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SPeCTReSS Report, Stephen O’Neill, Trinity College Dublin >  University of São Paulo, 

September 2017 – December 2017 

I recently returned from my time as a visiting researcher at the University of São Paulo, where 

I was researching ‘A Cultural History of Irish Partition’.  The focus of the SPeCTReSS network 

upon cultural trauma enabled my research to draw upon the theories of Jeffrey C. Alexander, 

whose definition ‘Toward a Theory of Cultural Trauma’ actually mentions the Troubles, which 

was in part stirred by an anti-partition campaign by the Provisional Irish Republican Army and 

various other republican groups, as a case study in what constitutes trauma. My research goes 

back to this foundational moment, investigating the political division of the island between 

1920 and 1925, and the cultural effects of that event. At São Paulo I delivered two papers which 

dealt with this period – one from my doctoral thesis, ‘The country and the city in the Irish 

novel, 1922-51’, and another to the FFLCH postgraduate theory reading group, which 

examined the representation of maps in cartoons and political pamphlets dealing with Ireland’s 

partition. I drew upon these experiences to write this reflective report, the aim of which has 

been to explain the direction of my current research and some of the questions that have arisen 

from what is currently a fairly inchoate concept.  

While my research into the division of Ireland has been a longstanding concern, 

partition has recently become an even more pressing issue in British and Irish politics owing 

to the decision by the United Kingdom to exit the European Union in 2016, despite the majority 

of people in the north of Ireland (and Scotland) voting to remain. This turn of events led many 

observers to question both the benefits of the six north-east counties of Antrim, Armagh, Derry, 

Down, Fermanagh, and Tyrone remaining in the United Kingdom, but also to cast a glance 

backwards at the originary division of the island which took place between the Government of 

Ireland Act in 1920 and the failure of the Boundary Commission in 1925. For example, Declan 

Kearney, Sinn Féin Member of the Legislative Assembly for South Antrim, claimed in the 
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immediate wake of the results that ‘the democratic deficit of partition now means Brexit is the 

cost of partition’; Democratic Unionist Party Leader and then First Minister Arlene Foster 

claimed, countervailingly, that ‘[o]ur nation [meaning the United Kingdom] is safe and 

Northern Ireland will be front and centre of Brexit negotiations’. 

Away from political rhetoric, the consequences of the referendum were also far-

reaching across the British and Irish isles, particularly for the related domains of academic 

research and third-level education on the island of Ireland. In particular, Brexit has transformed 

the landscape of Irish research, with cultural policy makers more eager than ever to learn from 

the mistakes of the past. For example, Mary E. Daly’s joint Royal Irish Academy-British 

Academy Brexit Policy Discussion Paper, ‘Brexit and the Irish Border: Historical Context’, 

offered a comprehensive overview of the existing research in relation to north-south issues. 

The Paper argued that an ‘all-Ireland framework’ for cooperation across a number of areas, 

and particularly agriculture, was ‘essential’, a framework which should match the civic 

organisations which already exist which have ‘continued to operate on an all-island basis or an 

Ireland/UK basis since 1922, and new all-island, Ireland/UK organisations have emerged over 

the past century. These networks have survived turbulent times, and will continue to operate 

irrespective of Brexit’. However, and particularly given the author’s own work on the ruralist 

culture of Free State, the absence of any treatment in cultural representation in Daly’s document 

is glaring, reflecting a longstanding neglect of the effects which the division of Ireland into two 

states has had upon the cultural infrastructure of north and south.  

A mere 48 hours after the results of the Referendum on European Membership were 

revealed, Emer O’Toole warned of the potential pitfalls of the prospective border poll which 

was being called for by Sinn Féin and others, urging that Irish nationalists ‘chill on the 

reunification rhetoric for the minute’. Writing in The Guardian, O’Toole argued that dwellers 

on the island must 
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come to terms with the discomfiting idea that Ireland will, in a sense, be partitioned a 

second time. And, yes, this could unsettle the peace. All parties: the UK, Northern 

Ireland, the Republic and the EU, need to do everything in their power to ensure that 

the border they create is one that fits the contours of our past and our present (O’Toole, 

2016, see bibliography). 

 

The underlying fear, expressed by many others, is that a hard-won peace could be unsettled by 

a change to the status quo. But more consideration needs to be given btoh to how mutable the 

border was in the first couple of decades of partition, and to how traumatic the creation of that 

dividing line was to many in Ireland north and south. Both in its immediate aftermath and in 

the wake of  the Boundary Commission, as Peter Leary writes in his Unapproved Routes: 

Histories of the Irish Border 1922-1972 (2016), Partition was not simply a hardening of 

centuries-old political and ethno-religious boundaries, but a time of uncertainty and 

contingency in which the continuity of local attachments in the border communities were being 

ruptured by the processes of division, and Ireland ‘had seen dramatic transformation and now 

new uncertainties were looming. If partition was based on the elevation of age-old religious 

distinctions, then the border which made it real exposed those identities to sudden questioning 

and disorientating change’. 

One of the questions which arises in the light of Leary’s challenges to the current state 

of research undertaken on the border is how these metropolitan elites in the urban centres 

articulated their visions of north and south before and after partition. There is a longstanding 

neglect of the effects which the division of Ireland into two states has had upon the cultural 

infrastructure of north and south. Furthermore, the pervasive tendency to read literature in 

relation to the state has often led to the exclusion of the north from literary and social histories 

of ‘Ireland’ since partition. The original construction of this border, created by the Government 

of Ireland Act in 1920 and confirmed by the failure of the Boundary Commission in 1925, is 

often explained away by historical analysis as the outcome of an inevitable struggle between 

historical forces. And yet this map, rather than perfectly fitting any contours of the past, was 
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mostly shaped by the contours of the 1910s and 1920s, hastily constructed to fit a particular 

purpose. This in turn led to some striking discoveries in terms of historical evidence. To give 

one example, the writer and political activist Herbert Moore Pim wrote in his 1919 historical 

and polticial tract Unconquerable Ulster that he had found a twelfth century map which 

corresponded almost exactly to the six-county state that was being proposed at the time. 

The focus here on the imagined community obviously derives from Benedict 

Anderson’s coining of the phrase in his book of the same name. And this is one of the major 

focuses of my research – of the various imaginings during the twentieth century of Irish identity 

which use the map and the story of partition in a particular way. Most of all, how culture 

adjusted in such a way that identity could be neatly mapped onto the countours of the Irish 

border. As Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari wrote in their A Thousand Plateaus, a map ‘is 

open and connectable in all its dimensions; it is detachable, reversible, susceptible to constant 

modification. It can be torn, reversed, adapted to any kind of mounting, reworked by an 

individual, group, or social formation’. My research at São Paulo primarily examined the 

adaptation of this map according to the political exigencies of the 1920’s, but was also 

conscious of the continuous reshaping of that map in current political debates about the effects 

of ‘Brexit’ on the island of Ireland. In being briefly displaced from the island of Ireland for this 

period, I was able to examine the map with fresh eyes, and my research has benefitted 

massively as a result. 

 

  

 

 


