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“If we keep remembering our past as the implement of how
we interrogate our future, things will never change.”
- Irish arts officer for the city council, interview 12 April 2019
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Abstract
A new language of the Troubles in Northern Ireland dominates international media today. This is
especially the case in the city of Derry/Londonderry, where media reported on a car bomb on 19
January 2019, its explosion almost killing five passer-by’s. Only three months later, during Easter, the
death of young journalist Lyra McKee shocked the world. International media link these stories to one
event that has attracted the eyes of the world: Brexit, and the looming hard border between the United
Kingdom and the Republic of Ireland. In this thesis, I analyse the micro impact of the looming hard
border on the everyday lives of ordinary citizens in the city of Derry/Londonderry and aim to
apprehend their response to the border from a sociological and cultural viewpoint. I base my research
on theories concerning borders, identities, boundaries and violence and twelve weeks of
anthropological fieldwork consisting of small talk, interviews and participant observation. The resulting
different perspectives lead me to conclude that the looming hard border has different meanings to
different people, but that these meanings are not opposites of each other. In fact, the fear and
uncertainty around the looming hard border has allowed for two processes to occur at the same time:
one of division and one of unity. Ordinary citizens in Derry/Londonderry divide based on national
identity – Irish or British – when confronted with the impact of the looming hard border through a
process of Othering, a Fear of Repetition and a Fear of Extinction. At the same time, they unite along
two lines: a transnational European identity, and what I call an “Identity of Hope”: a cultural unification
as a response to sporadic acts of violence from paramilitary actors and international narratives that
link the looming hard border to violence.

Keywords: Northern Ireland, Derry/Londonderry, Brexit, border, identity, identity politics, class
inequality, boundaries, violence, Irish Republican Army (IRA), paramilitary organizations, European
Union, United Kingdom, political void
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Main Concepts and Abbreviations
CONCEPT
IRISH

EXPLANATION
National label

BRITISH

National label

NATIONALIST
REPUBLICAN
UNIONIST
LOYALIST
PROTESTANT
CATHOLIC

Political label
Political label
Political label
Political label
Religious label
Religious label

DUP
SINN FÉIN
IRA
UDA
UDF
SAORADH
AONTU

British Moderate political party
Irish Moderate political party
Irish Paramilitary organization
British Paramilitary organization
British Paramilitary organization
Irish Republican political party
Irish Republican political party with
links to the New IRA
Liberal and centrist political party

ALLIANCE

MEANING
Those who identify as Irish in
Northern Ireland
Those who identify as British in
Northern Ireland
Moderate desire for United Ireland
Strong desire for United Ireland
Moderate desire for Union with UK
Strong desire for Union with UK

Democratic Unionist Party
Irish Republican Army
Ulster Defence Association
Ulster Defence Force
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Maps

The NorthWest Region. Retrieved from: http://irelandnw.com/

A Map of the UK. Retrieved from:
https://www.visitengland.com/uk-united-kingdom

Location of Derry/Londonderry in Northern Ireland,. Retrieved from: https://news.sky.com/story/petrol-bombs-thrown-atlondonderry-police-10475198
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Derry/Londonderry in relation to the border. Retrieved from Google Maps

A Map of Derry/Londonderry. Retrieved from:
https://www.kunstinkaart.nl/product-categorie/derry/
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Introduction
Northern Ireland is the only region in the world where its residents can apply for two passports: Irish
and British. This might sound extraordinary for those who have not immersed themselves in the
subject, but it is an everyday reality for ordinary citizens in Northern Ireland. The British, Irish and
Northern Ireland government – also known as Stormont – designed this compromise as part of the
Good Friday Agreement, which aims to address the causes and consequences of a 30-year-long civil
war (1968-1998).1 People internationally describe this period as the Troubles, during which identitybased paramilitary presence in the form of, amongst others, the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and the
Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) and the British military formed a constant concern on local and
international levels (Hancock, 1998).
After the Good Friday Agreement was signed, discourses on the Troubles slowly disappeared
internationally, and violence declined. Today, however, the Troubles and language of violence
dominate international media and local narratives once again. This is especially the case in the city of
Derry/Londonderry. On 19 January 2019, a Dutch news agency reported an incident in this city: a bomb
was placed in a car in the city centre, its explosion almost killing five passer-by’s (AD, 2019). The New
IRA – a 2012 breakaway party of the in 2001 disbanded paramilitary IRA – claimed this attack (Derry
Journal, 2019). Only three months later, the death of young journalist Lyra McKee in the same city,
who was caught in a riot between the New IRA and British police officers, shocked the world.
One event is the cause for the recurrence of international narratives concerning identity and
violence. On June 23, 2016, a public referendum gave the population of the United Kingdom a vote on
remaining in or leaving the European Union (EU). In this referendum, characterized by an exceptional
high turnout of 72%, 51.9% of the population of the United Kingdom voted to withdraw from the
European Union. In Northern Ireland, a minority voted to leave (44.1%), in Derry/Londonderry this
number was a mere 21.7% (BBC, 2016). In popular speech, but also increasingly in official rhetoric, this
moment became known as “Brexit”.2
The United Kingdom cannot simply leave the EU: negotiations and agreements about a
coherent exit-strategy and future (trade) relationships with the EU are vital, and have resulted in more
than three years of extended deadlines, discussions about a new referendum and the abdication of
not one, but two prime ministers: David Cameron resigned after the results of the referendum in 2016,

1

This agreement is also known as the Belfast Agreement.
Nigel Farage, leader of the UK Independence Party, described Brexit as “Independence Day” for Britain and
the breaking of dawn (Al Jazeera, 2016). However, Al Jazeera (2016) itself takes a negative position, and
considers Brexit to be the moment of financial breakdown of the British markets. Furthermore, an article in the
Guardian describes June 23 as “a dramatic night that divides the nation” (Asthana, Quinn & Mason, 2016).
2
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and his successor Theresa May withdrew on May 24, 2019 as a result of her failure to construct a
withdrawal agreement. Th European Union agreed upon her deal a mere four months before the first
deadline on March 29, 2019, but a historic majority in the House of Commons in Westminster voted
against it. The major issue that they disapproved concerned the so-called backstop: the border on the
island of Ireland. Simply stated, the moment Brexit occurs, it creates two external borders of the
European Union with the United Kingdom. One border separates the Republic of Ireland – to remain
part of the EU – and Northern Ireland, a constituent country that is part of the United Kingdom.3
Currently, people and goods can move around freely within the European Union but are checked at
strict border controls the moment a person or good crosses the EU-external border (for instance
between Romania and Moldavia). Similar to all external borders of the EU, goods and people crossing
the Irish border would be subjected to strict border regulations. However, the Irish border is immersed
in a troubled past – see chapter 3 – and presents an unsolved dilemma for the negotiators. The impact
of these debates about the border between the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland has its impact
on the region and brings back memories of a past that people have tried to forget. This thesis is situated
right in the middle of this precarious environment.
Many scholars have identified and stressed the link between borders and everyday life
(Jarman, 2016; Murtagh, 2001; Buchanan, 2008; Baud & van Schendel, 1997; Diez & Hayward, 2008;
Paasi, 2009; Rumford, 2008; Jones, 2014). Todd (2016) has taken this argument a step further by
explaining that that particular events, especially those influencing borders and boundaries, can trigger
a local process of identity construction and complexity. Furthermore, Vojvoda (2016) highlighted the
importance of borders for the analysis of cultural identity conflict, and Amartya Sen (2008) theorized
that cultural identity factors and poverty and inequality resulting from a border can lead to violence.
Northern Ireland has already validated above-mentioned theories in the past.4 But even today, some
actors acknowledge that possible local and social dilemmas could from a hard border. In fact, prior to
the Brexit referendum, then British Home Secretary Theresa May mentioned that the vote for Brexit
will have a “negative impact on the North/South border [on the Irish island], bringing cost and
disruption to […] people’s lives” (McCall, 2018, p.297). Therefore, the local social and cultural
consequences of the looming hard border next to Derry/Londonderry forms the basis of this research.
Based on the application of different theories to contemporary empirical findings in Northern
Ireland, this research aims to answer the following main question: In what ways do the Brexitinfluenced discussions around the looming hard UK-Ireland border impact everyday life in
Derry/Londonderry, Northern Ireland? I answer this question through an in-depth study of the history

3
4

The other border will be the border between Gibraltar and Spain.
See chapter 3 for an elaboration on the history of Northern Ireland and Derry/Londonderry in particular.
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of Northern Ireland and the border, the present-day attitudes of ordinary citizens to the UK-Ireland
border, the essence and performance of different identities, the presence of social boundaries and the
perceived links to violence. Throughout this thesis, I aim to show that two processes exist
simultaneously. The first corresponds to the international media discourse and is one of division and
difference. The second process highlights similarities and focuses on the fact that ordinary people are
not as opposed to each other as they themselves perceive, or as the media portrays it.
The case study of this research is the city of Derry/Londonderry. It is located less than six
kilometres from the UK-Ireland border as the crow flies. As a borderland city, Derry/Londonderry deals
with identity construction, ethnic complexity, majority and minority institutional arrangements,
tolerance, cooperative and conflict forces on a heightened level (Flynn, 1997). Moreover, it is the place
where not only the Troubles began in 1968, which led to a 30-year-long civil war, but it is also the city
that has led the way to peace. Furthermore, in this city, a large majority – 78.3% – voted to stay in the
European Union, compared to 55.8% in Northern Ireland and 48.1% in the United Kingdom.
The goal of this research is to explore how the looming hard border next to Derry/Londonderry
influences the everyday lives of people who live in this city. Thereby, I aspire to add new insights to
existing theories regarding the localized cultural and social consequences of international borders and
to contribute to public debates concerning Northern Ireland’s current circumstances. Furthermore, I
hope this research will bring undiscussed topics out in the open for the ordinary citizens of
Derry/Londonderry, and will allow them to read about and maybe even understand the perspective of
their fellow citizens. Finally, its new insights are hopefully of interest to different community initiatives,
city councils and grassroots organizations all over the world that deal with topics concerning borders,
boundaries, identity and violence.

Content Summary
In the first chapter, I provide the reader with a theoretical outline. Amongst others, concepts like
borders, boundaries, territoriality, power, identity, conflict and violence make their entrance. I analyse
these concepts based on the theories of influential scholars in the fields of sociology, anthropology
and border studies and discuss how these concepts relate to each other by creating a conceptual
model. The second chapter concerns methodology. I discuss how I undertook fieldwork, confronted
dilemmas and navigated through Derry/Londonderry. I highlight decisions I have made during
fieldwork, but also during analysis and the final writing of this thesis. The subsequent chapter
introduces Derry/Londonderry. It takes the reader along the history of the city and Northern Ireland
and concludes with a segment on the present-day context. Chapter four introduces the border on the
Irish island. It highlights the different narratives that exist around the border and the different
Introduction │ 14
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functions of the border to the inhabitants of Derry/Londonderry. Chapter five introduces identities and
boundaries, and relates the border to the enhanced awareness of identities, and in turn associates
identities to boundaries to various aspects of everyday life. I show that the looming hard border next
to Derry/Londonderry directly and indirectly influences identities and boundaries in the city, and that
their interplay creates a vacuum. In turn, this vacuum leads to social and cultural entrenchment, and
allows for the perfect environment for paramilitary organizations, but also for grass roots initiatives to
thrive. In chapter 6, I show the different narratives concerning violence, and highlight the resilience of
the majority of ordinary citizens in Derry/Londonderry towards paramilitary influence. The conclusion
follows Hays (1994) by claiming that the interconnectedness between unity and division shapes the
culture and everyday life of Derry/Londonderry. Based on the theory of multi-identity work
(Goodhand, Klem & Korf, 2009) I draw three major conclusions: (1) borders have different meanings
for different people, (2) the uncertainty around the border polarizes different identities and (3) this
same uncertainty and fear brings people together by creating a common identity that transcends,
rather than replaces, polarized Irish and British identities.
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1. Borders, Boundaries, Identity and Violence: a Theoretical
Exploration
To understand the local impact of the Irish border on everyday life in Derry/Londonderry, this research
incorporates multiple themes: borders, identity, boundaries and violence. These themes are core
concepts within social sciences and are far from under-researched. The added value of the
anthropological approach taken in this research are constructive and bottom-up methods – see
chapter 2 –, which allows for a focus on the conscious and unconscious practices in the everyday lives
of ordinary citizens. This provides compelling insights into the different concepts. Henceforth, I not
only interpret the concepts central to this research and relate them to a specific case study, I also
provide insight into the contextualized relation between different theories. In other words: this
research analyses the meaning of significant concepts and their relations on a local level.
I first analyse all core concepts through a general theoretical framework, after which I
elaborate on the relation between these concepts. I cite several theories that provide insight into the
possible interconnectedness of the different concepts, which in turn allows for the construction of a
conceptual framework. Throughout the text, I make references to the relevance of these theories to
Northern Ireland’s past and present. This structure provides the basis for the rest of this thesis, in
which I will further elaborate in detail on the city of Derry/Londonderry in relation to Northern Ireland
through empirical evidence that both supports and invalidates this framework.

1.1 Introducing Borders and Boundaries
The incentive of this research is the Brexit-induced looming hard border next to Derry/Londonderry.
However, two types of borders exist in town.5 One manifests itself as a physical line “separating two
countries, administrative divisions, or other areas” (Oxford Dictionary, unknown), and is described here
as border. This border can be a hard border – with queues for customs checks and import tariffs – or a
soft border, which is one that people can easily cross without having to wait in line (McCall, 2018). The
second category “a border on the mind”.6 This is a means of organizing social space through the
practice of real and imagined in- and exclusionary practices and strategies located away from a physical
border. In this research, for means of increased understanding on the part of the reader, I refer to this
border on the mind as a boundary. In other words, following Paasi, boundaries are “social, cultural and
political constructs that are made meaningful and are exploited by human beings” in territorial
5

Irish 40-year-old Derry/Londonderry born PhD researcher on borders, storytelling and ex-prisoners, interview
14 May 2019
6
Irish Nationalist 45-year-old owner of a small café in the city, conversation 19 April 2019
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practices, discourses and symbols (2001, p.22). Despite its distinct application, the definitions show
that borders and boundaries have a similar meaning. In fact, the theoretical history of borders and
boundaries makes these two concepts intrinsically linked. Due to this historical connectivity and
similarity in meanings, I will introduce the two concepts together in the beginning of this theoretical
framework. Eventually, I will set these concepts apart when I discuss their theoretical relation to two
concepts: identities and violence.

1.1.1 Borders and Boundaries over Time
Boundaries are a theoretical successor of borders. The latter received a tremendous amount of
research since the end of the 19th century and beginning of the 20th century (Newman & Paasi, 1998).
Its genesis in research lies at the US-Mexican border (Chávez, 2013), which theorists primarily
understood as a fixed, stable outcome of political decision-making processes (Newman 2006; Newman
& Paasi, 1998; Paasi, 1999), often against potential external threats (Joseph & Rothfuss, 2014;
Newman, 2006). Borders were thus official constructs (Baud & Van Schendel, 1997), and many scholars
understood them as a geographical manifestation of the practice of a sovereign state: beyond the
borderline lies another sovereign state with its own laws and enforcement regimes. As such, borders
represented the first, and only, opportunity to “identify, classify and organize the people and things
entering the state’s territory” (Jones, 2014, p. 199). Consequently, human experience with borders
only occurred when they crossed a physical, state-induced border (Johnson & Jones, 2014).
In the 1980’s, academic thinking allowed for a critical attitude towards this approach, and
many scholars started to believe that state borders should not be taken for granted. Rather than
historical and fixed outcomes, they considered borders to be functional, for example by serving as
active political containment (Newman & Paasi, 1998). Baud and Van Schendel (1997) explained that in
this period the border was linked to the concept of power: borders were projections of territorial
power (Baud & van Schendel, 1997). This new approach saw a border as impermanent, changeable
and contested.
A decade later, in the 1990’s, the age of globalization accounted for a third conceptualization
of borders in academic thought: the disappearance of borders altogether (Joseph & Rothfuss, 2014;
Paasi, 1999, Newman & Paasi, 1998). This post-modernist perspective of de-territorialization
suggested that all borders would eventually vanish, therefore creating one big cosmopolitan world
without any restrictions. However, with the belief that the process of globalization (1) was not linear,
completed or irreversible, and (2) did not touch every person or location in the world, Scholte (Paasi,
2001), amongst others, invalidated this hypothesis soon after it emerged. This had two consequences.
First, Newman and Paasi (1998) argue that this criticism has created a new interest in the meaning of
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borders. According to them, the rise of nationalism is an example of this new interest. This has led to
a re-bordering process of physical borders (Meier, 2013) and the re-emergence of calls for state
sovereignty (Newman & Paasi, 1998). The presence of Brexit is just one of the many examples of this
perspective on borders.
However, this perspective has also led to a fourth conceptualization of borders that likewise
relates to sovereignty: the creation of non-physical borders, better known as boundaries. These are
often linked to practices of security. Newman and Paasi believe that this new security practice is the
result of the imposition of a foreign culture, for example through colonization (1998). Whereas Brexit
does not account for the introduction of a foreign culture – the British have been in Northern Ireland
since the 16th century – many respondents have told me that the looming hard border between the
Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland is a symbol of British colonial practices. In the past, this
colonial presence has already created boundaries between British and Irish citizens in terms of,
amongst others, education, voting rights and employment opportunities. As such, the study of borders
has moved away from the edges of a nation-state, towards boundaries that are not located at the
state-induced border, but everywhere else (Newman & Paasi, 1998).
This increasingly accepted reasoning implied serious changes in the way theorists perceive
borders today (Cooper, Perkins & Rumford, 2014), and the change from fixed, stable outcomes of
political decision-making processes has been enormous. Today, borders and boundaries are about “the
continual interactions and intersections between the actions of people within the constraints and
limits placed by contextual and structural factors” (Brunet-Jailly in Iossifova, 2013). Multiple scholars,
amongst those Rumford (2013), Szary (2014) and Paasi (2009), have stressed the change of a physical
location of a border, to “borders are everywhere”, a theory originated by Balibar (1998) and
increasingly focusing on boundaries rather than borders. Finally, Paasi (1999) demonstrated that the
ownership of borders is changing, away from the nation-state towards borders and boundaries that
are not necessarily produced by a state, but are created by ordinary citizens.
As such, processes of de-territorialization inherently implied new processes of reterritorialization by (1) a renewed focus on borders, and (2) the development from borders into
boundaries (Paasi, 1999). However, despite different conceptualizations, Newman and Paasi (1998, p.
200) call for the need to holistically link borders and boundaries, and this is exactly what I show in this
research while studying the consequences of the prolonged Brexit process in Northern Ireland. Cooper
et al., (2014) argue the same: borders have increasingly become mechanisms to control people rather
than territory. The resulting response of ordinary citizens to this control of people has two
consequences: they can influence physical borders, but they can also influence locally-induced
boundaries.
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1.1.2 Similarities
Despite diverging meanings, borders and boundaries have similar characteristics. Simply stated, they
are designed to separate and filter. Hence, they in- and exclude groups of people (Cooper et al., 2014).
As such, borders and boundaries create a distinction between people living on one side and those
inhabiting the other side. This would mean that in Northern Ireland, the border separates Irish citizens
who live in the Republic of Ireland and the British people living in the United Kingdom that Northern
Ireland is part of. Boundaries have the same effect: a British Loyalist Leaver told me that he will not
visit a pub with Irish flags.7 However, both borders and boundaries also imply the existence of networks
and systems of interaction (Flynn, 1997). These flows do not only account for goods and services, but
also for people. Hence, the open and relatively young border in Northern Ireland allows ordinary
citizens to identify as Irish while living in the United Kingdom. Finally, Cooper and Perkins (2012)
consider both borders and boundaries to be polysemic: they have different meanings to different
people and act differently on different groups.
Following Paasi (1999), the border thus shows a practice of securitization of space by dividing
– as desired by most British citizens who welcome the border – and linking, primarily done by Irish
citizens who consider the border as imposed (more on this topic in chapter 4). However, they are not
impermeable dividers: both borders and boundaries are influenced by time and people. This unique
temporal and social aspect allows borders and boundaries to be constantly resisted, breached, sutured
up and changed (Baud & Van Schendel, 1997; Cooper & Perkins, 2012; Goodhand et al., 2009), as the
border-discussion with Brexit shows. Borders and boundaries can be utilized for a variety of purposes,
including, but not limited to: social, cultural, political, economic and religious goals. Above all, borders
and boundaries are unique in every aspect (Gasparini, 2014; Paasi, 2009)
A border, or boundary, is thus the result of an ongoing process of relating power, space and
people (Miggelbrink, 2016). Whereas in the past theorists related borders to the state and boundaries
to societies and people themselves (Joseph and Rothfuss, 2014; Newman, 2006; Rumford, 2013), the
dominant perspective today is that borders – and boundaries – are not neutral lines but “important
institutions and ideological symbols that are used by various bodies and institutions in the perpetual
process of reproducing territorial power” (Paasi, 2009, p.213). This means that borders are not
exclusively bound to state politics. For example, many theorists consider the influence of citizens on
borders and boundaries in relation to the state to be threefold: (1) citizens can perform borderwork
on behalf of the state by reinforcing borders and boundaries and using state institutions to their own
ends (Baud & Van Schendel, 1997), (2) citizens can create new borders and boundaries when a state is
failing to do so, or (3) citizens can actively contest and challenge the borderwork by the state (Rumford,

7
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2008). As the historical chapter shows, some ordinary citizens have contested the border in Northern
Ireland ever since its creation in 1921, but others have welcomed it. The same accounts for boundaries:
state actors increasingly focus their politics on the presence of boundaries (Newman & Paasi, 1998).
In Northern Ireland, it is primarily the dialogue between international media, ordinary citizens, local
political organizations and Westminster that cause the social processes that form the basis of this
research.
Borders and boundaries are thus related to and performed on different scales: (1) the
sovereign state and (2) the everyday, local claims, demands and desires of ordinary citizens (Goodhand
et al., 2009; Miggelbrink, 2016; Rumford, 2008; Newman & Paasi, 1998; Rumford, 2013; Newman,
2006; Paasi, 2009). However, many theorists believe that borders and boundaries are ultimately
welcomed, reproduced, and contested at the local sphere of everyday life (L’Estange & O’Dowd, 2008;
Newman & Paasi, 1998; Rumford, 2008; Rumford, 2013), through for example identity formation.

1.2 The Role of Identity
Particular events, especially those influencing borders and boundaries, can trigger a local process of
identity construction and complexity (Todd, 2016). This means that the inclusive and exclusive power
of borders and boundaries can consciously and unconsciously create categories of identities
(Miggelbrink, 2016). Identity is a social process of “continuous ‘re-writing’ of the self and of social
collectives” (van Houtum & Van Naerssen, 2002, p. 132). It is based on two factors: rules of
membership and content (Fearon & Laitin, 2000; Todd, 2016). Furthermore, three core
poststructuralist claims lie on identity: it is malleable, relational and socially constructed (Tonra, 2009).
Theorists base all claims on one important aspect of identity: the fact that it is situated within and
conditioned by a specific context.
Ordinary citizens create their identities through a process of Othering, which “assumes that
subordinate people are offered, and at the same time relegated to, subject positions as others in
discourse” (Said, 1989, 2003, in Jensen, 2011, p. 65). Othering is thus a discursive process by which a
dominant in-group constructs an out-group as a negative of their own identity (Jongerden, 2018). In
this section, I first discuss why a border relates to identities. Subsequently, I show how borders
influence a process of Othering and can thus have an influence on identities.

1.2.1 Why Borders Relate to Identities
The history of Northern Ireland in general and Derry/Londonderry in particular shows that borders and
identity are two sides of the same coin. The dominant narrative is that borders are often the result of
national identities. Many theorists explain that this expression of identity formation, a social
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construction, should be understood as a process of power (Fearon & Laitin, 2000; Van Houtum & Van
Naerssen, 2002; Newman & Paasi, 1998). The very presence of the border is the result of a society that
creates itself by constructing or defining the territory in which it lives (Barth, in Meier, 2013). Hence,
the British state created the border in 1921 to define their domain. Along similar lines, Newman and
Paasi (1998, p.194) explain that borders “are therefore both symbols and manifestations of power
relations and social institutions.” In other words, people with certain identities can create a new or
contest an existing border depending on the different meanings that they link to it (Newman & Paasi,
1998). Identities thus impact physical borders through the allocation of meaning.
At the same time, borders are create identities. The argumentation that borders create
identities varies along different lines. In fact, theorists understand identity creation inherent to the
border and the resulting boundaries as serving different purposes. First, the presence of a border can
crystallize a positive self-identity through feelings of belonging (Lile, 2013; Mihelj, 2005). On the other
hand, Furedi (2007) showed that new events and big changes – for example the introduction of a
border – could result in fear, which he believes to be essential for the awareness of identities. Herein,
fear could result in increased identities as either a security practice or as a form of emotional
protection against the dominant order (Van Houtum & Van Naerssen, 2002).
As contexts vary across place and time, multiple social groups work in dialogue and
simultaneously overthrow, redefine or otherwise adapt identities (Tonra, 2009; Paasi, 2001; Jensen,
2011; Demmers, 2014; Fearon & Laitin, 2000; Newman & Paasi, 1998). For example, it can occur as a
supra-individual, communal, social and political act, unconsciously pursued by non-state actors in
everyday life. (Lile, 2013; Ratner & Berman, 2016). However, it can also occur through the active
pursuing of an individuals’ own social and political agenda (Kalyvas, 2003; Fearon & Laitin, 2000), often
by state actors or community leaders. In the history of Northern Ireland, the border has already
accounted for this interplay between both groups, in which paramilitary organizations, state actors
and ordinary citizens related to the Other on a daily basis.

1.2.2 How Borders Impact Identities
Depending on the context, borders and boundaries can have a high or low influence on identity: this
ranges from a permeable border/boundary with limited influence on the creation of identity, to a
border/boundary that retains some major identity elements, and finally to a border/boundary that has
a high influence on identity as a whole (Todd, 2016; Lile, 2013). Fieldwork has showed that the current
soft or open border has a low influence on identity. However, similar to the past, the looming hard
border next to Derry/Londonderry, but also the increasing boundaries in town, does have a major
impact on identity, as I show in chapter 5 and 6.

Borders, Boundaries, Identity and Violence: a Theoretical Exploration │ 21

Renée van Abswoude

Unity amid Division

A border impacts identity in two ways: through inclusion and exclusion. The exclusive function
of a border is the most dominant perspective in social theory, and focuses on the border as an
exclusionary force that differentiates between and excludes people. In Northern Ireland, the border
that separates the Republic of Ireland from the UK is a clear example of Othering from the perspective
of the British: the Irish were different (Hancock, 1998). During this process, the British created a state
border, hence making the Irish more aware of who they are.
However, a border can also have inclusive powers. This viewpoint argues that borders can
allow for the recognition of similarities, and influence interaction between the people they divide (Lile,
2013; Baud & Van Schendel, 1997; Flynn, 1997). This perspective identifies borders and boundaries as
enablers of encounters, connection and bridging. For example, strong cooperation exists between the
city council of Derry/Londonderry and the council of Donegal, located in the Republic of Ireland. Both
regions feel negatively affected by the border, and work together to limit its impact. This could result
in new forms of identity, including, but not limited to network memberships (Joseph & Rothfuss, 2014),
cross-border identities (Flynn, 1997) and multi-identity and cross-identity work (McDermott, 2016). It
could also develop into a new vocabulary that abandons the concepts of ‘border’ and ‘boundary’, and
replaces it with concepts like ‘margins’, ‘thresholds’ or ‘frames’ (Kramsch, 2019).
A 2011 census in Northern Ireland confirms this theory by indicating a move from Irish and
British identities towards people who identify as Northern Irish (NISRA, 2012). According to McNicholl,
Stevenson & Garry (2018), this is the result of pro-social attitudes toward outgroup members, made
possible by the open border and the decline of boundaries through the development towards equality
and understanding that characterized the period after the civil war. Flynn (1997) provides another
accurate illustration: upon first sight the borderlanders of the Bénin-Nigeria border have a strong
nationalist identity. However, through deep placement and deep territorialization, once the border
closes and the inhabitants on both sides of the border lose their economic advantage, they create a
communal, cross-border identity that complements, rather than replaces their national and social
identities. Goodhand et al., (2009) also provides an example through his research in Sri Lanka: whereas
the ethnic boundaries between communities have hardened over time, the ordinary citizens
themselves have secured economic connectivity.
Previous research on the consequences of European borders has highlighted a similar
perspective. Kohli (2000), in his paper on hybridity, explains that Europe – and a related European
identity – can transcend disagreements that are based on national identity. In his opinion, this new
pattern of identity provides a resource for addressing identity dilemmas. Furthermore, he argues that
seeing oneself as an European is not restricted to those within the EU, and primarily occurs amongst
border populations – as the ordinary citizens of Derry/Londonderry might become if Brexit happens.
Stetter, Albert & Diez (2004) have demonstrated that European integration – and the opening of the
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border – has had a profound effect on identity constructions in Northern Ireland. They believe that “is
not so much the replacing of national (Irish/British) identities in Northern Ireland with a homogenous
European identity but rather the transformation of these entrenched identities to a situation in which
the EU contexts allows to express these identities in a less self-referential and exclusive way” (2004,
p.33). However, not all research complies with the frequent identification as European. Armbruster,
Rolle & Meinhof (2003) highlight the absence of Europeanness as a self-chosen category of
identification amongst border communities in their research. The only link with Europe in their
research came to the fore as an out-grouping device against immigrants who are deemed nonEuropeans. As such, borders create and contest identities through inclusion and exclusion.

1.2.3 Identity and Boundaries
I have shown that the general theory is that borders create identities through inclusion and exclusion.
In turn, the identities that are impacted by this border create certain boundaries. When for example a
British employer does not hire an Irish employee, he creates a non-physical boundary: that of
employment. Herein, the exact same process occurs as with borders: ordinary citizens distinguish
between the exclusive ‘Us’ and, at the same time, images of a negative ‘Them’, also framed as the
‘Other’ (Newman, 2006; Lamont & Molnár, 2002), in this case the Irish. Discourses of both the local
citizens and state actors stand at the basis of this process of Othering. However, whereas the physical
border is often state-induced, boundaries are a response of the different identities that a border has
created. This coping mechanism to the consequences of the border is also known as the purification
of space, in which humans classify space, communicate a sense of place and most importantly, enforce
control over a place or population (Sibley, 1995; Van Houtum & Van Naerssen, 2002). In turn, this
creates real and imagined boundaries between ‘Us’ and ‘Them’, for example in the form of
discrimination that comes to the fore in, amongst others, unequal voting rights that preceded the
Troubles. But it is also expressed in pubs, decorated with Irish flags that multiple British people told
me they prefer not to visit.8 This is done in dialogue between different state and non-state actors
(Newman, 2006).
Furthermore, ordinary citizens and state actors create boundaries as a response to the
identities created by a border (Newman & Paasi, 1998; Lile, 2013). Paasi understands this as a form of
socio-spatial consciousness, which he defines as “an abstraction that strives to make sense of the social
construction of spatial and social demarcations in the making of territories […]” (Paasi, 2009, p. 226).
In other words, actors reproduce the social structure created by a border through institutional
practices and ideologies on various social practices, amongst those culture, politics, economics and
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communication. In other words, a boundary is a crucial aspect in the reproduction or contestation of
a border (Paasi, 2009).
Iossifova (2013) highlights that boundaries are inevitable in cities; they are zones of contact
between different groups – be it voluntary of involuntary. Furthermore, Valentine (2008, in Iossifova)
addresses the fact that “micro-scale everyday public encounters” breeds defensiveness and selfsegregation, which results in an increased consciousness of identity and continuously increasing
boundaries. Gasparini (2014) repeats this perspective by arguing that people become more aware of
their identity when they stand at its boundaries. On the other hand, Frederik Bath (1969) shows that
“dichotomized ethnic statuses” can actually lead to inclusive practices and important social relations
that exist across boundaries. Herein, he contrasts prevailing notions of exclusivity and bounded
entities, and replaces it with notions of interfaces and interconnectedness between different
identities.

1.3 Adding Violence into the Mix
Before I continue, I want to dwell a little on the difference between conflict and violence. While I was
sitting in a hotel in the city centre, sipping my cup of tea watching many tourists walk by, a Loyalist
British leaver told me that Derry/Londonderry is a conflict-society. After he saw my shocked face, he
continued to reassure me that both of us were “100% safe”.9 A few weeks later, a conflict mediator
explained exactly the same.10 This shows a clear distinction between conflict and violence that many
people often forget. Conflict can be found whenever a – verbal or non-verbal – articulation of
incompatibility exists and is as such a basic form of human interaction (Sluka, 1992). Hence, in Northern
Ireland, conflict between Irish and British citizens arose the moment the latter’s colonial forces entered
the island of Ireland in the 16th century. Violence is a severe form of conflict, and Galtung (2004)
explained that it can exist visibly and invisibly as direct, cultural or structural violence. Therefore,
conflict can persist even if there is no form of violence involved (Diez & Hayward, 2008, p.48). The
Troubles are a logical example of violence that has resulted from centuries of conflict.
Even though the primary goal of borders is to exclude, theorists have not identified a direct
link between borders and violence. Instead, theorists often link violence to the inherent identity and
boundary formation that result from a border (Touval, 1972; Van Houtum & Van Naerssen, 2002). This
relation between boundaries, identity construction and violence appears to be straightforward at first
glance: conflict in the broadest sense of the term is about the social relations created by boundaries,
for example as they distinguish between Self and Other (Diez & Hayward, 2008; Sluka, 1992). Simply
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stated, violence can occur when people challenge the logic and consequences – for example identity
building and othering and boundaries – that are inherent to borders (Goodhand et al., 2009). The
presence of the paramilitary IRA, who feel that they need to fight for equal rights of Irish citizens, is a
perfect example of this. It could also be the other way around: a “fear for the Other” of both the
minority and majority of the population could lead to violence as a political strategy to create and
maintain group boundaries (Demmers, 2012). This explains the persisting existence of multiple British
paramilitary organizations in Northern Ireland and Derry/Londonderry.
However, this approach would indicate that violence is a biological necessity, rather than a
complex cultural response (Sluka, 1992). On a similar note, Amartya Sen explained that violence in
Northern Ireland is not an obvious reaction by considering the lack of riots during the Irish famine
(1845-1849), despite the role that the British played (2008, p.12). More scholars profoundly criticize
the simplistic relation between boundaries, identity and violence. They argue that one does not
directly lead to the other: there are different conscious and unconscious steps required. For example,
Moore (2015) and Diez and Hayward (2008) believe that the link between boundaries, identity
construction and violence involves active (non-)discursive ethno-territorial practices. They link this to
parades and marches by British/Protestant clubs in Northern Ireland that often turned out violent in
the past. Also criticizing a simplistic relation, Legewie and Schaefer (2016) demonstrate that it is
precisely at the poorly defined boundaries between identities that conflict can occur. In the same line
of thought, Touval (1972), in his extensive analysis on African boundary politics, believed that violence
does not have a single cause, and explained that the colonial imposition of borders is not the reason
for conflict to occur: there can be many additional reasons for the occurrence of violence, for example
when the resulting boundaries suppress or challenge core values, or changes in the political upheaval
of a state upset the existing balance on state and non-state levels (Touval, 1972). This links to the
presence of recreational violence against British police officers that characterized the period of civil
rights marches before the Troubles emerged.11
But violence did not characterize all marches in Northern Ireland – whether for civil rights or
by Protestant clubs. Following Hirschman (Gehlbach, 2006; Pfaff & Kim, 2003), Northern Ireland has
shown that when local people encounter unpleasant performance from an organization – a state for
example – they can do three things: (1) they can express discontent through exit from the organization,
(2) they can remain loyal in the hope for future improvement and (3) they could voice their discontent,
for example through peaceful or violent demonstrations. Violence will thus not automatically occur
when people are aware and critical on the border-induced construction of identities and boundaries.
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Through reflexivity and mutual understanding, ordinary citizens can prevent conflict and violence
(Midgley & Pinzón, 2011).

Based on the above-mentioned theoretical considerations, I have constructed a simple model that
brings the elements of borders/boundaries, identity and violence together (see figure 1). In this
research, I understand the relation between the key concepts of borders/boundaries, identity
formation and violence as follows. Borders have an in- and exclusionary force on identity formation,
and therefore create identities. However, identities can also create
and contest borders through the different meanings that the people
identifying with this identity link to a border. There is thus a certain
level of power-related interplay between these two concepts.
Similar to the need for physical dividing lines, identities also
require symbolic and socio-cultural dividing lines with the ‘Other’. As
such, notions of ‘Us’ and ‘Them’ actively create inclusive and
exclusive local boundaries between those who belong and those
who do not. Ordinary citizens achieve this manifestation of power
through for example social practices (Rumford, 2008) or economic,
political and cultural discourses (Paasi, 2001). In turn, people make
themselves aware of their identity when they stand at its boundaries
(Cohen, in Paasi, 2001), or create new inclusive identities based on
Barth’s (1969) theory of interfaces and connectedness. Hence,

Figure 1: Conceptual framework

because identities create boundaries and boundaries in turn create
identities (Newman & Paasi, 1998), they reinforce themselves continuously, thus creating a perpetual
circle of life.
Following popular thought, borders do not simply lead to conflict and violence. There exist
many extra steps that are required to exist for violence to occur. These range from ethno-territorial
practices of ordinary citizens to the suppression of core values by the state. This once more shows the
importance of multiple actors that stand in dialogue with each other.
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2. Methodological Reflection
One of my interlocutors told me that “the actions of 2% are dictating the headlines in the media, hence
forcing a negative image on the entire city. It is a matter of looking under the surface”.12 Multiple other
people echoed this perspective, and often relate this persisting image to the approach of journalists:
“You know, really, journalists just stay here for a few hours. They write down what they want to see
and just publish that. Can you believe it?”13 For example, a key informant told me at the end of my
fieldwork: “it is so good that you are actually living here and walking around town. I really appreciate
that approach”.14
Throughout this research, it has exactly been my intention to look below the surface and
dominant narratives. I have aimed to incorporate the “actions of the 2%” with those of the silent
majority, in order to understand their everyday life in a world overshadowed by international
narratives.
In this chapter, I elaborate on the kind of anthropological and empirical methods I employed to
understand this local narrative and hence the transformative and reinforcing power of a looming hard
border on ordinary citizens. This ethnographic fieldwork helps to explore the complexity of a (post-)
conflict border society and provides an emic, micro-analysis by focusing on the local perspective. First,
I elaborate on the different methods I used and decisions I have made before fieldwork, during the
gathering of data and after returning home. I highlight how I dealt with topics of living and working in
Derry/Londonderry, my approach towards informants and how I handled and analysed the subsequent
data. Finally, I critically reflect on my position as a researcher, the challenges I encountered in the field
and how I responded to these. Finally, I briefly reflect upon certain decisions while writing this final
thesis.

2.1 Methods
The research commenced with an intensive literature study for two months. During this period, I aimed
to understand the different and diverging social and cultural theories that directly and indirectly relate
to the (vicinity of a) border and its consequences on identities, boundaries and violence by reading
literature and attending a conference on border studies. Furthermore, I acquainted myself with
Northern Ireland and Derry/Londonderry by reading numerous articles, watching documentaries and

12

60-year old male British tourist guide for a local church, interview, 6 June 2019
40-year-old female, Irish community worker on segregation, Conversation 28 April 2019
14
Conversation, 14 June 2019
13

Methodological Reflection │ 27

Renée van Abswoude

Unity amid Division

following news websites and Facebook pages. Finally, whereas I did not contact any potential
informants during this period, I did arrange accommodation through the online website “SpareRoom”.
Anthropological fieldwork involves the establishment of valuable relationships with informants
by building rapport and gaining trust in order to understand the experience of social reality in all its
aspects. One of the main methods to achieve this is participant observation. “Participant observation
is a method in which a researcher takes part in the daily activities, rituals, interactions, and events of
a group of people as one of the means of learning the explicit and tacit aspects of their life routines
and cultures” (De Walt & De Walt, 2011, p.1). I have participated in and observed the daily lives of the
people living in Derry/Londonderry for a period of twelve weeks, from 26 March until 16 June 2019.
During this fieldwork, throughout which I expected Brexit to occur twice,15 I lived, worked and
recreated daily in Derry/Londonderry as a means of learning and to get in close contact with the
research population (De Walt & De Walt, 2011). I conducted daily walks around the city, spend many
afternoons and evenings in different pubs and visited numerous social events in town – for example, I
cheered at the Walled City Marathon, attended the wake of Lyra McKee and applied for voluntary
work. Furthermore, in my third week of fieldwork, I was offered a job at a local lunchroom, where I
worked approximately three afternoons a week. During these activities, I wrote down descriptive
information in the form of field notes in a small book I carried with me at all times. After all, “this
writing of field notes is virtually the only way for the researcher to record the observation of day to
day events and behaviour, overheard conversations and informal interviews that are the primary
materials of participant observation” (De Walt & De Walt, 2011, p. 157). Based on these jot notes, I
wrote more detailed notes and descriptions in expanded field notes at the end of each day. Moreover,
I kept a log with a list of all research activities and informants.
Another method I used during this research were conversations and interviews. In the
beginning and during public activities and events, I restricted myself to informal interviewing with a
limited focus on taking notes. I visited my informants regularly, sometimes with the sole purpose of
having a chat. This often occurred outside office hours, and primarily took place in a pub or café. After
I created a certain level of trust, I changed the method to semi-structured interviewing, which I
conducted on the basis of a guide with certain topics (see appendix 2) and open-ended questions. With
permission, I recorded these interviews and transcribed them afterwards.
In total, I consulted 37 individuals through interviews – ten with a British identity, 25 with an
Irish identity, one who identified as Northern Irish and one who identified as both Irish and British –
and 64 persons by means of small talk and conversations of varying lengths (see appendix 1). The total
of 101 informants consisted of the ordinary inhabitant of Derry/Londonderry – those from all
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backgrounds, who are above the age of twenty-one and who have lived and/or worked in the city for
over ten years –, political and religious actors, and people from across the border who endeavour with
Derry/Londonderry on a daily to weekly basis. I gathered data from city councillors, ex-IRA prisoners,
a Good Relations Officer from the city council, a Member of Parliament, a variety community workers,
reverends, the Bishop of Derry, and members of the Apprentice Boys of Derry, but also a bin collector,
tour guides, taxi-drivers, professors, students, nurses and independent café owners have shared their
experiences. I interviewed people from many genders, political and religious backgrounds, as well as
those who immigrated to Derry/Londonderry from within the UK or Ireland and other countries in and
outside of the European Union. All individuals that were interviewed shared their ideas, feelings and
experiences of living in present-day Derry/Londonderry in open conversations in numerous locations.
Since cultural and social perceptions towards a contested border with a history that still influences
contemporary life involves various interests and feelings of different actors, I ensured anonymity and
confidentiality for all actors involved (Goodhand, 2000). I exercised great care with sharing stories with
people who were not part of the research or with other informants. Even though anthropological
fieldwork cannot be completely neutral, I made sure to contact people from all backgrounds and ages
by visiting different pubs and conducting daily walks around the city in different neighbourhoods.16
Besides participant and nonparticipant observations of practice and interviews, I included
document analyses of news articles and council documents, online research – primarily on different
Facebook pages relating either to Derry/Londonderry or the border – and different locally-organized
conferences, workshops and panel discussions attended by the researcher during fieldwork. The
abundance of (private) documentation I received from community-based organizations and individual
informants working at museums and the city council shows their willingness to participate and the
extent of trust and rapport that was built over time.
All data gathered – whether through interviews, conversations or participant observation –
were analysed throughout fieldwork. I based this analysis on an iterative process that underlies most
qualitative fieldwork. Iterative processes are also called a “spiral of analysis” (Boeije, 2010, p. 14, 90;
De Walt & De Walt, 2011, p. 179) and are believed to improve the quality of the research by deepening
the findings. This means that I made use of an alternation between the collection and the analysis of
data: when the latter occurs during fieldwork, it leads to existing gaps that can be filled with new
questions. This process improves ones data. Furthermore, throughout fieldwork, I have discussed
some results with key informants who I met regularly. After fieldwork, I transcribed all remaining
interviews, printed these along with the fieldnotes and colour coded them with markers to provide a
start-up for the writing of the final thesis.
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2.2 Navigating Derry/Londonderry
It is common knowledge that the background of a researcher and the choices one makes during
fieldwork shapes the outcomes of a research (De Vries & Tamas, 2017). Hence, it is important to
emphasise on certain dilemmas and challenges that I encountered during fieldwork.
First, I would like to elaborate on some practical decisions I have made in the field. My
accommodation was in the cityside, approximately a thirty minute walk from the city centre. According
to many informants, Irish citizens form the absolute majority on this side, and so were my three
housemates. The fact that my researched commenced from an Irish neighbourhood has impacted my
research results, and explains the predominance of Irish informants (see appendix 1). To limit this
weakness, I often visited neighbourhoods with British inhabitants. Furthermore, every Saturday
evening I hung out in a pub often frequented by British inhabitants of the city.
Another practical aspect that is important to reflect upon is clothing. British and Irish
nationalities have two distinguished colours: the former orange, the latter green. Hence, out of
precaution, I did not wear any green to meetings with British informants, and vice versa.
The decision of accepting a job proposal is another aspect I feel I should reflect upon. Overall,
it has provided me with unique insights and connections that I otherwise would not have achieved. On
the downside: I spent a fair amount of hours handling food and serving coffee, time that could have
been spent with conducting or transcribing interviews. To limit this impact, I had made an agreement
with the owners that my priorities lied with my research, and that I could let them know when (lastminute) research-related activities required my attention.
Furthermore, my language is important, and for this I do not mean speaking English – even
though the local accent has posed quite a challenge. What is do mean is my choice of words and
phrasing. My background in anthropology has taught me not to have prejudices, but I have found it a
challenge to frame my sentences accordingly in a language that is not my own. I have exercised great
attention to the way I address people, and steered away from all-encompassing labels of “Protestant”
or “Catholic”, or to have negative connotations to “Irish” or “British”. This also relates to how I referred
to the topic of my research: the border and Brexit. During the first few weeks, I described my thesis as
truthfully as possible: “I am looking for people to interview about the border, identities and social
boundaries that result from Brexit”. Over time, I altered this description to “I am interested in the
different perspectives on identities, community relations and segregation in the current political
climate.” It was an intentional change: Brexit is a topic that people feel less inclined to talk about with
outsiders due to the numerous prejudices.17 I felt that framing this topic differently was more personal
and less intimidating for people than to talk about such a contentious topic like the border. During the
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resulting interviews, I found ways to introduce the border and Brexit, rather than the other way
around.
Third, it is important to reflect on my own identity as a 25-year-old Dutch female Master
student. Whereas this may seem rather ordinary, my background and experiences of life shape my
perspective and what I detect during conversations, but it also shapes my methodological decisions
prior to fieldwork (Harvey, 2013). At the same time, people might also experience me as a different
person and base their perspective on my background. I am certain that people would have a different
attitude towards me if I were male, German, or 65 years old. For example, I might not have gotten in
touch with a group of British people in a bar if I were not smiling at them in the first place. Or I would
not have been offered a job if it were not for my age or my blue eyes. It is a well-known fact that people
shape their stories based on the person that is listening to them, and I am thus aware that their stories
are consciously or unconsciously adjusted to fit their purpose, or mine. This is an inevitable practice
for every qualitative researcher, especially one that works with people who deal with power-issues on
a daily basis (Malejackq & Mukhopadhyay, 2016). To limit the impact, I have remained conscious of
who I am throughout fieldwork. Sometimes, this was in my advantage: for example, many people in
Derry/Londonderry consider the Netherlands to be a Protestant country, which provided a common
ground with most of my British informants. But to use the same example: laconic remarks on my
relation to the Dutch William of Orange – who discriminated the Irish – possibly jeopardized my
connections to several Irish citizens. However, the fact many respondents were extremely open to talk
to me has let me to believe that my age, not being old enough to remember the Troubles, has actually
worked in my advantage. In some senses, I believe that the fact of being a young, female student may
have granted me with more in-depth responses and additional information, rather than a wellconnected (male) researcher. Interesting, not a single person has asked me about my religious
background during fieldwork. Ironically, being completely aware of who I am has resulted in the fact
that I have put as little focus on myself as possible during fieldwork. Rather, I have aimed to focus
completely on the respondent him or herself, while at the same time remaining as honest as possible
when people asked questions about my background.
This leads me to a fourth personal reflection: my own positionality between the Irish and
British community. Prior to conducting fieldwork, I have made the conscious decision to focus my
research on both the Irish and the British community, in order to understand their different
perspectives and to identify possible similarities. As a consequence, I was constantly aware of my own
position in between the two groups in Derry/Londonderry. Moreover, it has affected my research
outcomes. A single focus on the ordinary citizen identifying as either Irish or British would have most
probably resulted in a more in-depth thesis, but would be one-sided at the same time. A reason is that
affiliation with only one community could have resulted in more trust. It has come to my attention that
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this is the usual approach taken by researchers or journalists, which has increased my ambition to
conduct research with both communities. According to the wish of both communities to be equal, I
have made the conscious decision to describe my introductory enquiries including the sentence
“different perspectives”.
Fifth, the time allocated for fieldwork and the way I have filled in my time influence my
conclusions. I am aware of the fact that building trust and telling stories takes time to develop. A longterm relation must be built to create rapport, but twelve weeks is not long for anthropological
research. The fact that I have not contacted any person in Northern Ireland or Derry/Londonderry prior
to my arrival has shortened this already limited time span. Whereas this has been a conscious decision
– I wanted to contact people while being there to show my willingness to visit as soon as possible –, it
has affected my data and conclusions to a certain extent. An Irish, Derry-born PhD researcher I
interviewed told me that it took him three months to gain the level of trust to talk to ex Republican
prisoners, despite daily visits and his attendance during weekly meetings.18 Had I organized my time
better prior to conducting fieldwork, I could have spoken to more people. However, I feel that this
weakness is not too severe for my research results: it could only have provided for a deeper
understanding and more examples to build my case, rather than result in crucially different outcomes.
Not only the researcher itself, but also circumstances impact data. Even though the majority
of inhabitants label Derry/Londonderry as a tranquil and safe city, at the same time approximately one
tenth of my informants still described it as a conflict society. The tense environment and lack of trust
towards journalists have made me aware of the possible implications of this research to both myself
and to my research population. The death of Lyra McKee increased this perspective, which many
journalists wrongly linked to the entire Republican community. As a result, the same researcher who
has spent three months gaining entry, has also told me that many people in the extreme Republican
community have shut the door for journalists and researchers.19 In fact, this group also considers
universities as a form of domestic imperialism, and relate their presence to imperial ideologues of
capitalists (Peadar O’Donnell Socialist Republican Forum, 2019). Their response to my enquiries leads
me to believe that I was included in the groups they do not wish to talk to due to the generalizing
approach that journalists and researchers have applied in the past.
The death of Lyra McKee has not only impacted my intended range of informants, but it has
also made me more aware of my own position in society: a person asking questions about a sensitive
political and social topic. I have become aware of my own security, and decided not to infinitely probe
for interviews with this specific group of Irish Republicans. This does not mean that they have fallen
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Interview, 14 May 2019
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completely outside my research population, and I have managed to speak to some of them. However,
in order not to damage the field for future researchers and for my own safety, rapport has been high
on my list (Driessen & Jansen, 2013). In order to achieve this, I have been as honest and straightforward
as possible in a given situation (Sluka, 1995), have avoided asking sensible questions and have made
great use of the snowball method. Moreover, hanging out proved to be valuable in building the
necessary relationships, and have shown my willingness to talk to interviewees by travelling to these
people in their own safe environment. Herein, time and patience have mostly proved to be a valuable
ally, but at the same time I have decided to put the integrity and wishes of my research population
before my own research.

2.3 Navigating this Final Thesis
I would like to reflect on one challenge I encountered during the writing process, and the subsequent
decisions I have made. Due to the sensitivity of this topic, the few names mentioned throughout the
text are pseudonyms. Furthermore, additional information concerning for example type of
employment is only provided when required for the context, and I have refrained from using
recognizable descriptions – unless the interviewee gave explicit permission.
However, these ethical decisions are not unique to my approach. What is unique is that I have
intentionally left out religious categories of “Protestant” and “Catholic”, and rather describe citizens
as “Irish” and “British”. The reason for this is that the border does not impact religious categories, and
hence does not provide valuable information. Furthermore, I need to elaborate on the meaning of
these concepts. When I mention “Irish”, I refer to the ordinary citizens in Derry/Londonderry who
identify as Irish – irrespective whether they hold an Irish passport and leaving in the open whether
these citizens are different from those who identify as Irish in the Republic of Ireland. The same
accounts for my use of “British”, a concept with which I refer to ordinary citizens in Derry/Londonderry
who identify as British, whether they hold a British passport or not. I thus focus on British and Irish as
an informal form of identification.
Throughout this research, I regularly complement the descriptions of British with Unionist or
Loyalist and Irish with Nationalist or Republican. However, I only link the two concepts when people
have explicitly described themselves as either Unionist/Loyalist or Nationalist/Republican. It has come
to my attention during the final analysis that a reasonable number of informants have not shared this
information with me. This could be unconscious, but a few have also done it consciously: their
identification as British or Irish does not include a political affiliation. I have decided to honour their
perspective by leaving this blank. Finally, for those who shared their vote for Brexit with me, I have
included this decision as either “remainer”, “leaver” or “abstained from voting”.
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3. History and Context
I am sitting at the bar in a pub in the city centre, together with Angela, an Irish woman who lives 200
meters away from the border in the Republic of Ireland. While a lady is singing in a corner, we talk
about everyday life and Brexit. A big group of people occupy the tables in the middle of the small pub.
Over the weeks, I have gotten to know them, and every few minutes one of them walks up to us to chat.
This time, it is Matthew, who, being drunk, appeared to have chosen this night to educate me about
the history of the city. He ends his double-tonged monologue with: “… and the reason I am telling you
this is that you always remember: you are now in Londonderry.” Angela, who prefers to call the city
Derry, eyes me curiously. “Why are people so keen on using either one name or the other?” I ask him.
“It is part of who we are!”, he responds. Angela mingles with the conversation, and for a few minutes
the two are discussing the difference between ‘Londonderry’ and ‘Derry’. In the end, they come up with
a mutual conclusion: the discussion is nonsense. But they still disagree on the name of the city.

Events of the past shape contemporary lives, and Derry/Londonderry is no exception to this rule. Even
though the discussion around the name originated in the 1970s as a political disagreement that
eventually turned social,20 many informants agreed that a long and complicated history precedes this
discussion, which needs to be understood in order understand contemporary social life in
Derry/Londonderry.21 Hence, borders, boundaries and their meanings are historically contingent
(Newman & Paasi, 1998, p.187), and history is vital in Derry/Londonderry. One of my respondents even
explained that historical events, including the predominance of contradictory narratives about the
events, stand at the basis of a constructed, sectarian history of Derry/Londonderry.22
In this chapter, I provide a contextual history of Derry/Londonderry and relate this to Northern
Ireland, Ireland, the United Kingdom and the European Union. Eventually, I show that history is still
visible in the city while at the same time showing that the current context present in Northern Ireland
in general and Derry/Londonderry in particular, are the result of its turbulent history (Hunter, 2006).

3.1 From Doire to Derry to Londonderry
The city of Doire was officially founded in the 6th century AD by Catholic missionary Columb Cille.
Whereas local power struggles amongst Irish chiefs occurred regularly, in the end of the 16th century,
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General Secretary of the Apprentice Boys, interview 13 June 2019
In this chapter, I refer to ‘Derry’ or ‘Londonderry’ according to the historical position of the city. In the rest of
this thesis, I take the middle ground by calling the city ‘Derry/Londonderry’.
22
almost retired Irish founder of a local community-based organization, interview 23 April 2019
21
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during the reign of English Queen Elizabeth I, do international power struggles become part of the
history of Doire. Many Irish informants explained that these were introduced along with English
attempts at colonization, and one informant identified this moment as “the start of 400 years of
resistance to the English presence”.23 They also explained that this first English presence changed the
name from Doire to Derry, due to the inability of English officials to pronounce the original Irish Gaelic
name.24
During the first years of British expansionism, the Irish chieftains fought the forces of England
during the 9-Years-War (1596-1605). After they defeated the Irish and the latter lost their power and
authority, the chiefs departed in 1607 for Catholic Spain and France. This “Flight of the Earls” left a
power vacuum in Northern Ireland. The official narrative is that this created the way for forces of
England for a benign version of colonization: to bring order to an uncivilized society and to build
wealth. The British achieved this by offering land – previously belonging to the Irish – to Presbyterian
people from Scotland and the North of England who were loyal to the English crown. They called this
the Plantation of Ulster,25 in which they introduced loyal families, rather than crops and produce like
cotton or tea commonly associated with colonial plantations. However, Irish Nationalists and
Republicans perceive the Plantation of Ulster as a remorseless form of colonization, including practices
that are usually associated with brutal forms of colonization and exploitation seen in other parts of the
British Empire. Even today, Irish citizens describe this moment in history as a “betrayal of Ireland”,26
and compared the peaceful British settlers to an “army”.27
Some Irish inhabitants still remember these practices of land grabbing by the English. After I
returned from an interview with a 12th generation descendent of the original planters of Ulster to my
accommodation, my Irish host told me that she still believed his family is different. For example, she
worked in a grocery store that the descendants of the Plantation family often frequented. When the
lady of the house entered, she mentioned that she allowed her to jump the queue.28 Interestingly, the
descendent also identified as Irish, and told me that he does feel completely integrated.29 Another Irish
citizen told me a story of his uncle, who still remembers what land belonged to his family 400 years
ago, and still feels angry when driving past it.30
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Almost retired Irish fonder of a local community-based organization, interview 23 April 2019
Irish key informant working on an online anti-border campaign, this Interview, 12 April 2019
25
Officially, a Plantation is a farm on which a particular type of crop is grown. In Northern Ireland, however,
people were introduced, rather than plant-based produce. Ulster is a region on the island of Ireland. Today,
Northern Ireland consists of six provinces of Ulster. Three provinces of Ulster are part of the Republic of
Ireland.
26
A visual arts council officer, interview 12 April 2019
27
Irish tour guide, conversation 27 March 2019
28
Conversation, 27 May 2019
29
Interview, 27 May 2019
30
Conversation, 26 April 2019
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In 1613, to symbolize the connection with the capital of the empire, a British royal charter
changed the name Derry to Londonderry, and the Plantation of Londonderry became the jewel of the
Ulster Plantation. To symbolize this central role, English forces built walls between 1613 and 1619 to
protect the city. During this period, the amount of native Irish citizens declined – debates exist whether
this is through voluntary migration or forced movement – and the influx of Scottish Presbyterians
increased, who eventually became a majority in the mid-17th century. Historical records state that the
Scottish Presbyterians, who were supported by the Protestant English, saw themselves as superior,
and held a hypocritical, condescending attitude against the Irish populace, which resulted in political,
social and economic segregation and underdevelopment of the latter group (Hancock, 1998). This has
led to the emergence of the first cultural and social boundaries: Irish people were starting to become
more aware of their identity.31
Consequently, the native Irish inhabitants of Londonderry regularly revolted against their
subordinate status. The biggest revolt started in 1688, when rumours arose that the disenfranchised
Catholic Irish – supported by the exceptionality of a Catholic English King, James II – aimed to kill all
Protestant Englishry in the North of Ireland. Consequently, English inhabitants of the surrounding area
assembled and took refuge within the city walls. On the 9th of December, 1688, thirteen apprentice
boys shut the gates, which led to a 105-day siege for the approximately 25.000 English and few Irish
citizens who were gathered within the city walls – 70% of whom did not survive this siege. Today, the
organization of the Apprentice Boys of Derry still remember this event. Dutch Protestant William of
Orange facilitated the relief, became King of England, Scotland and Ireland two years later and
reinstalled the Protestant Englishry in political and economic positions. The Irish populace were again
forbidden from living within the walls of Londonderry and settled together with other Irish citizens in
the bogside (Macauley, 2013; The Siege Museum, unknown). From this moment on, Londonderry was
once more ruled by the English and British, and minor, insignificant revolts by the Irish continued.
In 1845, Londonderry played a major role in facilitating migration during the Irish Great
Hunger. Throughout this famine – an ex-IRA prisoner referred to this moment as An Gorta Mor, Irish
for “Genocide by Britain”32 – millions of starving British and Irish families fled through Londonderry’s
docks to America. This migration created, for the first time since British colonialism, an Irish majority
in Londonderry (Museum of Free Derry, unknown). This newly gained majority and popular awareness,
however, did not change the social, political and economic status of Irish citizens. Because the British
state did not allow the Irish majority to live within the city walls, Robinson (1970) has shown that this
separation increased the level of awareness of their identity. In turn, this took on a political meaning
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Arts- and community officer of the city, interview April 16 2019
Interview, 23 May 2019
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when the city was divided into electoral boundaries. This meant that voting was not based on a ‘one
man one vote’-principle, but that only those with certain characteristics could vote – usually the British
(Robinson, 1970). Hence, riots and protesting increased.

3.2 Derry in the Last Century
At the end of the 19th century, Great Britain opted for a limited form of self-government for Ireland,
called “Home Rule”. However, both the British and Irish polity rejected this plan – the former wishing
to completely rule Ireland, the latter calling for unconditional independence (Hancock, 1998). In 1916,
Irish paramilitary organizations published a Proclamation of Independence calling for an all-island
sovereignty. This moment is also known as the Easter Rising. In 1919, the “Democratic programme of
Dáil Éireann”33 called for the same (Peadar O’Donnell Socialist Republican Forum, 2019), which led to
the War of Independence until 1921 (Museum of Free Derry, Unknown). In a final effort to ease the
tensions, the Government of Ireland Act was passed in 1920, and in 1921 Ireland was partitioned,
creating a border between Ireland and the United Kingdom, hence creating Northern Ireland by
separating it from the rest of Ireland. The British government strategically placed the new border,
which incorporated six of the nine counties of Ulster, including “border towns with a Catholic majority
[…] because they were part of the counties with a Protestant majority” (Robinson, 1970, p. 209).
Londonderry was one of these cities. The border was thus functional for the British state (Newman &
Paasi, 1998), and aimed to control both people and territory (Cooper et al., 2014). It lied a mere six
kilometres as the crow flies to the west of the city centre and is comprised of the river Foyle, ditches,
stone walls and hedges predating Partition.34

“It was called the Irish border, as if it was our idea. It was not” – Irish retired local border
scholar, interview 12 April 2019

All borders are manifestations of power (Fearon & Laitin, 2000; Van Houtum & Van Naerssen,
2002; Newman & Paasi, 1998), and this border was no difference; it was an expression of British
territorial power (Baud & Van Schendel, 1997). However, not everyone interprets this power in the
same way (Cooper & Perkins, 2012). For the British state, it meant a clear delineation of their rightful
territory, and British citizens described the border as “ensuring a form of protection”.35 A 50-year-old
British social worker told me the story of how her grandparents used to live in the Republic of Ireland,
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Dáil Éireann is Gaelic for “Irish Parliament”
Conversation, 26 May 2019
35
The city-based representative for the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), interview 3 June 2019
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but moved to Northern Ireland after the creation of the border because it was the country where they
felt safe.36 On the contrary, for the Irish citizens caught within the United Kingdom, the border was a
manifestation of illegitimate British involvement in Ireland, and they described it as “unlawful in its
conception”,37 and a “solution which has been no solution”.38 Interestingly, today, even a Loyalist
British playwright and remainer described the border as “imposed”.39
To limit the direct impact of the new border, the British and Irish government created the
Common Travel Area in 1922, which permitted visa-free travel for UK and Irish citizens. This allowed
for a continuation of social and economic networks that characterize an infant borderland (Baud & Van
Schendel, 1997). However, it did not exclude customs posts: long lines of cars, checks on people and
cars every time they went across and paid customs clearings were part of everyday practice.40
After Partition, the ruling British Party aimed to create a “Protestant Parliament and a
Protestant State for a Protestant People”. Herein, Protestants are equal to British; the Irish Republic
had well-established ties to the Catholic church. In Londonderry, the Irish population were in the
majority, but had no corresponding political power (Museum of Free Derry, Unknown). In practice, an
Irish informant mentioned that this meant that “Britain allowed the majority of the British community
to openly discriminate against Irish citizens”.41 For example, Irish people were excluded from thirdlevel education, could not find well-paying jobs, and voting rights were restricted to males who had
their own property – often this was limited to British people, who the British state considered to be
superior. One informant, a 55-year-old British Loyalist and leaver recognized the situation, but also
allowed for an lesser known perspective:

“It was discrimination, I have no problem saying that. […] But the people who were running it
[Londonderry] were not running it for Protestants, they were running it for themselves. They
did not look after us, because we were in the same conditions as Roman Catholics. But they
told us: you are better than them, we will look after you. And we believed it. We were
brainwashed to believe that we were better, that we were getting more. – 55-year-old British
Loyalist, leaver, interview, 9 May 2019”

In fact, the border had deteriorated the previously strong economic position of the city, and due to the
remote location of Londonderry from Britain’s central hubs and a Irish majority, the British state barely
36

Interview, 11 June 2019
City councillor and representative of Irish Republicanism, interview 12 June 2019
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Irish founder of a community based organization, interview 23 April 2019
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Interview, 13 June 2019
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Interview, 12 April 2019; Interview 23 April 2019
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Conflict mediator, interview 5 May 2019
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invested in the city. Consequently, whereas first only Irish citizens felt discarded, now also the loyal
British citizens felt forgotten (Museum of Free Derry, Unknown).
At the end of the 1950s, the provisional IRA introduced a border campaign, predicated on the
dogmatic and traditional aim of removing the border to create “an independent, united democratic
Irish Republic” (Maguire, 2004). This campaign failed, and the temporarily heightened attention on the
border turned it into a harder border than before.
Times changed with the rise of global civil rights movements. By the mid ‘60s, big groups in
Londonderry and elsewhere took to the streets to demand equal civil rights. Many people believe that
these groups consisted primarily of Irish people who demanded to be equal to their British citizens.
However, interestingly, British citizens told me that their families also went to the streets to call
attention to their peripheral status in relation to other British citizens. Most of these protests all over
Northern Ireland were banned by the British Unionist city councils and parliament, but often continued
illegally, as did the one on January 30th, 1972 in Londonderry, when the government used the powers
of the police and the law against 15.000 peaceful but illegal protesters.42 This resulted in thirteen
deaths, a massive recruitment for the paramilitary IRA – the Irish Republican Army – and became
known as Bloody Sunday. It was the start of a 30-year-long conflict also known as The Troubles.
At the beginning of the 1970s, to control the flow of paramilitary actors and smugglers active
in the conflict, the British Army replaced the customs officers at the border. This turned the customs
border into a security border. During this period, Londonderry, and the nearby land-border, were one
of the most militarised areas in Western Europe (Museum of Free Derry, Unknown; Diez & Hayward,
2008). An Irish, but Protestant reverend even compared this border to the Iron Curtain in Berlin,43 and
an Irish PhD researcher on borders described it as a “sitting target for bombs”.44 Many present-day
inhabitants of the city have lived through this time, and still remember it vividly.

“In the end of the 70s, during the British troops there, you were held at the border for hours,
it was awful. They really harassed you.” – Retired Irish volunteer local museum and employee
British government, interview 3 April 2019

42

Whether this march was considered peaceful is subject to debate. In the aftermath, the British army labelled
the thirteen deceased victims gunmen and bombers. This is actively contradicted by eye-witnesses. However,
there is agreement that some violence occurred: the Bloody Sunday museum has published a book mentioning
“a peaceful day (by Derry standards)” (Museum of Free Derry, unknown), and an Irish tour guide described the
day consisting of “recreational violence against British troops” (conversation, 27 March 2019)
43
E-mail exchange, 19 July 2019
44
Interview, 14 May 2019
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“I grew up on the border here, with checkpoints everywhere twenty years ago. The disruption
and the antagonism and the oppression that you can feel going through that, and it would
really impact just everything you did.” – 40-year-old Irish PhD scholar on borders, interview 14
May 2019

The border was never closed to the extent that it was impossible to travel across it.45 Rather, the British
army closed off mostly minor roads, hence restricting access to a few main roads.46 Most British
ordinary citizens were less critical on the border. A British actor involved in the Londonderry Marching
Bands Association and community worker, who abstained from voting in the Brexit referendum,
mentioned that “it was a slight inconvenience and a few pounds to do it, but it was not that difficult”.47
Furthermore, people tried to exploit the conditions as they arose, for example through petrol stations
on wheels that benefitted from price changes in the two countries.48
Many theorists consider the Troubles to be a violent conflict between Catholics and
Protestants (Crighton & Mac Iver, 1991; Hancock, 1998; Todd, 2016). They label the protracted conflict
a religious conflict, and generalize its causes by referring to “religious identity-driven violence”.

“I lived in the city side until I was 17, in the Creggan. There used to be hundreds of us,
Protestant families […]. When the Troubles started, we all moved out. You would not say we
were directly intimidated, but it was a bad atmosphere.” – British Loyalist, leaver, interview 20
April 2019

“Growing up, the sense I had of the city was: it was somewhere where I as a Protestant was
not welcome. And that manifested itself in the attitudes towards Protestants and physical
attacks towards Protestants.” – British Unionist, remainer, interview 7 May 2019

Upon first glance, these quotes adhere to the religious narrative of the Troubles. But despite the
everyday use of the Protestantism and Catholicism, people are critical of this emphasis on religion as
the cause of the conflict (Bourke, 2011). People from both an Irish and British background explained
that the Troubles are not a religious conflict, but rather a grassroots class struggle based on economic
discontent and human rights.49 A retired PhD researcher on borders explained the perceived link with
religion as follows: it is a label put on a century-long covering up of the discrepancies, the anomalies
45

Irish, Protestant reverend, e-mail exchange 19 July 2019
Local retired Irish border scholar, interview 12 April 2019
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Interview, 7 May 2019
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Interview, 6 June 2019
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Interview, May 7 2019; Interview, April 23 2019; Interview, May 23 2019; Interview, June 12 2019
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and the difficulties that colonialization has brought to Derry/Londonderry. He explained that it is
important to understand that religion in Derry/Londonderry should not merely be seen as a faith, but
as a cultural umbrella, which includes political and national identities.50 The simple use of
Protestantism-Catholicism was, and still is, used as short-hand to encompass other identities:
Protestantism was linked to the British state, and the Republic of Ireland had a strong connection to
the Catholic Church, and hence Catholic became a label for Irish. Due to these narratives, ordinary
citizens became more aware of their religious identities, and religion was consequently used as a
weapon in the conflict.51
Eventually, thirty years of conflict resulted in over 3.500 people who lost their lives and
between 30.000-47.000 who were injured (Lundy & McGovern, 2001; Ó Ciardha, 2017). Research has
shown that even today, an estimated 39% of the population has experienced a traumatic event that
was related to the Troubles, with one in five people witnessing death or serious injury to another
person (O’Neill et al., 2015).
In 1984, the city council – which now consisted primarily of Irish citizens – decided to change
the name of the city back to Derry. However, this decision did not go past the British queen, which is
a mandatory procedure. Hence, Londonderry remained the official name of the city on paper, and it is
still used on road signs and official government documents today. Interestingly, the road sings in the
Republic of Ireland use Derry when indicating the road to the city, following the wish of the city council.
In August 1994, the IRA initiated a ceasefire and the conflict was eventually ratified with the
Good Friday Agreement on April 10, 1998 (Lundy & McGovern, 2001; Hancock, 1998; Crighton & Mac
Iver, 1991; Todd, 2016; Ó Ciardha, 2016; O’Leary, 2016). There are several important parts of the
agreement for the people living in Derry/Londonderry: a power sharing agreement was set up in
Stormont, people had the right to dual citizenship – ordinary citizens can apply for both an Irish and a
British passport, and hold equal rights –, and the border was opened. Related to the latter, the
agreement included the following two sections: “The participants note that the development of a
peaceful environment on the basis of this agreement can and should mean a normalisation of security
arrangements and practices.” Furthermore, the governments of Ireland and the United Kingdom
assured for “a reduction of the numbers and role of the Armed Forces deployed in Northern Ireland to
levels compatible with a normal peaceful society” (Northern Ireland Office, 1998, p. 25, emphasis
added). This included the removal of the vast majority of security installations. It is notable that the
agreement did not specifically mention customs posts or regulatory controls, nor has put in an explicit
clause about possible future changes to this border. This means that technically, the border would
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have returned to the customs border that already existed before the 1970s, were it not for the creation
of the European Union in the meantime. Schengen allowed for an abolishment and removal of physical
barriers. This allowed the border to develop into a soft and open border, rather than a customs border,
that still exists today (McCall, 2018).
Ever since the creation of the Good Friday Agreement, Northern Ireland has been central in
studies around peace. In fact, many scholars have identified the open border as the primary aspect
leading to peace and the prevention of a relapse into conflict (Tannam, 2018; Collier & Hoeffler, 2008;
Rumford, 2008; Newman, 2006). However, as I indicated previously, the Good Friday Agreement did
not result in an open border: it was the creation of the European Union that created the border as it is
today. In fact, scholars have debated the application of the Good Friday Agreement since it was signed
in 1998 (Jarman, 2016; Tannam, 2018; Buchanan, 2008; O’Leary, 2016, McDermott, 2016; Hancock,
1998), a debate that many ordinary citizens echo – see chapter 3 and 5. For example, Diez and Hayward
(2008) have shown that even though this form of integration leads to cross-border relations and
cooperation, the focus on a power sharing arrangement does not lead to the construction of an
uncontested common identity in Northern Ireland: rather, it risks reinforcing the identity divide. This
is visible in the current political settlement in Stormont, which has not seen an overall break with preexisting structures of power and authority (Lundy & McGovern, 2011). Furthermore, Buchanan (2008)
argued that political actors viewed the agreement as solving the conflict, rather than opening the door
to a whole new process of reconciliation. Finally, according to Todd (2016), the explicit focus on
political aspects in the Good Friday Agreement excludes a focus on social relations and their underlying
meanings.
This focus on the political and lack of attention to the ordinary citizen has, despite the
argument of an ex-IRA prisoner during a political tour in Belfast that the IRA was officially dissolved in
2001,52 led to a re-mobilization of paramilitary organizations (Todd, 2016; Jarman, 2016), of which the
New IRA (merged in 2012) is one. Today, these paramilitary organizations even have political
representation in the city council of Derry/Londonderry.53 Both Todd (2016) and Buchanan (2016)
explain that the political development in the Good Friday Agreement was augmented through the
involvement of the European Union: their various peace programs on social and economic
development do focus on local reconciliation. For example, the European Regional Development Fund
financed the Peace Bridge, one of the three bridges connecting the cityside with the waterside. It is
thus no wonder that memories of this elaborate past instigate a fear and uncertainty amongst the
ordinary citizens of Derry/Londonderry around Brexit and the looming hard border.
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Conversation, 7 June 2019
Ex-IRA prisoner, interview 23 May 2019
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3.3 Derry/Londonderry Today
The history of Derry/Londonderry is still visible in everyday life. For example, Irish citizens describe the
city as Derry, and British citizens as Londonderry (interestingly, many British citizens have told me that
they also use the name Derry or ‘derry in private).54 To find some middle ground, the city council has
decided to remain neutral by referring to “Derry/Londonderry”, along with a minority of the population
from all communities.55 One respondent, a 55-year-old British Loyalist strongly disagreed with this
solution because it pleases neither side.56 Another example concerns the abundance of historical
museums in Derry/Londonderry. The other museums present in town focus on art, but interestingly
even those tend to exhibit art related to historical events. One local arts organization has even
published a journal on art, history and the border (Duncan & O’Donnell, 2019).

The stairs at Magazine Gate are only one of the many access points to the old city walls. On the left is
the Tower Museum, which portrays the history of Derry/Londonderry. A two-minute walk leads you to
a view over Waterloo Place, where nine pubs are lined up next to each other. Five flags hang above two
of them: the flag of Ulster, the flag of Lordship of Ireland, the contemporary Irish national flag, a 17th
century flag of Ireland, and the flag of Connacht, one of the provinces of Ireland. Further along is Derry’s
First Presbyterian Church. Next to this building is the Apprentice Boys Memorial Hall, dedicated to the
thirteen British Protestant Apprentice Boys who closed the gates of the city that started the siege in
1689. It only makes sense that the Siege Museum can be found next door. An additional iron fence next
to these buildings shows that we have reached the Bogside. Looking through the fence down the hill
you can see the Museum of Free Derry, Irish street names, murals portraying events of the 1960s and
1970s, IRA graffiti and flags of the Irish and Socialist Republic. We head up a big gate. Two houses down
the street is the courthouse, where barrier tape still indicates the location of the car bomb in January.
On the other side of the gate is the city’s only peace wall, separating the Protestant Fountain area from
the rest of the city. In this area, the curbs are painted in the colours of the Union Jack, British flags are
hanging out of windows and a big black sign says: “Londonderry West Bank Loyalists, Still Under Siege,
No Surrender”. Walking past the final leg of the city, we reach the flagless city hall.

Derry/Londonderry is the second largest city of Northern Ireland. According to a 2011 census, the city
has 83.125 inhabitants. Most inhabitants of County Londonderry are aged 16-39 (33.49%). Almost a
quarter of the population is below fifteen years old (22.36%), 31.66% are aged 40-64 and 12.48% is
above 65 years old (NISRA, 2012). In 2011, almost a half of the population identified as Irish (47.8%),
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22.13% identified as British, and 21.59% identified as Northern Irish.57 In terms of religion, a large
majority (72.16%) is Catholic, 25.4% is Protestant, 0.64% has another religion and 1.8% holds no
religious believes whatsoever (NISRA, 2012). Today, however, many inhabitants mentioned that 82%
of the inhabitants of the city are Irish Catholic. Concerning employment, 82% of Derry/Londonderry’s
inhabitants work in services, 10% in manufacturing, 5% in construction and the remaining 3% holds
another job (NISRA, 2018).
The river Foyle divides the city into two parts. The cityside consists of 99% of people who
identify as Irish (with exemption of the British community living in The Fountain). The population of
the waterside consists of approximately 60% British and 40% Irish inhabitants. But even within the
mixed waterside, some neighbourhoods consist of people with one exclusive background. Despite
attempts by the city council to physically integrate the city through for example the Peace Bridge, a
British Loyalist informant who was forced to move during the Troubles does not expect that British
citizens will migrate back to the cityside anytime in the near future.58
This story is indicative of a negative narrative that circulates about Derry/Londonderry, and
considers the city to be conservative, paralyzed and frozen in time.59 A retired local scholar told me
that the socio-economic indicators for the city are almost precisely the same as they were when the
Good Friday Agreement was signed in 1998.60 Furthermore, the power sharing agreement of Stormont
Parliament has left Stormont vacant since January 2017, and paramilitary organizations are on the rise.
Located in the North-West, the city is a deprived outpost of resources. This is visualized by the many
buildings that are standing deserted and ruined in the city centre. Of all schools, 6% is integrated.61
Moreover, plans are afoot to shut one of Derry’s two integrated primary schools due to low
enrolment.62 Furthermore, many people are negative about the community initiatives in town. For
example, an Irish community worker on segregation believed that many leaders strangle these
organizations with their own interests: organizations work together to get funding, but they do not
have a bigger plan or vision for the future.63 More than half of my informants from both the British and
Irish community echoed this perspective, and believed that community initiatives are a façade.
Furthermore, British and Irish flags fly all around town and lampposts are painted in either the Irish or
British colours. In the Bogside and Creggan, two strongly Republican neighbourhoods, graffiti like “IRA
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(here to stay)”, “Brits out, not sell out” and “SF [Sinn Féin] turning rebellion into money” are
widespread. Furthermore, the General Secretary of the Apprentice boys still considers the fence that
protected the Apprentice Boys Memorial Hall in the 1970s from Irish Republican attacks a “necessary
evil” today.64
Even though discrimination has officially ceased to exist, citizens still live separate on a social
level. People told me that there is not a select group in Derry/Londonderry that do not want to engage
with anyone, it is all embedded in each community, “leaving everyone to blame”.65 Interviewees
explained that ordinary citizens are “born into those socializing places and are brought up in these
disruptive values”,66 and that people grow up believing they are different to the other side, which has
resulted in the notion of: “anybody who is different, is wrong”.67 It is thus no wonder that a British
Unionist, who voted to remain, told me that he still feels like a minority.68 For example,
Derry/Londonderry today consists of 80% Irish/Catholic inhabitants, and a British citizen told me that
if British person wants to function in mainstream society in Derry/Londonderry, there is no way to
avoid Irish citizens.69 He told me the following story.

“Through the last Euro [football] finals [June 2016, eds], both Northern Ireland and the
Republic were playing. I got a ticket to see Northern Ireland and I went to get my hair cut just
right here in the city centre, not in any district. And we [him and the hairdresser] were talking
about football. He asked me if I was going to the match and wondered when the tickets were
going on sale. I said, ‘I already have my ticket’. He looked at me. ‘Right, and what match are
you going to?’ I said: ‘the Germany match’. The scissors stopped mid-air. Because I said the
Germany match, it meant that I supported Northern Ireland. You could see the way he looked
at me, then basically reprogrammed and then the conversation started again once he realized
that he was not talking to a Republic of Ireland supporter.” – Loyalist British Protestant,
remainer, interview, 13 June 2019

According to him, this perspective results in a pressure of the British community to retain their identity.
A 55-year-old British Loyalist and leaver explained along the same lines:
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“Our culture is getting eroded all the time. Even marriages, if a Roman Catholic and a
Protestant marry, 90% of the time the child is going to be brought up Roman Catholic. Why?
That is what we ask too.” – Loyalist British Protestant, leaver, interview 20 April 2019

As a result, the British/Protestant population of Derry/Londonderry expresses what the Irish ordinary
citizens – and some British as well – call a ‘Siege Mentality’, which they base on the shutting of the
gates during the Siege of Derry in 1688-1689. Simply stated, this siege mentality is a shared feeling of
defensiveness and victimization: the British people who live in a predominantly Irish city are afraid that
their culture will slowly be eroded. Whether a conscious act of anxiety and lack of trust – according to
the Irish population – or an unconscious act of drifting away through systemic exclusion – according to
the British themselves –, this ‘Siege Mentality’ resulted limited forms of inter-community interaction.

You can hear them before you see them. The sharp sound of the many flutes stand in contrast with the
low beating of the drums, and as soon as the sound comes nearer, most of the people who are sitting
in the café interrupt their lunch and walk outside to take a look. The first marchers who turn the corner
into the small street where the café is located carry big flags with the logo of the Apprentice Boys of
Derry. They nod gently to the assembled crowd, whose eyes quickly turn towards the corner, where the
body carrying the drums have appeared. Approximately twelve men, in lines of four, squeeze
themselves into the small street, pushing the group against the windows of the café. Hereafter, the
high-pitched sounds of the flutes make speech impossible for a moment. After the march passed the
café, the spectators go back inside, and continue with what they were doing as if nothing has happened.

The above account on Derry/Londonderry denounces a second narrative of the city: one of progress.
This narrative focuses on a city that wants to move on. For example, in terms of civil service structures,
the nationalist city council has created and implemented a strict legislation around employment,
career building and advancement.70 Ordinary citizens describe the city as a safe, vibrant and a youthful
small town, where everybody knows everybody. Peace is a central aspect in the city, shown by a peace
flame, peace bridge and numerous peace statues all over town. Furthermore, a British bin collector,
abstained from voting in the referendum, told me that the political murals in the city rejoicing the Irish
and British paramilitary groups have been replaced by non-political murals that focus on peace and
the environment.71 Another example concerns parades and marches by the Apprentice Boys. In the
past, their perceived celebration of British supremacy and their visual presence in the city as a form of
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territorial marking used to be a start-up for rioting. Nowadays, I have only seen the police to keep
interested tourists and locals from standing in the way. Finally, the admission of the UK City of Culture
(Boland, Murtagh & Shirlow, 2018; Doak, 2014; Doak, 2018; McDermott, Nic Craith & Strani, 2016),
grassroots initiatives and the huge number of privately-owned cafés and restaurants add to this list.
My part-time job was in one café owned by an Irish couple, where occasionally people from the
Protestant Apprentice Boys came for lunch, and were welcomed as much as any other person.
Furthermore, along the road to town that I walked daily, a pink billboard with the text “welcome” in
the English, Irish and Ulster Scots language predominated. Later, this board was replaced with one of
the many nicknames of the city: “Festival city”. Each neighbourhood has its own youth centre and
despite the negative connotations of community initiatives, many still continue their work. An shouldbe-retired Irish founder of a community-based organization described himself as “idealist”.72 Finally,
during many walks around town along the refurbished quay I have often spotted home-made
pamphlets displaying texts like “Courtesy is the Glue that Holds Society together”, and charity shops
are in abundance.

3.4 Conclusion
The historical elaboration at the beginning of this chapter frames the topic for the remainder of this
thesis. Understanding Derry/Londonderry today comes with the need to understand the creation of
the border, the introduction of colonialism and the narratives that accompany these historical events.
This historical context, but also the present-day context, helps to understand what motivates people
to behave as they do in a Brexit-impacted society. Only then can we fully comprehend the response to
the border and subsequent social relations that exist today in the wake of the Brexit-vote, and can we
understand how the looming hard border next to Derry/Londonderry is perceived and understood by
ordinary citizens, a topic to which I will turn now.
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4. The “Irish” Border
In the weeks leading up to the Brexit referendum, neither pro nor con campaigns in Great Britain put
much, if any, emphasis on how leaving the European Union might affect the border with Ireland. In
fact, a 55-year-old Irish Republican told me that the single reference to a border made during the
campaign actually focussed on the border between England and Scotland.73 This was slightly different
in Northern Ireland, where primarily Sinn Féin, the predominantly nationalist party in Northern Ireland
aiming for a United Ireland, emphasized the possible negative consequences of Brexit on (people living
close to) the border. Nevertheless, the border question remained under the radar in the political
debate.74 Interestingly, even the local representative of the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), which is
the predominantly Unionist party focusing on a Union with Great Britain, explained that the arguments
concerning the border could have been articulated better, more accurately and more factually. In fact,
he believed that the debate was overrun by an England-centered debate around possible other
consequences of leaving the European Union.75
The difference with today is astonishing: many informants mentioned that the border has
come to the surface again and is politically the biggest point of discussion in the withdrawal agreement.
This discussion is not restricted to the political level: ordinary citizens voice their opinion as well.
This chapter takes a deeper look into the border. Rather than an objective account, I highlight
subjective border narratives in the following subchapters: what the border looks like today, the
presence of cross-border relationships, and the different opinions of the looming hard border by
inhabitants of Derry/Londonderry now that it is highlighted with Brexit.

4.1 Along the Border
We park the car next to an old white building that is standing on the side of the road. “This used to be
an army office during the Troubles”, Angela explains. “After the conflict, people turned it into a gym.
Now, it is just empty; ready to be occupied again by customs officers when Brexit happens.” She laughs
as we walk to the main road. Once there, I notice a big sign on my left: “Speed limit, kilometres per
hour”. When I turn around, there is another sign: “Speed limit in miles per hour”. My phone vibrates,
and I look at it: “Welcome to Ireland”, the screen displays. I am standing on the border.
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The previous chapter on the history of Derry/Londonderry concluded with the impact of the European
Union and the Schengen agreement on the border and the conflict. This open border is still present
today. In fact, the border is barely discernible, except for a few road markings (McCall, 2018). For
example, when I was sitting in a taxi driving to a border protest on the Irish side of the border, I was
constantly paying attention in order to not miss the border crossing. I only found out that I missed it
when the taxi entered a small village and the driver told me that we had reached our destination.76
The resident of Derry/Londonderry who drove me back to the city did use the main road, and I saw a
clear sign saying “Northern Ireland”. This shows that on most roads, save for a few motorways, you do
not realize you are crossing a border. Ordinary citizens described this border “a seamlessly weaving in
and out of people, goods and services”,77 and “the best border since its creation”.78 Nevertheless, two
different narratives exist on the current border. The predominant narrative, mainly from those with a
Nationalists and Republican Irish background, is that the border is not visible. The only physical
reminder is in the shape of abandoned customs posts in the green landscape, overgrown with nature,
road signs and the use of different tarmac as people continue their journey.79
Interestingly, however, there is a paradox in the visualization of the border within the narrative
of this group. Besides the perceived invisibility, I have also repeatedly heard the following
argumentation:

“When you travel over the border, it sort of feels like you are free. It is a different atmosphere
or something. I cannot really put my finger on it, but I just feel I can breathe easier, the sky is
more blue.” – German tour guide who lives in the Republic of Ireland, conversation 28 May
2019

This links to a cultural perceptibility of the border that shows that the border is visible, only not to the
naked eye. This cultural notion stands in contrast to the practical visibility of the border, but exists
together at the same time in the perspective of most Irish citizens.
Others – primarily those with a British background – employ a slightly more critical perspective
on this perceived invisibility when they told me that the border does exist. They highlight the different
health, educational and tax regimes that are present, and the different currencies that are in place.80
They also highlighted the frequent border checks since the Good Friday Agreement, for example during
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the foot and mouth decease in 2001.81 Fortunately, for those like myself who do not like to have two
different currencies in their wallet, it is possible to pay with both euros and pounds in the areas
surrounding the border.
In addition to these different perceptions on the visibility of the current border next to
Derry/Londonderry, there are different opinions on the location of the border. During my personal
border-tour, an Irish key informant showed me the border in different locations surrounding the city.
She told me that this uncertainty of the location of the border relates primarily to Lough Foyle, and
river Foyle. She mentioned that the British state believes that the territory of the Irish Republic is only
land, and that they own lough Foyle and the river, approximately 200 meters in width. Contrarily,
according to her, the Irish government claims that the establishment of Northern Ireland only referred
to the parliamentary counties, which again only refers to land. She herself believed that the border lies
in the middle of the river, equally dividing the river to the British and Irish state.82 When I asked her
who is responsible for the bridges crossing the river, the uncertainty concerning the border came to
the fore again, and she could not answer my question. Finally, an Irish, 40-year-old local PhD researcher
on borders believed that the border does not deviate from the river Foyle when he told me that he
considers the city centre to be part of county Donegal – hence part of the Republic of Ireland –, and
that “an internationally disputed border runs directly through the city”.83

4.1.1 Cross-border Relationships
Borders imply the existence of networks and systems of interaction (Flynn, 1997). Irrespective of
whether the current border is invisible or soft, it is open, and this has allowed for a renewed and
increased level of cross-border relationships between Derry/Londonderry and county Donegal, located
in the Republic of Ireland. Many locals – almost all Irish people and almost half of the British people I
spoke to – consider this area as the natural hinterland or backyard of the city.84 Two reasons underly
this perception. First, the ordinary citizens have aimed to limit their peripheral status on the edge of
the nation state by trading goods with inhabitants of county Donegal, who often felt forgotten by the
Irish government. Second, an almost-retired Irish senior economist of the city council highlighted the
currency changes over the past years, that led to major currency differences, and subsequently local
people that have acted upon these differences:
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“[After 1979] A house in the street where you live [a basic four bedroom terraced house with
small paved garden at the back, eds] would have sold for about eighty thousand Sterling,
probably a hundred thousand Euros. For a hundred thousand Euros, you could have gone to a
city in Donegal and buy a semi-detached house with a garden for the same money, so we saw
an exodus of people. There was a large out migration of people from the city who wanted that
kind of more rural life with more value for their money.” – Senior economist, Irish, interview,
17 May 2019

Despite this logical movement, the migrated people retained their jobs in the city and commuting
increased amongst both Irish and British citizens.85
Due to trade and commuting, the area developed into an integrated borderland that many
locals consider to be unique to the border next to Derry/Londonderry (DCSDC & DCC, 2017; Baud &
Van Schendel, 1997; Gasparini, 2014; Paasi, 2009). Interviewees have described this relation as “a city
that looks over the border”,86 and consider the border as “a way of life”.87 Consequently, almost all
Irish and the majority of British citizens in Derry/Londonderry live and work with the border. For
example, most inhabitants of Derry/Londonderry cross the border regularly for shopping, cheap fuel,
leisure, family, business or to commute to and from education or work: one of the biggest employers
of inhabitants of Derry/Londonderry, E+I Engineering, is based in the Republic of Ireland. All the
dioceses, both Catholic and Protestant, are also cross border.88 Furthermore, I have seen numerous
billboards of companies who are working in both Derry/Londonderry and Donegal. Finally, a British
citizen who voted to leave the European Union addressed the fact that people in the Republic also
travel to Northern Ireland to make use of the free health care that is available in Northern Ireland –
not in the Republic of Ireland – and a different, often perceived to be better, form of education.89
The Planning committee of the City Council also emphasises the development in the NorthWest Region, consisting of counties Londonderry and Donegal. A 30-year-old Development Planning
Offer for the District Council mentioned that cross-border networks and cooperation are essential for
the North-West Region in order to unlock the potential of the district.90 Planning-wise, the council
undertakes as much cross-border activities as possible by focusing on “economic co-operation and
enterprise, developing a cohesive network of cross-border and trans-regional infrastructure and
extending co-operation in the protection and management of the environment” (DCSDC, 2017, p.30).
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Within these projects, the city councils of Derry/Londonderry and Donegal work hand in hand. This
way, the planning officer told me that they provide major trade opportunities for farmers, producers
and transporters, who often use the roads through Derry/Londonderry to travel to either Northern
Ireland or the United Kingdom – approximately 12.000 every day.91 One of those lorry drivers described
the motorway through Derry/Londonderry as a “Panama Canal”, highlighting its importance for
trade.92 But Derry/Londonderry also benefits hugely from cross-border tourism: it is located a 25minute drive away from the much visited Wild Atlantic Way in the Republic of Ireland and the
Causeway Coastal Route in Northern Ireland.93
Not only does Derry/Londonderry profit from cross-border relationships with the Republic of
Ireland, it also benefits from its connection to the European Union. Research estimated that multiple
programs, amongst it the PEACE and Interreg program, accounts for approximately 100 million pounds
annually, compared to 600 million annually to Northern Ireland overall in the period of 2014-2020 –
twice the UK average. Moreover, Derry/Londonderry and surrounding areas also significantly benefit
from EU investment into Donegal (DCSDC, 2019).94
However, the description of cross-border travel above shows a generalized image: not
everyone crosses the border equally frequent. Especially people from the British Unionist and Loyalist
community, but certainly not all, told me that they feel no link to the Irish Republic. Instead, they direct
their attention towards Great Britain.95 Darach MacDonald, a retired, local border scholar, has
described this as a “different sense of geography” (MacDonald, 2018). This group rarely crosses the
border, and believes that the Republic of Ireland has nothing to offer them.96 However, a division exist
even within this group: some cross the border once every few months to go to a concert, to walk the
dog in the countryside, to get cheap fuel, to visit families and relatives or to go on a holiday. But for all
British citizens, the border does not play a role in their everyday life as it does to Irish people. A British
Loyalist who voted to leave the European Union mentioned that the United Kingdom provides for all
the necessary services, and this group despises the practice of people that live in county Donegal but
continue to work in Northern Ireland or send their children to school in the United Kingdom while
claiming benefits of the free health care system available in the North. The fear and uncertainty around
Brexit and the looming hard border have only increased this different sense of geography.
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4.2 Perspectives on the Looming Hard Border
A retired, local Irish border scholar told me that the United Kingdom did not create the border in 1921
with the intention for it to be permanent, but that history and circumstances have turned the border
into a fixed outcome.97 Since the vote for Brexit, the perspective of ordinary citizens highlight the
polysemic aspect of the border (Cooper and Perkins , 2012). For example, during our interview, a British
Loyalist and member of the Orange Order,98 who voted to leave, asked me the following question:
“why would there be [issues] over a few cows crossing the border?”99 I show that the experiences and
meanings of a person to a border differs depending on their relationship to the border, and that there
are currently simplified and incomplete understandings present in society: people do not fully
understand each other’s perspective. Furthermore, I show that the simple argumentation of “Irish
people do not want a hard border” and “British people do want a hard border” is biased: different
identity-groups have certain overlaps with regard to the border and other previously single-identity
groups are now breaking apart.100 In fact, most ordinary citizens in Derry/Londonderry agree, no
matter their background, that a hard border must be prevented, either by leaving the border open –
according to Irish citizens – or by introducing technological mechanisms, a wish of British citizens.

4.2.1 Fearing a Hard Border
I am standing in Bridgend, a small village in the Republic of Ireland adjacent to the border next to
Derry/Londonderry. There is a protest today, and a group of approximately 80-100 people have
gathered next to the road. Cars are driving by, its drivers are blowing horns and passengers are hanging
out of the windows with their thumbs up towards the assembled crowd. Some people are setting up a
sound system in an open trailer, and journalists are taking numerous pictures. On the other side of the
road, I notice a yellow and black sign that reads: “End the Brexit Chaos Now”. When I turn around, I see
a group of nine people that are holding a huge banner displaying the text: “Respect the Remain Vote”.

The rally at the border shows that the border, previously thought to be only meaningful for the state,
now has gained a meaning that is diffused throughout societies (Paasi, 1999). As Rumford (2008)
indicated, this group actively contests and challenges the borderwork by the state. In fact, the absolute
majority of the inhabitants of Derry/Londonderry – both from Irish and British backgrounds – do not
welcome any hard border. Over the past 20 years, the border – whether invisible or not – has become
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irrelevant to them, and many consider the return of a hard border an act of madness. When you
consider the recent stalemate in negotiations, the lack of representation in the Northern Ireland
parliamentary in Stormont and the pending election of a new prime minister,101 people are unsure and
scared of what the border will look like and what implications it will have. Even though the Good Friday
Agreement specifically mentions the border, many ordinary citizens, both from a British and Irish
background, consider the Good Friday Agreement to be out of date, with a lack of expected updates
and revisions. Whereas they mentioned that the agreement might be valid in theory, they believed
that it does not in practice, and this group worries about the meaning and application of the Good
Friday agreement after Brexit. But even the fact that the British and Irish government signed the
Memorandum of Understanding – introduced in the previous chapter – again in May 2019, it is not
legally binding, and most Irish citizens who fear a hard border are sceptical of its implementation.
Consequently, many citizens are afraid that the border will manifest itself as a security border
that was present during the Troubles. A middle-aged Irish community worker for a human rights
association told me that he fears a security border will be an inevitable consequence of a customs
border: once goods become more expensive, smuggling practices will develop. In turn, to address
smuggling, the level of security at the border will increase.102 It thus makes sense that a middle-aged
Irish Community Relations Officer at a local art venue feared that the border will draw them back into
the past.103 This big group expects Brexit to catastrophic, and will result in increased prices, fewer
commodities in shops and other kinds of economic deprivation that already characterized the city in
the past. Besides losing their freedom of travel and movement of goods, people are also afraid to lose
their jobs, as commuting is still very important.
All the fears co-exist with the prevailing perspective that Derry/Londonderry is a peripheral
city, and ordinary citizens are afraid that Brexit will further decrease the economic status of the city.
As a British bin collector who abstained from voting explained: “better the devil you know, than the
devil you do not”. In fact, this shows that people rather prefer their current status and certainty over
an uncertain future, which they expect to be catastrophic.104 It is interesting to see that the people
who fear a hard border direct their attention to the Republic of Ireland and the advantages of being
part of the European Union. This is what Darach MacDonald, has called “a sense of geography”, a
concept I introduced previously (MacDonald, 2018).105
Two contradicting narratives exist amongst this group. Some ordinary citizens who fear the
negative consequences of the looming hard border are certain that the border will not close: they
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consider it an impossible job to close all the border crossings present, and believe that the British
government has no other option than to keep the border open. Others, as already indicated, are more
doubtful whether this will happen and see no other option than a hard customs or security border. All
these fear-induced argumentations are reflected in the many newspaper articles I have read
throughout fieldwork, displaying headlines like, but certainly not limited to: “No-Deal Brexit dangers
for North”106 and “Brexit: are we really heading for a no deal?”107 All subsequent articles focused on
the financial implications of leaving the European Union and returning to a hard border.
For one small group that fears a hard border, cultural ramifications add to the perceived
economic impact. This is primarily the case for a group of people who consider themselves Irish. For
example, an employee of a local grassroots organization focusing on domestic violence mentioned that
a post-Brexit scenario with a hard border “would feel like going over the border in your own
country”.108 In the beginning of this chapter, I introduced the cultural notion of the border by quoting
a tour guide who described Northern Ireland as a feeling of depression. This group considers county
Donegal to be equal to freedom, a psychological escape from the oppressive British state. Almost all
Irish citizens mentioned that a re-instatement of the border, no matter in what form, would be a
symbol of British imperialism and an awakening of the colonial past and colonial present. In turn, they
are afraid that a hard border makes them feel entrapped in a country that is not theirs.
No matter the kind of border that Brexit might entail, most informants mentioned that they
will continue to live their lives as they did in the past. I understand this as an act of defiance against a
manifestation of British power: this Irish group will not allow the border to close, not because they
believe it is impossible, but because they simply will not let it turn into a hard border by continuing
their lives as they lived it pre-Brexit with an open border. This shows how temporal and social
circumstances allow for a constant resisting and breaching of the border (Baud & Van Schendel, 1997;
Cooper & Perkins, 2012; Goodhand et al., 2009).

4.2.2 Welcoming the Border
“They are making the border out as a bigger problem than it actually is. It is no big deal. It will not
impact me, because I do not go there. It does not matter whether there is a border here or not.
This border has been made out to be a big ‘wolf in the corner’ type of thing. ‘We are going to have
checks, we are going to have this’, there is […] going to be none of that.” – British Loyalist, leaver,
interview 9 May 2019
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The “sense of geography” of most British people I have spoken to who welcome the border is directed
towards the United Kingdom. For this group, consisting primarily of British Loyalists, the border is not
part of their everyday lives. It thus makes sense that British interviewees told me that the border
debate is “a complete load of nonsense”, and “blowing out of all proportion”.109 Similar to the past,
the looming hard border provides a new degree of comfort and security, by dividing two different
countries (Paasi, 1999).110 For this group, the primary objective is a continued and strengthened Union
with the United Kingdom, in which they can express their Britishness. As Meier (2013) and Baud and
Van Schendel (1997) explained, these actors use the border to their own ends by enforcing their sense
of belonging as British citizens. A member of the Londonderry Marching Bands Association, who
abstained from voting, echoed this perspective when the mentioned that a border should always be
present, if not in Ireland, then between the island of Ireland and Great Britain, the latter less desirable
because it will weaken and separate Northern Ireland as part of Britain. In his opinion, the Republic of
Ireland does not have the finances to care for Northern Ireland.111 Furthermore, the re-affirmation of
the Memorandum of Understanding on May 2019 between the Irish and British government
concerning reaffirming the Common Travel Area after Brexit gives this group of people further prove
that the border will not provide the inconvenience that others expect – contrarily to the Irish people,
they do trust the British state to stand by their promises.112
British actors who welcome the border do acknowledge that the imposition of a hard border
could impact business. A senior Irish economist explained this belief. He demonstrated, based on
economic research conducted by the city council (DCSDC & DCC, 2017), that a border would affect the
current growth of the city, and that the number of jobs will decline on the short term. However, the
same economic research concluded that – if Brexit would occur gradually rather than a crash out – it
will not sufficiently affect growth on the long term.113 Many British citizens agree with this long-term
perspective: the British state can invest funds previously going over the border and to the European
Union in Northern Ireland after Brexit.114 Some British citizens even explained how Northern Ireland
could also end up in a privileged position: it could be cheaper to live in Derry/Londonderry with an EUpartner just down the road than it is for people in England, and the city could end with the best of both
worlds.115 However, the General Secretary of the Apprentice Boys, who voted to leave, mentioned that
little independent research exists on the possible economic advantages of Brexit.
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In contrast to the majority of ordinary citizens in Derry/Londonderry – who prefer their current
peripheral, but secure status – British citizens are willing to take their chances, which according to
them is a possible decline on the short term, but increased growth in the future. Here, their different
sense of geography comes to the fore again. Because of the expected economic benefits, they believe
that Brexit will actually result in massive immigration towards the United Kingdom. A British Loyalist
playwright, who has voted to remain against the common perspective of his community particularly
for this reason, has even compared Northern Ireland to Calais when he described the future of
Northern Ireland as “a dumping ground for people from the rest of the world who want to end up in
the United Kingdom.”116
Interestingly, another group of people in Derry/Londonderry welcome a border: right-wing
Irish Republicans. Rather than voting to leave for British sovereignty – the primary objective of British
citizens – this small group of Irish people believed that the decisive factor in their leave votes is the
break-up of the United Kingdom. On the Facebook page “Your Derry”, in answer to an inquiry for leavevoters, Irish citizens mentioned that this is the exact reason for voting to leave in the referendum.117
Interestingly, similar to British people who welcome the border, they also use border to their own end,
but the goal is different. Rather than focusing on negative economic and cultural consequences, this
small group believes that there is a positive consequence of the hard border: a United Ireland.118 For
them, the looming hard border is a reminder of colonization and partition, and they see Brexit as an
opportunity by exploiting the situation for their own goal of Irish Unity.119

4.3 Conclusion
The different sense of geography – hence a focus on Ireland/European Union or on Great Britain – has
resulted in a wide range of opinions regarding Brexit and the looming hard border. The border has
different meanings, and both entraps and protects its people, depending on different backgrounds and
believes. Many ordinary citizens consider the possible return of a hard border undesirable for a variety
of reasons, amongst those socio-economic, existential and cultural. Interestingly, socio-economic,
existential and cultural fears also underly the argumentation of those who welcome a border. In the
remainder of this thesis, I put more emphasis on how these meanings of the border impacts identities
and boundaries.
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5. Revealing the Fault Lines
This chapter deals with the complex notion of identity as a result of the looming hard border. I follow
Paasi (2001) by taking a more critical stance towards the perspective that borders and identities are
two sides of the same coin: identities are not inevitably based on a bounded experience. I show in this
chapter that it is the fear and uncertainty of as a result of Brexit with a possible hard border that
influences the identities of ordinary citizens in Derry/Londonderry. Furthermore, I show that Brexit
and the looming hard border do not change identities: the discussion and uncertainty merely makes
the ordinary citizen more aware of their already present forms of identification.
Throughout this chapter, I show that Derry/Londonderry as a border city deals with identity
construction on an extreme level (Flynn, 1997). First, I specify on the type of identities that the
uncertainty of the looming hard border influences. Subsequently, I elaborate on the intricate relation
between identities and boundaries, created by ordinary citizens themselves and those who are forced
upon them by external actors. These boundaries in turn have an influence on identities, which creates
a perpetual circle. Eventually, I show how – as a result of this perpetual circle – a new form of civil
society gained prominence in Derry/Londonderry.

5.1 The Impact of the Border on (Trans)National Identities
Brexit has made people more aware of their differences.120 Similar to the growing opinion in theoretical
debates and amongst local people that the Troubles were not a religious conflict, but contrary to the
fact that Derry/Londonderry is spatially and socially divided on religious grounds, people told me that
Brexit and the looming hard border has no influence on religious identity. In fact, the Irish Bishop of
the city, but also a referend who identified as British, mentioned that their church and diocese stays
away from the political debates around Brexit to the greatest extent possible.121
Despite the fact that the border does not impact religious identities, the looming hard border
does influence the identities that people often implicitly mean when they describe themselves and
others as Catholic or Protestant: national identities, i.e. feeling British or Irish. In addition, because
Brexit might create a hard border between the European Union and United Kingdom, a transnational
identity has come to the fore: being a European citizen. This European identity transcends
disagreements that are based on national identity (Kohli, 2000). Table 1 provides an overview of the
four roughly-categorized identities that I consider in this thesis as relevant to the topic.
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Table 1: an overview of the identities that are impacted by the border and their characteristics

Kind of Identity Opinion on Brexit
(previous chapter)
Irish Welcome hard
border
European/Irish Against soft &
hard border
European/British Against soft &
hard border
British Welcome soft
border, against
hard border

“Other”

Fear

Desire

British –
Westminster &
EU
British –
Westminster
English

Fear of
Repetition

Independence:
Constitutional
expression
Independence:
Living their lives
Independence:
living their lives
Independence:
Constitutional
expression

Irish culture & EU

Fear of
Repetition
Fear of
Repetition
Fear of
Extinction

5.1.1 The Irish Identity in General
The church I am visiting today is beautiful. Despite the cold early-April morning and drizzle, I take my
time to walk outside, admiring the many decorations on the exterior walls. A man comes walking up to
me shows me a piece of text written on the wall. “You see this? This here is my name, but written in
Irish”, he tells me, pointing towards a passage. I asked him which name he uses in his everyday life, and
he told me that he is being forced to use his British name. “Officially, we are British, but I like to see
myself as being ‘British with an Irish fist’”, he tells me, while holding his fist in the air.

Irish inhabitants are the biggest national identity group that live in Derry/Londonderry – in the 2011
census, 47.8% identified as Irish (NISRA, 2012). Today, however, some people told me that
approximately 80% identifies as Irish.122 This is because a majority of citizens have become more aware
of their national identity as Irish since Brexit, whereas for others Brexit has changed nothing concerning
this identity.123 The reason for this increased awareness is simple: Brexit is the withdrawal of the United
Kingdom from the European Union, and the general description of someone living in the United
Kingdom is British.124 But in Northern Ireland, and Derry/Londonderry especially, clear differences
between British and Irish citizens exist.125

“I know for myself, I was not going around ‘I am Irish, I am Irish’, before the home office told
me I was not. When I sat down, they said I was British, not Irish. I was like, hold on. I am Irish.”
– Emma de Souza, Human Rights Campaigner, interview, 30 March 2019
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Through what Van Houtum and Van Naerssen (2002) have called an act of purification, Irish people
construct their identity in opposition to the Other; in this case British (Tonra, 2009). Despite the
everyday use of the word “British”, it is an abstract concept, and it does not refer to fellow British
citizens who live in Northern Ireland. An Irish community worker has described this as: “there are
people on this island that see themselves as British and that is that.”126 Rather, I have found that Irish
citizens who use “British” dismissively actually refer to the ‘English population’, and sometimes more
specifically ‘Westminster’, the place of the UK government.127 In this process of Othering, Irish citizens
described the British state “arrogant”, “presumptuous”, “mafia”, “disease” and “people who are trying
to be better than they are”.128 Furthermore, an ex-IRA prisoner described the mentality of the British
state as a “Little Britain mentality”, which according to him includes racism, sectarianism and sexism.129
Finally, many Irish citizens link notions of democracy concerning the Brexit-referendum to the
British state:

“It is the failure of democracy. When you think about it: the people in the North [Northern
Ireland, eds.] voted to stay in Europe. And now we are being dragged out.” – 44-year-old Irish
historical documentary maker, remainer, interview 15 April 2019

Many Irish citizens believed that the results of the referendum, which was a vote amongst all in the
United Kingdom, have not been dealt with in a democratic manner. In their opinion, Northern Ireland
voted to stay in the European Union, and hence should stay as a constitutional country. Today, Irish
citizens told me they feel ignored by a British state who is “imposing their opinion of leaving the
European Union” and “dictating what is happening to me and to the border”.130 This group of Irish
citizens fear that the looming hard border next to Derry/Londonderry entails a what I call an economic
and cultural “Fear of Repetition”. The commentaries above are expressions of a fear among many Irish
citizens to return to an oppressive British state that (1) does not care about the peripherality of
Derry/Londonderry, and (2) allows discrimination and inequality to prevail.
Even though the meaning of the British Other is similar, the meaning of the Irish Self is diverse.
This shows that there is no general, essentialist phenomenon as ‘national identity’ (Paasi, 2001). An
artist whose family used to be a member of the British Orange Order, but also an ex-IRA prisoner,
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based their notion of being Irish on a geographical origin: being born on the island of Ireland.131
Meanwhile, two Irish citizens described the notion of Irish as “being oppressed and colonized” and as
a “struggle against the British”, and believed that Northern Irish “Irish” is different from Southern Irish
“Irish”.132 But I have heard many more descriptions of Irish, for example concerning notions of
friendship, sharing a love of people and their way of looking at the world through songs, poetry,
participation, co-existence and independence. This latter notion of independence is important,
because its meaning separates two groups of Irish citizens: those who are anti-European and those
who identify as European.

5.1.2 Irish but also Anti-European
A small group of the people with an Irish identity not only considers the British state as a form of
colonialism and imperialism, but also wishes to be independent from the European Union, related
global institutions, the Northern Ireland parliament in Stormont and interestingly, the Parliament of
Ireland (Peadar O’Donnell Socialist Republican Forum, 2019). This minority group feels that the need
for sovereignty for the Irish people requires independence from all institutions of governance, because
these “serve to remove democratic control from the people and […] promote the interests of
capitalism and imperialism” (Peadar O’Donnell Socialist Republican Forum, 2019). An ex-IRA prisoner
and national organizer for 1916Societies even described the proposal of an European army as: “It is a
mistake. It is fascism. All they do is divide.”133

5.1.3 Irish and European
I am standing at the border protest, and people are chatting amicably with each other. It is getting
busy, people are mingling with journalists, and every once in a while I have to dodge for a hand that is
stretched to greet someone. Right at the moment that I consider myself to be proud of my sidestepping
skills while not being hit by one of the many cars that are driving around, I bump into someone. After a
series of fervent apologies from both sides, I take a good look at the man. He is wearing a blue hat with
yellow stars, and holds a flag with the same colours in his left hand. I quickly recognize it: it is the
emblem of the European Union.

The majority of Irish citizens, however, describe their feeling of being Irish as intrinsically linked to
being a European citizen. An Irish guard at the city hall described his feeling of being European as a
131
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family. He compared this relation to a fire, one that will not burn with only one piece of wood. “You
have to live together”, he concluded.134 In fact, this group relates Irish notions of friendship and
inclusiveness to European values of family and solidarity.135 Furthermore, many Irish citizens base their
identity on a comparison between the European Union and the British state. For example, community
workers believed that the city has benefitted from Europe more than from the British government in
terms of peace and infrastructure.136 Local Irish citizens also told me that “Europe has stood by us”,
and “Europe never wanted to take my identity away. Britain did.”137 This shows that people identify
both as Irish and European as the need to be different from the British.138
Of course, these feelings of being European do not necessarily mean that people agree with
all the practices of the European Union. Many ordinary citizens explained that they “want to be in
there, bring about reform in the European Union.”139

5.1.4 British but also European
Not only Irish citizens describe themselves as European: approximately half of the British citizens of
Derry/Londonderry share this identity. Following Armbruster, Rolle and Meinhof (2003), the fear
amongst most British citizens to become non-Europeans has highlighted this additional identity.
However, slight contextual differences exist between how Irish and British citizens describe their
European identity (Tonra, 2009). Ordinary citizens who identify as British and European focus on three
aspects. The first, and most important aspect concerns the freedom of cross-border movement of
people, services and goods. A Protestant Reverend described the European Union as a “great
institution, which has brought enormous benefits to all of us.”140 Similar to the Irish citizens, British
European citizens also act on an economic “Fear of Repetition” of returning to a peripheral region.
Second, a British Loyalist playwright, who voted to remain, equals Britishness with the European notion
of cosmopolitanism:

“Britishness should be represented as a cosmopolitan approach. It is international. It is
fantastic. I am proud of being European, I like what this continent does, I like the diversity of
people and I want to be part of that diversity.”– British Loyalist playwright, remainer, interview
13 June 2019
134
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A British lady who came to visit the café where I worked exemplified this notion of inclusivity when
she told me that she was professionally studying the Irish language Gaelic.141 Third, people link more
global notions to a European identity. A British 60-year-old artist told me that worries about climate
change and pollution are his reason for remaining in the European Union.”142
These British citizens actively make use of the possibility created by the Good Friday
Agreement to hold two passports, and many have applied for or are going to apply for Irish passports
due to Brexit. In fact, Sinead McLaughlin, a local SDLP councillor advocating a social-democratic Irish
nation, has described an Irish passport as one way of maintaining “their European identity”.143
British citizens who identify as Europeans believe that they are different from the British
people on the mainland. Their Other are the English people and the British parliament. This is shown
by the argument “the whole Brexit-mess is an England thing” by a British artist.144 Even the local
representative of the British political DUP set himself apart from the English mainland when he said:
“It is anything like me trying to understand English politics”, when we discussed Brexit.145 Contrary to
the Irish citizens who describe the British “Other” as an abstract label for “English”, the meaning of the
British European “Self” is equal to “not-English”. Hence, both the Irish and British people who consider
themselves to be European identify the British state as an external actor influencing control.

5.1.5 British anti-European
Contrary to the progressive British people who link their national identity with a practical European
identity, there is a small group in Derry/Londonderry of conservative British Unionists and Loyalists
who base their Britishness on anti-European sentiments. With the important difference of their British
orientation, they resemble the anti-European Irish identity in their wish to be “masters in their own
house”.146 This British orientation leads this group to consider themselves to be the same as English
people who live in Great Britain and wish to be treated as such. The General Secretary of the
Apprentice boys, who vote to leave, explained that: “we have little in common with those south of the
border and our entire identity and our creed and our friends are in Great Britain”.147
The Other for British anti-European citizens is two-fold. The first Other is the European Union.
A British referend believed that the position of the European Union with regard to Brexit – being a
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“pain in the ass” – reinforced his identity as being British.148 Many people in this group of British citizens
mentioned that the European Union “and their puppets” are “bureaucratic”, “trying to bully Britain”
and are egocentric by holding them back in their ideals: “they do not want us to leave, because once
one [country] leaves, the other ones are going to leave as well”.149
The second Other is the culture of their fellow Irish citizens. A member of the Orange Order
defined himself as different from Nationalists because they “are a fascist group”, and he believed
Republicanism is “undermining people”. Interestingly, whereas an Irish ex-prisoner described the
British state as sectarian, in his perspective, the Irish people are. He told me that “both Nationalism
and Republicanism in general is divisive, because you need division in order to create discontent in
order to make the government not work, in order to say: this is not working, let’s get a United
Ireland.”150 He is part of a group of British citizens that believe that the European Union has obstructed
the desired independence of the British as a whole, and that moves towards a United Ireland obstruct
this process even more.
Interestingly, Brexit itself does not instigate a direct fear amongst the British population in
Derry/Londonderry. However, the response of the majority of the Irish population of Brexit that could
lead towards a United Ireland or integrated borderland does create a fear, one that Crighton and Mac
Iver (1991) have called a “Fear of Extinction”: can British people still be British in an Irish Republic, or
will they be forced to become Irish citizens?

“Really, what we have created here is the groundwork for a United Ireland. The instinct is to
leave, and that is a post-Brexit thing.” – British Loyalist, remainer, playwright, interview 13
June 2019

“I have no problem with anybody wanting a United Ireland, but do not tell me. I do not want
to go in there. I want to be British.” – British Loyalist, leaver, interview, 9 May 2019

British people are afraid of their place as British citizens in a United Ireland. In fact, the votes of this
British group to leave the European Union were for the primary reason of regaining control of their
own destiny by holding onto their British identity. For example, a descendent of the original plantation
family told me that a friend of his voted to leave because that “makes him more Britisher”.151
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I hope to have shown that the narratives that underly identity formation and related wishes of
independence make the seemingly opposed identities of Irish and British not complete opposites. In
fact, looking beyond the Irish-British divide, two group emerge that resemble each other in their
wishes: the more pro-European and anti-European identities. Furthermore, the different fears of the
ordinary citizens are not polarized, but focus on (1) different anxieties in (2) different stages of Brexit
and the looming hard border. However, despite obvious similarities, multiple fears concerning
boundaries divide the different identities even further, an aspect to which I will turn now.

5.2 The Prevalence of Boundaries
Ordinary citizens have done a considerable amount of hard work to eliminate social, economic and
spatial boundaries that predated the Troubles. Nonetheless, boundaries still exist, amongst others in
separate education or segregated recreation in pubs. In this section, I show how identities like Irish,
British, but also Irish-European and British-European relate to four different boundaries that I consider
to be relevant in this thesis. These boundaries exist on two levels: internal – hence created by people
themselves –, and external, that is created by political actors that work upon the fears and
uncertainties of Irish and British citizens of Derry/Londonderry and force the boundary upon them.
Two of the boundaries that I discuss – economic and legal – are symbolic, which means that they are
“conceptual distinctions made by social actors to categorize objects, people, practices, and even time
and space” (Lamont & Molnar, 2002, p. 168). Hence, they do not exist in practice, but are theoretical
understandings of what might occur in the future. The discursive and political boundary discussed
below are social boundaries, meaning that they are material and immaterial “objectiﬁed forms of social
differences” that exist as “identiﬁable patterns of social exclusion” in contemporary society (Lamont
& Molnar, 2002, p. 168-169). A relationship between the two boundaries exist; they do not operate on
their own but influence each other to a certain extent, creating a culture in which the ordinary citizens
of Derry/Londonderry live.

5.2.1 External Economic Boundaries
The first boundary is economic, and primarily induces a fear amongst Irish citizens in general and British
citizens who identify as Europeans. According to Kohli (2000), this focus on economic boundaries by
European citizens provides an opportunity to address the primary identity dilemma of Irish vs. British,
by focusing on a communal boundary that brings people together as European.

“[…] people feel peripheral in Derry because of the geographical location away from the centre
of London, but also from the centre base in Dublin. Some people talk about a triple minority
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as well, where we are kind of away from Belfast. You could even talk about a quadruple
minority, because we were peripheral in terms of Europe as well. We are marginalized,
isolated, we feel like the underdog.” – British Peace and Reconciliation officer, remainer,
interview 7 May 2019

Since the creation of the border on the Irish island in 1921, citizens in Derry/Londonderry have felt
forgotten and abandoned. They believe that “English people would discard us, without causing it that
much of a thought” and that there exists “a lack of willingness on the part of the Unionist state to
invest in Derry, because it was always seen as an Irish community”.152

“The real powerbase is in London, but they do not care for Northern Ireland. However, they
care just enough that they do not grand power to Northern Ireland, but still want to decide
everything for themselves.” – University Professor in Drama, interview 17 April 2019

Rather than economically benefiting from the British state, inhabitants of Derry/Londonderry
benefit from restored trade-relationships – damaged during the Troubles – with inhabitants of Donegal
and other parts of the Republic of Ireland and from European Union funds. However, many ordinary
citizens from Derry/Londonderry showed me that they feel inequality and poverty in daily life. For
example, almost every time I sat in a lunchroom in the city, I saw people handing out resumes and
applying for jobs. Ordinary citizens also referred to the lack of highways to connect Derry/Londonderry
to other cities in Northern Ireland or the Republic of Ireland, limited job opportunities that result in a
brain-drain of middle and upper class students and young professionals and unequal theatre funding,
in which an interviewee told me that Belfast gets 30 pounds per head of staff, and Derry/Londonderry
staff receive 5 pound per staff member.153 Finally, an informant referred to research that indicated
that in 2015, approximately 42% of the people in Derry/Londonderry lived on social welfare, but that
the area is not officially recognized as one of special needs (Jennings, Beirne & Knight, 2017).
It is no surprise that many ordinary citizens fear that the closing of the border and the resulting
tariffs, queues and possible loss of European funds will increase the city’s peripheral status through a
collapse of their economy and will thus make Derry/Londonderry collateral damage to the “greater
good”.154 This, in turn, influences their identity as European citizens – those from both Irish and British
backgrounds. In addition to the impact of (trans)national identities that the border has, there exists a
152
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fear that the looming hard border could lead to increased differences in class between the “haves and
have nots”.155 For example, an Irish representative of Alliance mentioned that “working class
communities regardless of Nationalist or Unionist have already suffered from cuts coming in. This can
only increase when the border closes”.156
However, despite the fact that people told me that these financial aspects affect everyone, my
data shows that the perception of being affected is a matter of identity. For instance, some British
Loyalists who welcome the border do not fear such severe economic consequences, as I showed in
chapter 4, and do not experience the peripherality on the same level that is present among those who
feel (Irish)European. The General Secretary of the Apprentice Boys, who voted to leave, told me that
it makes sense that a capital receives preferential treatment, and that this occurs all over the world.
He also mentioned that it is not the case that Derry/Londonderry has received no funding whatsoever,
and showed me that the city has received enormous amounts of funding from the British government,
for example through the City Deal. Furthermore, he expects that once the United Kingdom does not
have to pay money to the European Union, the United Kingdom will invest more funds in
Derry/Londonderry once Brexit has become reality.157
On the other hand, two young Irish youth workers showed that an Irish identity and cultural
affiliation can lead some to experience a looming hard border on a heightened level than those from
the lower and middle-class.158

“For example, we both work in Creggan, one of the poorest neighbourhoods of
Derry/Londonderry. In this area, the people are 99.9% of Irish Nationalists and Republicans.
But it is also in the top five poorest neighbourhoods in Northern Ireland. A significant amount
does not have the financial means to apply for passports and must often choose between a
passport or a monthly pay for gas and electricity. They often prioritize the latter. Our people
were able to say: we live in a border town, it is actually going to affect our freedom and what
we have had while growing up.”159 – Youth workers, interview 11 June 2019

As I explained in chapter 4, Donegal represents freedom, and lower class citizens fear that their
economic position will not allow them to travel across the border towards their ‘freedom’ if the border
closes.
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Irish community worker, interview 23 April 2019; Irish city councillor and representative of AONTU,
interview 12 June 2019
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5.2.2 External Civil Rights Boundaries
Mihelj (2005) described how territorial claims are not only institutionalized through borders, but also
through boundaries in the form of citizenship and laws, for example through civil rights. In fact, civil
rights issues stood at the vanguard of the Troubles, and the Good Friday Agreement solved most
violations by including a clause concerning the recognition of “[…] the birth right of all the people of
Northern Ireland to identify themselves and be accepted as Irish or British, or both, as they may so
choose, and accordingly confirm that their right to hold both British and Irish citizenship is accepted by
both Governments and would not be affected by any future change in the status of Northern Ireland.”
(Belfast Agreement, 1998). Furthermore, the agreement specifically mentions and addresses human
and civil rights violations, ensuring to safeguard “the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR)
and any Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland supplementing it, which neither the Assembly nor public
bodies can infringe, together with a Human Rights Commission” and that “[t]he British [and Irish]
Government will complete incorporation into Northern Ireland law of the European Convention on
Human Rights (ECHR), with direct access to the courts, and remedies for breach of the Convention […]”
(Belfast Agreement, 1998).
However, in chapter one and three I touched upon the fact that both the Irish and British
community do not perceive the Good Friday Agreement to be appropriate for the current
circumstances. Rather, both Irish and British interviewees strongly believed that the Good Friday
Agreement was merely as short-term arrangement and has long ago passed its ‘sell-by date’, due to
the lack of expected updates and revisions. Despite this explicit mention of (international) human and
civil rights, a fear exists amongst the Irish (both European and anti-European) population around this
topic. Today, Brexit and the looming hard border has revived the rights-discussion.

“In a sense, if Brexit happens, I am a foreigner, sort of. I might have to be British for the sake
of health service in my old age” – Irish retired founder of community organization, interview
23 April 2019

Three reasons are the cause for this fear and uncertainty. First, Michael Cooper, councillor for Sinn
Féin, a nationalistic political party aiming for a United Ireland, explained that Irish citizens in Northern
Ireland are “in a limbo” because he believed in a lack of legislation in the Good Friday Agreement
around those holding an Irish passport in Northern Ireland. He wondered “what would be the status
of Irish citizens in post-Brexit, those gaps [in the Good Friday Agreement, eds] have not been filled in.
[Irish] people in the North might have less rights potentially than Spanish or French citizens living here
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in the North”.160 Furthermore, an Irish volunteer at a local museum said that he has been
“disenfranchised” by losing his European legal representation.161
Second, two young Irish youth workers emphasized another possible gap in the Good Friday
Agreement. They wonder to what extent it will remain possible to apply for an Irish – and European –
passport in Northern Ireland. When I referred to the clause in the Good Friday Agreement, they told
me that other promises in this agreement are not guaranteed. Herein, the youth workers referred to
justice and legacy issues related to the Troubles.162 Commentary in the journal VIEW reflects this
perspective when it states that “government disregard for victims and survivors cannot be tolerated”.
The 30-page long journal is filled with how “the achievement of a peaceful and just society” (Belfast
Agreement, 1998, emphasis added) is currently lacking, ranging from unapproved pensions for
severely injured people to non-existent truth commissions (Pelan, 2019).
Third, an Irish arts councillor mentioned that Brexit has already accounted for an unofficial
revision in some of the areas within the Good Friday Agreement.163 Furthermore, an Irish community
worker believed that “[the British state] are practically dismantling the NHS [national health services]
before our eyes.”164 As a result, they believed it is unknown what it will mean to hold an Irish passport
in Northern Ireland after the border closes. This fear leads not only to a narrative of civil rights, but
even to one of human rights. Because most ordinary citizens with an Irish identity have told me that
they will never apply for a British passport, many fear that “their human rights as Irish citizens” will not
be protected.165
However, similar to the economic implications, only some Irish citizens of Derry/Londonderry
experience this fear. Others take a more critical approach. A community worker in a
Derry/Londonderry-based human rights advocating group explained that the European Court of
Human Rights is not an European Union institution, and hence he believed that leaving the European
Union will not impact human rights.166 Rather, human rights legislation is set up by the Council of
Europe and will thus not be directly influenced when the United Kingdom leaves the European Union
(Hunt & Wheeler, 2017). However, Hunt and Wheeler (2017) and McCorkindale (2018) have indicated
that the British government is trying to repeal the Human Rights Act and replace it with a British Bill of
Rights. Furthermore, the human rights worker addressed another notion. He mentioned that almost
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half of the Irish people believe that Brexit might lead to increasing rights for British people, and he
believed that they link this automatically to a decline of rights for Irish people. As a response, he
explained that “talking about my rights is fundamentally the wrong way to go about it”, as if “your
rights are different to mine”, and if “Brexit indeed crashes down the structure of human rights beyond
the European Union, the rights of all will be affected”.167 However, he understood the anxiety of Irish
citizens, and believed that the leading Brexiteers are playing a game regarding human rights. In short,
the popular discourse on human rights fits the context of insecurity perfectly (Dagi, 2006).

5.2.3 Internal Discursive Boundaries
“Derry is very segregated, do not let anybody tell you that it is not. Protestant estates do not
engage with Catholic estates, Catholic estates do not engage with Protestant estates. And even
if you are welcome, each communities’ flags would put you off.” – Irish historical documentary
maker, interview 15 April 2019

After the British and Irish government signed the Good Friday Agreement, the polarization between
communities faded slowly. This decline is by virtue of the ordinary inhabitants, who have actively
worked to understand the differences between the two communities, and over the course of fieldwork
I have heard many stories around the progression that ordinary citizens achieved regarding parades,
employment and other forms of social interaction, for example in community relations. Today,
however, despite this development, the Irish and British communities of Derry/Londonderry are still
segregated along physical and social lines, for example in housing estates, education and nightlife.
A young representative of Alliance explained that Brexit and the looming hard has added to
these already existing social boundaries between the two communities and has accentuated the
differences that were slowly disappearing. In the beginning of this chapter, I introduced the concepts
of “Fear of Extinction” and “Fear of Repetition” and how they relate to each other. Two Irish informants
told me that in everyday life, people are not aware of these fears, but instead use the label of
distrust.168 A retired PhD researcher on the border has showed me that exactly this distrust around the
approaches towards Brexit and the looming hard border has manifested itself in a cultural environment
in which inter-communal dialogue is limited.169 I call this subtle boundary “a boundary of dialogue”.
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“Have you already talked a many Protestants in Derry? No? *anonymous* is a good person to
talk to. He leads a community centre that is a big part of our community here. I do not know
what his opinions are on Brexit, I do not think I have ever talked to him about Brexit.” – Irish
Good Relations Officer for the City Council, interview, 29 April 2019

It is my last weekend in Derry/Londonderry, and I am meeting with an Irish key informant for the last
time. She asks me if I am happy with my intended range of interviewees. When I reply that I even talked
to multiple people within the Apprentice Boys, she mentions that she had never talked to them, but
would like to. “Why have you not talked to them?” I ask her. She responds that she believed that they
would not want to talk to her, because she is Irish. When I ask her on what experience she bases that
perspective on, she told me that it was not based on an experience, but rather on a general feeling.
When I subsequently asked if she had at least tried to contact the organization, she acknowledges that
she had not.

Because of prevailing notions of mistrust and the presence of prejudices – rather than focusing on the
different fears – people do not talk to each other about the consequences of Brexit and the looming
hard border. In fact, an Irish conflict mediator, but also the British General Secretary of the Apprentice
Boys told me that “what many people in Derry/Londonderry do not do is talk about the hard issues
that divide them”. An Irish, almost retired community worker explained that people will talk about
what “has been done to them” within confined spaces.170 This form of “clever politeness”, that can go
on for years, includes anyone who is not considered a friend.171 Within this already existing social
boundary, Brexit is merely a topic that ordinary citizens do not discuss. When people do not express
their perspective and opinion to those from a different community, ordinary citizens believed that this
could result in even more prejudices and continuously increasing boundaries in dialogue.172

5.2.4 External Political Boundaries
The final boundary concerns the response of political organizations to Brexit. After the Troubles ended,
ordinary citizens voted for multiple political parties to have the power in Westminster. Over time,
however, two political parties gained dominance in the general elections: Irish party Sinn Féin and the
British Democratic Unionist Party (DUP).173 Sinn Féin – Irish for “Ourselves Alone” – is an all-Ireland
part actively calling for a United Ireland. The DUP is a party that aims to more intrinsically unite
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Northern Ireland with Great Britain, and is the biggest party that rules for Northern Ireland in
Westminster. Both British and Irish informants have described these parties as “tribal”, meaning that
they “take a different side than the other based on the particular kind of flag they are flying”.174
Interviewees explained that Brexit and the different perspectives on the looming hard border have
further polarized these two political parties.
Sinn Féin uses the Fear of Repetition of the Irish people – a fear of returning to the economic
and legal boundaries that the looming hard border might entail – by calling for a United Ireland. Their
European Election slogan was ‘All Ireland in Europe’, and their local election message is no different:
‘Equality, Rights and Irish Unity’. There is little emphasis on other consequences of Brexit and the
looming hard border. In fact, an Irish conflict mediator explained that the party believes that equality
and rights will only come along in a United Ireland.175 This vision of a United Ireland is also one of a
New Ireland, and interviewees stressed that there is room and equal opportunities for everyone who
is willing to live there – British and Irish. However, this call for a United Ireland has added to already
existing political boundaries, and it does so even more as Brexit progresses (Tannam, 2018).
Akin to the process of Othering in relation to the national identities of inhabitants of
Derry/Londonderry, the Other for Sinn Féin is the DUP, the political party aiming for an economic and
constitutional integrity of the United Kingdom. For example, Irish and British informants explained that
Sinn Féin became pro-European simply because the DUP is not.176

“It suited Sinn Féin, for the sake of promoting a United Ireland, to deny its anti-European
sentiment. And hope that people would not remember it. And true enough, people have not
remembered.” – Irish retired founder of a community based organization, interview 23 April
2019

The rise of nationalism perpetrated by Sinn Féin has created a new interest in the meaning of borders
(Newman & Paasi, 1998), and has let the DUP to use the same strategy. In their narrative, the DUP
acknowledges the fact that Brexit has caused the Union to break apart and focuses on the integrity of
the United Kingdom in relation to the border issue. Whereas Sinn Féin campaigns for a border poll, the
representative of the DUP told me that a hard Brexit with a hard border should remain one of the
options – even though less desirable. He disputed the removal of the border, and feared that a border
on the Irish sea – the only alternative to a land border – will weaken the Union between Northern
174

Irish Good Relations Officer, interview 29 April 2019; British Loyalist playwright, remain, interview 13 June
2019
175
Interview, 7 May 2019
176
British Peace and Reconciliation Officer; interview 7 May 2019; British member of the Orange order,
interview 13 May 2019

Revealing the Fault Lines │ 72

Renée van Abswoude

Unity amid Division

Ireland and Great Britain.177 For example, the DUP European Union election campaign mentioned that
“while Nationalists unite, Unionism risks being divided”, and calls for a strong voice for the Union.
Herein, the DUP focuses on the Fear of Extinction of the British population, and believes Northern
Ireland should remain British. However, a British Loyalist believed that exactly this focus on remaining
British leads to a United Ireland.

“So anybody who voted for Brexit in my opinion did not think long and hard enough about it
and constitutionally, was voting for a United Ireland. Although they did not realize that possibly
at the time. It is quite ironic that something like that has done more to bring a United Ireland
than anybody else did over the last 100 years.” – British Loyalist playwright, remainer,
interview 13 June 2019

Interviewees told me that their political stalemate promotes sectarianism in a form of finger-pointing,
in which Unionists are blaming Sinn Féin for being divisive, and Nationalists are blaming the DUP for
the overall stalemate. An Irish relations officer at a local arts theatre recalled a radio show when he
was driving his car, in which a leading Unionist politician said: “I cannot think or envision any Unionist
voter ever voting for a Nationalist party. It is a betrayal.”178 These kind of practices around Brexit
increase the polarization of the already polarized political parties, who are currently not meeting at all.
It has already resulted in a non-functional government for the third term. As a result, ordinary citizens
told me that they heard a lot of simple either leave or remain messages, with a lack of creating social
wealth, prosperity or improved healthcare and education.179

“I grew up when there was a border there, with the British army standing there. I am 44, I
remember all that. A lot of those MPs [Members of Parliament] were not even alive, but they
seem fit to tell us about that border, 5 minutes down the road? That is very angering.” – Irish
historical documentary maker, interview 15 April 2019

As a result, Irish and British people do not have much confidence in their political leaders. However,
an ex-IRA prisoner told me that people in Derry/Londonderry want to vote, because “their families
died for voting rights during the Troubles”.180 Even though he, together with a British member of the
Orange order on the other side of the political polemic, told me that the “current tribal state of politics
177
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is messy”, both believed that there exists a lack of alternative parties to vote for because they
represent nothing in the bigger picture – unlike they did in the past.181 This as yet insurmountable
challenge to break old voting habits has increased this recent political polarization,182 and 70% of the
people I have spoken to today vote based on the Orange-Green divide.183 Ordinary citizens described
this as a matter of: “if you do not vote for us, you will get them”.184 The following quote summarizes
the complexity perfectly:

“I know people from the nationalist community, who probably despise Sinn Féin as much as I
do, but who will vote for Sinn Féin not because they like them, but because they want to say
something to the DUP. On the other side it is said as well. There are people voting for the DUP
who despise them, just because they do not want the other one to win. […] When you vote for
[one of the smaller parties], you are voting into thin air.” – Irish retired founder of community
based organization, interview 23 April 2019.

This leaves both Sinn Féin and the DUP with approximately 29% of votes, and according to a British
couple “in the reign of power”, continuously polarizing even further over time.185

5.3 Creating a Vacuum
“My main concern with the border is it serves a way of dividing people more on top of the
things that already divide us; so you have the Orange and Green politics and narratives that
divide us even more so recently after the cuts introduced, progressively over the last eight or
nine years now, there have been social issues dividing us, we have seen a bigger gap between
people who are considered well off and people who are not.” – Irish representative Alliance,
interview 14 May 2019

Barth (1969) explained that boundaries can lead to interconnectedness. I hope to have shown in the
previous section that it does occur on a class-based level: both Irish and British lower class citizens fear
the economic consequences of the looming hard border, and describe themselves as European in the
process. However, highlighting other disappeared boundaries – civil rights – and the reinforcement of
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political and social boundaries has at the same time increased the Irish and British national identities,
and highlighted the differences between them. Political parties base their narratives upon this social
divide. Thomassen (2012, p.13) described two possible responses of ordinary citizens on political
representation, either “successfully linking the policy preferences of citizens to the policy preferences
and legislative behaviour of representatives”, or lacking effectiveness on the part of the established
parties. I have found that the latter is the case in Derry/Londonderry. A British member of the Orange
Order mentioned that “politics runs through every decision and every problem”.186 Many people
mentioned that the identity politics of political parties do not reflect their wishes. An Irish key
informant and director of a local community centre described the political narratives as a “mad-man
show”, in which “politics are made by rich landlords who do not care about Derry, or anything beyond
their own interests.”187 As a result, community workers explained that “the explicit focus of local and
regional political parties and councillors on bread and butter issues has created a lot of frustration
towards politicians”, which has “generated a distance between councillors and the people they
represent, and people have started to believe that there is no one to vote for”.188 Politicians increase
this frustration and distance by not personally visiting citizens during election time, a practice they did
undertake ten years ago.189 A community worker focusing on human rights even framed the political
perspective as a “poisoning of relationships”.190

“I cannot get away from the fact that Brexit is an issue because of the abject failure –
unforgiveable failure, unjustifiable failure, on the part of political leadership to recognize that
an agreement is no more than an agreement.” – Retired Irish founder of community
organization, interview 23 April 2019

Unknowingly following the words of Kalyvas (2003), ordinary citizens accuse political parties on both
sides of the political spectrum of taking advantage of Brexit by using it for their own gains. As Rumford
explained, ordinary citizens believe political parties in Derry/Londonderry understand borderwork as
a contest (2008), and link their frustration towards the entire political system. For example, they
described the narratives of political parties as “embarrassing”, “self-preservation” and defined
politicians as “very selfish human beings”.191 Furthermore, both Irish and British citizens described
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Brexit as a “mechanism” and “weapon in the conflict [of constitutional clarity].192 An Irish
representative of Alliance to mentioned that “some people are sick of hearing about it. They would
say that they voted ‘leave’ in 2016 and nothing has really changed, it is like it is not important.”193
Due to the majority of Irish citizens in Derry/Londonderry, it makes sense that many people
link their frustration specifically to the role of the British DUP. Two Irish citizens told me that “by and
large, the Brexiteers have actually shown themselves to be incredibly ill advised and they have not got
a clue” and that “the DUP are willingly trying to ignore social issues and cement the Union.”194 They
link the fact that the DUP opposes every withdrawal agreement and decisions to the multiple deadlines
and deadlock within the Brexit negotiations. However, some British citizens also expressed their
discontent towards the DUP. A British member of the Londonderry Marching Bands Association said
that the DUP are “acting the whole thing up beyond belief”.195 Herein, ordinary citizens believe that
the DUP focuses primarily on reductionist ‘security’ narratives rather than the many dimensions of a
border conflict, including economic development and an accommodation of opposed cultural
identities (L’Estrange & O’Dowd, 2008).

I am sitting in an Irish Republican pub. The walls are covered with pictures of revolutionaries around
the world – Che Guevara, Sandino and Irish James Connolly – and flags of Ireland, Palestine and the
Basque countries. I am talking to a German lady who has lived in Derry/Londonderry for over the past
20 years and considers herself to be Irish. We are talking about my research, and she asked me what
kind of people I have spoken to so far. I told her that I had managed to interview a Sinn Féin councillor.
She turned silent, shook her head and said in a low voice: “he does not represent us”.

Sinn Féin has also been the subject of criticism from the Irish population. A young Irish youth
worker considered their aim for a United Ireland to be a “glorified idea”.196 Even Anne McCloskey, city
councillor and representative of Irish Republicans, believed that a “United Ireland is not necessarily a
good idea without a clear vision for the future”.197 Furthermore, people criticized Sinn Féin’s position
in Westminster. First, they condemn the fact that Sinn Féin has changed their opinion on the European
Union. Second, an Irish relations officer for a local theatre told me that Sinn Féin does not take their
seat in the house of commons:
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“On account of principle, Sinn Féin do not take their seats, […] because to take a seat in
Westminster, you must offer allegiance to the queen. […] You must be sworn in, you have to
say something like: ‘I pledge my allegiance to this House of Commons, to her majesty the
Queen of the Common Wealth and to the throne of the United Kingdom.’ And Sinn Féin says:
we will not. The outplay of that is: a lot of voters who have a strong, pro-Europe voice are
voiceless.” – Irish relations officer at a local theatre, interview, 13 May 2019

Despite these criticisms, people do not actively challenge boundaries like they contest borders
(Paasi, 2001). In Derry/Londonderry, this is primarily the case for political and social boundaries, and
the ordinary citizens tend to live with these boundaries. People have told me that by passively allowing
these boundaries to exist, created through and based upon the different fears and uncertainty of the
ordinary citizens of Derry/Londonderry, they in turn increase the level of awareness of the same
identity that constructed these social boundaries: feeling either Irish or British. This completes the
perpetual circle between identity and boundaries: identity creates boundaries on different levels, and
it is precisely these economic, political and social boundaries that increase people’s awareness of their
identity. It is the result of the fact that “the established parties have lost contact with ‘the people’”
(Thomassen, 2012). Irish and British informants described this losing contact as a “political void” and
a “power vacuum”.198 An artist whose works deals with representation and identity, described the
current dialogue between state and non-state actors as the “tenuous links between idealised forms of
civil society and the reality of living in post-conflict communities”.199 A University Professor in Drama
even described this as a “loss of civil society”, with resulting forms of “tribalism”.200

5.4 A Response of Ordinary Citizens
The presence of this void created by the verbal and non-verbal dialogue surrounding Brexit leads
ordinary citizens to search for a better life that includes other ways of representation that provide
more opportunities. In Derry/Londonderry, many informants have told me that this search has resulted
in a single response from the ordinary citizens: social and cultural entrenchment.201 In other words,
ordinary citizens start governing themselves based on their own identity and search for a sense of
belonging, and fill this vacuum by embedding themselves with those similar to them. This notion of
198
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belonging (or the search for belonging) is an active element in the rooting to identity (Gasparini, 2014).
In the words of an Irish arts councillor: “Brexit is forcing people back into their shells”.202 Hays (1994)
has argued that this structure of entrenchment does not merely serve as imposition and limitation, but
it lends to create a sense of self and a certain form of freedom, a process that many ordinary citizens
have also acknowledged.
There are several actors in Derry/Londonderry that fill this void by providing a social structure
in which people could feel they belong and are heard. See the following hypothetical example provided
by a relations officer, which also highlights the link between national identities and class identities:

“Take someone living in a run-down area like Creggan. You have a vote in front of you as a
father who is really struggling to feed their children and to get by. There are no such things as
minor luxuries like technology and a holiday. There is a high percentage of unemployment,
there is a high percentage of social deprivation, poor housing, sickness, lack of social care and
lack of health provision. That all exists and, in the end, you get a voice that comes along and
whispers: ‘this is the result of a half-done job where the British are still here. This is what we
get: you have no hope, no education, your father has no job, there is change needed.’ Then a
vote comes before him: you can vote to keep things the same, or you can vote to change. But
the problem is: in the past the change was sold to them as ‘things will get better’. But things
have not gotten better.” – Irish relations officer at a local theatre, interview 13 May 2019

The Irish relations officer continued his story by explaining that “into that vacuum of dissatisfaction,
dissident ideas can thrive”. I have found that this is the most common fear amongst the ordinary
citizens: the possibility that people resort to paramilitary organizations. As I mentioned in chapter 3,
the paramilitary New IRA has officially been re-instated in 2012. But two British informants confirmed
the existence of British paramilitary groups too.203 In fact, two youth workers told me that they, but
also other social services, have recently already “lost people to paramilitary groupings and detention
centres.”

“A guy spoke to me and I said to him: ‘you tell me what you are doing, and I will listen, but I
will also challenge you back’. He was able to give me a 100% example of why he was part of
that group, and I could not say that he should not be. One question I asked him was: ‘Do you
understand the consequences?’ And he said: ‘Yes, I’ll probably be in jail when I am 18.’ And
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that was a sad thing, but if he knows what the consequences are, what else can we do?
Nothing.” – 28-year-old Irish youth worker who works with Irish Republicans, interview 11 June
2019

In the city, a narrative exists about “losing” people to paramilitary organizations, and that this should
be prevented. I find it important to emphasize that it can be a conscious choice to search for better
opportunities in a place that some consider ‘dissident’ or ‘wrong’. Anne McCloskey, city councillor and
political representative of Irish Republicanism even disagreed on the word dissident – meaning
formally opposing the current political structure –, but prefers that people see her as a dissenter –
someone who disagrees with the current political structure.204 Furthermore, an ex-IRA prisoner told
me that he is proud to be a dissenter. When I asked him why, he responded that “dissenters bring
about change”.205
Republican and Loyalist dissident paramilitary organizations are not the only direction that
people who experience this vacuum resort to. In fact, contrary to what some of my respondents
explained, this shows that civil society in Derry/Londonderry has remained present, even with Brexit
and a looming hard border. Many ordinary citizens resort to the many local grassroots and community
organizations present for both the British and Irish community. An employee at a British community
organization described themselves as providing “an alternative leadership model” by being “a much
more effective civil voice than the political parties”. He even told me that they have regular contact
with the Irish and British government because of their strong constituent base and knowledge of what
is happening on the ground.206 This group, but also the many Irish and British youth and community
groups present in Derry/Londonderry represent an ideal alternative to established political parties for
the majority of the inhabitants of Derry/Londonderry to resort to. Interestingly, besides their singleidentity focus on the community they work in, all undertake practices of cross-community inclusion
and working together, setting them apart from dissident paramilitary groups who, according to an exIRA prisoner, “live in a bubble”.207
Ordinary citizens believe that the different responses to the vacuum differ because the level
in which people are influenced varies. A British retired tour guide for a local church explained how “this
vacuum is under woven with people’s experiences of life, where they were born, what area they were
brought up in and what standard of education they had."208 Second, Anne McCloskey, city councillor
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and representative of AONTU, a political party formally launched in January 2019 and representing the
needs of Irish Republicans, highlighted the influence of the Troubles:

“A lot of the social problems you see in the town now arise from the families of those who
have lost people in the Troubles. Without primary care givers, they were absolutely
impoverished.” – Anne McCloskey, city councillor and representative of AONTU, interview 12
June 2019

As mentioned in chapter 3, a stunning total of 39% of the population in Northern Ireland have
experienced some sort of traumatic event that was related to the Troubles (O’Neill & Hamber, 2018).
It thus makes sense that a greater audience consider turning to dissident groups a form of conscious,
purposive action as a response to this vacuum.

5.5 Conclusion
The vote on Brexit has resulted in renewed debates about the looming hard border, creating a renewed
awareness of people’s identities and persisting boundaries. As this chapter has demonstrated, this
divides people more today than it did prior to the Brexit vote. The fact that the border does not exist
yet, but that the fear and uncertainty of a looming hard border already influences society to a high
extent, shows that “borders are only in our minds”, a quote of Derry/Londonderry-born John Hume,
Nobel peace prize winner in 1998, that many informants used.
This chapter has demonstrated that people are worried about the boundaries that could result
from Brexit. I have shown that identities influence boundaries, but also that boundaries influence
identities. In turn, the dialogue between state and non-state actors that focuses on these boundaries
leads to a vacuum, filled by paramilitary and community-based organizations. The resulting response
of ordinary citizens shows a paradox: whereas it results in a political void, many people still vote for
the exact same organizations that have created this void in the first place. The reason for this is simple:
they do not want the Other to win. It remains the question whether this fear- and anxiety-induced
emphasis on who they are and how they relate to other citizens is a short-term focus, or a more durable
result of the border discussion that might continue in the distant future.

Revealing the Fault Lines │ 80

Renée van Abswoude

Unity amid Division

6. Moving Towards an Uncertain Future
It is busy at Paedar O’Donnell’s, the most famous Irish pub in Derry/Londonderry.209 The place is packed,
a man is playing guitar in a corner, and three flatscreens show a football match. A group of young men
occupy the middle of the bar, and manage to watch the match, drink a lot of beer and sing along to the
music. At the third chorus, I hear that they are singing different lyrics than the other people in the pub.
At the same, I notice that one of them is acting different from the rest. He has just put the collar of his
shirt over his mouth and is shooting in the air with an invisible machine gun. I hear a young woman
next to me saying that he is mimicking the IRA. At the same time, she shakes her head and looks at him
disapprovingly.

In chapter 5, I described four identities that result directly from the border. I also showed that notions
of power and colonialism stand at the basis of the identity construction of ordinary citizens of
Derry/Londonderry. One legacy of colonial power is the presence of economic, legal, discursive and
political boundaries. This chapter links the identities, boundaries and socio-cultural entrenchment
discussed in the previous chapter to the possibility of a return to violence.
Multiple narratives exist around violence. For example, international media portrays a
straightforward relation between Brexit, borders and violence. On the other hand, when you quickly
talk to a tour guide in the city, you will receive a short answer that the Troubles will not come back.
My in-depth data of the responses of ordinary citizens of Derry/Londonderry towards violence shows
a much more complicated picture, one that is filled with conflicting narratives that indicate an
uncertain future with regard to violence. These clashing perspectives concern (1) Irish and British
paramilitary organizations, (2) the approach of ordinary citizens themselves, and (3) the generation
that did not experience the Troubles.

6.1 A Rise of Republican and Loyalist Paramilitary Violence
The first conflicting narrative concerns the response of Republican and Loyalist paramilitary actors to
Brexit, the looming hard border and resulting boundaries. I first discuss two expected responses based
on the majority of theoretical discussions and by some local actors that show an increase in Republican
violence. Next, I elaborate on the narrative that highlights that Brexit and the looming hard border do
not influence violence perpetrated by Republican paramilitaries. I end this section with the same
analysis for Loyalist paramilitary violence.

209

Paedar O’Donnell was an Irish Republican and IRA luminary (MacDonald, 2018).
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Goodhand et al. (2009) explained that people can resort to violence when they challenge
border-induced boundaries. In the words of an Irish key informant, “the border will cause the Irish to
snap”.210 Touval (1975), too, believed that violence can occur when borders are suppressing or
challenging core values of equality and human rights. Finally, Amartya Sen (2008) concluded that
violence could be the result of the integration of (1) the political economy of poverty and inequality
and (2) cultural and social factors of, amongst others, nationality and community. As I have previously
shown, the disturbance of the balance between state and non-state actors could increase violence
(Touval, 1975), in this context through the awareness of class-based identities and national identities
through socio-cultural entrenchment.
From these theoretical perspectives on borders and violence, there is a rationale to the death
of investigative journalist Lyra McKee. A few respondents believed that she was a casualty of the
renewed fear around a looming hard border. She was shot while covering riots that resulted from an
overnight police invasion in Creggan, an Irish Republican neighbourhood where quite a large number
of hardliners live. During the Troubles, the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) formed the police force,
and was a British security force that often colluded with British paramilitaries. After 2001, the RUC
transformed into the Independent Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI). However, many extreme
Irish Republicans still view the police as a British colonial force, and used the narrative “just the RUC in
disguise”.211 Furthermore, the general belief amongst interviewees is that this group considers the
British state to be the cause of their poverty, which they expect to increase after Brexit. Accordingly,
this group of Irish Republicans combine the presence of a British colonial police force with the
perception that in the past, the British had control over the journalistic stories being disseminated.212
These two expressions of colonialism could easily lead to violence. In the words of an Irish conflict
mediator, the New IRA “wishes to do away with Britain’s rule in Ireland”.213
Similar to this perspective, many ordinary citizens of Derry/Londonderry fear an increase in
violence, but in contrast to the example of Lyra McKee, they do not relate this to violence within the
city. Instead, rather than intercommunity violence, they expect that the physical border and related
customs posts will be a target for bomb attacks.

“In the context of what happened last Thursday, where there is still an armed struggle, the
very sight of a customs post will mean a dead customs officer, not just a journalist. It would
mean customs posts being blown up, it will mean that police and army will have to be drafted
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in to provide security for customs posts. This will mean a declaration of a visible border which
is offensive to all those who believe there is – or should be – no thing as a border.” – Irish Cofounder Community Relations and Peace Building Centre, interview 23 April 2019

“Put military personnel on a border and you will have a war” – Ex-IRA prisoner and national
organizer of a Republican agitation group, interview 23 May 2019

This form of active non-discursive ethno-territorial practice (Moore, 2015; Diez & Hayward, 2008)
towards a reappearing expression of colonialism could result in further violence specifically aimed at
border installations – a symbol of institutional power. An Irish key informant who lives 200 metres
from the border even believed that the people constructing fences and customs huts next to the
border will pose a target.214 This shows that, rather than a new form of violence, ordinary citizens fear
that the border next to Derry/Londonderry will result in an increased form of violence.
However, my data also shows another narrative in which a surprisingly large amount of
ordinary citizens do not link the recent paramilitary violence to Brexit and the looming hard border. A
Good Relations Officer for the city council who deals on an daily basis with the neighbourhood where
Lyra McKee was killed told me the following:

“There was no thought of Brexit when he was doing that; his only thought was, ’here is the
police, we throw petrol bombs at them’. He probably does not even know that he fired a gun,
or what Brexit is.” – Good Relations Officer for the city council, interview 29 April 2019

Many British and Irish citizens of Derry/Londonderry, who see a resurgence of this kind of violence
annually, especially during Easter when Irish Republicans commemorate the first Irish rebellion against
the British rulers, share this perspective. In fact, Lyra McKee was killed just a few days before Easter.
When I asked them if Lyra McKees death is in any way linked to Brexit, I received a vigorous “nonsense”
from almost all informants, both Irish and British. An ex-IRA prisoner told me that the New IRA has
exercised violence against the British state as a representation of colonialism before the vote for Brexit
and the uncertainty and will continue to do so afterwards.215 Some of my informants substantiated
their argument by referring to a statement that Saoradh, the political representative of the in 2012mobilized New IRA, issued after the car bomb in the city centre of Derry/Londonderry in February
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2019: “All this talk of Brexit, hard borders, soft borders, has no bearing on our actions and the IRA will
not be going anywhere” (Al Jazeera, 2019).

Besides Irish Republican paramilitaries, many believe that Loyalist paramilitaries form another threat
to peace. This threat is two-fold. First, informants from both an Irish and British background have
mentioned that British paramilitaries would violently oppose a United Ireland. Second, British
paramilitaries could respond to what a British Peace and Reconciliation officer has described as “Brit
bashing”, in which the “British population is sick and tired of being told that they are always in the
wrong”. He explained that:

“If you poke Loyalism off and on, they will bite back. They will bite back aggressively. It usually
takes up a long period of aggression to explode, but the whole Brexit narrative is feeding into
that.” – British Peace and Reconciliation officer, remainer, interview 7 May 2019

For example, he recalled that on television, the focus is on Brexit and how the “British people are
making a terrible job at it”.216 I have found that the same attitude towards the British arose concerning
the death of Lyra McKee. Throughout fieldwork, interviewees told me that “we must be lucky that Lyra
McKee was a Catholic, if she were a Protestant it would be war again”. Many people, especially those
with an Irish background, fear violent retaliation from British forces when someone within their
community is attacked. In fact, Darach MacDonald, who has conducted research along British border
communities for multiple years, explained that because of Brit bashing, “Protestants will form ranks
again, because that comes naturally”.217
In contrast to the narrative concerning Loyalist paramilitaries, which derives primarily from
Irish informants, British informants explained that there exists a “lack of capacity” within the Loyalist
paramilitary organizations, and that they are “on another level than the IRA, with more consideration
for the people around them”.218 In response to an Irish tour guide who described the Fountain – the
only British neighbourhood in the cityside – as a “Loyalist stronghold”,219 a British community worker
dispelled this description as a myth: “It is not a stronghold of anything. There would be no capacity
here to defend itself, there is no capacity to attack anybody”.220
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The above account shows that contrasting narratives exist to whether the looming hard border
has a link to an increase in paramilitary violence. The same accounts for the approach of ordinary
citizens towards the boundaries that result from a border, a topic to which I turn now.

6.2 The Approach of the Majority of Ordinary Citizens
In this section, I show that multiple contradicting narratives exist in Derry/Londonderry concerning the
approach of ordinary citizens to violence. The first contradiction concerns the way ordinary citizens
respond to violence: active or passive. The second contrast in perspective concerns the consequences
of this grassroots response: will this lead to another surge of violence?

I am walking in the Nationalist and Republican Bogside a few weeks after the riot that resulted in the
death of Lyra McKee, and the city has turned back to normal. As I turn around the corner, I enter the
‘people’s gallery’, famous for its murals depicting events of the Troubles. The first mural I see is a white
dove, painted on colourful blocks in the background, and equals peace. Contrastingly, the wall standing
perpendicular to the mural is filled with political banners. “NO TO BRITISH RULE” and “Join with us in
promoting a new and fair Ireland” are just one of the many slogans. They are put up by, amongst others,
the Irish Republican Army (IRA), the Irish Republican Socialist Party (IRSP) and Saoradh. But today,
something significant attracts my attention: each poster is crossed out.
I continue my walk to the Free Derry Mural, about 500 meters away from the banners. Someone
told me that this mural is often coloured based on international events: a rainbow when it is pride week,
or the colour of the Palestinian flag after yet another public display of cruelties. Today, however,
handwritten black letters adorn the mural rather simply, but they convey a strong message: “#Not In
Our Name. R.I.P. Lyra”. Two weeks later, another walk past the murals shows that some of the old
banners have been replaced with new ones, depicting the same Irish Republican message of a struggle
for liberation.

Despite the fear of ordinary citizens that the return of the border could indicate a reinstatement of
boundaries, many ordinary citizens believe that the city will not return to a violent period like the
Troubles. They base this perspective on a grassroots opposition to violence. Almost everyone I have
spoken said that “we do not want to go back”. The argument is simple: those perpetrating violence do
not have the overt support of the community. This can be both active and passive. An example of active
disapproval from ordinary citizens is the physically crossing out of Republican messages in the city. This
is what Irish Bishop McKeown described as an “intra-Republican conflict”.221 In practice, this means
221
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that people have separated into different factions within Republicanism: a small minority who believe
violence is the only way to achieve Irish Unity, and those condemning violent practices. One of them
is an ex-IRA prisoner who joined the IRA when he was 15 years old and spent 15 years in prison for the
“possession of weapons and attacking the British army”. When I asked him about the death of Lyra
McKee, he told me the following:

“I am not blaming Britain for Lyra McKee, I am blaming the irresponsible idiot that sent
somebody out to fire a gun at an armoured land rover. It is bullshit, it is ‘Who do you think we
are?’ And we know that, we understand that, but it is hard to get people away from the
violence they believe is the answer. You can only go so far with the war, and once it ceases to
achieve your aim, it does not work. Because it is your last resort to pick up a gun, not your
first.” – Ex-IRA prisoner, interview 23 May 2019

In his opinion, when violence does not forward the struggle, people should change their tactics.
However, he believes that this group of people “adopt violence as a principle, not as a tactic”. More
Irish Republicans have detached themselves from violent organizations, believing that “violence has
proven futile”.222 According to a British Loyalist and remainer, “even hard-line Loyalism is sick of it.
There is no energy there.”223
An Irish Good Relations officer told me that the criticism described above – during which
Republicans publicly separate themselves from other Republican groups by declaring “not in our
name” – is quite uncommon in Derry/Londonderry.224 Instead, she believed that ordinary citizens who
condemn violence do this through a more subtle and silent form, as can be seen in the vignette at the
beginning of this chapter, in which a girl shook her head when someone mimicked the IRA in an Irish
pub. In the following paragraphs, I show how the mere threat of violence brings the absolute majority
of people together in a passive form, rather than an active one.
Ordinary citizens base their silent denunciation of violence on a communal desire, both within
and between different communities, to live in peace. Sen (2008, p. 14) explained that “violence can
[…] be actively resisted through a broader understanding of the richness of human identities. Many
informants showed this emphasis on “being human”. For example, two Irish respondents explained
that “people are now viewed as persons with qualities, not as people with a certain background”225
and that “people can see that our past is a story and is standing in the way of meeting the needs of
222
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now and the future”.226 For them, peace is about “peaceful co-existence”

227

and “talking about

similarities, while at the same time allowing people to have different perspectives, to dislike and
disagree, but not feeling disadvantaged”.228 I call this an “Identity of Hope”.
People focus on this “Identity of Hope” when they compare the city to other cities in Northern
Ireland, like Belfast. For example, they describe Derry/Londonderry as “comfortable” and “safe”, and
Belfast as “dangerous”, “segregated” and “probably fifteen years behind of what Derry is”.229 In fact,
following Laven and Baycroft (2008), Irish and British citizens explained that living in a border city –
with related peripheral and isolated status – has resulted in integration by creating a “cross community
spirit in the sense of ‘Derry against the rest of the world’”.230 An Irish historical documentary maker
even described the city as the “Republic of Derry”.231 This shows that, by recognizing similarities
between communities based upon the potential negative consequences that might result from the
border, the mere threat of violence brings the absolute majority of people together and as such creates
a new identity based on a common attitude that is complementary to the different identities already
present. Whereas most scholars explained that this recognition of similarities primarily occurs across
borders, I adhere to McDermott (2016) and Barth (1969), who stated that it can also influence
interaction between those divided by boundaries through multi-identity and cross-identity work. In
this case, the Other is a common enemy: the people from both sides of the communities who are
threatening the relatively recent and “hard-won” peace.232 As a project manager for a community
initiative told me: “violence now is bringing people together”.233
Unlike the argument by Hayward and McManus (2018), who have identified a general rejection
of Nationalist and Unionist identities in favour of ‘just living their lives’ in peace, I have found that this
new identity transcends, rather than replaces, Unionist/Loyalist and Nationalist/Republican identities.
I follows Sen in arguing that multiple aspects create ones’ identity, in which all aspects are equally
important to one another (Sen, 2007). Rather than violence, people resort to political means in order
to achieve their goal of British or Irish unity. Ironically, this statement is paradoxical to what I explained
in chapter 5 regarding the lack of representation of political parties to the everyday society.
Nevertheless, it is the perspective and strategy many ordinary citizens of Derry/Londonderry told me
they will employ.
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Based on these perspectives, I can take the analysis on identity a step further by arguing that
the four identities identified merge in relation to violence. This creates two groups: those that use
violent tactics as a means to obtain their goal, and those who apply peaceful tactics (see figure 2).

Irish

Border

Violent
tactics
Peaceful
tactics

Irish
European

Peaceful
tactics

British
European

Peaceful
tactics

British

Peaceful
tactics
Violent
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Figure 2: the possibility of a new Troubles merges the four identities into two.

Despite the communal desire for peace, an Irish conflict mediator believed that part of the passive
approach is that ordinary citizens “have not got a clear vision of what peace is. We want it on our own
terms: in either a United Ireland or as part of the United Kingdom”.234 Along the same lines, two Irish
Republican politicians told me that they need practical steps, rather than visions.235

Slowly but certainly, more people arrive in the streets around the small garden in Creggan for the
annual Republican Commemoration of several IRA volunteers. When the spectators almost block all the
surrounding streets, three men take their place in the garden and hold a flag: a starry plough – standing
for socialist Irish Republican movements –, the contemporary flag of Ireland and the “sunburst flag”,
which has a literary origin relating to the Irish language.236 Behind the lectern, someone starts the
commemoration with the following words: “we invite all shades of Republican opinion in the city to
take part.” However, when the time comes to lay flowers, nobody took the Saoradh part up.
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Nevertheless, ordinary citizens are doing their best to include all members of society from all
backgrounds into their wishes for a peaceful society. However, this approach is not completely
successful.

“What we have not done enough is to encourage each other to be acceptable on either side
of the divide. What we have not done is to successfully talk to those people who want to
destabilize the peace process. They have made the decision not to talk to us as well. What we
do is try to live life as normally as we could.” – Irish conflict mediator, interview 7 May 2019

“We have offered Saoradh in, they choose to stay away. Some of them would be ex-comrades,
ex-friends, but they do not engage with us, we do not engage with them.” – Ex-IRA prisoner,
interview 23 May 2019

However, not everyone in the city is willing to talk to violent Republican parties. An example of this
occurred during participant observation of a panel during Lyra’s Walk – a public walk from Belfast to
Derry/Londonderry – concerning the topic “Having Difficult Conversations”. The panel consisted of six
British and Irish professionals working on peace and community relations who interacted with the
audience of approximately a hundred walkers and others interested. At the beginning of the event,
someone posed the question concerning the meaning of a ‘conversation’. The attendees agreed that
a difference exists between hearing and listening, in which they prioritize the latter. Interestingly,
during the introductions, one panellist, an ex-IRA prisoner, asked why Saoradh, the political party
representing the people who shot Lyra McKee, was not invited for the discussion. Rather than
answering the question and listening to his argumentation – hence commencing the difficult
conversation –, numerous people merely heard the statement and objected to it by leaving the hall.
This form of limited interaction occurs within the Irish community, but also between Irish and
British citizens, and many ordinary citizens believe that this behaviours is typical for most of the
generation who has experienced the Troubles – those aged 25 and older. In fact, an artist, whose family
used to be a member of the Orange Order but who identified as both Irish and British, explained that
“we are all stuck in a time-warp”.237 This is reflected in the following story.

“My son plays the drums in a local music centre. So, he goes off the bus, walks along the main
street in the city centre and into the music centre. First ten weeks he did that, I hid in one of
the streets waiting for my son to come off that bus. Following him, because I was scared that

237

Interview, 10 April 2019

Moving Towards an Uncertain Future │ 89

Renée van Abswoude

Unity amid Division

something was going to happen. Now, that was 2018. Try putting that into 2018, because I was
genuinely scared that my boy was being picked up because he was wearing that school blazer
[of a Protestant school] in the city centre. That was my reality back at that time, thirty years
ago. But it is still here, very much.” – British Loyalist and playwright, remainer, interview 13
June 2019

British informants told me that they still have a mindset that remembers acts of the past, primarily
during the Troubles. For example, they find it hard to forgive “the direct attempt to remove any form
of Britishness from a Nationalist city during the 70s and 80s”.238 Another respondent took a much
longer historical reference, stating that “the country is still wallowing in the troubles of the 17th
century”.239 The same perspective accounts for the majority of Irish Republicans. An Irish Republican,
whose brother was in the IRA and was killed by the same organization, told me that he still supports
Republicanism. After I asked him why, he told me that “I just could not suddenly become pro-British.
Not for my life. Not after everything they have done”, referring to the way the British treated the Irish
citizens from the famine in 1845 until the current time.240

A second conflicting narrative – besides the extent to which ordinary citizens respond to violence –
concerns the possible violent consequences of this response. Midgley & Pinzón (2011) believe that
through this form of reflexivity and mutual understanding, ordinary citizen can prevent conflict and
violence. Along similar lines, the majority of informants told me that they believe that the passive
approach of recognizing similarities will result in an elimination of violence. In fact, an artist, whose
family used to be members of the British Orange Order, but who identified as both Irish and British,
believed that things “just die away”.241 In contrast, others explained that this approach means that
“society still allows violence to happen”,242 and that ordinary citizens are “not standing up to
paramilitary violence to the degree that it could prevent violence”.243 In the words of an Irish conflict
mediator, “a sizeable number of people are supporting the use of violence, because they will not
condemn it”.244 As the manager of an independently owned café in the city centre explained: “it is the
responsibility of everyone to actively work for peace, or else peace cannot be achieved”.245
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I believe that the ordinary citizens of Derry/Londonderry are currently on their way to a nonviolent community, but that hope is not the only way to achieve a peaceful society. However, and I
saw this on a bag that was hanging in the supermarket that I frequented: “changing attitudes is a
marathon, not a sprint”. I cannot stress often enough that the ordinary citizens of Derry/Londonderry
have already changed the fear of violence that results from the looming hard border to the better in
terms of identity and community relations.

6.3 A New Generation that is Caught in the Middle
A third contrasting narrative concerning the possibility of violence relates to the role of a new
generation who did not live through the Troubles. One narrative focuses on the fact that the majority
of ordinary citizens in Derry/Londonderry look at their children with expectations. They told me that
they believed that children are inherently less sectarian than their grandparents. To visualize the
statement, an Irish key informant recalled a story of some people she knew who were having a party
in a barn. One of the girls had tied two scarfs (one from a Catholic school and one from a Protestant
school) together and was dancing with it.246

“Young people’s lack of understanding of the conflict is nearly a breath of fresh air. Their lives
are not orientated by it.” – Irish 40-year-old PhD researcher on borders and identity from an
arts perspective, interview 14 May 2019

Ordinary citizens believed that younger people are less attracted to the notion of sectarianism and
violence, that they have different ideas than their parents and that their view on life is often more
outward looking. British and Irish citizens relate this to a new focus on the environment and gender,
“rather than around national states”,247 and that young people “go out into the city and mix with others
in the process”, that allows young people to eventually grow out of violence.248 Finally, a project
manager for a local community organization explained that this outward perspective of young people
could eventually “break down barriers”.249
However, in order to create a complete picture of the role of this new generation, there exists
a contrasting narrative in the city that focuses on the fact that especially children are more vulnerable
for the romantic aspects of violence. Two youth workers who work with youth in Creggan, one of the

246

Conversation, 12 April 2019
Community worker for a human rights organization, interview 15 May 2019
248
British Loyalist, leave, interview 9 May 2019
249
Interview, 1 May 2019
247

Moving Towards an Uncertain Future │ 91

Renée van Abswoude

Unity amid Division

most disadvantaged and Republican neighbourhoods in the city, told me that especially younger
children around the age of 13 and 14 are naïve, and are in their experience extremely vulnerable to
resort to violence.250 For example, a Good Relations Officer for the city council mentioned that because
these young people did not live through the Troubles, they do not portray the same reluctance to
violence as their parents do.251 A British Loyalist even described the resort of young children and
adolescents to violence as “good fun”.252
The two youth workers told me that they work hard to address the vulnerability of younger
children by educating them about the consequences of violence to themselves, but also to their
communities. They hope this allows them not only talk amongst friends, but also to challenge their
parents on certain notions they otherwise take for granted. Throughout these programs, they invite
ex-Loyalist and Republican prisoners to talk to the youth present.253 Furthermore, one ex-IRA prisoner
explained to me that he considers it his legacy to take the romanticism out of violence, to explain to
youth that “it is not nice getting shot, losing family and friends and spending fifteen years in prison”.254
However, in the last few years, more children have resorted to violent paramilitary organizations than
before.255

6.4 Conclusion
The threat of violence allowed the majority of ordinary citizens of Derry/Londonderry to come to terms
with their “Fear of Repetition” and “Fear of Extinction” by bonding together against violence. Whereas
conflict still exists, people aim to prevent violence. Even though the absolute majority believed that
the death of Lyra McKee occurred in a riot that was not directly influenced by the looming hard border
and Brexit, the local response to her passing shows how people react to the possibility of violence that
international media link to Brexit. No matter the background, this “Identity of Hope” unites the
ordinary citizens of Derry/Londonderry and has allowed the city to pull together. Despite sporadic acts
of violence, civil society shows an extreme amount of resilience that experiences during the Troubles
directly influenced. However, because of the existing presence of paramilitary organizations, the lack
of pathways and strategies, and the romanticising of violence amongst young adults, a risk of violence
still exists. Nonetheless, whereas sporadic acts of violence might occur in the near future, participant
observation leads me to consider the city to be safe. In fact, I expect that the foundations laid for
resilience today will increase over decades, and that a “new Troubles” is indeed unlikely to happen.
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Conclusion
Through combining twelve weeks of fieldwork with scholarly debates about how borders, boundaries
and identities interrelate, I have shown the complexity of the looming hard border next to
Derry/Londonderry. I have analysed the local impact of a looming Brexit, with risks of creating a hard
European border on the island of Ireland, on the everyday lives of ordinary citizens in a border town.
My most important finding is that the core drivers of all social processes described in this thesis are
not the border itself, but rather fear and uncertainty in relation to returning to the past and of
visualizing the future.
First, I have shown that that the looming hard border next to Derry/Londonderry is polysemic.
The elaboration of the various perspectives and opinions on the border described at the beginning of
this thesis highlights that a border has different meanings to different people. By elaborating on the
different fears and hopes that (in)directly result from the border, I have tried to structure the
perspectives of different communities. I have shown that that the thoughts and feelings concerning
the border of those with a different background are influenced by a different sense of geography
(MacDonald, 2018). Economically, the majority of both British and Irish inhabitants envisioned
disastrous economic consequences of a hard border. However, a minority of British inhabitants
believed that the implementation of a hard border can address this expected peripheral status of the
city. Interestingly, both groups hoped the border will remain soft. On a cultural level, I have found that
the border both entraps and protects people. Those holding an Irish nationality considered the
Republic of Ireland to be a place of freedom, and travel across the border as often as they can to escape
a British colonial nation with suppression and racism. The ordinary citizens who feel British believed
the border is an extra measure of security. Interestingly, among those who fear a border one finds
both Irish and British citizens, and the same holds for those who welcome a border. In fact, there is
even a group of both Irish and British people who are similar in their aversion towards the European
Union.
Chapter 5 and 6 demonstrated that seeing identity as a reduction of simple frames, often
referred to religion in the case of Northern Ireland, leads to a risk of overlooking all the other visual
and non-visual affiliations and connections of an assumed static community. Identities, social
boundaries and violence result from this particular social context. This context is dynamic, rather than
fixed: it transforms over time. Through analysing the different responses, I show that two processes
occur at the same time. The first is one of division. The fear around Brexit and the uncertainty
concerning the border has brought out pre-existing differences in national identity: being Irish or
British. This contrast focuses on a fear concerning economic, legal, discursive and political boundaries.
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However, these fears are different, and relate to different stages within the process of Brexit. Irish
citizens have an economic fear – questions concerning the availability of cross border trade and
services – and a fear instigated by human rights actors concerning potentially reduced rights of Irish
citizens in a British state. Their fear of becoming second class citizens again is a “Fear of Repetition”
based on class and national identities. Sinn Féin, which is the biggest Irish political party, actively works
upon this fear by arguing for a new constitution in the form of a United Ireland, rather than addressing
the fears directly. Exactly these calls for a United Ireland instigate a “Fear of Extinction” amongst the
British population: what will be their place as British citizens in a United Ireland? In response, the
British DUP focuses on a strengthened Union with the United Kingdom. Due to prevailing narratives of
distrust, I have found that these fears are not known between communities.
The already existing boundaries in politics and dialogue have increased the perception of a
selective impact of the border. By rarely contesting these boundaries, ordinary citizens allow these
boundaries to persist. In turn, an increased awareness of identities, in combination with the same fear
concerning economic and legal boundaries, generates a perpetual circle. The focus by the political
parties on constitutional clarity concerning Brexit does not meet the wishes of the ordinary citizens,
and accusations like “political parties are using Brexit for their own gains” are widespread. These issues
of representation within the political polemic results in a power vacuum. Paramilitary organizations
and single-identity grassroots networks fill this vacuum by providing an alternative civil voice.
However, besides practices of division, the border has also resulted in processes of unity. In
fact, the assumed link between borders, identities and violence that international media placed upon
the city has highlighted similarities that transcend the different identities. This inclusive power relates
to a transnational identity – Irish- or British- European – and local identity – that of peace. Ordinary
citizens relate the first inclusive identity to notions of multiculturalism, friendship and solidarity. They
base the latter local identity on (1) recent outbursts of violence that might increase over time and (2)
the label of violence that external actors like the media put on the city. The transnational European
identity and local identity of peace are not the same groups, nor are they contrasts: both European
and anti-European citizens – Irish and British – desire peace.
The fear of violence has led to an “Identity of Hope”, in which people do not wish to return to
the past in which violence dictated everyday lives. I believe that their lives revolve around one core
aspect: continuing the bottom-up process of reconciliation started in 1998 with the Good Friday
Agreement, but that Brexit and uncertainty around the border has interrupted. This is the local identity
of Derry/Londonderry: not only are the ordinary citizens against a hard border, but the overwhelming
majority is against violence.
Nevertheless, different narratives exist concerning impact of this local identity against violence
in the future, and it remains uncertain what the future will hold. For example, despite good will and
Conclusion │ 94

Renée van Abswoude

Unity amid Division

some give and take, the ordinary citizens of Derry/Londonderry have not yet found a practical strategy
through which to achieve a peaceful society. Despite these differences in opinion, the variety of
alternative grassroots organization – besides paramilitary groups – that have filled the power vacuum
has led people to co-exist with communities that are comprised of ordinary citizens with different
identities. According to all informants, when two identities can express themselves and live peacefully
in one city, ordinary citizens have achieved their goal. In the words of one respondent: “people are
living more apart now than they ever have since the British came to Ireland in the 16th century, but
they live in peace”.256 By finding this common ground, I conclude with the need to counter dominant
narratives of conflict and violence and show the true everyday lives of ordinary people in
Derry/Londonderry as a border city. I can only hope that by providing insight into the different
thoughts and feelings in the border discussion, this research can contribute to this process of
reconciliation.
Interestingly, this does not mean that Brexit has changed things in the physical structure of
society – yet. For example, according to a British couple, the amount of flags have not increased in the
city, and education remained separate on the same level.257 Rather, I have tried to show in this thesis
that these processes of division and unity are occurring on a cultural, immaterial level. As the Irish
owner of a local café told me in relation to this aspect of mentality: “man-made borders are almost
always on the mind and in the heart”.258

Theoretical Discussion
In this discussion, I will critically confront my results with existing literature one final time. As Paasi
(1999) explained twenty years ago, borders will not cease to exist. Brexit and the looming hard border
between the Republic of Ireland and the United Kingdom show precisely this: a move away from
cosmopolitanism towards practices of re-territorialization, not only by the re-instatement of a physical
border, but also through various symbolic and social boundaries. As such, I have found that the looming
hard border next to Derry/Londonderry and boundaries within the city are projections of territorial
power (Baud & van Schendel, 1997), created in continuous dialogue between state – for example local
political parties – and non-state actors – diverse social groups and ordinary citizens in
Derry/Londonderry.
The added value of this research to existing theories is multiple. First, and foremost, I conclude
that an existing border is not responsible for multiple social processes – simply because Brexit has not
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been implemented while I write this thesis. However, this does not mean that social and cultural
processes linked to the border have not resurfaced. Rather, it is fear of and uncertainty around the
looming hard border that create social constructions of identity, boundaries and violence.
Second, in addition to the fact that borders in- and exclude through a clear dividing line
(Cooper et al., 2014), borders unite the people living on the same side. Unexpectedly, whereas my
expectations were influenced by a long history of division in Northern Ireland, I did not expect to find
multiple, overlapping identities, systems of interaction and inclusive practices in Derry/Londonderry.
However, they were present, and relate to both a transnational European identity and a local hope for
a non-violent society. Furthermore, rather than a border that divides through a clear dividing line by
creating two groups, I have found that the border divides people who live on the same side of the
border: Irish and British in Northern Ireland. As such, the practice of securitizing by both linking and
dividing, as Paasi (1999) it coherently summarizes, shapes the culture of Derry/Londonderry.
However, despite practices of division, the border does not divide the Irish and British citizens
as opposites. This is the third addition of this research, and is linked to the social construction of
identity and theories of Othering. Todd (2016) and Lile (2013) explained that borders can have different
influences on identity, and I have found that the looming hard border retains some major identity
elements, and that Othering is an everyday practice. However, fieldwork clearly demonstrated that
British and Irish citizens are not opposites to each other. First, there are groups of British and Irish
citizens that fear, but also welcome a hard border. Furthermore, Irish and British identities are
constructed in a different manner based on fears, but they do not fear each other. Rather, ordinary
Irish and British citizens fear two different stages in the Brexit process. Furthermore, whereas Irish
people describe the British as Other and vice versa, it is actually not each other they fear. Instead, the
Irish population – but some British citizens as well –, consider the English parliament in Westminster
as the Other, and they base their approach towards Brexit on a “Fear of Repetition”. For those
identifying as British, the Other is the Irish culture, and they fear that they will slowly lose their British
identity in a United Ireland. Hence, I conclude that a “Fear of Extinction” shapes the British population,
a theory discussed by Crighton and Mac Iver (1991). To my knowledge, a “Fear of Repetition” has not
been identified in theories yet and is hence my addition to border and boundary-theories.
My final addition to existing theories concerns the notion of violence. Whereas multiple
scholars have already explained that the link between borders, identities and violence is not
straightforward, few links have been made regarding the influence of a violent history on the absence
of contemporary violence. I showed that despite polarized identities, the presence of past disturbances
has led to a goal to eradicate violence through political means. By distinguishing between the agency
of “not wanting to return to a violent past”, and the presence of strategies to reach this desired nonviolent society, I have shown the difficulties of reaching this goal.
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Recommendations for Further Research
I recommend further research in Derry/Londonderry. This is not only intended to validate the current
research findings, but also to consider whether the architecture of society created by fear and
uncertainty will continue to exist in a similar aspect once Brexit does happen on October 31st when the
border might close – either as a hard or soft border, or as something else. I think it would be extremely
valuable to contrast the current findings to findings from similar qualitative research conducted in
three to five years, once Brexit is implemented and life has returned to normal. In addition, applying
mixed methods and interdisciplinary research – for example with psychology – will provide further
valuable insight into the long-term impact of the border on the Irish island.
Secondly, I recommend further research in other areas of Northern Ireland.
Derry/Londonderry is a predominantly Irish Catholic town, and it would be interesting to compare the
findings of this city both with smaller Irish Catholic border villages and with British Protestant border
towns like Clogher Valley and Castlederg (MacDonald, 2018).
Third, on this geographical note, it would also be of extreme value to extend research on the
looming hard border towards the Republic of Ireland. When the British government created the border
during the Partition of Ireland in 1921, many British citizens moved from the Republic of Ireland to
Northern Ireland. I would find it interesting to consider the perspectives on the border of British or
Irish citizens who stayed in the Republic, and to compare and contrast these conclusions to the findings
of this research.
Fourth, future research could highlight differences of age and gender. Whereas I have
intentionally focused on two communities, future researchers could take the subchapter on the role
of the next generation as a starting point to understand differences in perceptions regarding the
border that age influences. Similarly, a focus on gender or class, rather than identity, could provide
interesting outcomes. Other researchers can achieve the same for the possibility of violence, and can
answer remaining questions concerning intergenerational violence, indoctrination and the reasons for
and consequences of a brain drain.
Finally, comparative research into this new European border with other European borders, for
example with Romania and Moldavia, would be valuable. This would require a combination of old
research on the kind of social and cultural processes when the European border was created with new
ethnographic data. I am convinced that a comparative perspective on the influence of borders
contributes to the clarification of current theories and the formulation of new theories regarding
identities, boundaries and violence.
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Appendix 1: List of Informants
The following list of informants includes all informants that have constructively contributed to this
thesis. If the reader requires a complete list of all informants, please contact the researcher.
DATE OF
EXCHANGE
27 March
28 March
30 March

KIND OF
EXCHANGE
Conversation
Conversation
Interview

NATIONALITY

VOTE FOR BREXIT

AGE

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

Irish
Irish
Irish

- 259
Remain

±60s
±50s
32

30 March
1 April

Conversation
Conversation

Irish
Irish

Remain
-

±55s
±50s

3 April

Interview

Irish

Remain

66

4 April
9 April & 13
May
10 April
10 April
11 April
11 April

Conversation
Conversation &
Interview
Interview
Conversation
Conversation
Interview

British
Irish

Leave
-

±50s
±40s

Tour guide @ city centre
Guard local @ museum & city hall
Emma de Souza, human Rights
Campaigner
Republican, brother killed by IRA
Republican, lost brother during Bloody
Sunday, tour guide @ bogside
Volunteer @ local museum &
employee British government
Referend at local church
Relations officer @ local theatre

Irish & British
Irish
Irish
Irish

Abstained
Remain

±60
36
±40
±35

12, 25, 26
April

Conversation &
Interview

Irish

Not eligible to
vote

49

12 April

Conversation

German

-

±50

12 April

Interview

Irish

-

±65

12 April
15 April

Interview
Interview

Irish
Irish

Remain
Remain

±50
44

17 April
18 April
19 April

Interview
Conversation
Conversation

Australian
Irish
Irish

Remain
Remain

?
±70
±45

19 April

Conversation

Irish

Remain

±45

Artist, ex Orange Order family.
Member of Parliament Sinn Féin
Manager local café
Councillor Sinn Féin for
Derry/Londonderry council
“Angela”, key informant, online
communication for Border
Communities Against Brexit, Director
local community centre
Moved to Derry/Londonderry about
20 years ago
Author of five books about the border,
including fieldwork with British
communities
Visual Arts Office Councillor
Historical documentary maker (about
civil rights movement)
Lecturer in Drama
Nationalist
Nationalist, co-owner of local café in
the city centre.
Co-owner of local café in the city
centre, artist

259

“-“ stands for vote not specifically clarified during the interview. Vote can be guessed based on data and
context of items discussed in interview, but the decision was taken not to.
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DATE OF
EXCHANGE
20 April & 9
May
20 April
23 April
28 April

KIND OF
EXCHANGE
Conversation &
interview
Conversation
Interview
Interview

NATIONALITY

VOTE FOR BREXIT

AGE

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

British

Leave

±55

Lives in waterside, forcibly moved
from cityside during the Troubles

British
Irish
Irish

Abstained
-

±40
±70
±45

29 April

Interview

Irish

-

±30

1 May

Interview

Irish

-

±50

2 May
7 May

Conversation
Interview

Northern Irish
Irish

-

±60
±50

7 May

Interview

Northern Irish

Abstained

±50

7 May
10 May

Interview
Interview

British
Irish

Remain
-

±55
±70

11 May
13 May
13 May
14 May
14 May

Conversation
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview

British
British
British
Irish
Irish

Leave
Leave
-

±50
±40
±30
±30
±40

15 May

Interview

Irish

-

±45

17 May
17 May

Interview
Interview

Irish
Irish

-

±60
±30

23 May

Interview

Irish

-

±55

27 May

Conversation

Irish

Not eligible to
vote

±60

28 May

Conversation

German

±50

3 June

Interview

British

Not eligible to
vote
Leave

5 June

Conversation

Irish

-

29
±35

Co-Founder community organization
Owner community organization on
segregation with youth
Good Relations Officer for the local
council
Project Manager for community
organization
Music teacher
Conflict Mediator, ex-boss Peace and
Reconciliation Group
Member Londonderry Marching Bands
Association, community worker
Peace and Reconciliation officer
Not yet retired founder of community
organization
“Matthew”, protestant
Member Apprentice Boys
Member of the Orange Order
Local representative of Alliance
PhD researcher on borders, identity
and ex-prisoners from an arts
perspective (storytelling)
Community worker for a human rights
association
Senior economist for the city council
Employee at the Local Planning Office
for the city council
Ex-IRA prisoner, founder of Irish
Republican agitating group
Descendent of Scottish Plantation
owners, owns cross-border transport
company
Tour guide in Republic of Ireland
Local representative of Democratic
Unionist Party, parents from Donegal
Youth worker Creggan
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DATE OF
EXCHANGE
6 June
8 June
11 June
11 June
11 June
11 June
12 June

KIND OF
EXCHANGE
Interview
Conversation
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview

NATIONALITY

VOTE FOR BREXIT

AGE

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

British
British
Irish
Irish
British
British
Irish

Leave
Abstained
Abstained
-

±65
±60
28
24
±50
50
±50

12 June

Interview

Irish

-

±60

13 June

Interview

British

Leave

±50

13 June
13 June

Interview
Interview

British
Irish

Remain
-

±45
±60

19 July

E-mail exchange

Irish

Not eligible to
vote

±60

Tour guide for a local church
Ex Loyalist prisoner, tour guide
Community worker cityside
Community worker cityside
Social worker dementia
Bin collector, Unionist
Anne McCloskey, ex-Sinn Féin
member, councillor AONTU
(representing Irish Republicanism)
Ex-Sinn Féin member, member
AONTU, ex-Mayor primarily British city
Billy Moore, General Secretary
Apprentice Boys
Artist, playwright
Bishop McKeown, Title: Bishop of
Derry
Protestant Reverend in the Republic of
Ireland
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Appendix 2: Interview Topic List
Introduction
✓ Information about myself and the interview
✓ Information about informant260

Derry/Londonderry
✓ Relation interviewee to the city
✓ Description of the city
✓ Discussion around the name
✓ Similarities and differences with other cities
✓ Relation city to the border
Brexit/looming hard border
✓ Description of the border
✓ Vote during referendum (optional) and reason
✓ Opinion on closing of the border
✓ Perspective on the extended deadlines
✓ Judgement of political impasse
✓ Future of Brexit
Identity
✓ Description informant of their identity (to their own interpretation)
✓ Definition, meaning and relation of Irish/British and Catholic/Protestant
✓ Importance of identity
✓ Changing of identity with Brexit
✓ Interaction between different identities
✓ Status in the city
Boundaries
✓ Impact of border on everyday life
✓ Level of segregation in the city
✓ Level of segregation between different cities
✓ Fear(s) concerning Brexit
✓ Work that is being done to limit boundaries
✓ Cross-community work

260

The list below is a general list. Depending on the informant (ordinary citizen, religious leader, government
official or community worker) I asked specific questions around these topics.
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Violence
✓ Cause of the Troubles
✓ Possible recurrence to the Troubles
✓ Opinion on the Good Friday Agreement
✓ Causes car bomb and death of Lyra McKee and link to Brexit/looming hard border
✓ Paramilitary presence
✓ Next generation
Other topics
✓ Future plans and hopes
✓ General and common misunderstandings about the city and Northern Ireland
✓ Any other topic the informant wishes to discuss
Conclusion
✓ Closing remarks
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Appendix 3: Pictures
Pictures chapter 3: a declining context261

An additional fence dividing the Apprentice Boys from Derry
with the Bogside.

IRA graffiti on the outside of the city wall.

Anti-British graffiti in Creggan.

Five Irish flags above pubs in the city centre.

An abandoned building within the city walls.

261

Curbs and rod painted in British colours in the Fountain.

All pictures are part of the personal collection of Renée van Abswoude
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Pictures chapter 3: a progressive context

The Peace Bridge that is funded by the European Union.

Sign in three languages: Ulster-Scots, English and Irish.

The Peace Flame next to the city hall.

Live music in a Republican Irish pub.

Statue 'Hands Across the Divide' next two one of the two
roads crossing the river Foyle.

Newspaper article that shows is gaining popularity amongst
tourists
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Pictures chapter 4: the border

A sign near the border.

Protesters hold a sign saying "Respect the Remain Vote"
during a border protest.

The border follows the low fence and continues into the line of trees in
the back of the picture.

The border here is the wooden fence next to a house.

Two custom huts that are now used by farmers for storage.

Standing in two different countries at the same time. The use of
different tarmac shows clearly here.
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Pictures chapter 5: revealing the fault lines

A billboard next to the Free Derry Mural aiming for a united
Ireland

Local election flyer by Sinn Féin

A small selection of the many posters hanging around town showing the political perspective on Brexit and the looming hard border

Newspaper article showing the rights-issue. The publication of these articles only increases
fear and uncertainty
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Pictures chapter 6: an uncertain future

A big cross adorns this Irish Republican billboard.

The Free Derry Mural with statement.

Billboard next to the border. No identification of organization
who put it there.

More crosses next to the Peace Dove in the Bogside.

Irish Republican commemoration for IRA volunteers from
Derry/Londonderry.

All throughout town, you can find IRA propaganda, this one
explicitly related to violence.
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