A “hard border” on the island of Ireland is a sensitive and often painful subject because it immediately recalls the long period of conflict known as the Troubles. There are fears that a hard border may rekindle tensions between communities in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. In 1921, the Anglo-Irish treaty partitioned Ireland into Northern Ireland and the Irish Free State in the south. The border divided communities, families and lands and symbolized antagonistic identities. On the one hand, nationalists (mostly Catholics) identified as Irish and wanted a united Ireland. On the other hand, unionists (mostly Protestants) identified as British and wanted to remain in the UK. Catholics particularly suffered from rife discrimination and sought to gain more rights. From the late 1960s to 1998, Northern Ireland experienced a violent conflict known as the Troubles, which involved republican paramilitary groups and loyalist paramilitary groups, as well as the British state forces. The hard border became a symbol of this multi-layered opposition. Over 3,000 people were killed, most of whom were civilians. After the breakthrough and the signing of the GFA in 1998, the border was removed, which allowed free movement between the two countries on the island again. The border became a symbol of the peace process and stability. However, when the UK voted to leave the EU, it raised the possibility that an EU–UK customs or regulatory border might return to the island. Many feared any new physical checks would disrupt daily cross-border life, undermine the peace process, and become symbolic flashpoints for political or even paramilitary tension. Re-introducing a hard border could reopen old wounds and threaten decades of peacebuilding.

When the UK voted to leave the EU, it raised the possibility that an EU–UK customs or regulatory border might return to the island. Because the Irish Republic remains part of the EU and its single market, the Brexit raised concerns about how goods would be coming and going from the EU and Northern Ireland (UK). Many feared any new physical checks would disrupt daily cross-border life, undermine the peace process, and become symbolic flashpoints for political or even paramilitary tension. Re-introducing a hard border could reopen old wounds and threaten decades of peacebuilding. The Northern Irish Protocol was introduced in the Brexit withdrawal agreement to ensure there are no physical checks on goods that move between Northern Ireland and Ireland (and the rest of the EU). It does this by applying relevant EU Single Market rules for goods to Northern Ireland, and the EU’s customs rules. This put in place a de facto Irish Sea trade border to avoid any tensions at the border between NI and the Irish Republic. In other words, goods coming into Northern Ireland from Great Britain must provide paperwork to show they comply with relevant EU laws, or that they are not intended to move beyond Northern Ireland, and checks may be carried out to ensure they are compliant. 

TikTok
ByteDance is TikTok’s parent company and was launched by Zhang Yiming, a Chinese entrepreneur who came from a middle-class background and had “big dreams”. In 2015, he introduced the idea of personalized content, based on an algorithm which would only feed its users content they liked. This idea was the backbone for what became known as ByteDance’s first major success, Douyin, which gained 1.4 million users in a short period of time. The Chinese entrepreneur created TikTok by merging Douyin with the American lip-syncing app, Musical.ly. TikTok was an instant success and managed to penetrate the global market. It started competing with major US brands, even outperforming Facebook. Its growing appeal to creators and users alike made it go viral. ByteDance’s branding strategy revolutionized content creation by enabling users to promote products, blending advertising with entertainment. Despite cultural differences between China and the rest of the world, TikTok has outpaced the US digital behemoths. It was a wake-up call for tech giants like Facebook and Amazon, showing a shift in global digital leadership. 

