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New Ireland Forum report, 1984

‘Assessment of  the Present Problem’, 4.3

“The immobility and short-term focus of  British policy - the fact 

that it has been confined to crisis management and does not take 

account of  fundamental causes - is making an already dangerous 

situation worse. 

There is increasing frustration with the state of  political paralysis, 

uncertainty as to long-term British intentions and growing 

mutual mistrust between both sections of  the community.”
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Postnationalist Ireland

Britain and Ireland ‘are capable of  

reimagining their ideological legacies 

in the light of  present crises and 

future possibilities.’ (p11)
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Why is it so difficult to conceive ‘flexible and 

imaginative’ solutions for the Irish border 

after Brexit?

1. Extraction from the EU context

2. Intractable nationalisms have come to the fore

3. Difficulty of future-oriented thinking in NI

What is needed now?

1. Agreement

2. Territorial differentiation

3. Complexity
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Why is it so difficult? 
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1. Extraction from the EU

‘Unbaking a cake’

 European integration has not transcended 

national sovereignty but transformed it.
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 ABOVE ALL ELSE

 Depoliticisation and 

normalisation of  

cross-border 

cooperation

 TRADE

 Removal of  customs 

posts/tariffs

 Reduction of  non-

tariff  barriers to 

trade

 Harmonised 

regulatory system 

 Harmonisation of  

indirect taxation

 Major cross-border 

infrastructural 

projects

 CITIZENS

 Common EU 

citizenship

 Right to cross-

border work

 Employment 

legislation

 Supra-national rights

 Treatment Abroad 

scheme, emergency 

ambulance transfers

 Special protections 

for Frontier Workers

 CLOSER UNION…

 European Cohesion 

policy and funds

 Community-level 

funding for cross-

border projects

 Closer security 

cooperation and 

communication

 Education and 

research cooperation 

 Same standards in 

environmental 

protection

How Has the EU Changed the Irish Border? 

Threats…

Flexibility?

1. Extraction from the EU
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2. Intractable nationalisms to the fore
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DUP 2017 Manifesto
2. Intractable nationalisms
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Sinn Féin 2017 Manifesto
2. Intractable nationalisms to the fore
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Border poll

 Dangers of  majoritarian logic

 Belief  in unitary nationalism

 Hardline political positions in anticipation

 Uneasy limbo in the meantime…

3. Difficulty of future-oriented thinking2. Intractable nationalisms +
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If  the majority of  people in Northern Ireland ever voted to 

become part of  a United Ireland do you think you…
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If  the majority of  people in Northern Ireland never voted to 

become part of  a United Ireland do you think you…
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Negative Silence

“A communication does not communicate the world, it divides 
it”. (Niklas Luhmann, 1989)

Negative silence avoids the divisive effects of  language without 
contributing anything in addition; 

it reproduces the divisive semiotics around a particular subject 
and represents a failure to agree on either meaning or definition.

Whilst ‘positive silence’ slowly creates the space for shared 
sentiment and (ultimately) common discourse in Northern 
Ireland, there is a ‘negative silence’ that threatens to cut 
through the very foundations of  the peace process. 

3. Difficulty of future-oriented thinking
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“it’s ok to talk about other things, but [the constitutional question] 
is just one of  those things you’re not allowed talk about 

...Because that is what people were fighting for and maybe there is a 
fear if  you bring it up it could bring up old bad stuff. 

And we’ve moved away from that in some ways but it’s still there, 
and maybe that is why these [north/south] relationships need to be 
forged. But nobody wants it to be brought up.” (Focus Group, 2013)

“growing up in South Derry a lot of history had been painted over 
or diluted because it was easier to move forward [that way]; people 
would rather avoid the subject than engage in a conversation that 
can be controversial.” (Essay, 2016)

The Agreement Generation

3. Difficulty of future-oriented thinking
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What is needed now?
16
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 Concurrence: 

Protect the peace process; avoid a hard border

Divergence:

‘Integrity’ of  what; Frictionless; Invisibility

1. Agreement
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Internal differentiation within EU

 Secession from the UK (or Irish unification)

UK remains in the EU

England and Wales withdraw 

UK leaves the EU 

NI (and Scotland) remain in

BUT all would introduce new borders with/in UK

2. Territorial Differentiation
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External differentiation for EU

 Arrangements with non-EU members

 EEA (Single Market) 

 Customs Union

Bespoke arrangements for territories of  non-MS

E.g. Kalingrad

Micro-states/regions/overseas territories

E.g. northern Cyprus, Anguilla

2. Territorial Differentiation
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New types of  differentiation?

 Not territorially-based

 No binaries, but additions/opt-ins

 Sector-specific arrangements

 Enhance regional diversity

 Use existing institutions

 Bring in evidence

2. Territorial Differentiation +
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3. Complexity
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Challenges

 How to connect this ‘imagination’ to the peace 

process?

 How to ensure flexibility within the UK?

 How to equip and build institutions/ structures 

necessary for these complex arrangements?

 How to find the political will when there is a 

lack of  regional-level devolution/thinking?

3. Complexity
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Rethinking ‘the totality of  relations’

‘such rethinking requires us to think beyond 

our inherited models of  sovereignty, nation-state and 

nationalism, in order to create new paradigms of  

political and cultural accommodation between all the 

citizens on these islands’.

‘..the important thing at this historical juncture is 

that we begin to rethink who and what we are, not 

just on both sides of  the Irish border but on both 

sides of  the Irish Sea.’ (Kearney, 1997: 12)
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3. Complexity
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Conclusion
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