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ABSTRACT 

THE CREATION AND CONSOLIDATION OF THE IRISH BORDER 

This paper helps explain how the Irish Border came to be delimited and why it was 
confirmed in position. It constitutes an empirical survey and analysis of the origins 
of partition proposals and a review of contemporaneous policies and philosophies 
of both individual and collective bodies within a geographical context. The core of 
the paper focuses on the 1911–26 period, and specifically examines the process 
and the initial results of dividing Ireland into two distinct political entities. Two broad 
phases are identified in what amounts to a unique example of boundary making. 
First, there is an evolutionary phase concerning the creation the Irish Border, chart-
ing the troubled passage of the third home rule bill until the final passage of the 
Government of Ireland Act in December 1920. The second phase concerns how 
the Irish Border was entrenched and consolidated, and charts the formative stages 
of the government of Northern Ireland referring to the 1921 elections and its de-
volved administration until the suppression of the Irish Boundary Commission in 
1925, which left the boundary unaltered in position and entrenched in function. The 
paper concludes that regardless of the arguments for and against drawing a 
boundary in the first place, there remained a responsibility for drawing it fairly and 
democratically. However, of course, a fair and democratic boundary may be no 
more sustainable than one drawn on the basis of any other criteria. 

Publication information 

This paper was prepared as part of the project Mapping frontiers, plotting path-
ways: routes to North-South cooperation in a divided island. First presented at the 
MFPP workshop in Queen’s University Belfast on 1 October 2004. 



 

 

BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION 

KJ Rankin is Research Officer at the Institute for British-Irish Studies (IBIS), Uni-
versity College Dublin, where he is currently conducting research for the Mapping 
frontiers: plotting pathways project in collaboration with Queen’s University Belfast. 
His doctoral thesis is entitled “The evolution and entrenchment of the Irish Border, 
1911-1926: a political geography”. His general research interests include political 
geography, boundary studies, cartography, the Middle East, and modern Irish and 
British political history. He is also a Research Fellow at the Geopolitics and Interna-
tional Boundaries Research Centre, King’s College, University of London. 

 





 

THE CREATION AND CONSOLIDATION OF THE IRISH BORDER 
KJ Rankin 

INTRODUCTION 

The Irish Border is undoubtedly one of the most atypical of international bounda-
ries. Its historical origins, geographical context, and administrative regime deviate 
from orthodox characteristics and functions associated with the description and 
analysis of boundaries. This paper empirically examines the exercise of boundary 
making and the execution of partition with regard to the Irish case study and so ex-
plores the Border’s creation and initial phase of consolidation from a political geog-
raphy perspective. Although the period spanning 1911 to 1926 is identified as key, 
the evolving political geography of Ireland preceding it is of fundamental signifi-
cance in conditioning the timing of partition as well as particular features of its most 
substantial manifestation—the Irish Border. Its irregularities, inherited from well-
established county boundaries, were then magnified and thus not only greatly influ-
enced Irish history and politics but also continue to affect the day-to-day living of 
local inhabitants (see figure 1). 

 

 

Figure 1: A house on the Cavan-Fermanagh Section of the Irish Border  
(Gallagher, 1957: 66) 
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THE PHYSICAL AND LOCATIONAL CONTEXT 

The Border 

The Border measures 499 km (OSNI, 1999) and separates six counties that consti-
tute Northern Ireland and part of the United Kingdom from the 26 that constitute the 
territory of the Republic of Ireland. The course of the boundary is not explicitly de-
scribed in statute but only implicitly inferred from the territorial definition of Northern 
Ireland as contained in the 1920 Government of Ireland Act. It states that “Northern 
Ireland shall consist of the parliamentary counties of Antrim, Armagh, Down, Fer-
managh, Londonderry and Tyrone, and the parliamentary boroughs of Belfast and 
Londonderry, and Southern Ireland shall consist of so much of Ireland as is not 
comprised within the said parliamentary counties and boroughs” (Government of 
Ireland Act 1920, Section 1 Clause 2 (10 & 11 Geo. 5 c.67)). 

Reference to the political map illustrates some striking features of the Border (see 
figure 2). First, the sheer sinuosity of the line is borne out by the fact that the Border 
is about four times the straight-line distance between Lough Foyle and Carlingford 
Lough. Second, Co Donegal is only attached to the rest of the Republic by a territo-
rial isthmus nine kilometres wide, rendering it necessary for some journeys to the 
east and southeast of the Republic to pass through Northern Ireland. Third, for only 
two relatively short sections of the Border does it align with the provincial boundary 
of nine county Ulster between Fermanagh-Leitrim and Armagh-Louth. And lastly, as 
the Border skirts Tyrone to the west and again to the south east, it encompasses 
Co. Fermanagh on three sides. As a remnant of seventeenth century county limits, 
the Border’s physical profile indicates that it follows many water courses but only in 
the highlands of the Cavan-Fermanagh section could the Border be said to accord 
with any significant physical impediments to movement (see figure 3). 

Ireland 

The fact that Ireland, as a relatively small island in global terms, has been split be-
tween two separate political entities and that its boundary follows no significant 
physical divisions, is symptomatic of a core dichotomy of political geography, con-
cerning physical unity and political division that has engendered several corollary 
paradoxes. The geographical factors that have influenced Irish history have been 
profound, diverse, and variable over time and as such “have helped to unite Ireland 
and to divide it, just as they have helped both to unite and divide the British Isles” 
(Andrews, 1967: 29). 

The island of Ireland is delineated as a separate entity and is the smaller and more 
westerly of the two major islands of the British Isles. It has a total area of 84,250 
km² (OSI, n.d.). The Republic totals 70,282 km² (83% approx. of the total) and 
Northern Ireland 14,131 km² (17%). Johnson asserts that there are two essential 
physical factors in conditioning Ireland’s political geography that can be discerned 
from the distant past. First, there is the proximity of Scotland, as sea travel was 
easier than travel over land and arguably facilitated cultural contact between Ulster 
and Scotland, separated by only 19 km of water. 
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Figure 2: The Irish Border and the boundary of the Province of Ulster 

 

Figure 3: Profile of the Irish land boundary (rivers and water indicated by heavy 
lines) (Heslinga, 1979: 50) 
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Second, movement within Ireland was channelled along an east-west orientation 
due to esker distribution, thus encouraging separate development (Johnson, 1962: 
82). Evans argues that Ireland’s external relations have for the most part been 
channelled through Britain be it in cultural, commercial, or political terms but the 
north-east of Ireland’s links with Britain have been older, closer, and more persis-
tent (Evans, 1992: 20). 

Ulster 

The essence of this paper necessarily focuses upon Ulster as both a geographical 
and political concept. Occupying approximately the northern quarter of the island, it 
projects towards Scotland as a broad peninsula from a base that accords with a 
belt of drumlins that sweeps from Donegal town to Dundalk (see figure 4). Water 
drains generally northward from a watershed which broadly accords with the his-
toric boundary of Ulster. 

 

Figure 4: The South Ulster Drumlin Belt (Graham, 1997: 199) 
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Evans endows the province of Ulster with a “personality” that expresses a regional 
individuality resulting from the interaction of humans and environment through time 
(Evans, 1970: 4). He summarises Ulster as constituting a “strong regional variant, 
in habitat, heritage and history” (Evans, 1992: 77). Indeed, Ulster displays Ireland’s 
fragmentation in microcosm better than any other province as it possesses its own 
central lowlands and contains a major river divide—the Bann, just as the Shannon 
divides the entire island (Evans, 1992: 27). Indeed, Ulster can be seen as the most 
Irish of regions in terms of habitat, heritage and history. It exhibits the greatest 
prevalence of Gaelic place names among the provinces. According to Evans, the 
drumlin chain and interrupted water courses “until they were drained by man, must 
have provided multiple natural defences for communities in the north” (Evans, 
1970: 5). 

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

Early and Medieval Ireland 

Although distinguished by highland and natural features Ulster possessed its own 
variant of Hadrian’s Wall—the Black Pig’s Dyke that delimited a proto-historic Ul-
ster. Heslinga has suggested that the sea and land components of the current Irish 
Border “show conformity to age old divisions over most of their lengths” (Heslinga, 
1979: 138). The limits of the Gaelic O’Neill kingdom (with regard to Tyrone’s 
boundaries) and the Black Pig’s Dyke do provide approximate locational predeces-
sors to the land boundary in places. The boundaries of the ancient province of Ul-
ster remain obscure and as such the current Irish Border does not have a real loca-
tional or functional precedent. At its most extensive Ulster comprised nine counties 
while in the twelfth century merely approximated to Antrim and Down. “Ulster’s 
boundaries have constantly changed throughout history and have been interpreted 
differently by different political groups” (Doherty, 1989: 19). 

Nationalist historiography has conveyed the image that Ireland had been a nation-
ally and consistently united island, having possessed a cultural homogeneity and 
political unity. However, these assertions have been a subject for constant histori-
cal debate. Nevertheless, Gaelic society’s longevity lay in its decentralised, frag-
mented structure that arguably fitted with the diverse physiographical patterns of 
the island. 

Plantation 

The plantation of Ulster has been accorded a great deal of significance in Irish his-
tory but one can argue that it was less a historical event and more a geographical 
process. The English had previously found the Scottish influence in Ulster to be a 
hindrance, but as the English and Scottish crowns were united the narrow North 
Channel came under the control of James I, who could deploy significant man-
power to consolidate and expand the Ulster colony (Andrews, 1967: 28). 

According to Boal (1980: 38), the Scottish colony established in Antrim and Down 
that predated the plantation was significant on account of its permanence, class 
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cohesion, and decisive numbers, as the subsequent Ulster plantation failed to pro-
duce a similar homogeneous ethnic geography throughout the rest of the province. 

With the “flight of the earls” in 1607 and the forfeiture of their lands to the crown, 
James took the opportunity to realise stability on his terms. The lands held by 
Gaelic lords reverted to his control by default, and he thereby accumulated land by 
confiscation and surrender in the six “escheated” counties. These were Armagh, 
Cavan, Coleraine (later Londonderry), Donegal, Fermanagh, and Tyrone. Antrim, 
Down, and Monaghan were exempted. Even the very term “plantation of Ulster” 
was a misnomer as it applied to mid-Ulster, did not extend over all Donegal and 
was ineffectual in Cavan (Heslinga, 1979: 155; see figure 5). 

 

Figure 5: British settlement in Ulster, circa 1659 (Robinson, 1982: 35) 

The plantation constituted an early exercise in Irish regional planning, as Ulster be-
came significantly more urbanised and the economy transformed from one of pas-
toralism to one of diversified market driven agriculture (Heslinga, 1979: 155; 
Pringle, 1985: 103) The entire enterprise transformed Ulster society by introducing 
a new middle class and proletariat (Heslinga, 1979: 203). The political and strategic 
interests of James I and the economic ones of the planters happened to coalesce 
(Stewart, 1977: 47). Cores of Scottish and Presbyterian influence became apparent 
in south Antrim, north Down, north Antrim and north east Londonderry, and the 
Lagan region. English Episcopalian colonists settled in Co Londonderry and in a 
belt stretching from north Armagh to Fermanagh and outside the confines of the 
plantation, were numerous in the Lagan Valley, south Antrim, and north Down (Bu-
chanan, 1982: 56; see figure 6). 
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Figure 6: English and Scottish settlement in Ulster, 1631 (Robinson, 1982: 32) 

Historically, Ulster has undergone a transition from being regarded once as the 
most troublesome and backward regions of Ireland to become the most affluent 
and “British” of the provinces. The north-east has proved to be the most accessible 
point of entry for newcomers from short distances across the sea where links inten-
sified as communications further evolved. 

Eastern Ulster was more densely populated with Protestants than elsewhere, and 
the grievances of the native Irish was more acute where they had been displaced in 
west and central Ulster. These particular areas constituted a frontier zone due to 
the level religious proportions that became aggravated by sectarian animosity that 
later erupted in 1641 (Pringle, 1985: 104). While the plantation ensured that differ-
ent cultures were in close proximity, “in no county did the colonists form a majority” 
where they were thinly distributed in rural areas, but they did form majorities in 
towns (Buchanan, 1982: 62). Indeed, a crucial legacy of the religious distributions 
of the plantation has been the intricate pattern of enclaves and exclaves that defy 
attempts to draw a simple line to separate them (Johnson, 1962: 85). 

From plantation to union 

Ulster remained a place of unease, as the planters felt subject to harassment. Sup-
porters of the exiled Gaelic leaders were believed to be threatening planters from 
the sanctuary of remote forests (Stewart, 1977: 46). Fears that the dispossessed 
Irish would rebel were realised in 1641, which engendered a deeply embedded 
siege mentality (Pringle, 1985: 106). 
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Charles I’s execution left the way clear for the parliamentary leader Oliver Cromwell 
to take control of Ireland, and it was recognised that Ireland would provide a strate-
gic counter based on accessibility, mobility, and vulnerability that royalists would 
seek to utilise (Sloan, 1997: 92). 

The restoration of the British monarchy had little impact upon Ireland until the ac-
cession of the Catholic James II, when it became an important arena where respec-
tive interests were advanced. James failed to enforce his authority in the north, and 
the symbolism of the abortive siege of the renamed Londonderry entrenched im-
ages of sectarian conflict. The city had already assumed a strategic importance in 
exerting control over the surrounding parts of Ulster and its successful resistance to 
James’s forces heralded William of Orange’s Irish expedition and consolidation, 
and presaged the latter’s victory at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690. The north 
proved to be a formidable garrison against James’s advances. The upshot of these 
particular events was a new round of confiscations and the institution of the penal 
laws. 

The position of the Protestant minority had been secured throughout Ireland but 
dominance was achieved in Ulster. The maintenance of the Protestant ascendancy 
ensured the exclusion of Presbyterians from holding office, but it was acknowl-
edged that they would heed rallying calls to defend the Protestant faith from per-
ceived Catholic threats (Stewart, 1977: 92). 

The internal administrative distinctions within Ireland dissipated as the old English 
“Pale”, and the previously Gaelic territories in Ulster became ruled on the same ba-
sis. The colonisation process created a sizeable Presbyterian minority in Ulster but 
the penal laws restricted their land ownership. The effects of the laws were particu-
larly effective with respect to land and inheritance rights. By 1703, the proportion of 
land held by Catholics in Ireland declined to 14% and in all Ulster counties bar An-
trim the proportion fell under 4% (Simms, 1976: 196). 

Large farm areas in the south and east of Ireland had become characterised by 
large numbers of landless labourers, whereas other areas, especially in the west, 
were characterised by pressures upon generally poorer quality land. Landlord-
tenant relations were significantly different in Ulster. Arguably less endowed in soil 
quality, the “Ulster custom” partially accounted for the province’s relative prosperity 
by establishing security of tenure, fixed rents, and recognising the right for the ten-
ant to sell his interest (Heslinga, 1979: 173). The comprehensive nature of the plan-
tation meant that it was necessary to divide lands into small holdings, and this was 
made more acute by continued immigration into Ulster (Gibbon, 1975: 15). 

In the 1760s, agrarian movements, such as the Oakboys and Steelboys, emerged 
in rural areas such as Armagh and Tyrone in order to express local grievances that 
proceeded to produce patterns of rural sectarian confrontation (Stewart, 1977: 
128). This was a local indication that there was no significant difference in the num-
bers of Catholics and Protestants and an intense competition for land. The attrition 
was later expressed through the Defenders and the Peep O Day Boys, with the lat-
ter being the forerunner of the Orange Order, established in 1795. 
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Although Belfast enjoyed relative affluence with its port and linen and cotton indus-
tries, hostility evolved to the Dublin-based, ascendancy-dominated administration. 
Thus, there was a religious, class, and regional basis upon which the apparent fis-
sure was founded, with a perception that needs and interests were not being 
served (Pringle, 1985: 131). The brand of colonial nationalism exemplified by the 
Irish Volunteers that embraced Protestants across Ireland showed that there ex-
isted a group identity that transcended class across the country with the objective 
of attaining more political control (Pringle, 1985: 140). However, it differed from the 
orthodox modern concept of the nation in that it excluded the majority of people 
within the geographical framework. 

The polarised nature of the religious balance of Ulster was no better reflected than 
in Armagh. Miller illustrates how settlement processes were conditioning a remark-
able congruence between topography and sectarian geography whereby predomi-
nantly Church of Ireland areas were located in the lowland zones in the north of the 
county with the elevated landscape of the southern reaches of the county being 
dominated by Catholics. Interestingly, Miller also draws attention to a largely Pres-
byterian zone dividing the Church of Ireland and Catholic areas (see Miller, 2001: 
583-5). 

The United Irishmen, with ideals drawn from the French Revolution, were drawn 
from relatively small and well-defined areas in the east and centred upon the Bel-
fast (where it was founded in 1791) and Dublin cores. With a warning as to their 
possible inflation, Curtin notes that the membership returns recorded for Ulster 
counties in May 1797 were Down 26,153; Antrim 22,716; Armagh 17,000; Tyrone 
14,000; Derry 10,500; Donegal 9,648; Monaghan 9,020; Cavan 6,880; Fermanagh 
2,000; Ulster Total 117,917 (see Curtin, 1993: 212 n.19 and 218). 

The United Irishmen rebellion of 1798 was relatively localised, and the sectarian 
character of the rebellion in Wexford invoked memories of the 1641 Ulster massa-
cre and spread considerable unease at the prospect of a secular Irish republic 
(Pringle, 1985: 138). However, the fact that the concept of the Irish nation had as-
cendency origins ensured that it embraced the entire island of Ireland and the Pres-
byterian involvement endowed it with a non-sectarian idealism (MacDonagh, 1983: 
18). The United Irishmen rebellion helped institute a culture of revolutionary vio-
lence in Ireland but its immediate aftermath was to destroy the Irish constitutional 
experiment, presaged the Act of Union, and arguably led to the evolution of Irish 
and Ulster “nations” as they became latterly known (Heslinga, 1979: 180). 

The Act of Union 

The entire episode made it clear to the British government that it was necessary to 
bring Ireland under direct control as an integrated part of the United Kingdom. The 
period exposed the paucity of Ireland’s defences that was only seriously addressed 
following the Act of Union which aligned the political unity of the British Isles with 
that of its abstract geopolitical unity (Sloan, 1997: 102). Yet, Lustick observes a 
“breakdown of a hegemonic conception of Ireland” in analysing Irish history from 
the Act of Union onwards (Lustick, 1993: 57). 
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At the start of the nineteenth century Presbyterian-Catholic relations could not be 
described as hostile, but sectarian fears heightened following persistent influxes of 
rural immigrants into Belfast that periodically led to unrest that in a way was a con-
tinuance of rural conflicts over land (Pringle, 1985: 201). 

Daniel O’Connell substantially united Catholics behind his call for emancipation and 
for repeal of the Union. His movement’s bonds with Catholicism (as typified by the 
Catholic Association) fuelled Protestant suspicions that the current ascendancy 
would merely be replaced by a Catholic one. O’Connell’s bid for repeal was taken 
to be a fundamental challenge to the generally accepted convention in Britain that 
the British Isles possessed an immutable political unity and that Repeal not only 
challenged this but also was not considered an appropriate remedy to cure Ire-
land’s ills. The logic was that Ireland could not be an independent kingdom or na-
tion and secede without the consent of the British parliament (Päärnilä, 1998: 40). 

Foremost amongst the critics of repeal was Thomas Babington Macaulay who, in a 
House of Commons debate on 6 February 1833, mooted the logic of a partition and 
questioned why “that only a domestic legislature could remedy a domestic griev-
ance, would in a tenfold degree apply in favour of one domestic legislature in Dub-
lin, and another in Derry, or some other large town in the north of Ireland” (Han-
sard’s parliamentary debates, series 3, vol. 1 cols. 258-9, Feb 6 1833). 

O’Connell’s political agenda was not well received in Ulster. With a distinct sense of 
territoriality emerging among Ulster Protestants following Union, it was further en-
trenched in response to O’Connell’s growing prominence, and was seen as repre-
senting a resurgence in Catholic power. MacDonagh has pithily expressed it: 

Thus there can be no doubt that a set of county limits, quite unmarked physically ex-
cept on the pages of the map books, was accepted by foe as well as friend as desig-
nating some sort of sovereignty. In defiance of familiar and indisputable demo-
graphic, geographical and constitutional fact, Ulster, an entity entirely lacking in even 
administrative significance or religious or cultural homogeneity, was regarded as 
quite separate from the rest of Ireland, and taken to be a Protestant preserve (Mac-
Donagh, 1983: 20). 

The damaging effects of the famine were acutely felt in Ireland’s poorest areas, 
which also tended to be the most Gaelic. West Ulster was hit as acutely as Munster 
and Connacht by the famine, and Ulster did suffer a drop in population (Gallagher, 
1957: 50). Land assumed greater importance as a political issue. John Mitchel was 
convinced that a struggle against landlordism would cement a unity between Ulster 
Protestants and Catholic Irishmen and thus help remove British interference from 
Ireland (Cronin, 1976: 86). However, the perception held by Ulster Protestants that 
repeal of the Union equated to a Catholic ascendancy, and would damage their 
best interests, was difficult to dismiss. 

The “Ulster custom” of tenant right assumed the status of common convention until 
superseded by extensive land purchase schemes. Such norms engendered a 
sense of independence and self-sufficiency that helped nurture nineteenth-century 
industrialisation in the shape of the flax and linen sectors more strongly in Ulster 
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