of Northern Ireland share his view and do not wish 

to have a hard border either. 

 

The rest of the speech is shaped by further pro-European positions, and Varadkar states that the 

Republic of Ireland shares “the vision of the founders for further integration and co-operation” 

(ibid.) on a European level, processes that have an explicit cross-border dimension to them. 

 

5.2 Simon Coveney 

 

5.2.1 Center for Strategic and International Studies, Washington, D.C., 4th October 2017: 

“Managing the Brexit challenge: Ireland, the European Union and transatlantic 

relationships” 

 

Minister for Foreign Affairs and Trade and Tánaiste (deputy head 

of government) Simon Coveney addressed the Center for 

Strategic and International Studies, a policy research organisation 

based in Washington, D.C., on 4th October 2017. The minister 

spoke, among other topics, about Brexit – calling it “undoubtedly 

the single biggest foreign policy issue to face Ireland in 

generations” (COVENEY 2017b, n. p.) – and possible ways for the 

Republic of Ireland to deal with the consequences to ensure the 

best outcome in the negotiations between the EU and the UK.  

 

Coveney, much like Varadkar, points out that “[i]n the Good Friday Agreement, the EU 

membership of both states, and hence of the two parts of Ireland, was taken as an absolute 

given” (ibid.). He also mentions the considerable EU support for the peace process, particularly 

through funding, and stresses how this has helped to foster cooperation between both parts of 

the island of Ireland: 

 

“Between them, the long-standing Common Travel Area between the UK and Ireland, the 

creation of the EU Single Market, and the removal of security posts made possible by peace, 

have made the political border in Ireland invisible. People travel freely throughout the island of 

Ireland. There are no customs or regulatory obstacles to completely free trade. And in particular 

people living near the border, on either side, can move back and forth without hindrance, 

Fig. 5: Simon Coveney (Fine 

Gael 2018d, n. p.) 
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whether to shop, work, be educated, receive medical treatment, or visit friends and relations.” 

(ibid.) 

 

In this part, Coveney describes the border as being “invisible” – not recognisable and therefore 

losing a considerable part of its past significance. And he goes further by listing which 

advantages this invisible border encompasses: Free trade and movement of people, cross-border 

health care and education, among many others. He chooses everyday-life terms to illustrate how 

this invisible border facilitates the daily routines in the border area: You can shop, you can 

work, you can visit friends.  

 

Like Varadkar in his interview and speeches, Coveney does not miss to stress that the 

“economic benefits of this invisible border have been immense” (ibid.), immediately adding 

that “just as great have been the human and societal benefits” (ibid.). This is a clear reference 

to the end of the Troubles, and Coveney closely intertwines the end of the violence with the 

opening of the border: “The absence of a border is, after of course the end of killing and armed 

conflict, the single most tangible outcome of the peace process” (ibid.). This phrasing – noting 

an “absence” of a border, even though it is, politically speaking, obviously there – emphasises 

the fading visibility, function and therefore significance of this particular border.  

 

Moving on to the negotiations and the desire for the UK to remain in the customs union and 

single market, Coveney mentions that this would be the best solution to the “border question” 

(ibid.) and stresses that the Republic of Ireland is “determined to avoid the return of a hard 

border between North and South, or the creation of new barriers to co-operation” (ibid.). With 

this statement, Coveney, like Varadkar, applies the dichotomy of soft vs. hard borders on the 

Irish border. 

 

Coveney closes the speech by talking about other challenges in Europe today, as well as Irish-

U.S. relations. He also asserts that “[w]ithin the EU, no Member State is more committed to 

free and open trade and investment than Ireland” (ibid.). It points out once again the clear 

advocation of EU integration and can be understood as a decisive argument for open borders to 

ensure that trade and investment can go on unhindered. 

 

5.2.2 Eurofound Foundation Forum 2017, Dublin, 14th November 2017: Keynote address 
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Coveney made a keynote address at the foundation forum of Eurofound, the European 

Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, in Dublin. The 

overarching topic was convergence in Europe, focusing on employment. However, Coveney 

devoted a section of the address to Brexit and Irish issues as well. 

 

He repeats the term “hard border” when stating that the Republic of Ireland wants to “protect 

the peace process, including by avoiding a hard border on this island” (COVENEY 2017a, n. p.). 

As in his Washington speech (see 5.2.1) and in some of Varadkar’s statements, the border 

question is once again mentioned in the same breath as the peace process, showing a close link 

between the two in the rhetoric of the speakers. 

 

“It is the border however – more than 300 miles long with almost 300 crossing points – which 

remains the most challenging issue by far. All interested parties – the EU Task Force, the UK 

government and, of course, the Irish government – have said there can be no re-imposition of 

any meaningful border on this island.” (ibid.) 

 

The use of the phrase “meaningful border” is similar to “absence of a border” used by Coveney 

in his Washington speech, as well as “borders wouldn’t matter” in Varadkar’s TIME interview. 

It challenges the very existence of a border as such, posing many further questions: What makes 

a border meaningful or meaningless? If a border is meaningless, does it even fulfil any function? 

This discourse is enhanced by Coveney’s statement about “unique solutions for Northern 

Ireland” (ibid.) in order to “prevent the emergence of any regulatory divergence which could 

necessitate a border” (ibid.). This phrasing again presupposes the current absence of a border – 

if there should be the necessity for one.  

 

Talking about the UK government, Coveney repeats one of their ambitions in the negotiations, 

namely that “they want no return to any hard or visible border on this island” (ibid.), returning 

not only to the rhetoric of hard vs. soft borders, but also to the visibility vs. invisibility of borders 

(see 5.2.1).  

 

5.2.3 UCD Sutherland School of Law, University College Dublin, 28th November 2017: “The 

Europe we want” 

 

Addressing the UCD Sutherland School of Law under the caption “The Europe we want” 

(COVENEY 2017c, n. p.), the minister again spoke much about the future of the EU and the 
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Republic of Ireland’s part in it. The Brexit, yet again, was mentioned several times, and so was 

the stance of “avoiding a hard border” (ibid.). What is new in this address are Coveney’s 

remarks on the solidarity by European colleagues with the Republic of Ireland and the “Irish 

issues” (ibid.) connected with the Brexit: 

 

“Who could have imagined that Michel Barnier, Europe’s Chief Negotiator, or Guy 

Verhofstadt, the European Parliament’s representative in the Brexit negotiations, would have 

travelled to Louth and Monaghan to see for themselves how ridiculous it would be to impose a 

hard border? Or that the Foreign Ministers of Luxembourg, Denmark and Finland would be 

familiar with places like Jonesborough or the Concession Road from Monaghan to Cullaville 

because they too wanted to visit those most affected by Brexit?” (ibid.) 

 

This excerpt shows another aspect associated with the visibility of the border: People travelling 

there to see – or, rather, not see – the border and its presence for themselves. The fact that actors 

in the Brexit talks go to the place that plays a major part in these negotiations reveals a lot about 

how abstract the idea of borders – at least in the EU – has become: You have to go to a border 

to experience its significance, respectively insignificance. 

 

5.2.4 Chatham House, London, 31st January 2018: “British-Irish relations – past, present 

and future” 

 

Coveney’s speech at Chatham House, the Royal Institute of International Affairs, which is an 

independent policy institute in London, addresses key points in British-Irish relations over the 

past decades, their current state and prospects. Regarding the past, Coveney mentions that “our 

bilateral relationship seemed to be defined by Northern Ireland and its difficulties […] and the 

differing perspectives from Dublin and London” (COVENEY 2018, n. p.). He honours the GFA‘s 

20th anniversary in 2018 and commemorates its significance for not only improving 

relationships between North and South, but also between West and East. Also, “the Agreement 

removed barriers and borders – both physically, on the island of Ireland, and emotionally, 

between communities in Ireland, and between our two islands” (ibid.). Since the border 

references in the speeches analysed so far have focused on either the political or the economic 

dimension of borders, the mention of the emotional/cultural level by Coveney is striking.  

 

Coveney goes on to state that it is precisely these gains that result in “our very real concerns 

about the implications of Brexit – especially a hard Brexit – for our island, and our shared peace 
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process” (ibid.). Immediately connecting issues like the Irish border or membership in the 

customs union and the single market (all Brexit-related elements) to the peace process is a 

recurring theme both in Coveney’s and Varadkar’s speeches. It shows how – in their view – 

these aspects are closely interconnected, and the speakers seize the opportunities to rhetorically 

tie them together in their addresses.  

 

5.3 Helen McEntee 

 

5.3.1 DCU Brexit Research and Policy Institute, Dublin City University, 14th September 

2017: “Brexit and the future of Europe” 

 

Minister of State for European Affairs Helen McEntee delivered 

a speech at the launch of the newly formed Brexit Research and 

Policy Institute of Dublin City University (DCU). Like Coveney 

in many of his addresses, a substantial part of McEntee’s speech 

was devoted to Brexit, the European Union and the Republic of 

Ireland’s current and future role in it. Much of the address focuses 

on the present state of negotiations, and McEntee does not 

hesitate to hold the UK government accountable: “The UK has 

created this problem and it is their responsibility, not ours, not 

the EU’s, to ensure that withdrawal from the EU takes place on 

terms that protect the specific circumstances that apply on the 

island of Ireland” (MCENTEE 2017a, n. p.). 

 

Regarding the border, McEntee uses very similar vocabulary to that of Varadkar and Coveney. 

She, too, uses the term “hard border”, mentioning avoiding one in the same breath as calling 

for protection of the GFA and a preservation of the Common Travel Area. The expression 

“invisible border” is also applied by McEntee, describing it as “one of the major achievements 

and benefits of the peace process” (ibid.), again relating the GFA directly to the open border, 

as Coveney did in his speeches.  

 

McEntee puts Brexit in a larger context of current challenges for the EU: “the migration crisis, 

shaping the recovery from the financial crisis, the emergence of populism, concerns around the 

unequal distribution of the benefits of globalisation and the threat of international terrorism” 

Fig. 6: Helen McEntee (Fine 

Gael 2018a, n. p.) 
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(ibid.). These phenomena relate to the trends outlined in section 2.3, where it was shown that 

borders play a major part in the unfolding of these processes, as they are deeply impacted by 

e.g. a large-scale influx of migrants. It comes as no surprise, then, that McEntee connects Brexit 

to processes of neo-nationalism, populism and protectionism, as it, too, is conjoined with 

borders and the way they alter as a consequence of shifting political circumstances. 

 

5.3.2 Institute for European and International Affairs, Dublin, 27th September 2017: “The 

future of the EU27” 

 

Together with her Swedish colleague Ann Linde, Helen McEntee addressed the public at an 

event called “The future of the EU27: Perspectives from Ireland and Sweden” (MCENTEE 

2017b, n. p.), held at the Institute for European and International Affairs, a Dublin-based 

research think tank and stakeholder forum. The ministers envisioned future scenarios for a post-

Brexit EU and areas of further integration and cooperation on a European level, citing the 

Republic of Ireland and Sweden as examples. 

 

McEntee’s speech is quite out of line compared to the other speeches analysed so far. While 

maintaining a clear perspective on EU aspects, it hardly mentions the Brexit or the border at 

all. Instead, McEntee turns to the 1957 Treaty of Rome which established the European 

Economic Community (EEC), the predecessor organisation of the EU. She points out how 

“prosaic the language of the Treaty was” (ibid.), listing very pragmatic and overarching 

categories as the aims of the EEC, including “the progressive abolition of restrictions on 

international trade” (ibid.), “pooling resources to strengthen peace” (ibid.) and “eliminating 

barriers” (ibid.). While all of these could be related to the Irish border post-Troubles, it is the 

last point which is the most universally applicable in the sense that “barriers”, once again, can 

be understood on a number of levels: At the time of the EEC’s foundation, the term might have 

merely pertained to economic barriers. Connected to the peace-creating objective, however, it 

might be understood in a political manner, associated with the (im)permeability of state borders.  

 

McEntee then fast forwards to the present (and future), stating that “60 years on we are looking 

once again for the clarity that led Europe so successfully out of the confusion that reigned within 

its borders” (ibid.), now that it faces challenges so manifold as “the financial crisis, the 

migration crisis, climate change, Brexit, the emergence of new powers, the decline of others 

and a general sense that voters have less and less confidence in the leaders they elect” (ibid.). 
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She acknowledges the role that globalisation plays in the occurrence of these new phenomena, 

admitting that borders are – at least in the political sense – an outdated concept to confront 

them, as she states:  

 

“Almost all of the challenges we face and the things we want have a cross-border element to 

them.” (ibid.). 

 

This phrase serves McEntee in her argumentation for stronger EU integration and collaboration 

in tackling these issues: Cross-border phenomena should be met with cross-border cooperation. 

Both risks and chances are closely associated with cross-border thinking, as neither terrorism 

nor climate change – or any other of the threats mentioned both in this speech and the one dealt 

with in 5.3.1 – stops at borders, and neither should the policy institutions that face them. While 

not relating all of this explicitly to the Brexit and the Irish border, McEntee lists the Brexit 

among these challenges, as quoted above, thereby establishing an evident connection. 

 

So far, the analysis has dealt with what government representatives have said literally in 

speeches, addresses and interviews. The second part of the analysis is devoted to official policy 

documents which are intended to broaden the perspective by providing a different angle: 

Written documents which are composed by various authors and go through multiple channels 

offer a different point of view on the subject matter and thereby enrich the analysis 

considerably. 

 

5.4 Policy documents 

 

5.4.1 “Brexit: Ireland’s Priorities” – Irish Government Publication, 15th March 2017  

 

This policy document outlines four challenges posed by the Brexit and ways to mitigate their 

effects. These challenges, according to the Irish government, are Northern Ireland and the peace 

process, economy and trade, the Common Travel Area, and the future of the European Union 

(Irish Government Publication 2017, p. 1). All these four areas have a cross-border dimension 

to them, and the border is mentioned multiple times in the report. 

 

In many instances, the vocabulary in the report is similar to that used by the ministers in their 

speeches. Avoiding a “hard border” (ibid., p. 3 and 6) is mentioned alongside an “effective 
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disappearance of any border on the island of Ireland” (ibid., p. 6) as a result of the GFA and EU 

membership, utilising the same type of rhetoric used by, among others, Coveney when he spoke 

about the “absence of a border” or “meaningful border” (see 5.2.1 and 5.2.2). The border, while 

politically obviously existent, is – de facto, for the economy, for locals living there, etc. – simply 

not there. It is this impression which is evoked by the kind of vocabulary used in the document.  

The phrase “invisible border” (ibid., p. 4), used by both Coveney (5.2.1) and McEntee (5.3.1), 

is also revisited, this time even with a picture of a road crossing the border (see fig. 7), with no 

sign, barrier or any other indication that one leaves a country and enters another. This fusion of 

text and image creates a meaning for the reader and tries to emphasise the achievements that 

were accomplished, and which are at stake now, through symbolism. The same goes for the 

image of the Peace Bridge crossing the River Foyle (see fig. 8), displayed as a vivid symbol for 

the success of the peace process – including mentioning that it was funded by an EU programme 

– as also used by Varadkar in his European Parliament speech (see 5.1.3).  

 

 

 

 

The document also references the essential role of the GFA in the peace process (ibid., p. 6), 

warning that there is a “fragile peace” (ibid.) and that “underlying issues of sectarianism persist 

right through to the present day” (ibid.), citing as an example the so-called “Peace Walls”, 

barriers established between Protestant and Catholic neighbourhoods, mostly in Belfast. The 

report also shows a picture of one of these walls (ibid., p. 4). This section acts as a reminder of 

the fact that, although peace is secured and has visible accomplishments to offer, the division – 

at least partially – remains. The report then establishes a link to the Brexit, pointing out that it 

Fig. 7: Invisible border in the report (Irish 

Government Publication 2017, p. 4) 
Fig. 8: Peace Bridge across the River Foyle 

(Irish Government Publication 2017, p. 5) 
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is “a matter of vital national interest for Ireland that we do not return to the days of a hard border 

or create a new one in the future” (ibid., p. 6). Once again, people are presented with what is at 

stake and, afterwards, informed about the measures the government will undertake in order to 

preserve the current status of this border.  

 

5.4.2 “Good Friday Agreement and peace process” – Information Note from Ireland to the 

Article 50 Working Group, 7th September 2017 

 

The Irish government has prepared a number of information notes to the Article 50 Working 

Group, an EU institution tasked with assisting the European Council in Brexit matters. 

Information notes have been published on issues crucial to the Irish Republic, such as the 

Common Travel Area, or this one on the GFA and the peace process. It recounts the central 

elements of the agreement, as well as the EU’s role in it, and includes a section on North-South 

cooperation (Irish Government 2017, p. 1f.; see also 4.2 and 4.3). It also contains a segment 

about the border (ibid., p. 4).  

 

The document reprises the use of the phrase “invisible border” twice (ibid., p. 2 and 4). 

Furthermore, the border is described as the “most obvious symbol of the Peace Process” (ibid., 

p. 4) and “essential to the continuing normalisation of relationships” (ibid.). Regarding the past, 

the information note states that “security checkpoints on the border, and accompanying military 

installations […] were potent symbols of division and conflict in Northern Ireland” (ibid.). It is 

striking that the word “symbol” is used both in the context of the past – what the border 

symbolised then – and the present, showing what it stands for today. The same object – that 

border – changed its symbolic nature as a response to historical and political circumstances.  

 

The report goes on to state that the “disappearance of physical border crossings and checkpoints 

is both a symbol of and a dividend from the success of the Peace Process” (ibid.). All these 

mentions of “symbol” clearly show the potential of borders to act as vibrant images and 

metaphors in different contexts. Pictures of a wall or a checkpoint can be used to underscore 

the idea of division, while a road with no visible separative elements is used to bring out the 

notion of open borders. Symbolism, therefore, seems to be an important element in the way 

borders – in this case the Irish border – are portrayed, as also evident in Varadkar’s remarks 

about the Peace Bridge in Derry (see 5.1.3) or the pictorial symbolism in the report analysed in 

5.4.1.  
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The section closes with the warning that “[a]ny reversal of this transformation would have 

considerable adverse economic, social, political, security and psychological impacts on people 

both in border communities and on the island as a whole” (ibid.). This use of different aspects 

of life – going beyond the political and economic dimensions of the border – has been used by 

Varadkar (see 5.1.1 and 5.1.2) and Coveney (see 5.2.1) in their speeches as well. It serves as a 

reminder of how closely interconnected these different sectors are and how the border impacts 

every single one of them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 9: Helen McEntee, Leo Varadkar and Simon Coveney at a government statement on the completion of 

phase 1 of the Brexit negotiations (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2018a, n. p.) 
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6. Discussion of results 

 

From the analysis of speeches and policy documents, a number of interpretations about the 

perception of the Irish border can be made. Many of these refer to the theoretical basis of this 

thesis and the shift in the way borders have been, and are, perceived by theorists over the course 

of time.  

 

The Irish border has undergone a multitude of changes that can easily be related to the three 

theoretical subsections, mainly the transition from a hard to a soft border, and an uncertain 

future in which another hardening is possible. These changes have been outlined in chapter 4 

as well. Features of MARTINEZ’ transition model from alienated to integrated borderlands (see 

2.2) are also detectable. The way Irish politicians talk about the border both in their speeches 

and documents also relates to the different stages of the border in three different time periods. 

From a “place of bloodshed and violence” (see 5.1.2) to an “invisible border” (see 5.2.1 and 

5.3.1), and possibly back to a “meaningful border” (see 5.2.2) in the future – the speakers and 

documents characterise different statuses of the border in their vocabulary, depending on if they 

refer to the past, present or future. 

 

In that sense, various quotes from the analysis could be starting points for extensive discussion 

on theoretical border issues. Already touched upon, Varadkar’s “borders wouldn’t matter” (see 

5.1.1) statement is – just like “invisible” or “absence of a border” – a strong indication that, at 

least in the Republic of Ireland, the perception of the border in its current state is that there 

essentially is no border, at least not one that acts out its traditionally assigned role as a barrier. 

This perception gives rise to discussion as it questions the fundamental feature of borders in the 

traditional sense: dividing territories and marking the end of one state’s sovereignty. Advocates 

of soft borders and scholars of fairly recent border theories might then answer the question 

posed in 5.1.1 – if a border is still a border if it does not act out its traditional function – with a 

simple “no”, since the foundation and purpose of it has been undermined. Others, especially 

political scientists of the traditional realm, might disagree and point to the fact that the border 

– in this case the Irish one – still fulfils its primary purpose which is to divide two different 

states. Furthermore, one of their arguments is that a border exists as long as it is talked about. 

All these different views are aspects of the question “What makes a border a border?”. 
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These aspects are worthy of mention, particularly when keeping in mind the turbulent history 

of the Irish border itself. Viewed in a more general context, as already mentioned in the analysis, 

Varadkar’s statement gives reason to discuss the question of whether borders in 21st century 

Europe still matter – in a time of regional integration, a time of free trade and free movement 

of people. Again, there are arguments for different possible answers. People who are of the 

opinion that borders do not matter anymore might point to statements just as Varadkar’s. Others 

might refer to the imposition of border controls in many European countries as a result of the 

migration crisis (see 2.3), or – in the particular case of the Irish border – to the Brexit as a sort 

of “proof” that, with changing political contexts, the significance of the border has not been put 

to rest, but always remained and has now been reactivated. 

 

Another striking aspect of the analysis results is that both the perceptions and the way they are 

expressed are extremely consistent throughout the speakers and policy documents. As outlined 

above and in numerous sections of the analysis, the border is perceived in the same way among 

the Fine Gael representatives and their publications, up to and including the phrases they use. 

This is an aspect that points to the idea of speaking with one common voice, and it is even more 

noteworthy given the fact that the venues and audiences of the speeches are very different from 

each other – for example Varadkar addressing Queen’s University Belfast and the European 

Parliament, or Coveney speaking to a U.S.-American vs. a British audience. 

 

Regarding the leading question, a perception of a hardening border – combined with a fear of 

one – is definitely immanent in the speeches and policy documents by the Irish government and 

its representatives. This is evident not only in explicit calls for “no return to a hard border” (see 

5.1.1, 5.1.3, 5.2.2 and 5.4.1), but by explicitly turning to images of the past and present to 

underline this point. For the past, this is done by referencing a “brutal physical manifestation 

of historic divisions and political failure” (see 5.1.2) or “accompanying military installations” 

(see 5.4.2), emphasising what a hard border meant in the past and could mean in the future. For 

the present, the gains of the GFA and the peace process are continuously stressed: free travel, 

no customs checks, cross-border education, cross-border health care, etc. (see 5.2.1). It seems 

as if Varadkar and his ministers tirelessly make an effort to highlight what is at stake in this 

process of the UK leaving the EU.  

 

Political geography as a science, and border theory in particular, always appeared to be quite 

detached from practical political decision-making – a separate entity in which scholars have 
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predominantly acted as observers of trends and processes, trying to establish patterns and 

creating concepts to summarise these processes. In this analysis, however, it became clear that 

politics actively references theoretical views and paradigm shifts established in border literature 

– though most likely not consciously, but nevertheless to a significant degree. The shift in the 

perception of borders is reflected in politics as well, so to speak, with members of the Irish 

government speaking of a border in today’s world that is virtually non-existent – which has to 

be noted as quite unusual, because politics, as opposed to e.g. economy, had been the field in 

which a traditional understanding of borders as markers of territorial sovereignty has for the 

most part been upheld, even in the face of EU integration and globalisation. While a cross-

border dimension of phenomena has been acknowledged for quite some time, it is still striking 

that borders are denoted with terms like these by active politicians.  

 

The case study of references to the Irish border in speeches and documents showed that the 

dynamics of borders are inherent in both theoretical and political vantage points, also discarding 

the idea that the transition from a hard to a soft border or from alienated to integrated 

borderlands is a one-way street. A border might go from meaningful to meaningless, from hard 

to soft, from visible to invisible – but it might nevertheless go back to what it was. This is the 

idea that both theory, contemporary developments and statements from Irish politicians suggest.  
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7. Conclusion and outlook 

 

In this thesis, the shifting sense of how borders are perceived in the 21st century has been 

examined by means of the case study Northern Ireland and an analysis of speeches given and 

policy documents issued by members of the current government of the Republic of Ireland. The 

thesis analysed the leading question if Irish politicians perceive and/or fear a return to a hard 

border on the island of Ireland, and if so, how this perception or fear is articulated in their 

statements and documents. The overarching aim in which these questions were embedded was 

in how far these statements reflect the change in the perception of borders in general. “Change” 

does not relate solely to a one-way direction in the evolution of borders, for example from hard 

to soft, but also to a potential reversal of the process of softening borders or their transition from 

alienated to integrated borderlands. 

 

First, the term “border” was defined and discussed in the theoretical chapter, also distinguishing 

it from similar terms such as “frontier”. It was assessed that borders act as divisions between 

different communities, and that this is a continuing process – “bordering” – dependent on 

political and societal circumstances. It was also shown that sovereignty plays an essential part 

in the traditional understanding of borders, as borders demarcate sovereignty of a nation-state 

over a territory. The second part described the shift in the perception of borders by theorists in 

the 1990s and early 2000s as a result of events and processes such as the collapse of the Soviet 

Union, globalisation and EU integration. While some proclaimed borders to be obsolete, others 

stated that they were merely changing in role and acting out different functions. 

Supranationalism (especially in the EU) is closely associated with these soft borders. The third 

part depicted recent trends of neo-nationalism and protectionism in Europe as a result of, among 

others, the migrant crisis of 2015 onwards, and how these trends might result in another shift 

in border theory, possibly resulting in borders being perceived as hard or at least relevant again 

in a number of contexts. 

 

In the methodological section, content analysis or, often used synonymously, textual analysis, 

was introduced as the method of choice and defined as a way to make inferences from texts 

about their context and meaning. Interpretive content analysis was chosen as the type of content 

analysis used for this study, defined as not only analysing content that is explicitly stated in the 

text, but also content that is implied or suggested. The second part of this chapter described 

how the search for and selection of speeches by Irish Fine Gael politicians and their policy 
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documents was conducted, which happened on various government websites according to their 

mentions of the border or its synonyms and associated terms. 

 

The background chapter first gave an overview of the Northern Ireland conflict as a sectarian 

struggle between Protestant loyalists on the one side and Catholic nationalists on the other. It 

also made reference to the border during this time, highlighting that, whilst violence was 

concentrated in urban centres, there were also incidents at the border which resulted in there 

being checkpoints, watchtowers and controls. The second part characterised the GFA of 1998 

and the peace process, including the way this has affected the border by continuously 

eliminating barriers in the region, resulting in the open and virtually invisible border we find 

today. The closing section of the chapter dealt with the Brexit referendum and the debate – on 

UK, Republic of Ireland and EU level – that followed regarding the status of the Irish border, 

with a focus on the Republic of Ireland and fears of future trade barriers and customs checks as 

well as negative impacts on the fragile peace in Northern Ireland.  

 

In the analysis, speeches and one interview by Taoiseach Leo Varadkar, Minister for Foreign 

Affairs and Trade and Tánaiste Simon Coveney, and Minister of State for European Affairs 

Helen McEntee, as well as two policy documents were examined regarding their references to 

the Irish border. It was found that the speakers and documents use a similar language when it 

comes to describing the border in its past and present status – with adjectives such as “hard”, 

“soft”, “invisible”, etc. – and that there is an apprehension regarding the possibility of a return 

to a hard border, evident in many of the statements investigated. Other statements – such as 

“borders wouldn’t matter” or “meaningful border” – can be utilised as a basis for discussion on 

a more general level regarding borders, including questions such as “Do borders still matter?” 

or “What makes a border a border?”, both briefly touched upon in the discussion chapter. In 

this way, the findings of the analysis both serve as answers to the Ireland-specific leading 

questions and to the more overarching aim of this thesis which is to explore the shift in border 

perception.   

 

The discussion chapter brought these findings together and illustrated the way not only political 

geography has come up with different conceptualisations of borders and recognised paradigm 

shifts regarding them, but that also in politics, decision makers speak about borders that do not 

matter or could matter in the future. Related to this point is that the border phenomenon is seen 

by both theory/political geography and practice/politics as dynamic, with borders changing in 
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role and nature, and not exclusively in one direction. It is this ever-changing role of borders in 

different political, historical or cultural contexts which has been recognised by theorists and 

practitioners alike.  

 

This thesis tries to contribute to the ongoing debate about borders and their significance in 

today’s world at a crucial point in time. The case study – the Irish border and the Brexit – is 

very current and has the potential to fuel extensive discussion about borders in Europe and how 

relevant they are or should be. The argument raised by the Irish Fine Gael politicians, clearly 

advocating a soft border, is brought across very persistently and convincingly, as references to 

the violence of the past and the peaceful transformation into a soft border are meant to remind 

us all of the gains that this open border has brought about and simultaneously of the fragile 

peace it is connected to. Especially in times of close European integration, this point is of vital 

importance since it should be in the interest of all EU embers and the UK to prevent another 

escalation on European territory.  

 

Embedded in a larger context, the debate about borders in general is touched upon in this thesis 

as well, and this work is trying to illustrate how quickly borders can change and that the status 

quo of one border cannot be taken for granted. The thesis also outlined the consequences of soft 

borders and integrated borderlands, and the way they can be interconnected with political peace 

and economic progress. In this way, it can hopefully add to the discussions taking place at the 

intersection between science and politics and their pursuit of feasible solutions to the challenges 

of today’s globalised world – challenges which, as we have seen, almost always have a cross-

border dimension to them.  

 

Nevertheless, the thesis has some deficits, for example regarding its scope. While Northern 

Ireland serves as a prime example for a border transitioning from hard to soft and now 

potentially hardening again, it remains highly debatable if the theory and methodology used for 

this analysis can be universally applied to other border regions as well to investigate if borders 

are becoming relevant again. The Irish border has a very complex and unique history to it, and 

so do other border regions which significantly differ in many ways. It is questionable if a 

content analysis comprising speeches and policy documents could work to analyse today’s 

shifting significance of e.g. the U.S.-Mexico border, which is another example of a very 

complex, yet considerably different border and its history.  
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Mentioning the USA and Mexico, another scope-related issue of the thesis becomes apparent: 

Its focus on Europe limits its applicability to non-European regions, especially because many 

of the processes resulting in both the softening of the border and the current risk of re-imposition 

are closely connected to the EU. While there are many non-European supranational 

organisations such as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) or the Union of 

South American Nations (USAN) which exert influence on state’s territory and borders, these 

institutions differ substantially from the EU in many respects. But also within Europe, the 

Catalan independence movement, South Tyrol and even Scotland are all clearly different from 

Northern Ireland regarding their unique political, historical, economic and cultural backgrounds 

which makes it necessary to assess them individually, quite possibly with a completely different 

analytical concept, in order to answer similar questions. 

 

Another issue is the topicality of the subject matter. With Brexit scheduled to come into effect 

in March 2019, an intended two-year transition period and UK-EU negotiations still ongoing, 

many aspects touched upon in the thesis might be subject to change or could not be dealt with 

in detail due to the lack of scientific sources concerned with them. 

 

Lastly, researcher subjectivity is, as always, an issue, also regarding this study. In the methods 

section, the choice of the Irish government and Fine Gael position for analysis was motivated, 

but it is clear that the selection – based on the ostensible lack of the Irish voice being heard in 

the Brexit debate, as mentioned before – already carries with it a subjective view on the issue. 

This view is consequently present in the interpretation of statements by the politicians, and the 

process of “picking out” statements for analysis that the analyst deems interesting and suitable 

– an approach which is, while being regarded as MCKEE as legitimate (see 3.1), highly 

debatable – obviously leads the analysis outcomes into a certain direction.  

 

Future research in the area – meaning the Irish border in particular – is needed and could, for 

example, focus on other political parties in Ireland (North and South) and the way they perceive 

the border in their speeches and documents, for example Sinn Féin, the left-wing republican 

party active in both Northern Ireland and the Republic. Perspectives from UK parties, EU 

institutions or large EU members such as Germany or France are also certain to broaden the 

perspective. Furthermore, there is a need to include other relevant sectors in the analysis of the 

border shift as well, apart from politics. These include economy, health care, education, culture 

and religion. Lastly, scientific studies including people living in the border region are needed, 
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for example interviews. Cross-border workers, commuters, even people with their house 

partially being in Northern Ireland and the Republic have been the subject of articles and 

reportages by The Guardian and other newspapers and magazines. Regarding these, one could 

also envision a media analysis to investigate the same question – how the border is perceived – 

applied to newspapers, books, paintings, and a plethora of other media. These are studies that 

could help in broadening the frame and give a clearer picture of the border region, how it is 

potentially impacted by the Brexit and how people perceive the border now and conceivably 

will in the future.  
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