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Abstract

This thesis explores the annual commemorative event known as the Eleventh 
of July bonfires In Northern Ireland. The Eleventh of July bonfire is aligned 
with the ‘Glorious Twelfth’ and these events demonstrate the socio-political 
identity of the Protestant ‘imagined community.’ It explores the historical and 
contemporary context of the event as it unfolds within Loyalist working-class 
estates. The thesis draws together concepts of ritual, symbol, invented 
tradition and explores how these concepts intersect in space. Through an 
anthropological lens, I explore the Eleventh of July bonfires are examined as 
a ritualized cultural performance in the context of its nominal historical 
narrative and against the backdrop of Northern Ireland’s tumultuous history 
and within its current policy landscape.

Utilizing various social science research methods, both ethnographic and 
archival, it analyzes how the Eleventh of July bonfire celebration has become 
politicized. It is argued that the Eleventh of July bonfires are integral part of 
the political socialization of the young and to the cultural reproduction and 
maintenance of loyalist socio-political identity. In addition, the nature of 
relations within and between Loyalist communities is divulged within localised 
political narratives.
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Chapter 1: ‘It’s more than just a fire’

/ could feel the anticipation amongst the spectators—it was time. I joined the 
exodus from the disco walking the short distance to the bonfire site. A fire 
was already burning near the bonfire, providing some illumination. Residents 
and visitors of different ages moved around the structure, securing their spot. 
Not too close though, as the heat produced is suffocating. I found myself at 
the top of Hogarth Street, looking down the street, a strategic location so I 
could observe the sea of people all awaiting midnight. I listened. I heard 
laughter and lots of chatter, muffled words to songs. Teenagers were yelling. 
I looked at the bonfire. The layers upon layers of wooden pallets, tyres and 
old furniture looked different against the dark sky. Well over twenty feet in 
height, the banners and Union Jack’s that adorned the structure earlier that 
day had been removed, replaced by three other flags—two Irish tricolours 
and one INLA flag, placed at the top. It was nearly midnight. I watched as the 
bonfire builders doused the lower layers of the bonfire with petrol. After 
several men of the estate struggled to set the bonfire alight, the flames finally 
emerged, climbing up the bonfire. The crowd erupted with excitement, their 
cheers growing louder as the flames rose up. I smelled the wood as it 
burned. I saw the black smoke billow up into the sky, watching the spectators 
move about silhouetted against the towering pyre. Once the flames reached 
the flags at the top, the cheers were heard throughout the crowd; once the 
flags succumbed, the crowd roared. (Field notes 11 July 2012)

The structure of the Eleventh of July bonfire comprised of layers and layers 

of wooden pallets, and in some cases tyres, scrap wood and discarded 

furniture vary in size and shape. These wooden skyscrapers, whether small 

and squat or large and statuesque, are the result of exhaustive work by 

residents of the estate. The process begins with collection of the materials; 

next, the bonfire is stacked, as each pallet and any accompanying material 

are sculpted into the layers that in the end become the bonfire. Once built the 

fate of the bonfire is found in its destruction. Once engulfed in flames, the
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structure would yield an immediate impression of awe, reminding us how 

‘[f]ire fascinates’ (Rossotti 1993: 3). Why, after all that work, is the bonfire set 

alight on the evening of each Eleventh of July? To the outsider, the physically 

destructive aspect of the Eleventh of July bonfire would be apparent; 

however, to the insider, the bonfire is symbolically constructive.

At its basic level, fire is ‘a process in which substances combine 

chemically with oxygen from the air and typically give out bright light, heat, 

and smoke (Oxford English Dictionary). As a ubiquitous element (Brewin 

2007: 57), fire is a destructive force, yet holds the power to cleanse and 

renew. Fire, in its many forms, is featured in myths, ritual practice and 

contemporary metaphor—as in ‘[wje kindle an idea, fan the flames, add fuel 

to the fire, and have several irons in it’ (Rossotti 1993: 3). The uses of fire 

range dramatically from deliberate to non-deliberate uses, driven by practical 

reasons as in a form of communication or as a means to harm or destroy. 

This ‘charisma of fire,’ as Winder (2009: 11) puts it, exemplifies the 

multifaceted nature of fire illustrated by its tangible, physical form and its 

symbolic form: ‘...fire is perceived as both the most destructive, but also the 

most empowering.’ In this thesis, I focus on a specific type of fire, one that is 

deliberate and symbolic as well as contested. The Eleventh of July bonfire is 

a major event, a product of working-class labours; it is festive, marking a 

historical anniversary; it is a symbol, representing loyalist identity; and it is a 

divisive and sectarian form of material culture that is the source of 

provocation and discord.

8



Situating the research

In Northern Ireland, the Eleventh and Twelfth of July are the most significant 

dates of the Protestant marching season—a series of parades spanning the 

months of April to September that are organised by the ‘loyal orders’—the 

Apprentice Boys of Derry, The Royal Black Institution and the Orange Order, 

the most active of the organisations. The pinnacle of the marching season is 

‘the Twelfth’ the largest of these parades that commemorates the victory of 

King William III over King James II at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690. As part 

of this commemorative ritual, the Eleventh of July bonfires are an integral 

part, ushering in the Twelfth, and as such, can be referred to as the Twelfth 

bonfires.

According to Bryan (2000) and Browne (2012), commemorations are a 

distinct form of ritual. Connerton (1989: 71) writes ‘commemorative 

ceremonies prove to be commemorative (only) in so far as they are 

performative.’ Therefore, commemorative rituals recall ‘seminal moments’ in 

a group or community’s history that is ‘re-enacted in the present day and 

serve a purpose’ (Browne 2012: 30). The set of ritual practices that 

characterise the Eleventh and Twelfth of July are a re-telling of a particular 

narrative, one rooted in the ‘ideological armoury of the group’ (Jarman 1997: 

6) that reinforces and legitimises the group while at the same time, 

distinguishes it from other groups. Commemorative practices, then, are a 

medium through which social cohesion is promoted and identity is reinforced, 

thus maintaining the ‘imagined community’ (Handelman 1990; Jarman 1997;
9



Bryan 2000). Yet commemorative rituals and the narratives they enact are 

‘multivocal’ (Jarman 1997; Kertzer 1998) and in Northern Ireland, they are at 

the crux of communal identity politics. Gillis (1994: 5) writes

The relationship between memory and identity is historical; and the 
record of that relationship can be traced through various forms of 
commemoration... [c]ommemorative activity is by definition social and 
political, for it involves the coordination of individual and group 
memories, whose results may appear consensual when they are in 
fact the product of processes of intense contest, struggle, and, in 
some instances, annihilation.

Thus, on the Eleventh night, when bonfires are set alight, there is consent 

among Loyalists; however, a closer examination of the commemorative ritual 

reveals they are sites of ‘intense contest and struggle.’ In this thesis, I am 

interested in the contest and conflict that accompanies the organisation, 

construction and celebration of this commemorative ritual.

Context and influences

From a western historical perspective, celebratory bonfires were a common 

element throughout Europe used to mark special days (Cressy 1989:67). In 

England and Ireland, the expression of political sentiments are found in 

various examples ranging from the Pope-Burning processions in the years 

1679, 1680 and 1681 in England to the eighteenth century bonfires and 

burning of effigies as political rituals in Ireland (Higgins 2007:173). What 

distinguished England from the rest of Europe was that bonfires “...were 

harnessed to the needs of the state, to be deployed on its significant 

moments and anniversaries” (Cressy 1989:67). Often accompanying parades 

that marked special occasions, bonfires were featured (Kelly 2000: 11) in
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seventeenth and eighteenth century celebrations in the capital of Dublin. 

Following the establishment of the Boyne Society outside of Dublin ‘the 

appeal of popular commemoration is manifest in reports of parading outside 

the capital’ with ‘commemorative devices’ consisting of ‘feu de joie, bonfires, 

the drinking of toasts and other such familiar practices’ (Kelly 2000: 17). 

Thus, the building and setting alight of bonfires to commemorate significant 

historical events is a long-standing custom. In Northern Ireland bonfires 

‘have long been a significant element in Irish tradition, both seasonal and 

occasional’ (Gailey 1977: 3).

In contemporary Northern Ireland traditions remain a source of division 

and contestation. In her study of the Eleventh of July bonfires, Lia Shimada 

(2010: 12-13) notes

In Belfast, their ability to inspire allegiance in one cultural population, 
while eliciting a sense of exclusion in another, renders them among the 
city’s most contested spaces. Their complex peacetime transformations 
invite reflection on how narratives of place and identity might be 
reworked and reconceptualized for a shared society.

Informed by Shimada’s conceptualisation, this thesis examines how this 

commemorative ritual is situated in the contemporary context of conflict 

transformation and shared space policy. I examine how the Eleventh of July 

bonfire is being reframed and managed through Belfast City Council’s Bonfire 

Management Programme. In Chapter 6, I explore how this programme has 

made inroads in redefining the sectarian tradition and its impact on 

participating groups as well as non-participating groups.

A guiding influence on my research is the comprehensive scholarship 

on Orange Parades (Bryan 2000; Fraser 2000; Jarman 1997) for several
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reasons. First, from a practical standpoint, the Eleventh of July bonfire is part 

of ‘the Twelfth’ narrative thus part of my research. Second, the legitimacy of 

parading is based on ‘tradition’ providing continuity with the past as well as 

reinforcing unity and feelings of stability for the Loyalist community. Lastly, as 

commemorative ritual, the Twelfth has been at the centre of impassioned 

contestation within the changing social and political context in Northern 

Ireland. These points informed my research on the Eleventh of July bonfires.

Defining Loyalism

It is essential to provide clarity on the intended meanings of certain 

terms/concepts used throughout this thesis as these are subject to 

disagreement thus becoming problematic. As the Eleventh of July bonfires 

are a form of Loyalist material culture, the focus of my research is within the 

Loyalist community—an ‘imagined community’ (discussed in-depth in 

Chapter 2), a particular social group with a shared history. However, they are 

also part of the broader Protestant, Unionist community, often referred to as 

Protestant/Unionist/Loyalist or PUL1. This designation immediately reveals a 

quandary as the use of PUL as a label renders a perception of the groups as 

being homogeneous. This is quite problematic, as there is overlap as well as 

heterogeneity within each of these groups (McAuley 2010, Reed 2011, 

Shirlow 2012, Magee 2013). Used as a convention, PUL does not recognize 

the nuances and differences between these groups. Therefore, I will adopt 

Ramsey’s (2011) approach and use the ethno-religious category of 

‘Protestant’ and ‘Catholic’—ethnic groups that share a common religious

1 CNR stands for the Catholic/Nationalist/Republican community.
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background—to distinguish the two main communities in Northern Ireland 

rather than ‘PUL’ and ‘CNR.’

As this dissertation focuses on loyalist material culture, I use the terms 

‘loyalist’ and ‘loyalist community’ to describe the working-class estates where 

I conducted my research. Social class in Northern Ireland is not simply 

explained by a Marxist understanding of the social organization of economic 

production, ‘it cross-cuts politics, ideology and culture’ (O’Dowd 1980 in Bell 

1990). An examination of the loyalist, working-class community reveals a 

class world-view or habitus, one that is rooted in loyalism along with 

‘particular constructions of and attachments to locality’ (Connolly and Mealy 

2004: 19). Habitus, according to Bourdieu (1991), refers to values, 

dispositions and expectations of a social group acquired through activities 

and lived experience. It is ‘the way society becomes deposited in persons in 

the form of lasting dispositions, or trained capacities and structure 

propensities to think, feel and act in determinant ways, which then guide 

them’ (Wacquant 2005: 316). For example, Bell (1990: 51) refers to the 

formation of a ‘sectarian habitus for youth’ entrenched in peer-group 

interaction and social practice, facilitated by the ‘cultural work’ (Bell 1990:

109) of the Blood and Thunder bands.

For the purpose of this research I rely only Cohen’s (1985) 

conceptualization of community. Cohen (1985: 118) states

the reality of community lies in its members’ perceptions of the vitality 
of its culture. People construct community symbolically, making it a 
resource and repository of meaning, and a referent of their identity.
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Interpreting Cohen’s words, community is a symbolic construct perceived by 

its members, it is a place of meaning that provides an affirmation of identity. 

Cohen (1985: 57) defines community as ‘a cluster of symbolic and ideological 

map references with which the individual is socially oriented.’ McAuley (2010: 

5) states that ‘loyalism rests on its sense of cultural separateness and 

political difference, expressed through an identifiable social identity.’ For 

many of my respondents this meant being loyal to your country, the Queen 

and crown and to the British state, as Paul shared in an interview

To me loyalism is about being loyal to the Queen, the crown and the 
British state...wanting to stay part of the UK. Some people think that 
being a loyalist is a terrorist or in a paramilitary group, not me 
(Interview, 4 April 2012).

Paul’s words demonstrate a common theme that emerged in my research in 

regards to defining one’s identity as loyalist—an identity rooted in Ulster with 

strong links to the United Kingdom. Additionally, he addresses a common 

misconception that being a loyalist means you are involved with 

paramilitarism.

In this section I present a brief history of loyalism2 followed by its 

contemporary conception. As loyalism signifies an identity and an ideology 

(Reed 2011), the goal is to address each component in order to situate the 

research as well as delineate how it is used throughout the dissertation.

As with other ideologies, loyalism is constructed and reconstructed, 
invented and reinvented, it adopts and promotes a whole series of 
shared values and memories, which are seen to symbolize social and 
political difference, both within unionism in opposition to other

2 For recent, exemplar work, see Reed (2011) and Magee (2013).
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identities and groups. One now common starting point is to recognize 
loyalism as a form of political organization that states its primary 
devotion to the British crown rather than an allegiance to its 
government or political representatives. To pursue this line reveals 
strong feelings of social and cultural ‘belonging’ to Northern Ireland 
before any other political arrangement, most commonly expressed a 
connection to an imagined community of Ulster (McAuley 2010: 5)

Essential to McAuley’s conceptualisation is that loyalism encompasses 

cultural, political and social elements. As Reed (2011) emphasizes, loyalism 

is ideology as well as identity, is predominantly Protestant, situated in 

working-class estates and is a ‘lived reality’ structuring people’s world 

(McAuley 2004: 525). As an ideology, loyalism has undergone change and 

continues to transform in post-Agreement Northern Ireland. To understand 

the current state of loyalism, one must examine the historical context as 

McAuley (2004: 524) aptly notes ‘the historical construction of loyalism is 

understood across unionism.’

The Government of Ireland Act of 1920 established Northern Ireland 

followed by a new parliament and government in 1921. This new government 

faced challenges as issues of security, governing a divided society that 

favoured a Unionist majority while ironing out relations with the British 

government. Emerging as a ‘Protestant state for a Protestant people’ (James 

Craig, Lord Craigavon) over the next twenty years discrimination unfolded in 

electoral practices, public employment, policing and public housing. As the 

cross-cutting cleavages in society widened, the issue of discrimination grew 

and by the late 1960s, Prime Minister Terrence O’Neill’s ineffective reforms 

bolster a response by the Catholic community. It is during the early stages of 

the civil upheaval known as ‘the Troubles’ that Loyalism emerges as a
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combative and partisan force, what Magee (2013: 87) states was ‘a form of 

pro-state Ulster Nationalism’ that was ‘produced and defined by militarized 

groups.’

From a historical standpoint, Ulster Loyalism has been characterised 

as variant forms of unionism, as the early literature does not distinguish 

between the two. As Reed (2011: 16) notes, loyalist identity and ideology 

was subsumed ‘within broader meta-narratives of dominant unionist political 

parties and fraternities.’ The driving force behind Loyalism’s ‘political 

mobilization’ (Anderson and Shuttleworth 1998: 202) fell to loyalist 

paramiliaritaries—the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) formed in 1966, followed 

by the Ulster Defence Association (UDA) in 1971. These paramilitaries along 

with the their militant groups—the Red Hand Commando (RHC) attached to 

the UVF and the Ulster Freedom Fighters (UFF) to the UDA, the political 

ideology of Loyalism became synonymous with militancy and violence 

(Magee 2013). From the late 1960s, loyalists were defined as a ‘subset within 

Unionism who supported the use of violence by civilian paramilitary groups 

as a legitimate response to violent Republicanism’ (Magee 2013: 95). Against 

this backdrop, the division between unionist politics and loyalist paramilitaries 

emerged, a division, according to Reed (2011), still remains. Ruane and 

Todd (1996: 94-95) and McAuley (2010: 108-111) emphasise Loyalism 

cannot be characterised as just a militant force that uses violence—it was 

rooted in ‘Protestant working-class life.’ Farrington (2006: 28-30) and 

McAuley (2012: 109) remind us that the lines of distinction between unionism 

and loyalism, while blurred, existed especially in the form of social class and
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lived experience. From the late 1960s, Loyalism in its capacity as a militant 

and political force was used to protect the Protestant (working-class) 

community, as they were ‘under siege’ and being attacked from the Catholic 

community. The siege mentality associated with Loyalism is attributed to 

Protestant history, current and historical. One only has to look at key 

historical events: the Siege of Derry 1689, the Battle of the Boyne 1690 and 

the signing of the Ulster Covenant 1912.

During the 1980s and 1990s, the progressive political thinking of 

Loyalism came to the forefront, attributed to the leadership of Gusty Spence 

and others. With the advent of peace talks progress came in the form of the 

1994 ceasefires and subsequent peace process whilst bringing changes to 

Loyalism. This is substantiated by the different responses of loyalist 

paramilitaries and unionist political parties to the peace process and the 1998 

Good Friday Agreement. The Progressive Unionist Party (PUP) linked to the 

UVF and the short-lived Ulster Democratic Party (UDP) linked to the UDA, 

advocated for the peace process. Concurrently, the Democratic Unionist 

Party (DUP) along with a significant number of loyalists opposed the process 

and the GFA, facilitating increased support of the DUP.

One change within Loyalism was the emergence of ‘new Loyalism.’ 

Whilst in the spotlight for its challenge to Unionism, this ‘new’ form of 

Loyalism originally surfaced ‘from a process in place since at least the early 

1970s when Loyalist paramilitaries first made over their willingness to 

organise politically’ (McAuley 2005: 324). However, as Steenkamp (2008: 

159) notes there was continued levels of Loyalist paramilitary violence during
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the peace process to meet several objectives—violence, social, economic, 

territorial and sectarian (160). Contrary to the change brought by new 

Loyalism, ‘loyalist resistance’ (Gallaher and Shirlow 2006: 150) remained 

illustrated by the ‘divide of those who wish to reposition Loyalism and those 

who have been unable to shift into a non-violent and non-criminal role.’ In the 

late 1990s, this arose as ‘dissatisfaction with mainstream leadership’ took 

hold facilitated by the ‘non-sanctioned’ (Gallaher and Shirlow 2006: 150) 

actions of UVF leader Billy Wright, ultimately ousting him from the 

paramilitary organisation. In the wake of his ejection, Billy Wright formed a 

new ‘explicitly sectarian paramilitary group’ (Gallaher and Shirlow 2006: 150) 

the Loyalist Volunteer Force (LVF). As a result, ‘several feuds have erupted 

either within or between the provinces three largest Loyalist paramilitaries’ 

(Gallaher and Shirlow 2006: 150 italics in original) the UDA, UVF and LVF. 

One such feud occurred in 2000 between the UVF and the UDA/UFF based 

in the symbolic heartland of Ulster Loyalism—the Shankill Road. Often 

depicted as a clash over territory and competition over linked criminal activity, 

Gallaher and Shirlow (2006: 150) assert the feud was ‘a battle about the 

legitimacy of transitional Loyalism and the anti-transformation actions of 

[UDA Johnny Adair’s] C Company.’ The reconstructing of Loyalism revealed 

the broader dynamic between Unionist political parties and Loyalist 

paramilitaries as well as the complex relationship within and between Loyalist 

paramilitaries. This illustrates the heterogeneity within loyalism; currently, 

there are two strands of loyalism—‘traditional’ and ‘progressive’ (McAuley 

2010).
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In terms of loyalist identity, Todd’s (1987) influential article “Two 

traditions in unionist political culture” identified two strands in unionism— 

Ulster British and Ulster Loyalists. The Ulster British are first and foremost 

British and ‘secondarily root their identity in Ulster whereas Ulster Loyalists 

are Protestants first, British second and are a ‘working-class phenomenon’ 

(Todd 1987). Whilst early literature defined loyalism as a subset under 

unionism, contemporary literature recognises its diversity and complexity 

(McAuley 2010; Reed 2011; Magee 2013). As a set of beliefs and values that 

are held and taught, loyalism as an ideology and identity encompasses 

political, cultural and social components that are interwoven throughout the 

lived experiences of working-class communities. Ramsey (2011:63) 

illustrates this in his work with loyalist flute bands, noting how this cultural 

practice operates in a ‘working-class world.’ Ramsey (2011: 63) writes the 

‘practices I am examining are practices in which class-struggles are 

instantiated, regardless of the conscious awareness or intention of the 

participants.’ Informed by Ramsey I argue, just like flute bands the Eleventh 

of July bonfire operates in a working-class world in which class struggles are 

performed. Additionally, Graham (1997: 484) notes that territory is ‘a salient 

aspect of the loyalist narrative.’ Shirlow and Murtagh (2006) also illustrate 

how the identities in Northern Ireland ‘map themselves against territory’ 

(Reed 2011: 36) and how space features in communal identity politics. This 

is most apparent in working-class estates, as identification at the local level— 

the streets and its surrounds—are fundamental to loyalist self-identity 

(Southern 2007).
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In this dissertation, I will adhere to McAuley’s (2004: 523) 

conceptualization of loyalism as ‘a complex set of political and social 

expressions including militarism, sectarianism, community, regional and 

class-based dynamics' (McAuley 2004:523). I will explore Loyalist culture and 

how the political and social aspects of loyalism, rooted in various political 

discourses, manifest in lived experience and social practice.

The Eleventh of July bonfire is a cultural tradition characterised as 

divisive and sectarian, thus it is necessary for this research to define 

sectarianism, emphasizing it as a distinct form of racism (McVeigh and 

Rolston 2007). At one level, sectarianism refers to a person or group that 

strongly supports or is devoted to a particular sect or group. On another level 

it refers to an action carried out against members of a designated group. In 

Northern Ireland sectarianism ‘is widely used to name and address division 

between Protestant and Catholic, mostly, but not exclusively, related to 

Irishness’ (McVeigh 2014: 1). McVeigh (2014: 1) also acknowledges the 

‘ubiquity of the term’ as it plays a significant role in both academic and 

journalistic arenas. For the present study, I will adhere to the definition put 

forth by the Institute for Conflict Research (ICR):

Sectarianism should be considered as a form of racism specific to the 
Irish context. Sectarianism is the diversity of prejudicial and 
discriminatory attitudes, behaviours and practices between members 
of the two majority communities in and about Northern Ireland, who 
may be defined as Catholic or Protestant; Irish or British; Nationalist or 
Unionist; Republican or Loyalist; or combinations thereof (Jarman 
2012: 10)
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As a ritual practice, the Eleventh of July bonfire falls under this 

characterization. Whilst this thesis addresses the divisive and sectarian 

nature of this ritual, its main focus is on the internal perceptions—those who 

collect, build, burn and celebrate—rather than the views of ‘the other.’

Research Questions

A key focus in my research is how ritual and symbol shape and construct 

identity. This thesis will pose the following questions: How does the Eleventh 

of July bonfire shape, construct, express and reinforce Loyalist identity? 

Central to this investigation is the question of continuity and change of ritual 

practices. I ask how has the commemorative ritual of the Eleventh of July 

bonfires come to be transformed from a celebratory one into to a divisive, 

political one? Related questions considered include how has the bonfire 

management programme shaped the tradition? Has this policy been an 

encroachment on the bonfire tradition? In other words, this thesis 

investigates ‘the increasingly important question of how Northern Ireland’s 

contested past and conflicting identities will be integrated into its planned 

future’ (Graham 2008: np).

Research Aims

This thesis is based in anthropology; however, it overlaps with Irish Studies 

making it interdisciplinary in its approach. By utilising literature from 

anthropology, sociology, history, politics and cultural geography, a holistic 

approach to the topic is achieved. This study adds to the limited literature on 

the Eleventh of July bonfires already examined by Gailey (1977) and 

Shimada (2010) that have focused on the custom of bonfires and how the
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Eleventh of July bonfire is a contested cultural landscape. This thesis builds 

upon the extant research by providing an in-depth ethnographic account of 

the commemorative ritual. Through an investigation of its ‘apparent historical 

continuity’ (Jarman 1997: 10) I uncover how the form, content and 

interpretation of the Eleventh of July bonfire transformed from its earliest 

beginnings to its contemporary manifest. Jarman (1997: 10) notes how ‘[t]his 

continuity of form inevitably hides changes in meaning. If a ritual remains 

central to social life of a community it is because of this paradox: that it is at 

once unchanging and yet ever changeable.’ Through case studies situated 

in Loyalist working-class estates as well as an examination of social policy, ! 

explore these aims through a historical and ethnographic lens not adhered to 

by previous research. It is important to note whilst investigating this ritual 

event several issues emerged, namely gender and youth culture. Although 

these are pertinent to understanding the Eleventh of July bonfire, this thesis 

does not directly address these issues. The focus of this thesis is two-fold: 1) 

document the commemorative ritual using an ethnographic and historical 

approach and 2) examine how the ritual of the Eleventh of July bonfire forms 

and reinforces Loyalist socio-political identity.

Structure of the thesis

This thesis is presented in 8 Chapters. In the first Chapter I have 

contextualized the research, defined concepts and terminology and 

addressed the research questions and aims.
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In Chapter 2, I set out a theoretical and conceptual framework with 

which to examine the Eleventh of July bonfires. I begin with a discussion of 

the Geertzian concepts of thick description and deep play of which my 

ethnographic study is rooted. Drawing from the disciplines of anthropology, 

sociology and cultural geography, I situate my research within the themes of 

ritual, symbol, identity and space. I also outline my methodological approach 

along with the methods employed in the collection and analysis of data. I 

utilised four methods—participant observation, interviews, focus groups and 

archival—designed to yield complex understandings of the Eleventh of July 

bonfires. In addition, this chapter provides insight into the position of the 

researcher whilst conducting research in a divided society.

Chapter 3 presents an historical and cross-cultural view of the use of 

fire in ritual practice followed by an examination of the varied function of 

bonfires. Next I discuss bonfires in an Irish context that leads to the historical 

narrative of the Eleventh of July by situating the Eleventh of July bonfires in a 

Northern Irish context. The chapter then presents a general account of the 

Eleventh night followed by an analysis of archival accounts focusing on the 

period of 1950 to 2012 in order to document the continuity and change of the 

commemorative ritual.

By utilizing a biographical approach as delineated by Appadurai and 

cultural biography by Kopytoff, Chapter 4 explores the social life of a bonfire. 

By examining the wooden pallet, the main material used in the Eleventh of 

July bonfire, I trace the object’s ‘social life’ from an everyday object to a 

social object and finally to a ritual object. I focus on how the collecting,
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building and burning of the bonfire function as a form of political socialisation 

in the context of Lave and Wenger’s situated learning.

Chapter 5, the first of three empirical chapters, presents two case 

studies of the Eleventh of July bonfires. A key difference between the two is 

their participation or non-participation in Belfast City Council’s bonfire policy. 

By utilising a comparative framework, I illustrate the nuances of each case 

study and the impact of bonfire policy on each whilst addressing the 

complexity of the commemorative ritual.

In the context of ethnographic research, Belfast City Council’s Bonfire 

Management Programme is presented in Chapter 6. I examine the impact of 

this programme on the Eleventh of July bonfires. Drawing upon my two case 

studies I address the key ways the policy has facilitated the transformation of 

the bonfire tradition whilst also discussing the challenges the policy continues 

to face in post-Agreement Belfast.

Chapter 7 considers the themes of ritual, symbol and identity and how 

they coalesce in space. I draw together the data presented in Chapters 4, 5 

and 6 to illustrate the competing discourses of the Eleventh of July bonfire. 

While sharing the historical narrative of the Twelfth of July, I argue the 

Eleventh night is specifically a loyalist ritual, one that etches cultural 

ownership over space. I also illustrate the paradoxical nature of this ‘ritual of 

loyalty’ by demonstrating how it is a site of resistance, contestation and 

negotiation.

And finally, I will offer some conclusions in Chapter 8.
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Conclusion

Unlike the comprehensive and extant scholarship on loyalist parades, 

bands and murals, this dissertation contributes to the limited scholarship on 

the commemorative ritual of the Eleventh of July bonfire. Whilst providing an 

ethnographic account of two similar yet distinct Loyalist estates, this thesis 

holds relevance for the engagement of policy with sectarian manifestations of 

cultural traditions undergoing transformation to a more sanitized event. This 

research illustrates a specific narrative yet contributes to the larger 

scholarship on ritual and symbol focusing on the change and continuity in 

ritual practices. Lastly, this thesis endeavours to demonstrate how the 

commemorative ritual of the Eleventh of July bonfire is more than just a fire.
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework and Research Methodology

This chapter is divided into two main sections. The first section presents the 

theoretical framework that will be employed throughout this dissertation in the 

examination of the Eleventh of July bonfires, through the lens of a socio

cultural, political and spatial framework. The second section presents my 

research methodology, ethical considerations and the position of the 

researcher.

Notwithstanding the scholarly works that address bonfires, albeit in a 

limited way, little scholarship has been done which describes and interprets 

the Eleventh of July bonfires in a comprehensive way. The recent work by 

Shimada (2010: 148) however, offers an analysis of the Eleventh of July 

bonfire as a ‘contested cultural landscape’ reading the landscape as ‘both a 

product and agent of the peace process which in turn reflect and provoke 

new expressions of identity in loyalist culture.’ Although there are 

methodological similarities between Shimada’s work and the present study, 

most notably the use of ethnographic methods and a case study approach, 

the vein of analysis differs.

This dissertation draws upon scholarship from anthropology, sociology 

and cultural geography. A review of the relevant, essential literature is 

focused on four intersecting themes: ritual, symbol, identity and space. These 

themes emerged from the data as the framework to explain and understand 

the Eleventh of July bonfires. Ritual is the overriding concept. In analyzing 

these themes, I also discuss related components guided by Clifford Geertz’s 

‘thick description’ and ‘deep play.’ First, through the use of anthropological
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understandings of ritual and symbol as well as Hobsbawm and Ranger’s 

invented tradition, I provide a framework to understand the Eleventh of July 

bonfires. Second, I consider how the Eleventh of July bonfires contribute to 

the formation and maintenance of Loyalist identity. Finally, I examine the 

spatiality of bonfires. Before my exploration of ritual and symbol, I outline 

Geertz’s interpretive concepts of thick description and deep play.

The term ‘thick,’ borrowed from Ryle (1971), was applied by Geertz to 

describe the work of ethnography. In ethnographic research, Geertz’s (1973: 

6) ‘thick description’ is fundamental; it is the means by which an 

anthropologist engages in a comprehensive account—the numerous details, 

conceptual structures and multiple set of meanings. Thick description’ as 

opposed to ‘thin description’ for data collection and interpretation means 

accessing all the layers of meaning—it requires the anthropologist to 

describe facts, comment on the facts and interpret, then interpret those 

comments and interpretations.

In his examination of Balinese cockfighting, Geertz (1973) uses his concept 

of ‘deep play’ to illustrate how this ritual is a commentary on Balinese social 

life, its hierarchical nature and reality. According to Geertz (1973: 448-450), 

the cockfight is set aside from everyday life from practical issues

that it provides a metasocial commentary upon the whole matter of 
assorting human beings into fixed hierarchical ranks and then 
organizing the major part of collective existence around that assortment. 
Its function, if you want to call is that is interpretive; it is a Balinese 
reading of Balinese experience, a story they tell themselves about 
themselves...
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Geertz uses a text analogy to demonstrate social behavior. The Balinese 

cockfight thus serves as ‘cultural text’ inscribed with meaning and thus 

embodies what being Balinese actually is (Geertz 1973: 449). Ancelet (2001: 

144) comments on Geertz, writing how ‘deep play’ reveals the ‘real issues 

and tensions’ of this social ritual and ‘what on the surface appears to be a 

purely ludic affair [reveals] serious undercurrents that reflect community 

realities and concerns.’ Thus ‘surface play’ is what is viewed at face value 

whereas ‘deep play’ reveals the deeper social structures. Whereas ‘Geertz 

described the ritual intricacies and significance of cockfighting in Bali, where, 

despite its illegality, it is...central to Balinese culture’ (Bel! 1997: 67), my role 

is to describe the ‘ritual intricacies and signficance’ of the Eleventh of July 

bonfires in Loyalist culture. Geertz illustrates how the Balinese cockfight is 

‘best understood as a complex cultural performance’ (Geertz 1973; Parker 

1985: 64). Thus, I suggest that the Eleventh of July bonfires are a complex, 

cultural performance. Gusfield and Michalowicz (1984: 419) characterize 

Geertz’s concept of ‘deep play’ as the ‘conception of a hidden or latent 

meaning that contradicts or differs from the manifest.’ Thus, the role of the 

ethnographer is to reveal the layers of meaning—the latent and the manifest. 

Thus, as symbolic act, the Balinese cockfight like the Eleventh of July 

bonfires, has dual meaning—‘a culturally performed activity acted out on a 

public level’ (McGee and Warms 2000: 499-503). Applying this to the 

Balinese cockfight, we see at the manifest level a form of sport that offers 

men a venue to gamble. At the latent level, it is ‘an enactment, a presentation 

in which the animals are the men who own them, who bet on them’ and on 

yet another level, the cockfight is a commentary on Balinese society—‘a
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Balinese interpretation of Balinese social experience’ (Bell 1997: 67). This 

level, according to Gusfield and Michalowicz (1984: 420), reveals a duality— 

the ‘aggression of the fight’ juxtaposed with the ‘gentle formalism of Balinese 

behaviour.’

For my examination of the Eleventh of July bonfires, I apply Gusfield 

and Michalowicz’s reading of Geertz’s interpretive analysis. Thus, I 

demonstrate how the ritual of the Eleventh of July bonfire is a commentary on 

the life of Loyalist working-classs residents and illustrates a Northern Irish 

“reading of their own existence” (Geertz 1973, Parker 1985:64). I now turn to 

the four themes, beginning with a discussion of ritual and its affliate, symbol.

Ritual, symbol and invented tradition

As the focus of anthropological and sociological research, the study of ritual, 

whilst problematic to define, continues to fascinate researchers. ‘Ritual 

continues to be central for the understanding of society’ (Bellah 183) 

exemplified by the breadth of scholarship. Within academia, the analysis of 

ritual has assumed numerous forms, across various disciplines. In 

anthropology, there is a fundamental debate between a functionalist 

approach (Durkheim 1976; Malinowkski 1944 ; Radcliffe-Brown 1952) and 

symbolic approach (Douglas 1970; Geertz 1973, Turner 1969) to ritual. The 

functionalist approach to ritual focuses on ritual’s ‘utility and practicality’ while 

the symbolic approach focuses on ‘representation and meaning’ (Bell 

1992:53). However, the legacy of sociologist Emile Durkheim (1976: 47) is 

found in his emphasis on the integrative function of ritual that is heightened 

through the concept of ‘collective effervescence’—a feeling among ritual
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participants that promotes social cohesion. This view of ritual, as integrative 

with distinct social purposes, influenced later scholars. According to Max 

Gluckman (1962), ritual allows for underlying societal tensions to be 

expressed. Victor Turner’s (1967) seminal work demonstrates how to 

investigate the role of symbols in ritual, their meanings and structures while 

Arnold Van Gennep (1960) focused on the internal workings and dynamics of 

ritual.

Along with the various forms of analysis, are the numerous definitions of 

ritual. Leach (1968: 526) wrote that ‘there is the widest possible 

disagreement as to how the word ritual should be used and how the 

performance of ritual should be understood.’ Therefore, definitions of ritual 

vary, as does the function, meaning and purpose of ritual. However diverse 

the definitions are, ritual according to Bell (1992: 3) is the ‘window into the 

cultural dynamics by which people make and remake their worlds.’ Existing 

on a continuum, ritual and thus ritual behaviour, can be a repetitive action, 

like eating the same meal before every football match to one that evokes the 

supernatural as with Holy Communion. One argument is that ritual is both 

action and meaning (Bell 1992; Parkin 1992; Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994). 

As Bryan (2000: 17) notes

Ritual can be analysed as both an action and an expression, as 
something that is done and something that is said. It requires active 
participation, it entails individuals doing something—although they 
may not know why they do it—and yet it also seems to contain 
meaning, to say something (2000:17).
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Therefore, ritual is active; it requires some type of action on the part of the 

participants, organizers and spectators. Ritual also expresses meaning, and 

that meaning can vary for the participants (who may not know why they 

participate) and for the organizers or spectators. Thus, with different 

interpretations, by different actors, ritual and its symbols become the mode 

through which actors define their own experiences of the ritual. This is 

illustrated by Abner Cohen’s (1993) examination of London’s Netting Hill 

Carnival. Cohen traces the development of the carnival, noting how each of 

the various groups involved had their own political agenda. As the agendas 

changed, each influenced carnival in different ways producing a site of ethnic 

and political contestation. Thus, Cohen’s work demonstrates that rituals are 

noteworthy sites of political contest. Additionally, ritualised behaviour not only 

means something different from everyday behaviour, its performative nature 

differentiates it from everyday behaviour. As Bell (1997: 81) explains, ritual 

as practice

involves ritualization, that is a way of acting that distinguishes itself from 
other ways of acting in the very way it does what it does; moreover, it 
makes this distinction for specific purposes.

In other words, the behaviours enacted through ritual action are set apart 

from everyday behaviour and are done with intent.

As noted earlier, defining ritual is problematic. For my analysis of the 

Eleventh of July bonfires, I will adhere to Lisa Schirch’s (2005: 17) definition 

of ritual: ‘uses symbolic actions to communicate a forming or transforming 

message in a unique social space.’ Let us examine each of the key terms
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Symbolic actions: actions that primarily communicate through symbols, 
senses, and emotions rather than words or rational thought.

Forming and transforming: Some rituals reinforce the status quo by 
forming people’s worldviews, identities and relationships. Other rituals 
mark and assist in the process of change. People’s worldviews, 
identities, and relationships may be transformed in a ritual process.

Social space: A unique space set aside from normal life.

Applying this definition to the Eleventh of July bonfire we can say that 

‘symbolic actions’ include the bonfire itself, the lighting of the bonfire and 

burning of the Irish tricolour and other emblems, Sinn Fein (SF) and Social 

Democratic Labour Party (SDLP) election posters and/or a Celtic football 

jersey; that ‘forming and transforming’ refer to how the bonfire reinforces the 

place of Loyalists in Ulster and the United Kingdom, and ‘social space’ refers 

to the location of the bonfire—the bonfire site.

In addition, I explore the Eleventh of July bonfires through the lens of 

Hobsbawm and Ranger’s (1983) ‘invented tradition.’ Defined as

a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules 
and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain values 
and norms of behaviour by repetition, which automatically implies 
continuity with the past. In fact, where possible, they normally attempt to 
establish continuity with a suitable historic past (Flobsbawm and Ranger 
1983:1).

Thus, an ‘invented tradition’ is a practice or an event in which its historical 

origin or narrative establishes links with the past while being replicated in the 

present. In addition, Kelly and Kaplan (1990: 12) state that ritual is ‘habitually 

linked to tradition, the sacred, to structures that have been imagined in 

stasis.’
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In his analysis of the Twelfth of July parade, Bryan (2000: 6; see also 

Jarman 2003) argues that the ‘source of legitimization’ is the fundamental 

point when differentiating between customary ritual and traditional ritual. 

Thus, by defining rituals as ‘traditional’ they are authenticated and legitimated 

based upon the assumed continuity with the past. The placement and 

burning of the Irish tricolour on Eleventh of July bonfires is deemed a 

‘tradition’—one that implies continuity with past practice therefore reinforcing 

present day behaviour and thus legitimizing the act. Hobsbawm and Ranger 

(1983: 1-2) write

[i]n fact, where possible, they normally attempt to establish continuity 
with a suitable historical past...[an] historic past into which the new 
tradition is inserted need not be lengthy, stretching back into the 
assumed mists of time...However, insofar as there is such reference 
to a historic past, the peculiarity of ‘invented’ traditions is that the 
continuity with it is largely factitious.

Upon closer examination of the Eleventh of July bonfires and the ‘tradition’ of 

burning the Irish tricolour, one sees it is actually not a ‘tradition’ in the sense 

of continuity with past practice, it is actually a recent occurrence, one 

originally inserted at times of contention (discussed in detail in Chapters 5 

and 6). This ‘discourse of legitimisation’ (Bryan 2000: 26; Jarman 1997) then 

becomes more manifest and ‘tends to be invoked in times of change when 

people’s social relationships are being undermined.’ In this context, invented 

traditions are seen to be dynamic—they can alter over time, as they become 

a part of shifting political concerns (Bryan 1998: 29).

Kelly and Kaplan (1990: 12) state ritual is ‘habitually linked to tradition,
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the sacred, to structures that have been imagined in stasis.’ Contrary to the 

idea that ritual appears unchanged is the work of Bloch (1986), Kertzer 

(1988), Jarman (1999), and Bryan (2000). In his analysis of ritual and politics 

amid the Merina of Madagascar, Maurice Bloch (1986) uses an historical 

approach in the examination of the circumcision ritual. This enables Bloch to 

identify what he describes as the stasis of the symbolic content of the ritual 

notwithstanding the changes in its organisation—from village-based to a 

state and royal event (1986: 140). Thus, Bloch (1986: 140) argues that in the 

changing political and economic contexts, the symbolic content ‘did not 

change much.’ Bn/an (2000: 20) in his assessment of Bloch argues that while 

the symbols remained stable, ‘they are being utilized to mean something 

different within the developing political relationships.’ In other words, Bloch 

did not pay ‘enough attention to the polysemic nature of symbols (Bryan 

2000: 20). However, Bloch’s emphasis on an historical analysis of ritual 

facilitates an examination of how rituals change or do not change in different 

historical contexts. Additionally, using an historical approach allows an 

understanding of the give and take between the function and meaning ritual.

In my analysis of the Eleventh of July bonfires I will utilize aspects of the 

theoretical and conceptual frameworks of Max Gluckman and Victor Turner. 

Both built upon Durkheim’s integrative function of ritual and his concept of 

collective effervescence and both view ritual as involving societal tensions, 

as Turner was a student of Gluckman. As Bell notes (1997:39)

Turner echoed Durkheim in reiterating the role that ritual, opposed to
other forms of social action, plays in maintaining the unity of the group
as a whole, but he also echoed Gluckman in stressing how ritual is a
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mechanism for constantly re-creating, not just reaffirming this unity.

Max Gluckman contributed significantly to the study of ritual—he modified the 

approaches of Durkheim and Van Gennep. Gluckman (1965) argued that 

‘every social system is a field of tension, full of ambivalence, of cooperation 

and contrasting struggle.’ As such, rituals openly express the social tensions 

within society; then after the ‘release’ of these tensions, cohesion is 

reaffirmed. Therefore, Gluckman argued that ritual promotes solidarity and 

can also be agonistic (Lewis 2013: 56). Gluckman (1965: 178) used events 

as a platform to engage in a structural analysis of the society. He argued that 

a single event—nonessential or ceremonial—can be utilized ‘as an entry 

point into the whole society and its cultural, social and ethological structure’ 

(Gluckman 1965: 178). These included events that Gluckman (1966: 109) 

deemed ‘rituals of rebellion,’ rites that emphasize the conflict that exists in 

certain social relationships; once expressed, social tension is released which 

in turn establishes societal cohesion over the long term. Gluckman illustrates 

this in his account of the Zulu festival in which women challenge the 

patriarchal social order by dressing in men’s clothing and engage in 

behaviour forbidden to them. Thus, the normal rules as defined by patriarchal 

authority are temporarily inverted as the women express the structural 

conflicts caused by the social subordination of women. This example of a 

ritual of rebellion addresses the gender inequality and subordination of 

women that is interwoven in the society. For Gluckman, this is the ‘deeper 

meaning of the ceremonies, insofar as the rituals served as a means of 

integrating centrifugal powers in society’ (Schroter 2003: 43). Consequently,

35



rituals of rebellion provide a ‘social catharsis’ (Bell 1997: 38) thereby limiting 

the discontent felt by the women. At the same time, this rite functions to 

maintain the status quo. With short-term inversions of ‘normal’ social 

relations it then acknowledges that order as normative. Thus, Gluckman’s 

(1963: 112) rituals of rebellion ‘allow for instituted protest, and in complex 

ways renews the unity of the system.’

Victor Turner’s work took an eclectic approach when analyzing ritual. 

Influenced by Durkheim, he combined Van Gennep’s structural approach to 

ritual and Gluckman’s ritualization of social conflict. Turner defined ritual as 

process with specific sequences. In particular, Turner focused on the stage 

he called liminal—a state in which society appears as ‘unstructured or 

rudimentary structured and relatively undifferentiated communitas’ (Turner 

1969: 96). Thus, for Turner, ritual involves the ‘orchestrated sequences of 

structural order and anti-structural communitas (Bell 1997: 40). This applies 

to the Eleventh of July bonfires as the ritual adheres to a structure and 

order—collecting, building and burning while demonstrating anti-structure.

‘Rituals, however, are not simply top-down carriers of cultural meaning 

and conduits of social action. Rituals have a double-edged character that can 

empower collective action’ (Pfaff and Yang 2001: 541). According to Pfaff 

and Yang (2001: 541-542) this ‘double-edged character’ is rooted in the work 

of Turner as ritual has an integrative component as well as an anti-structural 

component. Therefore, Turner focused ‘on how rituals have the power to 

inspire deviance and rebellion by temporarily rendering relations of power 

transparent and making the maintenance of social structure on collective
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action’ (Pfaff and Yang 2001: 542). Similarly, Dirks (1994: 483-503) refers to 

this characterization of ritual as its ‘two-sided character’ in his examination of 

ritual and resistance. This view of ritual’s dual nature is exemplified in political 

ritual, like the Eleventh of July bonfires. Pffaf and Yang (2001: 542) write 

‘political rituals have a double-edged character that reinforces relations of 

domination while simultaneously providing aggrieved actors with 

opportunities for dissension.’

An eclectic approach

Informed by Etherington’s (1987) study of bonfire night at Lewes, I begin by 

examining the scholarly work of Max Gluckman. Gluckman’s unit of analysis 

focused on a single event and through this single event, one may gain insight 

into the social morphology of the society and locate the sources of potential 

discord. Although Gluckman argued that his concept of ritual of rebellion is 

not applicable to the West, there are several studies to contradict his 

argument (see Aronoff 1976; Etherington 1987). Gluckman (1962: 22) 

defined ceremonies as ‘any complex organization of human activity which 

involves the use of modes of behaviour which are expressive of social 

relationships.’ The Eleventh of July bonfires fit this definition and are a single 

event as defined by Gluckman. The social relationships within Loyalist 

estates, between Loyalist estates and with Belfast City Council and statutory 

agencies provide insight into the configuration of the communities as well as 

sources of conflict. Although the Eleventh of July bonfires do not conform to 

the definition of a ritual of rebellion, there are aspects that do. First, the 

bonfire occurs within a contentious, divisive environment tempered by the
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emotions of the marching season, which often erupt into confrontation with 

‘the other’ and Police Service Northern Ireland (PSNI). Second, the bonfires 

are illegal, violating Waste and Air Pollution legislation (see Chapter 6) and 

activities surrounding the celebration, for example rioting, as well as the 

burning of the Irish tricolour, can be interpreted as ‘rebellion’ against the 

‘other’ community, other Loyalist estates and the state. As Gluckman (1963: 

122) states the ‘most striking feature of their organization is the way in which 

they openly express social tension.’ Therefore, like rituals of rebellion, the 

Eleventh of July bonfire, in its physical manifestation and its symbolic 

content, expresses social tension.

For Turner (1969), ritual and social structure represent a dialectical 

relationship; what he described as ‘structure’ and ‘anti-structure.’ Ordinary life 

is characterised as ‘a regime of structure’ (Lewis 2013: 67) thus ‘structure’ 

organizes society while emphasizing distinctions between its members. 

‘Anti-structure’ then is the opposite; it is a state ‘deprived of all distinguishing 

characteristics of social structure’ (Deflem 1991: 14). ‘Ritual anti-structure’ 

then is defined by ‘liminality’ and ‘communitas’ for communitas appears 

where structure does not (Turner 1969: 94-97, 125-130). Thus, I argue the 

ritual of the Eleventh of July bonfire encourages as a state of liminality and 

communitas amongst the participants and spectators.

Within ritual studies, political ritual explores the relationship between 

ritual, politics and power. Geertz argued that political rituals ‘construct power’ 

(Bell 1997: 129) and as noted earlier, the double-edged nature of political 

ritual illustrates its paradoxical nature. Informed by Bryan’s (2000:16-17,19)
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study of Orange parades, the power attained through ritual action can be 

harnessed to become a valuable political resource. Thus, the Eleventh of 

July bonfires are part of what Bourdieu (1991: 130) calls the ‘labour of 

representation’—an overt symbol of the Protestant and Loyalist tradition and 

are recognized as distinctively belonging to the Protestant, Loyalist 

community.

David Kertzer’s seminal work entitled Ritual, Politics and Power 

provides a comprehensive account of political ritual by extrapolating on the 

political significance of ritual by demonstrating how political ritual works. 

Kertzer (1988: 14) focused on

how ritual helps build political organizations; how ritual is employed to 
create political legitimacy; how ritual helps create political solidarity in 
the absence of political concensus; and, how ritual molds people’s 
understandings of the political universe.

Drawing on Kertzer’s argument, in this dissertation I shall not only define the 

Eleventh of July bonfire as political ritual, but also demonstrate how it works.

Ritual is inextricably linked to symbol. According to Kertzer (1988: 9) 

ritual is ‘action wrapped in a web of symbolism’ and ‘symbolization gives the 

action much more important meaning.’ Thus, the different meanings 

conveyed by ritual are reliant upon symbols. Symbols are significant for 

communities in several ways—as a means to define their world and to make 

sense of who they are (Bell 1992; Harrison 1995; Kerzter 1988), as a 

communicative tool, and a statement of to which group—be it ethnic, social 

or political—they belong to (and does not belong to). These aspects of
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symbol are always rooted in the context of how the sender and receiver 

interpret the symbol.

In his work on Ndembu rituals, Turner (1967) identified three different 

levels—exegesis, operational and positional—to describe the meaning of 

symbols used in ceremony that ‘go beyond the description of activity’ 

(Gusfield and Michalowicz 1984: 422). Exegetical meaning is obtained from 

the layperson (or ritual specialist), that is, how the Ndembu themselves 

interpret the symbols. Operational is when meaning is linked with use and 

inferences are made. Thus, how individuals and groups engage with the 

symbol(s). Positional is when meaning is obtained by observing the 

connection of one symbol to other symbols, that is, how does a symbol relate 

to other symbols when used in the same ritual. For this analysis, I will rely 

upon Turner’s analysis of symbol. For example, the Union Jack flag is a vital 

symbol of the Loyalist community. I would obtain the meaning of the flag from 

what residents in the estate say about it (exegesis); from where the flag is 

displayed (near the bonfire site, at the bonfire site and on the bonfire) and by 

whom (operational); and from comparing the flag to other symbols like the 

Ulster flag (positional).

Turner (1969) also drew attention to the ‘dynamic qualities of symbol’ 

(Bell 1997: 41). Turner (1969: 1983: 16; Salemink 2007: 580-581) defined 

symbols as polysemic (having various meanings), multivalent (having various 

values) and multivocal (speaking in many ways at once). Therefore, symbols 

have multiple meanings, values and ‘voices’; in particular, it is the meaning 

that may pose difficulty when an individual or group assigns a symbol or set
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of symbols with specific connotations. As Dolgin, Kemnitzer and Schneider 

(1977: 23) write ‘the polysemous character of symbols is significant for 

understanding the relations of symbolic structure to process: if a symbol has 

several meanings, then the relationship between its various meanings 

becomes important and often problematic.’

Social Identity and the construction of community

Within the social sciences, identity is a well-researched concept. As different 

theories arose to explain identity, two opposing paradigms emerged— 

essentialism and social constructivism (Calhoun 1994: 13). Social identity 

theory is an integrated approach that includes self-concept and group 

behavior (Hogg and Abrams 1988). This approach examines how a social 

categorization ‘creates and defines an individual’s own place in society’ 

(Tajfel 1972: 293 italics in original).

In his influential book Social identity, Richard Jenkins characterizes

social identity theory and its later counterpart, self-categorization theory.

Although Jenkins (2004: 91) views social identity theory as ‘an individualistic

perspective’ he assents the relevance of the approach to his arguments.

Jenkins (2004: 5) argues that social identity is ‘our understanding of who we

are and who other people are, and reciprocally, other people’s understanding

of themselves and of others.’ Influenced by Goffman, Mead and Barth,

Jenkins views identity as a social process; it is active and involves

negotiation. This is demonstrated by Jenkins’ (2004: 5) focus on process, as

‘identity always implies identification.’ Drawing upon Barth (1969), a

fundamental aspect of identification is the acceptance of one’s identity by
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others. In other words, identity ‘must be validated by others in any interaction’ 

(Hogg 1996).

Thomas Erikson reinforces Jenkins’ conception of identity, ‘in 

anthropology discourse, identity means being the same as oneself as well as 

being different (2002: 60 italics in original). Thus, the social construction of 

identity involves the interaction between how an individual sees himself or 

herself and how others see the individual. As interaction can vary based on 

the context, one is constantly negotiating their identity. This also applies to 

social groups, as Eriksen (2002: 62 italics in original) writes ‘every social 

community or identity is exclusive in the sense that not everybody can take 

part. Groups and collectivities are always constituted in relation to others.' 

The group or collective can be an ethnic group. As with identity, there are 

various theoretical approaches. What these have in common is that it defines 

a group, one that shares characteristics distinguishing them from other 

groups. For Barth (1969, 1998: 15) it is ‘the ethnic boundary that defines the 

groups, not the cultural stuff that it encloses.’ While Barth’s model remains 

influential, Jenkins argues (1997: 121-122 italics in original) that ‘the cultural 

stuff is important and in the case of Northern Ireland ‘being a Catholic or a 

Protestant really means something.’ The ‘cultural stuff of which Barth refers 

to includes language, kinship, ritual and lifestyle—aspects that act as a basis 

and resource for distinguishing ethnic groups. As demonstrated in Northern 

Ireland, it is the ritual performances of bands, parades and bonfires by both 

Catholics and Protestants that shape the sectarian divide. This is 

complemented by the ‘highly symbolic markers [that] inscribe meaning on
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space’ (Graham and Whelan 2007: 488). One could argue that it is not just 

the ethnic boundary as focused on by Barth it is also the cultural stuff Jenkins 

emphasizes that defines and distinguishes ethnic groups.

Eriksen (2006: 56) addresses the role of culture in understanding 

ethnicity. On one side of the debate is the view ‘that ethnic groups are simply 

culturally defined and determined groups’ while the other side ‘argues that 

culture enters ethnicity only in so far as it can be exploited politically.’ The 

latter describes Northern Ireland. Ethnic identity involves the individual with 

any given identity self-ascribed or imposed from the outside. It also refers to 

the ‘identification with a collectivity’ (Barth 1969; Banks 1996; Guibernan and 

Rex 1997; Eriksen 2002). The nature of this study places an emphasis on 

collective; however, individual identity is also considered. For instance, in 

Chapter 3 I examine how a form of material culture, the Eleventh of July 

bonfire, contributes to the construction of an individual’s Loyalist identity 

situated within the broader Loyalist community.

Community, according to Anthony Cohen (1985) is a concept that is 

used in everyday rhetoric while as the same time occupies a significant place 

in modern social science discourse. Therefore, ‘a community’ may be defined 

by distinct criteria—ethnic, national, political, social and religious 

characteristics. The commonality is that like identity, community rests upon a 

subjective belief—‘belief in group affinity’ (Weber cited in Guibernan and Rex 

1997: 18). In other words, communities exist because individuals believe they 

exist; that belief makes them tangible (Mitchell 2006: 12-13). In an 

examination of community within the context of the conflict in Northern
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Ireland Ruane and Todd (1996: 9) acknowledge difficulty with the concept of 

community by stating ‘communities are social constructs and there is a 

danger of hypostatising them.’ Ultimately, Ruane and Todd (1996: 9) argue 

communities are indeed ‘real phenomena’ yet they are not conducive as a 

‘general basis of explanation.’ Thus, by viewing communities as ‘emergent 

entities’ (Ruane and Todd 1996: 9) one may analyse the conflict by 

recognising not only ‘the relationships of power and the role of the state, but 

also the parts played in the process by individual actors and political groups.’ 

Bryan (2006: 604) echoes Ruane and Todd (1996) , acknowledging that 

‘community must be seen as a process and as a social construct’ and thus 

not a fixed category, as it changes over time.

For Cohen (1985), a community is symbolically constructed and 

provides members with a sense of identity. Marked by boundaries, a 

community allows a group to distinguish themselves from another group. 

Boundaries are ascribed with meaning and that meaning may differ by those 

outside of the group as well as among members of the same groups and held 

in the minds of the group members (Cohen 1985: 12).

Akin to Cohen’s ‘symbolic construction of community’ is Benedict 

Anderson’s ‘imagined communities.’ In his discussion of nationalism, 

Anderson (1983: 6-7) posited that a nation is a socially constructed 

community, one that is imagined by the individuals who see themselves as 

part of that group. Thus, an imagined community is one in which members 

share allegiance but because of practical reasons (for example, geography) 

do not engage in everyday, face-to-face interaction (Anderson 1983: 6-7).
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Therefore, this dissertation is about the Loyalist ‘imagined community.’

Returning to Cohen, the symbolic component of a boundary refers to 

‘what the boundary means to the community’ and more importantly, ‘the 

meanings they give to it’ (Cohen 1985: 12). Thus, Cohen (1985: 118) argues 

that the nature of community is embodied by the boundary and ‘[p]eople 

construct community symbolically, making it a resource and repository of 

meaning, and a referent of identity.’ As communities are situated within 

boundaries that distinguish one from the other, their ‘symbolic expression 

and affirmation’ (Cohen 1985: 50) is vital to their maintenance. Merton (1967: 

118-119) argues

Ceremonials may fulfill the latent function of reinforcing group identity by 
providing a periodic occasion on which the scattered members of a 
group assemble to engage in a common activity. As Durkheim among 
others long since indicated, such ceremonials are a means by which 
collective expression is afforded the sentiments which, in a further 
analysis, are found to be a basic source of group unity.

Thus, identity is linked to ritual and ‘rituals play a fundamental part in the 

creation of a sense of community’ (Bryan 2000: 20). Additionally, Cohen 

(1985: 50) writes that ritual occupies ‘a prominent place in the repertoire of 

symbolic devices through which community boundaries are affirmed and 

reinforced.’ Cohen’s approach is useful for my analysis, as community is a 

central focus in my dissertation. I will demonstrate in Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7 

how the ritual of the Eleventh of July is a symbolic expression of the Loyalist 

community and reaffirms their place in Northern Ireland.

In the context of Northern Ireland, ‘community’ is referred to in different
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ways ranging from political discourse to policy and as a way to distinguish 

between Catholic and Protestant—the two main ‘communities.’ Bryan (2006) 

explores these various uses and demonstrates the problematic nature of 

‘community.’ He argues that ‘culture,’ ‘community’ and ‘identity’ are used in a 

positive manner yet are distinct forms of control (Bryan 2006: 615). Bryan 

(2006: 615) writes ‘[i]n Northern Ireland culture is sanctified in a ‘community; 

that, according to politicians across the political spectrum, needs protecting 

at all costs.’ Thus, as part of Loyalist material culture, the Eleventh of July 

bonfire continues to be protected. As a catalyst for the transformation of 

Northern Ireland the Good Friday Agreement promised a lot, but delivered 

little especially for Loyalists. As McAuley (2004: 194) notes the ‘post-Good 

Friday Agreement politics can be characterized as a “one-way street” of 

concessions to republicans, a notion that reinforces the idea that the peace 

process is failing.’ The perception that republicans were receiving more than 

their counterparts led to a sense of disillusionment fostering sentiments of 

alienation. Added to this sentiment is the fear of change in particular, political 

change (Mitchell 2003: 612). The post-GFA discourse of good relations and 

shared space in a shared city produced policy designed to deal with Belfast 

as a divided city. This included a re-conceptualisation of rituals and images, 

for example murals of which shaped the sectarian divide (Jarman 1997). With 

the introduction of social policy to manage bonfires, the initial reception by 

the Loyalist community was unfavourable, as members of the Loyalist 

community perceived it as a means to eradicate their cultural tradition and 

undermine their identity.
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The Loyalist ‘imagined community’

As an integral component of the ritual commemoration of the Battle of the 

Boyne, the Eleventh of July bonfires are a revered form of material culture for 

the Loyalist ‘imagined community.’ In this dissertation, I examine how the 

ritual plays a role in the construction of Loyalist identity. As noted earlier, 

defining identity is complicated, not least in the Northern Irish context. Thus, 

in defining what is ‘Loyalist identity’ I will also situate this identity in the 

broader context of the Protestant and Unionist community.

In their commentary on the interpretation of the problem in Northern 

Ireland, Ruane and Todd (1996) and Little (2003) point out that explanations 

often pigeonhole the problem as either a single division or a set of divisions. 

As Ruane and Todd (1996: 9) argue the conception ‘of “two communities” 

seems to posit two monolithic blocs whether within Northern Ireland or on the 

island as a whole, denying “internal” differences and cross-cutting 

commonalities.’ Therefore, they argue for a wider understanding of the 

differences—the nuances and cleavages that exist between and within the 

communities.

In Northern Ireland, identity, politics and religion are infamously 

intertwined. Within the Protestant, Unionist and Loyalist community there are 

several identifications. Todd (1987) identifies ‘Ulster British’ and ‘Ulster 

Loyalist’. Bruce (1994) also defined ‘Ulster British’ and ‘Ulster Loyalist’ as two 

strands of Unionism whereas Officer and Walker (2000: 293) examine the 

category of ‘Ulster Protestant,’ which they define as an ethnic group. 

Regardless of the identity, they all are defined within the broader context of
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the relationship to the British state. Officer and Walker (2000: 304) aptly 

describe this relationship as one with ‘profound ambiguities.’ This description 

corresponds to Coulter's (1994) argument that within the large 

Protestant/Unionist community there is diversity; the community is not 

homogeneous as ‘fissures’ are identifiable within Unionism and Loyalism, 

especially after the 1994 ceasefires (Finlayson 1999; Graham and Shirlow 

2002; Mitchell 2003; Graham 2004; McAuley 2004, 2005; Cassidy 2008; 

Todd et al. 2009; Shirlow 2012). However, for this dissertation I will adhere to 

the following definition of a Loyalist as an individual, party or community loyal 

to the British crown, Ulster and the Union. By convention, Loyalists are 

Protestant and broadly working-class characterized by an allegiance to 

paramilitarism. Thus, the focus of my research is within the Loyalist 

community3, specifically within two Protestant, working-class estates located 

in North and South Belfast.

I have described ritual and symbol and its connection to identity. The 

next section of this chapter examines how ritual and the use of symbols are 

displayed and enacted in space to construct and express identity.

Spatiality

Drawing upon the influential work of Lefebvre (1991) and Bourdieu 

(1977; 1990; 1991)) as well as cultural geography, in particular the 

examination of space and place, cultural landscape and the spatiality of 

everyday life, it is in this section that I situate the themes of ritual, symbol and 

identity in the context of spatiality. Focusing on the spatialised

3 For the remainder of the dissertation, I will use the convention of ‘loyalist community' in reference to my case study 
sites and supplementary sites.
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understandings of Belfast, I will explore my themes as they intersect in 

space. In particular, I investigate the ‘symbolic landscape’ (Crang 1998: 27) 

or ‘symbolic environment’ (Bryan and McIntosh (2005: 130) in which 

commemorative ritual and its symbolism interact to construct and reaffirm 

identity. As Norton (2006: 21-22 italics in original) reminds us ‘identity is not 

simply a matter of who we are, but also where we are.’

For Henri Lefebvre (1991: 83), ‘space is not a thing, but a set of 

relations’ that can imply, encompass and conceal social relationships. It is 

through these relations space is produced rather than just being. ‘Space can 

be shaped from the social meanings of people’s lives’ (Unwin 2000: 11). 

Hence, space is socially produced (Lefebvre 1991: 26). To understand the 

production of space through interactions, Lefebvre introduced a trialectic 

model consisting of ‘perceived space,’ ‘conceived space’ and ‘lived space.’ 

This model reveals how individuals relate to particular spaces, their 

perceptions of and meanings attributed to spaces (Lefebvre 1991: 246; 

Stillerman 2006: 50). Therefore, space involves social relationships; thus 

space is ‘an arena for social struggle’ (Rinaldo 2002: 136).

Perceived space is ‘concrete’ and ‘observable’; it the ‘visible’ and the 

‘physical’. Perceived space can be appropriated and used and is influenced 

by social practices (Lefebvre 1991: 33). It is the routines that ‘structure daily 

life’ that are ‘conditioned by people’s perceptions’ (Merrifield 1993: 524) thus 

influencing their use of space. Perceived space is the physical space in 

which modes of production occur; it also refers to the physical layout—the 

transport networks (Stillerman 2006: 509). The ‘discursively constructed
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space of professionals and technocrats’ (Merrifield 1993: 523) is conceived 

space. It is ‘conceptualised’ and abstract’ (Lefebvre 1991: 33)—the mental 

constructs and outlines of planners and architects that manifest in designs 

and maps. As the space of capital, conceived space has a ‘substantial role 

and a specific influence in the production of space (Lefebvre 1991: 42). Lived 

space is ‘directly lived space, the space of everyday life’ (Merrfield 1993: 

523). It is space experienced through its ‘inhabitants’ and ‘users’ (Lefebvre 

1991); space as lived in, occupied, employed and symbolically understood 

(Stillerman 2006: 509). As Stillerman (2006: 510) writes ‘the conceptual 

triad—perceived, conceived and lived spaces shows how human beings 

produce, reproduce and transform social space through their social 

practices.’

The Lefebrevian model is valuable as a platform to build upon as it 

‘demonstrates how the production of space inevitably involves power and 

social control’ (Stillerman 2006: 510). Joel Stillerman (2006) examines the 

politics of space and culture in Chile, focusing on the ferias or street markets 

of Santiago. Through a combination of Lefebvre’s spatial model and material 

on space and protest, Stillerman provides an analysis of the politics enacted 

by the feriantes or vendors, and in particular, resistance. He argues that 

space is used by the economic and political elite to obtain capital and political 

hegemony (Stillerman 2006: 510). It is Stillerman’s application of the 

Lefebvrian concepts of perceived, conceived and lived space and the politics 

of space that I am interested in.

According to Stillerman (2006: 516), the ferias or street markets of
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Santiago, Chile are ‘lived spaces’—the space of everyday life of the vendors. 

Significantly, as lived spaces the ferias ‘include important symbolic 

meanings, have a sensory appeal, and facilitate the maintenance of dense 

social relations’ (Stillerman 2006: 516). Thus, different narratives and 

practices of space emerge via lived experience; that is, how space is 

experienced and known to the users illustrated by the vendors and 

customers, in their spatial routines, the sense of place that is provided and 

the fictive kinship ties that are formed (Stillerman 2006: 516-517). This 

application of Lefebvre’s concept of lived spaces will guide my analysis of the 

Eleventh of July bonfires as lived spaces as well as demonstrating the 

important symbolic meanings, sensory appeal and reinforcement of social 

relations.

Expressions of identity: ritual, symbol and performance

Identity as well as being about identification and organization is also 
about spatiality. In part, this means that identity involves an 
identification with particular places, whether local or national. It also 
means that certain spaces act as sites for the performance of identity 
(Hetherington 1998: 105).

In Northern Ireland, identity and space are intertwined. The display of identity 

whether political, religious or social is enacted in space from everyday 

practices to symbolic performances. As a divided city, Belfast is marked by 

‘sectarian geography’ (Morrissey and Gaffikin 2006: 265) as residential space 

is riddled with physical (and mental) boundaries, producing ethnic enclaves. 

It is this space that was the nexus of conflict over thirty years of civil strife 

and in the present day, remain as sites of ongoing contestation over ‘territory
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and the political organization of space’ (Shirlow 2006: 106) as well as 

questions of sovereignty (Morrissey and Gaffikin 2006: 874). As Shirlow 

(2006: 103) writes ‘[s]pace is constantly partitioned through a combination of 

the physical and the symbolic.’ This is discernible by the vast number of 

security barriers and various forms of defensive architecture (Belfast 

Interface Project). It is also in this contested space that symbolic expression 

and the performance of identity occur—on the street, near or at an interface 

or marching past the shops on the Ardoyne. Thus, space fulfills a dynamic 

role in the everyday negotiation of political and cultural discourse (Daniels 

and Cosgrove 1993).

The role of ritual in the identity politics of Northern Ireland is well 

documented (Bell 1990; Bryan 1999, 2000; Bryan and Jarman 1997; Hagen 

2008; Jarman 1997, 1999, 2000; Jarman and Bryan 1998, 2000, 2006; 

Kertzer 1988; Smithey and Young 2010). In addition, these public events are 

also an integral part of the process of mobilization and the control of public 

space (Bryan 2000; Jarman 1997; O’Dochartaigh 1997; Farrell 2000).

Performance according to Carlson (2013: 4) can be conceived of in 

two ways: ‘involving the display of skills’ and the other ‘also involving display, 

but less of particular skills than of a recognized and culturally coded pattern 

of behavior.’ Schechner (1994: 30) defines performance as ‘an activity done 

by an individual or a group in the presence of and for another individual or 

group.’ From this, we can say that performance involves expressive behavior, 

is for someone—and individual or group—that recognises and validates the 

behavior (Carlson 2013: 5). Schechner (2002: 28) also conceptualizes
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performance as ‘restored behaviors’ or twice-behaved, that is behaviour that 

has been repeated or ‘performed’ before requiring conscious learning and 

practice to enact successfully. Performances also involve spatiality, a specific 

location or area, whether that is a stage, plaza or in the case of the Eleventh 

of July bonfires, the street. Performance can thus be conceived as what 

Schieffelin (1998: 194) terms the ‘creation of presence.’

The concept of cultural performance, advanced by Singer (1972: 71), 

focused on how cultural performances are encapsulations of culture that he 

viewed as ‘the ultimate units of observation.’ Singer (1972: 71) also 

delineated elements of a cultural performance that included a time 

component, structure, performers, an audience, a place to perform as well as 

a specific occasion. Influenced by Singer, Turner (1986) popularized Singer’s 

conceptualization. Fuoss (1995: 95), drawing from Singer (1972), Turner 

(1986) and Bauman (1992) identifies five characteristics that distinguish 

cultural performances

First, cultural performances are temporally and spatially framed. 
Second, they are programmed, following a more or less structured 
order of activities. Third, cultural performances are communal insofar 
as they provide an occasion for coming together. Fourth, cultural 
performances are heightened occasions involving display. Fifth, 
cultural performances tend to be prepared for and often publicized in 
advance.

For my analysis, I will apply these characteristics to the Eleventh of July 

bonfire. As I argue in Chapter 4, the Eleventh of July bonfires illustrate 

Lefebvre’s ‘lived space’ and feature in the construction of Loyalist identity. 

Fletherington (1998: 17) writes that ‘identity formation as a process of 

identification is a spatially situated process.’ Thus, the Eleventh of July
53



bonfires are a cultural performance, a performance that constructs identity 

while also performing that identity in space.

Research Methodology—Encountering Belfast

This section of the chapter focuses on the research tools and methodological 

approach for the collection and analysis of data. My first visit to Belfast was in 

2002 as a participant in the international summer school programme held by 

the Institute of Irish Studies, Queen’s University Belfast. Through this 

programme I was exposed to the complexities and nuances of Northern 

Ireland and in particular, Belfast. I returned intermittently over the next few 

years as a co-leader of a student group from Saddleback College in Mission 

Viejo, California. However, that first visit left an indelible mark on me, one 

that developed through my subsequent visits, eventually leading me to 

pursue a PhD at Queen’s. Prior to enrolling at Queen’s in 2010, I had spent 

the past fifteen years teaching introductory courses in anthropology. As a 

cultural (or social) anthropologist one of my favorite areas to explore with 

students is identity, providing them with the tools to rethink this concept. 

Interestingly, this is what happened to me on my first visit to Belfast. Coming 

from a racially-based society to learning more about Northern Ireland’s 

socially divided society, I was challenged to ‘rethink’ identity in the context of 

differences being based on social characteristics4-that is when I learned of 

the concept of ‘telling.’ As a learned social skill, telling, according to Frank 

Burton (1978: 37), is ‘the pattern of signs and cues by which religious 

ascription is arrived at in the everyday interactions of Protestants and

'This relates to the social divisions between the two main communities.
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Catholics.’ What is striking about the process of telling is its ‘social 

construction of differences which is used to think with and to act upon’ 

(Burton 1978: 38) thus fulfilling a fundamental role in social relations. The 

process of telling intrigued me and influenced my desire to conduct research 

about identity in Northern Ireland. As identity is a broad topic, I was fortunate 

to have the guidance of Dr. Dominic Bryan—and it was during a meeting with 

Dr. Bryan that I abandoned my initial research topic for that of bonfires. I’ve 

never looked back.

It was 2013, days before the Eleventh of July and I found myself at 
Taughmonagh, one of my field sites. During a recent visit to see the progress 
of the new social housing under construction on the former bonfire site, I 
unexpectedly learned that the estate would indeed have a bonfire on 
Eleventh of July. Eager to chat again with the lads that build the bonfire, I 
went the next day to observe the building of the bonfire. One of the young 
men said, ‘‘If you really want to know what it’s like to build, then you’ll have to 
do it.” I thought, that’s a fair assessment and donned a pair of gloves. I was 
then instructed on how to properly grasp a wooden pallet, and to lift it, albeit 
carefully, over my head, without straining my back. I was told “bend your 
knees.” Fortunately, a young boy offered to photograph my efforts, and for an 
ephemeral moment, I too became a ‘bonfire builder. ’

‘Immersion in ethnographic research then, involves both being with other 

people to see how they respond to events as they happen and experiencing 

for oneself these events and the circumstances that give rise to them’ 

(Emerson et al. 1995: 2). This immersion described by Emerson et al. 

influenced my approach as an ethnographer. My research experience is 

unique in that it centres around a specific event on one day—the Eleventh of 

July bonfire—yet involved a wide range of actors: the producers of the 

bonfire, residents of the estates, Belfast City Council, statutory agencies,
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politicians, participants and observers of the event. Therefore, I had to be 

strategic in my approach making certain to capture the culminating event 

whilst placing it into the broader context of Belfast’s conflict transformation 

and shared future. As a contentious arena I believe it is fair to state that ten 

years ago it may have not been possible to conduct this research because of 

Northern Ireland’s socio-political climate and the tensions within loyalist 

working-class communities. Whilst a sustainable peace process facilitated a 

more conducive environment, it was the openness and willingness of the 

participants that made this research come to fruition.

This is exemplified by my initial access to the field through the actions 

of David Robinson, a Belfast City Council Senior Good Relations Officer. As 

my first interview at the beginning of fieldwork in 2011, David Robinson sent 

my contact information via email to groups currently enrolled in bonfire 

management. Over the next few days I received emails and phone calls 

offering to talk to me about the Eleventh of July bonfires. Thus, my 

introduction to the field and potential for contacts was facilitated in an 

untraditional and non-solicited way, contradictory to my anthropological 

training. From this, I began my initial foray into Loyalist working-class areas 

setting up interviews and developing relationships with key respondents, one 

of who became a significant gatekeeper to one of my eventual field sites. 

Fieldwork was conducted from June 2011-September 20125 with an 

introduction to and ‘unofficial’ observation of the Eleventh night in 2010. 

Through the abovementioned gatekeeper, a successful snowball sample

5 Additional fieldwork conducted July 2013 at Taughmonagh.
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followed, as he suggested additional individuals with whom I should speak. 

This led to a meeting with Thomas at Taughmonagh—an estate in south 

Belfast that became one of my field sites. My other field site of Tigers Bay in 

north Belfast was also established serendipitously—through a colleague at 

the Institute of Irish Studies. Through a chance meeting on the Shankill 

Road, Pavel asked if I had met the men at the Lower Shankill Community 

Association (LSCA). My reply was no; suddenly I was in the front office, 

being introduced. This led to my attendance at the Eleventh of July fun day 

(held on the 9 July) on the Lower Shankill where I met George and Allen from 

Tigers Bay which eventually became my other main field site.

The methodology employed during this research was qualitative 

complemented by archival work. This is a comparative study, focusing on two 

field sites, one participating in bonfire management and one not, as well as 

several supplementary sites.6 My decision to conduct a comparative study 

was based on the premise that to thoroughly understand the contemporary 

ritual and to document changes of the ritual via the Bonfire Management 

Programme a comparison was imperative. In my endeavour to study a 

commemorative ritual, I was informed by Bryan’s (2000) account of the 

Twelfth of July, a generalized account of the parade as well as the various 

actors involved. Thus, this dissertation provides a generalized account of the 

Eleventh of July bonfires. Moreover, the dissertation illustrates the 

complexity, nuances and paradoxical nature of the Eleventh of July bonfires 

in two Loyalist working-class estates.

The Shankill, Lower Shankill and Donegall Road.
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Data collection and analysis

I gathered ethnographic data by four distinct yet integrative methods: 

participant observation, interviews (semi-structured, on-site and group), focus 

groups and archival. Although each method garnered different data, each 

contributed to produce a cohesive picture of the Eleventh of July bonfires.

As a fundamental technique in qualitative research, participant 

observation featured prominently during fieldwork as my fieldworker role 

(Bernard 2006: 347) varied based on the activity and type of interaction. For 

example, during the building of the bonfire, I was a 'participant observer’ 

(Bernard 2006: 347) watching, listening and documenting what was going on 

around me, whereas during the Eleventh of July fun days and the Eleventh 

night, I was a ‘participating observer’ (Bernard 2006: 347) engaging in 

conversation and behaviours while also documenting the activity with 

photographs. In addition, I volunteered at special functions at each estate— 

the Queen’s Jubilee in June 2012, the Eleventh of July fun day in 2012, with 

the youth groups at Taughmonagh and at Duncairn Community Centre in 

Tigers Bay twice a week. This allowed me to build rapport and solidify social 

connections as my presence became less intrusive. More importantly, I was 

able to give back to the residents.

Collecting data via participant-observation provided a challenge in 

certain settings as certain ‘tools’, a notebook for instance, was not always 

practical. Or it was not invasive—for instance, during the meetings I 

attended. Bernard (2006) reminds us that participant observation involves
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more than participating in the daily lives of the people as well as observing 

what is going on. Participant observation includes another fundamental 

component one in which the ‘the ethnographer writes down in regular, 

systematic ways what she observes’ thus producing a written account of the 

social world and her experiences and observations (Bernard 2006: 1). On 

many occasions I was the epitome of an anthropologist—wide-eyed, 

enthusiastic, and eager to ask questions armed with a notebook, pen, and 

camera. On many occasions these tools were nonintrusive and I was often 

asked, “What are you writing down in your notebook?” In this case, a 

notebook was means of an introduction, a way to engage with residents at 

my field sites. For instance, on the Eleventh of July 2012 after the bonfire had 

been lit, I found myself near a row of houses next to the bonfire site. I was 

introduced to the residents of the nearest house to the site and one resident 

shared that she thought I was from the council, not a PhD student as I 

explained—as she had observed me on several occasions at the bonfire site, 

notebook in hand, surveying the bonfire, thinking I was counting the number 

of tyres7. Overall, my experience as an American researcher in Belfast has 

been positive and often questioned after learning I am from California— 

specifically Orange County, “Isn’t that where that show is from?” or my 

favorite “Do you know so-and-so (either a high profile musician or actor)?” Or 

I am posed with the question, “You left California to come to Belfast?” and I 

reply every time “Yes. To study at Queen’s.”

'Tyres are illegal to burn.
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In contrast, on other occasions I would jot down key words 

inconspicuously (on the bus or in a taxi) to use later as prompts. Once I 

returned home (at different hours of the day or night) I would immediately 

expand my notes in order to capture what was said. Interactions and 

observations were recorded by a combination of audio recorder, camera and 

notes or jottings. Several observations were not documented in this way, in 

order to preserve rapport as well as being bound by ethics. For example, the 

bonfire site prior to the Eleventh of July is a popular site for all ages to gather 

(Chapters 4 and 5). For each occasion, I assessed the situation, informed by 

Leibow’s (1967) ethnographic study Tally’s Corner that focused on a 

particular corner in Washington, D.C. and functioned as a centre of social 

interaction—just as the bonfire site functions in Loyalist working-class 

estates.

As noted earlier, my research centres on a specific event that takes 

place once a year. This influenced my overall approach to being in the field 

(discussed in detail later in the chapter). In addition, I was conducting 

research in the city I currently resided in. These factors contributed to my 

monthly, weekly and daily pattern of fieldwork. For example, the months 

leading up to the Eleventh of July, I conducted interviews, attended meetings 

and volunteered twice a week. I began observing the bonfire site in March for 

Tigers Bay and June for Taughmonagh8 through several days past the 

Eleventh of July. After the Eleventh of July, I conducted follow-up interviews 

and attended meetings. The closer to the Eleventh of July, the more often I

8 The difference in collection dates is based on Bonfire Management policy. For example, Taughmonagh is a participant thus 
collection begins a June.
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was at each bonfire site. Thus, my observations became more frequent and 

longer during the weeks prior to the Eleventh of July to every day on the days 

before. In addition, on the Eleventh of July I established an hourly schedule 

in order to visit my main two sites and supplementary sites.

Interviews

The types of interviews I utilized varied from semi-structured to informal 

interviewing or ‘hanging out’ to group (Bernard 2006: 211) with the type used 

based on the context. As stated previously, the data garnered by each 

method of data collection allowed for a more comprehensive account. Added 

to this was also my open approach, based on honesty and transparency and 

this made for interesting interviews—semi-structured and during friendly 

conversations. When I asked respondents “Why do you build bonfires on the 

Eleventh of July?” On many occasions I received an incredulous look 

followed by a reply in an exasperated tone, “Don’t you know?” I reassured 

them that I did, then continued to explain how I am interested in their 

perspective as / am learning from them (Bernard 2006: 215 emphasis 

added).

Semi-structured interviews were the main type of interview used as

flexibility is offered to both the researcher and respondent (Burgess 1997:

101-102). The flexibility component produces a relaxed structure to the

interview with the focus determined by the interviewer while the respondent

determines the content (Bernard 2006: 216-217). As Bernard (2006: 247)

notes ‘interviews are social encounters,’ thus a more relaxed environment
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allows for conversational interaction rather than a rigid question and answer 

format. In addition, the majority of semi-structured interviews were conducted 

on-site or in situ locations respondents knew and were comfortable in. From 

a practical stance, on-site interviews afforded convenience for respondents; 

for the researcher, it afforded opportunities to observe the local estate, 

bonfire site and surrounding area.

Informal interviewing was also a valuable tool, what Spradley 

(1979:58) calls ‘friendly conversations.’ On the numerous occasions I was at 

the bonfire site, ‘hanging out and talking informally’ was the appropriate and 

most effective way to conduct my research (Bernard 2006: 211). This would 

often lead to on-site interviews where I would ask verbal permission to use a 

respondent’s comments or if I could ask specific questions. This technique 

was invaluable in specific settings, in particular at bonfire sites and 

community events. For example, on the morning of 11 July 2011, I arrived on 

the Donegall Road in south Belfast to help with preparations for the kid’s fun 

day. I was informed that the bonfire on Monarch Street that borders the 

Broadway roundabout had been set alight in the early hours and burned to 

the ground. As I neared the bonfire site my gatekeeper greeted two residents 

and soon I was in conversation about the early morning events. One of the 

residents exclaimed, “They can burn our bonfire, but we’ll just build it bigger!” 

Once at the site, I observed over fifteen males working tirelessly to rebuild 

the bonfire from donated pallets from other Loyalist estates.

Combining informal interviewing with participant observation, I was 

also able to jot down notes and as stated earlier, my notebook often served
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as an ‘icebreaker,’ although more often with children rather than adults. At 

Tigers Bay, observations of the bonfire site as well as during the building of 

the bonfire, my notebook facilitated many friendly conversations. One day, I 

was fortunate to have gained a ‘research assistant’—a young girl named 

Katie. I had met Katie at the after-schools club, where I volunteered. After 

learning why I was asking so many questions and taking notes on the 

‘boney,’ Katie asked if she could do the same (Field notes 9 July 2012). After 

gaining verbal permission from her mother, I gave Katie a pencil and my 

notebook. Over the next hour, Katie took to her new researcher status, 

observing the activity at the bonfire site, jotting down notes—an 

anthropologist in training.

At the same time, observations of how the bonfire was constructed 

included ‘friendly conversations’ guided by Bernard’s (2006: 368) wisdom of 

‘one has to learn when to question and when not to question as well as what 

questions to ask.’ For instance, while observing the construction of the 

bonfire I would only ask questions when granted permission. As the Eleventh 

of July bonfire and its three stages of collecting, building and burning (as 

discussed in Chapter 5) are male-oriented I interviewed more males than 

females9. All of the respondents of the semi-structured interviews completed 

informed consent forms and were given the option to supply demographic 

information including age, political affiliation and religious affiliation as written 

responses completed by the respondent. I also had informal conversations 

with people, from children to adults, at a range of events, including the

9 This does not mean on/y males participate.
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abovementioned events I had volunteered at, community meetings, events at 

community centres located in each field site, and several bonfire sites 

throughout Belfast before and on the Eleventh of July in 2011, 2012, and 

2013. The tables in Appendix A categorize the interviews (32 semi-structured 

interviews and 49 on-site interviews). Additionally, the nature of my research 

yielded diverse respondents, which in turn yielded different questions. Not all 

the interviews were recorded. For example, my interview with Gary Patterson 

from the Northern Ireland Fire and Rescue Service (NIFRS) was not 

recorded based on NIFRS policy. Another example relates to the setting of 

the inten/iew, the Bobbin, a cafe in Belfast City Flail was not conducive to an 

audio version of the interview.

Focus groups

I also conducted focus groups, three at my field sites and one at a 

supplementary field site. My rationale for choosing focus groups was twofold. 

Firstly, the type of data produced through social interaction is 

ethnographically rich (Rabiee 2004: 656; Bernard 2006: 238-239). Secondly, 

the ‘synergy’ between participants cultivates different perspectives and 

allows participants to challenge each other’s experiences and points of view 

(Kitzinger 1995: 299; Rabiee 2004: 656).

For each focus group, I paid careful attention to group composition 

maintaining homogeneity across class, gender and age10. Fortunately, I was 

able to utilize pre-existing groups or ‘naturally-occurring’ groups (Kitzinger

10 Focus group composition and questions are included in Appendix A.
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1995: 300) drawn from my case study and supplementary sites. These types 

of groups offer several advantages—1) production of data that is similar to 

participant observation and 2) participants ‘relate each others comments to 

incidents or in their shared lives’ (Kitzinger 1995: 300). I also adhered to the 

recommended group size of between four to eight individuals. Each focus 

group was audio recorded and transcribed; analysis followed using a 

thematic approach by comparing data to identify themes, individual views 

and group agreement (Kitzinger 1995: 301).

The varied outcomes of the focus groups are reflected in the 

following quote ‘[n]othing is guaranteed in fieldwork’ (Bernard 2006:354). The 

data collected from the focus groups was rich; however, my goal of six focus 

groups was not met as participation either waned, participants did not show 

up or individuals were not keen to participate. However, from the focus 

groups conducted I obtained how each group thought and felt about the 

Eleventh of July bonfires as well as their opinions regarding the Bonfire 

Management Programme.

Archival

Archival research for this dissertation consisted mainly of newspaper

archives housed in the Newspaper Library of the Central Library in Belfast. I

chose to search Belfast newspapers, the Belfast Telegraph and The

Newsletter. This meant numerous visits to the Newspaper Library, spending

hours searching the microfilm for coverage of the Eleventh of July. The

information gathered through this method, although labour intensive, proved
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to be invaluable. First, as the only resource11 to document the Eleventh of 

July bonfires over time and second, data obtained from interviews was either 

confirmed or contradictory. Most noteworthy are the photographs that 

accompanied the news coverage. I did follow a plan as I surveyed the 

newspapers. This was based on sage advice from my second supervisor 

(“Don’t do what I did!”) as I searched every year between 1920 to 1930; then 

every five years between 1930 to 1965; and every year between 1966 to 

2012. The earliest dates that mention bonfires in association with celebrating 

the Eleventh of July I found in primary resources and in my second 

supenyisors collection of the Newsletter. In addition, for the contemporary 

period, I accessed the Belfast Telegraph online archives. This method 

provided indispensable information thus contributing immensely to my 

research.

Qualitative research in a divided society

Belfast is defined as a polarised city, one whose landscape is punctuated by 

various ‘peace walls’—physical (and mental) divides that segregate its 

residents, many who live in under-resourced communities. These are all 

enduring legacies of the Troubles (Clark 2012: 823). Belfast is also a city 

experiencing change—one that continues a process of social transformation 

following the Good Friday Agreement of 1998. The rise of research in 

Northern Ireland, according to Rupert Taylor (1988: 124), coincides with the 

development and expansion of the social sciences in British universities and 

the north of Ireland. By the 1970s, the Troubles drew a wide range of

11 As noted, there is limited documentation of the Eleventh of July bonfires.
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researchers, influenced by the focus on the political conflict by ‘international 

media attention’ (Taylor 2012: 125). By the 1980s, Rolston et al. (1983) 

report on the exponential growth of publications with an emphasis on ‘political 

and social issues’ (Taylor 1988: 127). Thus, Northern Ireland, and Belfast in 

particular, suffers from ‘research fatigue, having been the subject of so many 

high-profile academic and media projects’ (Railings 2013: 44). Being acutely 

aware of this ‘fatigue’ along with conducting research against the backdrop of 

relative peace and stability, I was mindful throughout the research process 

and in particular to how my respondents perceived my research.

Whilst conducting research in a divided society, my topic of the 

Eleventh of July bonfire is one of contention—socially, culturally and 

politically. Hence, my approach to my research was informed by literature on 

conducting research on sensitive topics. Lee (1993: 4) defines ‘socially 

sensitive research’ as having a ‘sensitive character for situational reasons or 

because it is located within a particular socio-political context’ and ‘involves 

potential costs to those involved in the research.’ This was even more 

apparent during my fieldwork as Boston College’s Belfast Project fiasco 

emerged. The project is an oral history of former republican and loyalist 

paramilitaries and the Northern Ireland conflict. The issue pertains to 

researcher confidentiality, ethics and United States law. Two interviews (that 

yielded incriminating evidence) were ordered by a judge in the District Court 

of Massachusetts to be turned over to the United Kingdom (Palys and 

Lowman 2012). The case is significant and is one that ‘will be cited for years
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to come of how not to protect research participants...’ (Palys and Lowman 

2012: np).

Burgess (2006: 150) aptly notes ‘the obligations that researchers 

have to those who are researched, whether they should be identified and 

what steps, if any, should be taken to avoid harming those individuals who 

are identified or identifiable.’ The potential costs may involve the researcher, 

academically and personally. Taylor (1988) reminds us of the complicated 

nature of conducting research in Northern Ireland: interference by the state, 

researchers with hidden agendas, accusations of being a spy and being 

forced to leave Northern Ireland. Although these are examples from the past, 

they are informative for today’s researchers. Thus, on the abovementioned, 

protecting the respondents was paramount. Therefore, all case study 

respondents and individuals from statutory agencies have been assigned 

pseudonyms and any data relating to interviews and observations were 

protected to ensure their anonymity.

To ensure ethical conduct I adhered to the guidelines of and 

operated within the framework of the American Anthropological Association’s 

(AAA) Code of Ethics. In addition, I followed the guidelines established by 

Queen’s University and completed the ethics and risk assessment 

documents required for ethnographic fieldwork. As my research involved 

individuals under the age of 18—defined as a vulnerable group—I obtained a 

Certificate of Conduct from my home country as well as approval from the 

university expert on Safeguarding Children and Vulnerable Adults.
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For all semi-structured interviews the nature of the research was

disseminated and I functioned within the parameters of informed consent 

forms by way of signed consent forms. For informal interviewing and onsite 

interviews, a signed consent form was not practical; therefore I explained the 

purpose of the research then obtained verbal consent from the respondent. 

For respondents under the age of 18, a parent or guardian signed the 

consent form and at onsite interviews, I obtained verbal consent from a 

parent or guardian. My research presented minimal risk to respondents; I 

provided the opportunity for respondents to review transcripts; respondents 

understood the purpose and implications of my research; and the prospective 

distribution of the project. In addition, audio and video recordings, interview 

data and consent forms were protected to prevent unauthorized access.

The ‘American Loyalist’

The issue of who conducts the research has implications for the way the

research is conceptualized, carried out, analysed and subsequently used’

(Smyth and Robinson 2001: 7). As Smyth and Robinson note, the identity of

the researcher influences the nature of the data. I clearly stated to

respondents my purpose, thus constructing my identity as a researcher.

Although a considerable task, I strived to be impartial and reduce bias. If

unsuccessful, one’s interpretation and understanding is compromised

(Marcus and Fischer 1986). Thus, in the context of the issue of national

sovereignty, I informed my respondents of my neutral stance. This was

challenging, as my research took place in Loyalist working-class estates,

staunch supporters of remaining part of Britain. As an American I was

questioned about my background—what Burton (1978) referred to as the
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process of telling—at Tigers Bay. Whether it was ‘test’ (if it was, I ‘passed’ for 

I shared that I was raised in a German, Lutheran household) or just out of 

interest or even for fun, it happened. Although I was asked indirectly if I was 

Catholic, during the foray into my background—what Leonard (1994:41) calls 

‘prying’—I suspected I would be asked at some point. Throughout I 

attempted to maintain a neutral stance, empathising when able and striving 

to understand the perspective of my case study respondents.

Again, this was challenging as ‘every researcher is affected by the 

work he or she does. One cannot remain neutral and uninvolved, even as an 

outsider, the researcher is part of the community’ (Sterk 1989: 99 in Bernard 

2006: 372). I felt this the most when one of my respondents, Sam, 

unexpectedly passed away. In contrast, there were instances where my 

ability to ‘remain a dispassionate observer’ was seriously tested (Bernard 

2006: 372). This was most apparent on the Eleventh night in 2012 when I 

observed several young teens I had worked with and chatted with at the 

bonfire site intoxicated.

As a female learning about a male-oriented ritual, I was fully aware 

that my gender could determine the respondents’ perspective regarding 

aspects of the Eleventh of July bonfire. Smyth and Robinson (2001: 10) 

state that ‘in some cases, the gender of the researcher facilitates or inhibits 

access to particular situations.’ In some instances, my gender was 

advantageous—as I found myself assisting during the Queen’s Jubilee 

celebration, I was able to build relationships with female residents —quite a 

change from ‘hanging out’ with the lads at the bonfire site. However, there
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were several occasions were my gender as well as being the ‘outsider’ posed 

problems or limited my access to information. For example, on the occasions 

I observed the bonfire being constructed, certain conversations were ‘kept in 

check’ as well as during conversations in the community centre about recent 

issues in the estate. Or when I worked with the youth groups at 

Taughmonagh—the young males were not as forthcoming as the young girls. 

In addition, at Tigers Bay I was always shuffled off when male residents 

would gather in the late evening at the bonfire site to have a few drinks, chat 

and ‘take the piss’12. This also extended to certain enquiries, namely 

paramilitary influence in the estate. Even though ! did probe, I was often 

rebuked for my queries and was not surprised by this. In divided societies 

there may well be real or perceived fears of outsiders, as people may be 

concerned that the research ‘will be used against them’ (Smyth and 

Robinson 2001:9). Thus, maintaining trust and instilling confidence was 

paramount. However, the nature of my topic included the component of 

paramilitaries—an area rife with controversy and privacy. As Taylor (1998) 

notes, access to paramilitaries took place, but this access was limited or 

restricted. Thus, in the context of conflict transformation and leadership, the 

role of ex-paramilitaries is more open; within Loyalist estates, paramilitaries 

remain elusive. This was the case for my research.

Conclusion

This chapter has explored the theoretical framework used to underpin this 

dissertation. It has also addressed the rationale for the methodology

“The idiom ‘taking the piss' means 'to make fun of.’
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implemented as well as outlined the research tools employed for the 

collection of data and how the research was conducted. Additionally, it 

reflected on the role and positionality of the researcher in this study.
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Chapter 3: Fire as Cultural Tradition

‘For fire was a universal catalyst, never far from whatever people did, and by 
changing its settings, people in turn changed fire (Pyne 2001:53).

Defined as ‘the phenomenon of combustion manifested in light, flame and 

heat (Pyne 2001:13), the various properties of fire—smoke, light, heat, 

sound—reflect the varied properties attributed to fire and ‘many of the 

physical characteristics of fire make it highly suitable for deification and for 

ritual (Rossotti 1993:240). As one of the four classical elements, fire leaves a 

residue and is deemed more animate when compared to air, water or earth 

and ‘of all the four elements fire is perceived as both the most destructive, 

but also the most empowering’ (Winder 2012:11). In ancient Greek 

philosophy and science fire possessed the qualities of energy, assertiveness 

and passion, qualities still associated with fire today. With the introduction of 

fire worship, fire-gods and fire-spirits humans attached another quality to fire, 

the view that fire is sacred. Fire, like water, is a symbol of transformation and 

purification. Fire’s multifaceted role in human society is well documented 

according to Mircea Eliade (1987:340), historian of myth and ritual and is 

demonstrated by an ‘abundance of variations in different religions, cultures 

and epochs.’ Consequently, the human fascination with fire, from its origins 

to the present day, lies in ‘its variability and unpredictability’ (Bowditch 

2013:114). Plazel Rossotti (1993:3), author of Fire, states

[Wjith its power to warm, to light, to comfort, and to destroy utterly, it is 
little wonder that fire was worshipped as well as used, and that even 
today, fire has many religious and social, as well as utilitarian 
applications.’
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Using Fire

To address the abundance of literature regarding the use of fire in a ritual 

context, I suggest the following typology: 1) Belief systems 2) Destructive 

forms 3) Seasonal or Calendrical and 4) Beacon and Bonfire. Each of these 

types may overlap in meaning as well as function. From this typology, 

although not an exhaustive one yet one that captures the foremost uses, we 

can see that the ritual uses of fire vary and play a significant role in religious 

and secular rituals, today as well as in the past. ‘Fire was never far from 

ceremony. For some rites, fire itself was the focus, but there were many more 

in which it was simply an enabler’ (Pyne 2001:85). Starting from the premise 

that the earliest form of worship may have been fire-related (Argyle, as cited 

in Winder 2012:10), the alluring nature of fire is exemplified by its numerous 

attributes and polysemic meanings—as a purifying and life-giving agent or 

force; its protective nature; its power to evoke and destroy; and its ability to 

illuminate (Rossotti 1993).

Table 1: Ritual uses of fire

Type Function Meaning(s) attached
and/or attributed

Belief systems Social cohesion Creative,cleansing force; 
renewal;
destructive,punishing; 
represents deities

Destructive forms Form of punishment Transformative; purifying

Seasonal or

calendrical

Marking of time Protective; purifying;
promotes fertility; dark to 
light
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Beacon Form of communication 
(Visual)

Specific messages

Bonfire Commemoration
Indexical burning

Celebratory
Political

In this section, I begin with a discussion of the above typology, providing a 

broad cross-cultural overview. This is followed by a discussion of the 

celebratory as well as political nature of bonfires. I then turn to the historical 

context of bonfires in Europe, specifically Britain and Ireland. These sections 

will inform my discussion of the Eleventh of July bonfires in their 

contemporary context.

Belief Systems

A well-known use of fire is found in the ancient Vedic practices of fire worship 

(Eliade 1987, Kaliff 2007, Winder 2012) in which fire is viewed as ‘divine 

power’ (Goudsblom 1992:80) or as sacred (Rossotti 1993:242). This reflects 

the role ‘fire played in the development of religion, and many cultures evolved 

deities associated with fire’ (Bowditch 2013: 114). Thus, for many belief 

systems there is a close connection between deities and fire as seen in Agni 

of Vedic tradition, the Hindu goddess Devi, the Greek goddess Hestia and 

her Roman equivalent, Vesta, Pele in Hawaiian mythology and Xiuhtecuhtli of 

Aztec mythology (Goundsblom 1992:132; Rossotti 1993: 239-41; Pyne 

2012:138). In this context, the function of fire reflects its dual nature, as a 

creative and cleansing force or a destructive and punishing one—echoing the 

story of Prometheus in Greek mythology, in which Prometheus defies the 

gods by bestowing humankind with the gift of fire—thus revealing to humans
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its duality, as fire has the power to destroy as well as renew (Eliade 1997; 

Pyne 2012; Bowditch 2013). The essence of the Prometheus story, of 

humanity seizing fire, thus symbolizing power, is an enduring theme (Pyne 

2012), one that characterizes the Eleventh of July bonfires explored in 

Chapters 5 and 6.

Also documented in this category is the distinction between the 

‘perpetual fire’ or ‘eternal fire’ on the one hand, and the ‘new fire’ on the other 

(Eliade 1997:341). One example found in Greco-Roman antiquity is the 

perpetual or eternal fire, as ‘every community had its public fire, which was 

not allowed to expire’ (Eliade 1997:341). An interpretation of this fire is found 

in Judaism and Christianity as well as among the beliefs of North American 

Indians, the Inca and Maya (Eliade 1997). Pyne (2012:144) writes that ‘the 

sacred and the profane merged in the tradition of the perpetual fire. It could 

symbolize the deity or be his manifestation, or at least serve as a means of 

ritual bonding.’ The perpetual or eternal fire functioned publically as well as 

domestically. Among Indo-Europeans the family rites were conducted in the 

home around the hearth whereas communal rites occurred at the temple 

(Eliade 1997; Pyne 2012). As a well-documented perpetual fire, the sacred 

Vestal fire of Rome not only ‘joined hearth and state’ but illustrated a triad: 

politics, social practice and allegory (Pyne 2012:146).

Also within this category are the practices of cremation and sacrifice. 

As a funerary rite, cremation is transformative, with a principal aim being to 

‘liberate one or more aspects of the dead person: soul, spirit, life force’ (Kaliff 

2007: 89). Among the religions of Hinduism, Jainism, Sikhism and Buddhism,
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cremation is mandatory, whereas historically among the different Christian 

faiths, cremation was discouraged and in Islam strictly prohibited. In contrast, 

among the Vikings and in ancient Rome, funeral pyres were commonplace. 

‘In both sacrificial acts and cremation, fire can be viewed as a medium for 

transformation and communication’ (Kaliff 2007: 84). Sacrificial fires, also a 

widespread practice, may have involved objects, animals or even humans 

(Frazer 1951: 756-763). Sacrifice, according to Goudsblom (1992: 77), was a 

‘specific cultural response to problems’ as the ‘destructive heat’ from the fire 

offered liberation from the problem (Rossotti 1993: 242).

The new fire refers to the rekindling of fire during rites to purify the 

community. An illustrative example is the ‘new fire ceremony’ of the Aztecs. 

Described as an elaborate ceremony conducted by five priests, the new fire 

was kindled from sacred implements (Pyne 2012: 138). After every fire was 

extinguished, the new fire and its ancillary fires lit ‘all the fires of hearths, 

furnaces and temples, all the fires used in hunting, farming, fishing, all the 

fires of life sacred and profane were kindled’ (Pyne 2012:139). Tied to the 

Aztec calendar and cosmology, ‘the renewed fire’, kindled in the ancient way, 

would ensure the sun’s return. Pyne (2012: 139-140) writes

The Aztec fire ceremony was a rite intended to bind calendar and 
cosmos—was called, in fact, the Binding of the Years. It visibly joined 
Heaven and earth, the sacred with the profane. Yet is also joined idea 
with practice. It bound the symbolic world, the world of mind by which 
people understood existence, with the world in which they actually 
lived.

Through the medium of fire heaven and earth joined, the symbolic world with 

the lived world, Aztec cosmology and Aztec lived experience overlapped. In
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modern times, the liturgical use of fire reflects the extinguishing and 

rekindling of a ‘new fire’—for example, among various Christian faiths 

(Anglican, Lutheran and Roman Catholic) a new fire is lit and blessed at 

Easter thus purifying the community.

Another ritual use of fire is seen in the practice of fire walking, defined 

as ‘walking barefoot over fire, hot embers, ashes, or rocks (Xygalatas 2012: 

860). Performed in ancient Rome after funerals, the fire-walk removed the 

‘contagion of death’ allowing the practice to be cathartic as well as 

‘apotropaic’ (Burriss 1930: 43). Modern day examples of fire walking vary and 

cover a broad range of geographic areas. One illustrative example is the 

work by Loring Danforth and the Anastenaria of Greece, a ritual combining 

fire walking and spirit possession by Saint Constantine (1989: 5). This ritual 

practice is many things, a therapeutic process, a symbolic expression of 

collective identity and the role of fire as ‘a powerful symbol of passage, 

purification, and transformation’ (Danforth 1989:6). Echoing Danforth’s work, 

Dimitris Xygalatas emphasises that fire walking is performed as ‘an act of 

deep religious devotion’ (2012: 860).

Form of Destruction

Much akin to sacrificial fires, death by fire was enforced for specific 

transgressions in many ancient societies. These transgressions included 

treason, heresy and witchcraft. ‘By the eleventh century penalties for 

heresies had increased significantly, with burning thought to be the most 

appropriate since burning purified the church of an evil and sent the heretic,
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via earthly fire, to the eternal fires of hell’ (Kelly 2012: 83). Thus, ‘death by 

fire’ (Rossotti 1993: 243) was the preferred form of execution for spiritual 

transgressions in which society required purification (Rossotti 1998: 243). 

Early examples of this are found in ancient Rome renowned for their 

‘spectacles of death’ (Kyle 1998: 2). These spectacles were known as ‘blood 

shows’ (Kyle 1998: 2) performed on an enormous scale—‘the gladiatorial 

combats, animal hunts and increasingly under the Empire there were also 

ritualized and even mythologized executions’ (Kyle 1998: 2). The pre- 

Columbian Mayans and Aztecs, compared to Rome, ‘rivalled Rome in their 

extent and duration of their ritualized killing in religious and imperial contexts’ 

(Kyle 1998: 2). For example, the Emperor Justinian, of the Byzantine Empire, 

bestowed this punishment upon heretics (Kelly 2012: 80). The witch trials of 

sixteenth and seventeenth century Europe are renowned for the use of fire to 

execute the accused in order to ‘eradicate a conspiracy of evil’ (Behringer 

2004: 55). The Witch burnings persist today as Behringer notes that modern 

witch-hunts continue to pose a problem in Africa, as evidenced in Kenya, 

Mozambique and South Africa as well as among ethnic groups in Latin 

America and Asia (Behringer 2004: 196-197).

Seasonal and Calendrical

Fire rituals linked to the various seasons of the year, are numerous and vary 

cross-culturally. Echoing the Prometheus myth with an emphasis on control, 

for humans ‘the divine gift was the ability to use fire as an artefact, thus 

transforming parts of the environment at will’ (Hall 1984). The need-fire, often
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referred to as ‘wild-fire’ in the United Kingdom, as Notfeuer ln Germany, and 

‘willfire’ in Nordic countries, is kindled following strict guidelines with regional 

variation (Eliade 1997; Pyne 2012).

The need-fire was the fire of nature captured and tamed. The essence 
of its ritual is to recreate the original act by which the community 
obtained fire and to use this renewed, pure fire to fight off threats to 
the group (Pyne 2012: 147).

The need-fire rite, found among pastoral people, was performed to ward off 

illness amongst the animals, a practice that persisted into the twentieth 

century (Eliade 1997: 341). The function of these annual fires included 

protection, warmth, light, and fertility (Eliade 1997: 341) are currently found in 

new, secular forms. Perhaps one of the most recognised is the Olympic 

flame—since 1936 the flame is kindled from a fire in the temple of ancient 

Olympia—from which the torch relay begins its path to the opening ceremony 

(Eliade 1997; Pyne 2012).

Fire ceremonies are linked to specific times of the year and also 

commemorate historical events. These ceremonies, embodied by the 

building and burning of a bonfire, vary from region to region with local 

variation. As Pyne (2001: 86) notes, ‘there were other ceremonies for which 

fire was integral. The best known are those of Europe, which collectively 

make a calendar of fire rites.’ European fire rituals corresponded with the four 

seasons—the beginning and end of each season—and ‘became assimilated 

into Christianity before later yielding to secularism’ (Pyne 2012: 150) as 

demonstrated in modern day festivals combining the old with the new. Pyne 

(2012: 150) writes
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The Church absorbed fire ceremonies into its sacred liturgy, baptizing 
the Midsummer and Midwinter fires into the feast of St. John the 
Baptist and Christmas, the fires of spring into the rite of Lent and 
Easter, the autumn fire into All Hallows Eve.

The secularization of fire rituals occurred throughout the British Isles and on 

mainland Europe, with rituals enacted on May Day, Easter, and Midsummer. 

The role of fire is exemplified in the pagan or Celtic rituals that mark 

Midsummer, the summer solstice and Beltane, marking the start of spring 

(Hutton 1996: 218-219; Winder 2012: 13). In these rituals, fire was imbued 

with protective powers, what Frazer (1951: 751) explains through his 

purificatory theory with fire acting as a destructive agent that consumes ‘evil 

things.’ Midsummer celebrated light and fire as characterised by the ‘ever- 

renewing cycle of life and death in the natural world’ (Winder 2012: 13). 

Beltane ensured ‘fertility and celebrate[d] the return of light and warmth’ 

(Winder 2012:13) with its protective nature deemed ‘to cleanse and purify, 

destroying disease’ (Winder 2012: 13) It also protected the community from 

harm throughout the coming year (Winder 2012: 13). A popular fire festival is 

Walpurgis Night, celebrated in parts of central and northern Europe (Frazer 

1951: 650,720). Walpurgis Night combines traditional rites of spring with the 

legend of St. Walburga from Germany. The Swedish, Valborgsmassoafton, is 

celebrated on the 30 April. I now turn to the remaining two seasons of 

autumn and winter.

Hallowe’en developed from the Celtic feast of Samhain (pronounced

‘sow-in’), which marked the end of summer and the beginning of winter. For

the Celts, Samhain was the beginning of the year and the cycle of the

seasons. Samhain was a time when the Celts acknowledged the beginning
81



and the end of all things (Hutton 1996: 360). As a counterpart to the tradition 

of Beltane, winter was ushered in through ‘divinatory and purificatory rites’ 

(Hutton 1996: 363) and bonfires were set alight to mark the day. As with 

Beltane, this fire rite was incorporated into a Christian rite focused on the 

dead, now referred to as All Saints Day and celebrated on 1 November (Hole 

1960: 221). In a contemporary context, Halloween bonfires continue in parts 

of Ireland—in particular, Dublin13. In addition, Santino (1996: 214) addressed 

the Halloween customs of Ulster, ‘fire is a constant of traditional life in 

Northern Ireland, and it is specifically an important component of Halloween.’ 

Yet, these fire displays, in the form of fireworks and bonfires, vary ‘from place 

to place and region to region’ (Santino 1996: 214).

Every year, in the month of January, Spanish towns celebrate the 

feast day of St. Anthony, characterised by ‘fire, devils and bells’ (Abeya 2010: 

3). Another study by Tausiet (2011:327) revealed how the feast day, a mix of 

ancient traditions from Rome and Christian ritual ‘set the village free from the 

forces of evil.’ ‘People light bonfires in a renewal and purification ritual whose 

origins lie in the religious practices of ancient Rome’ (Tausiet 2011: 327). In 

nearby Italy, Corsica and Sardinia, and on the Iberian Peninsula, Saint 

Anthony ‘is the most common festival’ (Abeya 2010: 3) with bonfires lit on the 

eve of St. Anthony’s Day. As a festival for farmers and their animals as well 

for fertility, St. Anthony’s echoes the function of Beltane as both events focus 

on the community.

In 2013, the Dublin Fire Brigade launched a Halloween Safety Campaign with its aim 'at educating children on the 
dangers of illegal bonfires and fireworks’ (Dublin City Council, Fire Safety at Halloween 2013).
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The Holi festival, celebrated in North India in the spring, also features 

the lighting of a bonfire. The origins of the festival, although considered 

‘obscure,’ are derived from the legend of a powerful demon king 

Hiranyakshashipu and his son, Prahlad (Jackson 1976: 203). The king, being 

of a narcissistic nature, viewed himself as a god, demanding to be 

worshipped. To the king’s great ire, Prahlad worshipped Vishnu resulting in 

the king’s desire to eliminate his son. To implement his plan, the king ‘sought 

the aid of his sister (sometimes daughter), the demon Holika, who could 

resist fiery flames because of a boon granted in view of her devotion to the 

fire god Agni (sometimes Shiva, sometimes the king himself)’ (Jackson 1976: 

203). Holika enters a blazing fire with Prahlada on her lap—legend has it 

that Prahlada was spared for his devotion to Vishnu, while the demon Holika 

perished in the flames. Thus, in North India, the tradition of lighting a bonfire 

during the Holi festival is in memory of good triumphing over evil (Jackson 

1976).

Fire as Beacon/Lantern

The use of fire as a means of communication is found in the category 

Beacons and Bonfires. A classical definition of a beacon is ‘a fire or light set 

up on a high or prominent position as a warning, signal; or celebration 

(Oxford English Dictionary) and ‘telegraphy existed in the ancient world from 

early times’ (Rife 2008: 286). Historical and archaeological sources tell us of 

the significant role of fire-signals for ‘strategic communication’ (Rife 2008: 

286) and as a ‘defensive strategy’ (Rife 2008: 298). In ninth century 

Byzantium, the use of optical telegraphy was common
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This system involved a series of beacons, usually bonfires on 
platforms or towers, placed at elevated locales along lines of sight 
over great distances. The purpose was to send a signal of early 
warning about impending danger, particularly raiders or invaders (Rife 
2008:286).

Often referred to as a beacon chain, this system facilitated the transmission 

of messages over great distances. Therefore, it is not surprising that ‘line of 

sight’ fire beacons (Beauchamp 2001: 3) enabled warnings or other 

messages and ‘were utilized by the Assyrians, Persians, Macedonians, 

Seleucids, Romans, and Medieval English’ (Rife 2008: 286). As a defensive 

strategy, the beacon chain continued to play a role in the military. For 

example Sterling (2008: 271), writing about military communication, 

delineates that the use of large, light beacons installed at many American 

coast defence installations’ were for tactical rather than signal purposes. In 

his discussion of beacons used early in American history, Raleigh describes 

how ‘beacons or bonfires, fireworks and rounds of artillery, cannon, and 

musket fire were used not only for military warfare and signals, but also for 

various forms of celebration’ (1983:n.p.).

In Japan, the Obon festival or Festival of the Dead, is an annual 

summer event rooted in ancestor worship—a tradition that traces back to the 

thirteenth century. The Bon is one of the four seasonal rites ‘directed to the 

collectivity of the ancestors’ (Smith 1974: 99). Viewed as one of the best 

known and ‘important midsummer festival’ (Gilday 1993: 292), variations of 

how the festival is celebrated varies by location, yet fire plays a significant 

role. The festival spans over three days in August and on the first day 

lanterns are lit, echoing the communication function of a beacon, to guide the
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‘wandering spirits’ and ‘on this night the household head lights a welcoming 

fire {mukae-bi) at the entrance of the house. It is intended to guide the spirits 

of the family’s dead back to their home’ (Smith 1974: 100). On the last day, in 

the evening, the ‘farewell or sending-off fire (okuri-bi) is prepared at the 

house’s entrance to light the ancestor’s way back to whatever it is conceived 

to be’ (Smith 1974:100). The Obon festival illustrates the link between fire 

and light as ‘fire can thus be interpreted as a means of communication 

between the world of the dead and that of the living’ (Kaliff 2007: 97).

Banefire, bonefire, bonfire, boney

The etymology of bonfires is drawn from the fifteenth century Middle English 

banefire, a fire in which the bones of animals were burned. According to the 

Oxford English dictionary,

bone n. 1 + fire n. = fire of bones. The etymological spelling bone-fire, 
Scots bane-fire, was common down to 1760, though bonfire was also 
in use from the 16th cent., and became more common as the original 
sense was forgotten. Johnson in 1755 decided for bonfire, 
‘from bon good, (French) and fire’. But the shortening of the vowel was 
natural, from its position; compare knowledge, Monday, collier, etc. In 
Scotland with the form bane-fire, the memory of the original sense was 
retained longer; for the annual midsummer ‘banefire’ or ‘bonfire’ in the 
burgh of Hawick, old bones were regularly collected and stored up, 
down to c1800.

Interestingly, Adams addresses the peculiarity of burning bones citing that 

‘bones are not particularly combustible’ (cited in Gailey 1977: 34). Adams 

then explores the various terms for ‘bonfire’ in several European languages 

as a 'fire of joy’ (Adams, cited in Gailey 1977: 34). Adams (1977: 37) also 

provides an alternative to the traditional etymology,
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The form banefire represents in its first syllable the Old English bana 
(whence modern English bane, ‘woe’, hence ‘woe fire’) rather than Old 
English ban ‘bone’, and that a northern term was misinterpreted by 
southern Englishmen as ‘bone-fire’ rather than ‘bane-fire’.

Adams continues to examine the phonological trajectory of bonfires and 

concludes that the problem, while intriguing, has yet to be solved. What is 

conferred by Adams and reinforced by Gailey is how the occasion of a 

bonfire is one of celebration.

Bonfires: celebratory, commemorative, political

As a public event, bonfires are best illustrated by what Cressy (1989:82) calls 

their festive meaning found in the German term freduenfeuer or the French 

term feu de joie. This festive meaning is often linked to a historical event, 

religious based or secular, western and non-western, commemorated by the 

lighting of a bonfire and in some cases, the burning of effigies illustrating their 

complex character. In the present context, fire can be viewed as an ‘external 

agent’ (Winder 2012:12) and has been ‘incorporated into rituals in a plethora 

of ways’ (Winder 2012:12). In the next section, I explore fire as an ‘external 

agent’, examining bonfires and their role in commemorative and celebratory 

ritual events.

Proponents of Judaism celebrate Lag B’Omer thirty-three days after 

Passover to mark significant events in Jewish history (Wein 2002: 190). In 

particular is the commemoration of the death of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochi, a 

disciple of Rabbi Akiva and well-regarded leader. People ‘gather on Lag 

B’Omer at his reputed burial site in Meron, located in the Upper Galilee. It 

has become customary to light large bonfires on the night, to symbolize the
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light and warmth of the Torah’ (Wein 2002:191), a practice that has extended 

throughout the Jewish community (Wein 2002:191).

In the United States during the eighteenth century, the observance of 

Independence Day was often accompanied by different forms of fire namely 

fireworks and illuminations (Travers 1997:129). The issue of safety was at 

the forefront of these celebrations, accordingly in 1797 bonfires in Boston 

were outlawed and ‘the city councils of Philadelphia and Charleston did the 

same six and nine years later, respectively’ (Travers 1997:130).

Within a western historical perspective, bonfires were a common 

element throughout Europe use to mark special days (Cressy 1989: 67). 

What distinguished England and Ireland from the rest of Europe was that 

bonfires ‘...were harnessed to the needs of the state, to be deployed on its 

significant moments and anniversaries’ (Cressy 1989: 67). This convergence 

of festive with political reflects the long history of bonfires throughout England 

and Ireland which continues to this day. If the Eleventh of July bonfires are 

indeed an example of contemporary street politics and political ritual as 

presented in Chapter 2, looking at the historical context of bonfires in Britain 

and Ireland is an important consideration. In highlighting the common thread 

of bonfires, this section establishes the historical background of bonfires 

through an examination of the wider British and Irish context, followed by an 

examination of bonfires in the province of Ulster.

‘Throughout the world, people assemble and celebrate around 

bonfires and burn effigies’ (Bowditch 2013:114). The expression of political 

sentiments is found in various examples ranging from the Pope-burning
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processions in the years 1679, 1680 and 1681 in England to the eighteenth 

century bonfires and burning of effigies as political rituals in Ireland (Higgins 

2007:173).

Charm! Song! and Show! a Murder and a Ghost!
We know not what you can desire or hope

To please you more, but burning of a Pope.

During the reign of Charles II in England, anti-Catholic sentiment, a constant 

since England broke with Roman Catholicism, was ignited by three distinct 

events: 1) the uncovering of an alleged Popish Plot against the government 

2) the marriage of James VII to a Catholic and 3) the persecution of 

nonconformist Protestants by Charles I! (Harris 2006:166). In response, the 

Whigs utilized public sentiment to support their political agenda through the 

device of annual Pope burning processions. These processions, the most 

notable occurring in 1679, 1680 and 1681, were rife with symbolic 

representations of Roman Catholic power and corruption (Williams 

1958:105). Yet, the population in London was not immune to these types of 

displays as Williams (1958: 105) notes ‘[i]n the early sixteen-seventies 

effigies of the Pope were burnt, and in the year before the Popish Plot was 

discovered there were might bonefires and ye burning of a most costly pope.’ 

To complement the processions, broadsides and pamphlets were distributed 

serving as both programme and propaganda (Williams 1958:105). Belief in 

the Popish Plot began to wane by 1682 and with it the dissolution of the Pope 

Burning processions.
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Another fire festival originating in England is Guy Fawkes Day, 

celebrated on the 5 November. This celebration also known as Bonfire Night, 

originates with the failed Gunpowder Plot of 1605, a part of English history 

that many English schoolchildren learn reinforced by the opening lines of the 

well-known nursery rhyme:

Remember, remember the fifth of November 

Gunpowder, treason and plot 

I see no reason why gunpowder treason 

Should ever be forgot.

Celebrated annually since 1606, the unsuccessful Gunpowder Plot in which a 

group of conspirators that included Guy Fawkes, ‘were foiled in their attempt 

to blow up King and Parliament with kegs of gunpowder, on 5 November 

1605’ (Newall 1960: 263). To commemorate, bonfires are lit and an effigy of 

Guy Fawkes or a ‘guy’ may be ‘carried in procession, or displayed and 

burned’ (Newall 1960: 23). The bonfires and fireworks set alight on Guy 

Fawkes Day reflect its description as a festival of ‘fire and mischief as well as 

by the numerous rhymes and chants recited on that day. Today, Guy Fawkes 

Day is celebrated in many parts of Britain by public firework displays. 

However, certain towns throughout Sussex, Kent and Surrey have bonfire 

societies that organize festivals featuring the 5 November celebrations.

Upon examination of the ritual life of eighteenth century Ireland the 

role of celebrations was paramount. These collective events illustrated the 

way in which politics interlaced with public festivities (Higgins 2007:173). 

Higgins (2007:174) writes
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The streets of the capital [Dublin] were sites of intense political conflict 
in the late 1770s and early 1780s, where the staging of dramatic 
rituals allowed patriots to oppose the government and to articulate 
different notions of the political nation and the public interest. Parades, 
illuminations, bonfires, effigies, toasts, and the elaborate 
transparencies of other symbols that decorated buildings—all 
communicated political meanings.

These dramatic rituals in 1770s and 1780s Dublin demonstrate how political 

identity and ideas of ‘nation’ were brought onto the streets of Ireland as the 

Protestant commemorative calendar was expressed through ‘distinct political 

rituals’ (Higgins 2007:173). The combination of street politics and public 

rituals, rooted in the eighteenth century, continue to play a role in Northern 

Ireland. In the next part of this chapter, the historical trajectory of the 

Eleventh of July bonfire is explored. I begin with the historical narrative 

attributed to the Eleventh of July bonfires.

Historical context: William of Orange

In Ireland, certain popular versions of history belong to particular 
segments of society. These ethnic histories provide an important basis 
for political rhetoric; they are a focus for group loyalties (Buckley 
2002:85).

The legacy of Williamite history in the context of Northern Ireland is a 

fundamental component of Ulster Protestant identity. The Williamite Wars or 

the Williamite era refers to the struggle in Ireland for the English crown 

between the years 1688-1691 involving James II and William of Orange. 

Although the events occur in Ireland, the struggle was part of the wider 

context of the political powers in Europe. As the dominant political power at 

the time, Louis XIV of France was the target of ‘a grand alliance’ between the
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Roman Catholic King of Spain, the Pope and William of Orange, Louis’ main 

opponent (Doherty 1998:16). In the year 1685, James II ascended to the 

throne of England and Ireland upon the death of his brother, Charles II. Early 

in his reign James’s unpopularity grew, based on his religious affiliation to 

Catholicism and his adherence to a more absolute monarchy. By 1688, 

supporters of his daughter Mary—a protestant, with a claim to the throne— 

became restless. This was heightened by the birth of James’s son, which 

extinguished Mary’s claim as a direct successor to the crown. Encouraged by 

English supporters, William of Orange, Mary’s husband and elected 

Stadtholder of the United Dutch Provinces, set out for England in November 

of 1688 with plans to usurp the crown from his father-in-law. Within two 

months of landing in England, William of Orange successfully seized the 

English crown, and caused James to flee to France seeking asylum with his 

ally, King Louis XIV.

What then unfolded are pivotal events of the Williamite Era, beginning 

with the Siege of Derry in 1689. The momentous events surrounding the 

Siege of Derry are an important episode in the conflict between James II and 

William of Orange, now William III of England. As one of the Williamite 

enclaves in Ireland, the walled city of Derry withstood the siege by the 

Jacobites for one hundred five days. The Siege of Derry was lifted with the 

arrival of a naval convoy. Following the relief of Derry, events progressed 

with William landing at Carrickfergus on 14 June 1690, intent on leading his 

forces south against James. Upon landing at Carrickfergus, William was 

greeted ‘to a rapturous welcome from the populace and bonfires were lit on
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the hills of Antrim and Down' (Adamson 1995: 66). James marched north 

with his army and took up position on the south bank of the River Boyne west 

of Drogheda. On 1 July 1690, the battle—what would become the renowned 

Battle of the Boyne—commenced. In the end, William’s forces 

outmanoeuvred James’ forces and made them retreat towards Dublin. In 

defeat, James leaves his forces behind and goes to France, while William, in 

victory returns to England in September 1690.

From a military perspective, it was the Battle of Aughrim, rather than 

the Battle of the Boyne, fought on 12 July 1691 that was decisive. This 

decisive battle resulted in the Treaty of Limerick, signed on 3 October 1691, 

which assured freedom of worship for Roman Catholics and parliamentary 

democracy over the rights of the monarch. Most significantly, the Glorious 

Revolution established the roots of the Protestant ascendancy in Ireland. 

The Protestant ascendancy was marked by festive events and for Protestant 

Dublin, the victories of William and his army were pivotal, as these victories 

were ‘an actual force of liberation after the restrictions of the Jacobite regime’ 

(Simms 1974: 234). In November of 1690, William’s birthday was celebrated 

‘in Dublin with jubilation’ (Simms 1974: 234; Hill 1984; Jarman 1997; Bryan 

2000) marked by ‘the ringing of bells, bonfires in all parts of the city and all 

demonstrations of public joy and satisfaction’ (Simms 1974: 234; Hill 1984; 

Jarman 1997; Bryan 2000). In the years following the Williamite wars, 

commemorative events, namely parades, were held in Dublin on 4 

November, William’s birthday (Bryan 2000: 31). As the Williamite tradition 

continued in Ulster among lower class Protestants, the protestant majority in
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Dublin in the seventeenth century became a minority in the next century (Hill 

1984: 34). William continued to be popularised as a ‘non-sectarian national 

figure’ that stressed ‘the ideals of civil and religious democracy’ (Bryan 

2000:31). The victories of the Williamite campaign

continued to be occasions for popular celebrations by the lower 
classes of protestants for decades after the more respectable classes 
had lost interest in them. In Dublin the anniversaries of the Boyne (1 
July) and Aughrim (12 July) were occasions for bonfires, fireworks, 
and firing guns (Hill 1984: 35).

Evidence of the legacy of William of Orange in the north of Ireland can be 

found in various forms in Protestant Ulster—mural paintings, the large 

number of banners displayed in the Twelfth of July parade, and of course, 

the Eleventh of July bonfire. In a treatise of nineteenth and twentieth century 

bonfires in the north of Ireland, Gailey (1977:21) writes

Substantial numbers of bonfires are habitually lighted in east, mid and 
south Ulster on the eves of 1 and 12 July [and] these fires are lighted 
by supporters, but not necessarily members of the Orange Order, to 
commemorate King William’s victory at the Boyne in 1690. The battle 
was fought on 1 July, but in accord with the eighteenth-century 
calendar change, the main celebrations, including massive parades 
and demonstrations, take place on the 12 July.

The commemorations on 1 July continue, according to Gailey (1977), until 

the late nineteenth-century. The fact that contemporary Eleventh of July 

bonfires are located in Loyalist working class estates recalls the celebrations 

in Dublin in the eighteenth century, in which the Williamite celebrations ‘took 

place around bonfires whilst the gentry retired to a banquet’ (Bryan 2000: 

31). Jarman (1997: 36) writes how the upper classes in Ulster ‘still preferred
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to mark the day in a more private manner: a visit to theatre, a charity ball or a 

dinner were all popular forms of celebration, but while the lower classes 

celebrated around bonfires.’ This demonstrates the importance of class 

distinctions in the ‘tradition’ of the VVilliamite commemorations, both past and 

present. The establishment of the institution of the Orange Order in 1795 

increased the appeal of and participation in the VVilliamite commemorations 

(Simms 1974; Bryan 2000: 32). At this time there also occurred a change to 

the date of the celebration. Simms (1974: 241) writes that the first Twelfth of 

July procession occurred in 1796, yet

[t]he government continued to observe the Boyne anniversary ritual in 
Dublin on the first of July for several years after the Orangemen had 
begun to celebrate it on the twelfth in Ulster. It was the Protestant 
north that first adopted the Gregorian calendar for the anniversary and 
added eleven days, making the twelfth the great day.

Changes to the VVilliamite commemorations occurred under the control of the 

Orange Order (Simms 1974; Bryan 2000) and as Jarman (1997:35) notes, 

within the social and political context ‘which meant from the beginning they 

were open to alternative interpretations of his memory’ seen today as much 

as in the past.

Historical narrative of the Eleventh of July bonfire

In the Northern Irish context, ‘[l]arge-scale, fire-based public events are a 

staple feature of traditional celebratory life’ (Santino 1998: 63) as evidenced 

by a longstanding ‘element in Irish tradition, both seasonal and occasional’ 

(Gailey 1977: 3). Specifically, the Eleventh of July bonfire is viewed as a 

tradition with its origins attributed to King William’s landing at Carrickfergus in
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June 1690. As William marched with his army to Belfast, the hills of Antrim 

and Down were aglow with bonfires (Adamson 1995; The Orange Order 

n.d.). The cultural significance of this historical narrative and legacy is 

illustrated by annual commemorative events, while simultaneously 

demonstrating how ‘the way the Williamite history has been interpreted, 

celebrated, and utilized by the [PUL] communities of Northern Ireland and 

how that history remains relevant and influential in that culture group’s 

contemporary society’ (Nelson 2011: 6).

The Williamite anniversaries took ‘center stage’ (Higgins 2007: 178) in 

Protestant public festivities in eighteenth century Ireland. However by the 

start of the early eighteenth century, state support of these celebrations had 

waned in Dublin whereas in the province of Ulster, the Williamite 

anniversaries provided the Orange Order ‘with a legitimised link to the 

Protestant sovereign’ (Bryan 2000: 34).

Commemorations of the Battle of the Boyne, the Twelfth of July, were 
created in the eighteenth century within particular economic and 
political circumstances and appropriated in the nineteenth century to 
become a respectable representation of Protestant identity, part of the 
Protestant tradition in Ireland (Bryan 2000:29).

Drawing upon archival material, personal accounts from literature and 

ethnographic interviews, this section covers the Eleventh of July bonfire from 

the late seventeenth century to the mid twentieth century. Inextricably part of 

the Glorious Twelfth, the Eleventh of July bonfires play a significant role by 

ushering in the Twelfth of July. However, the Eleventh of July bonfires
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demonstrate their own narrative, one that is linked to the development of 

Orangeism but at the same time is marginalised from it.

From Williamite commemorations to the Eleventh Night

In the seventeenth century, the victory of William of Orange at the Battle of 

the Boyne and the celebrations that followed demonstrated ‘the importance 

of commemoration to the Protestant body politic’ (Kelly 1994: 29) which 

continued into the eighteenth century. In 1768 the Belfast News Letter noted 

a 1 July celebration14 in Dublin that included ‘bonefires’ (Belfast News Letter 

8 July 1768) and the Dublin Evening Post characterised the anniversaries as 

‘occasions for bonfires, fireworks, and firing guns’ (Hill 1984:35) and in 1809 

the reference is to a ‘feu-de-joye’ (Belfast Newsletter 14 July 1809). As the 

Dublin commemorations ceased in the mid-nineteenth century, the 

commemorations in the north of Ireland were then appropriated by the 

Orange Order.

The development of Orangeism in Ulster saw the Twelfth of July 

become paramount for Unionist politicians as the Twelfth was utilised as a 

platform and ‘central to a new unionist hegemony amongst Protestants in 

Ulster’ (Bryan 2000: 47) in which the Twelfth became a ‘political event’ 

(Bryan 2000: 47). Documented in the Belfast News Letter, the July 

anniversaries celebrated by Orange processions were consistently reported 

on whilst bonfires are rarely mentioned. However, in 1846 the Belfast News 

Letter described The July anniversaries’ referring to the 1 July, ‘[t]here was

14 From the 1780s Williamite celebrations in Dublin occurred on the 1 July rather than the 12 July (Hill 1984:37).
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no public demonstrations whatever, unless we accept the display of an 

occasional bunch of orange-lillies, and the kindling of an occasional bonfire’ 

(Belfast News Letter 3 July 1846). At the end of the eighteenth century the 

Belfast News Letter reported on the celebration in Portadown on the 1 July 

that included a parade and bonfire (Belfast News Letter 3 July 1875). This 

limited evidence suggests that bonfires may not have been as commonplace 

or that this form of commemoration did not align with Orange Order as 

defined by their elite, upper class members. This second point recalls the 

commemorations of the late seventeenth century in which the respectable 

classes would banquet while the working classes celebrated with bonfires 

(Hill 1984: 35 and Bryan 2000: 31). This separation continues into the early 

twentieth century as high-ranking Orangemen strived to ‘marginalise the less 

reputable elements of the parades’ (Bryan 2000: 58).

The establishment of a Northern Irish State in 1921 complemented by 

the dominance of unionism, described by Farrell (198) as ‘the Orange State,’ 

reinforced the vital role of the ritual and the legitimacy it provided to the 

Protestant state. Thus, in the late 1920s and early 1930s ‘there has been a 

remarkable increase in the number of 11th night bonfires, and at midnight few 

streets there were that were not lighted up by a huge blaze, round which the 

children danced and sang patriotic songs’ (Belfast News Letter 12 July 1930).

In contrast, during World War II there was a reduction in the 

celebrations and from 1940 through 1944 the ‘Twelfth commemorations were 

abandoned’ (Bryan 2000: 69). In 1945 the Belfast News Letter noted ‘that the 

255th anniversary of the Battle of the Boyne will be celebrated in Ulster’ yet
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on a ‘less lavish scale in pre-war years owing to the scarcity of materials’ 

(Belfast News Letter 12 July 1945) with smaller bonfires on the Eleventh 

night. However, several personal accounts provide an insight into the event 

at this time. One such account is drawn from a collection offering ‘personal 

views and perspectives on the Twelfth’ (Lucy and McClure 1997: ix). The 

following excerpt, referring to the 1940s, illustrates the close link between the 

Eleventh night and the Twelfth of July:

In those days we had yearly bonfires in Orkney Street on the Shankill 
where I lived. I was not content with the large bonfire across the street, 
so dad built a bonfire which blazed away at our front door. I had little 
knowledge of what this meant, a deficiency which took years to rectify 
(Garland, in Lucy and McClure 1997:54).

Garland continues:

I soon began to take an active part in preparing for the Twelfth 
bonfires.15 We collected money from neighbours, raided the Shankill 
graveyard and the woods at Glencairn with axes, cutting down trees 
as best we could. On some occasions we escaped the clutches of the 
police with difficulty and ingenuity. The Eleventh night was one night 
on which we gathered around the fire until the early hours (Garland, in 
Lucy and McClure 1997:55).

Another excerpt refers to growing up in the Twelfth culture’ (McMaster, in 

Lucy and Gordon 1997: 111) and involvement with the Eleventh night:

I helped build the bonfire which was my earliest experience in 
organisational skills. I stayed until the last embers were dying and the 
first hints of dawn were appearing (McMaster, in Lucy and Gordon 
1997:111).

15 Because the Eleventh of July bonfire is lit at midnight they may be referred to as the Twelfth bonfires.
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These excerpts illustrate various aspects of the Eleventh night: the size of 

the bonfires, the materials being used at the time to build the bonfire, and the 

social cohesiveness of this event. Significantly, Garland refers to his 

unawareness of the meaning behind the Eleventh night—a sentiment I 

repeatedly was told during fieldwork by all ages, especially children and 

young adults.

The time period between 1945 to the mid 1960s is described by Bryan 

as the ‘golden era for Orangeism’ (2000: 70). The Twelfth celebrations 

returned with great fanfare, symbolising the strength of the Orange Order and 

Ulster Protestantism (Belfast Telegraph 12 July 1950). Of note is the role of 

the Twelfth bonfires’ as the event to usher in the Twelfth parade with 

abundant documentation of the festivities, ‘[t]he excitement which had been 

heightening as the Twelfth drew nearer broke loose and for eight hours 

during the night Belfast burned and billowed once again’ (Belfast Telegraph 

12 July 1950). The timeframe of 1950-1965 is significant as a source to gain 

insight into the Eleventh night bonfires and an examination of the selection of 

newspaper headlines and articles provide a snapshot of how this ritual event 

was portrayed in the newspaper. First, in terms of the content of the Eleventh 

of July bonfires, not until the twentieth century is there mention of what 

material or fuel was utilised, for example wood, rubbish, paper, boxes— 

‘anything that would burn’ (Belfast Newsletter 12 July 1956) nor is there 

mention of anything placed on the bonfire and set alight. Second, the 

structure of the bonfire is alluded to and at certain years pictures are 

included. What can be surmised is that the bonfires were small (as compared
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to contemporary structures) and quite numerous. Lastly, the interpretation is 

one of celebration, of revelry that acts to ‘usher in the Twelfth.’ This link 

between the Eleventh night and Twelfth day is undeniable, but it raises the 

question as to whether the Eleventh of July bonfire has its own narrative, its 

own history. I shall argue that it does. This is addressed in Chapter 5 where I 

shall demonstrate how the narrative of the Eleventh of July bonfires 

transforms from the street, family oriented celebration into a wider 

neighbourhood celebration in which bonfires emerge as a political resource 

for loyalists.

‘the Eleventh’

Parades remain the most prominent means of asserting 
collective identities and claiming political dominance over 
territory... Parades and the associated visual displays 
have been a vibrant feature of political life in Northern 
Ireland for two hundred years. These displays have 
always flowered most powerfully at times of crises: is it 
any wonder that they have continued to flourish over the 
past twenty-five years? (Jarman 1997:79)

As Neil Jarman argues, in Northern Ireland, parades and the associated 

visual displays, like the Eleventh Night bonfire, come to the forefront during 

times of social and political discord. In this chapter a generalised account of 

the Eleventh of July bonfires is presented to gain an understanding of the 

contemporary event itself—the organisational structure, distinctions and 

political dynamics, informed by Bryan’s (2000: 137) account of the Twelfth of 

July. Like the Twelfth and other aspects of Loyalism, aspects of the Eleventh 

of July bonfire have been transformed within the context of Northern Ireland’s
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changing social and political climate. In examining the newspaper coverage 

of the Eleventh of July bonfires, my focus begins with a broader analysis— 

the language; what is absent and/or what is present and the images used to 

depict this ritual event. This is complemented by personal accounts gained 

from interviews as well as from my fieldwork as an ‘ethnographer on the 

ground’ to uncover the changing narratives of the Eleventh night. These 

narratives, unique to Loyalist working-class communities illustrate continuity 

as well as change in the form, content and interpretation of the Eleventh of 

July bonfires. Firstly, I present a general account of the Eleventh of July 

bonfire in three stages taking into account the differences between a 

managed bonfire and one that is not. Next, I provide a general pattern of the 

ritual event and indentify variations. As part of the Twelfth of July narrative, 

the Eleventh of July bonfire is legitimised by the ‘discourse of tradition’ (Bryan 

2000). Thus, as with Bryan’s (2000: 137) account of the Twelfth, this section 

presents ‘an understanding of the event itself—its apparent contradictions, its 

nuances, its moments of conflict and, above all, its political dynamics.’ The 

organisation and structure of the Eleventh of July bonfire is no easy task and 

varies upon the Loyalist estate, as each estate follows its own agenda, yet all 

adhere to three basic stages: collecting, building and burning. ‘But there is 

one fever above all, a madness that had the genuine elements of ritual and a 

catharsis of frightening import: bonfire fever’ (Foster 1972). Bonfire fever 

begins long before the Eleventh night. The first signs occur in spring, usually 

April, but it can be as early as March, as wooden transport pallets begin to 

appear overnight, stacked neatly or strewn haphazardly at the designated 

bonfire site—thus the first stage begins—collecting.
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Collecting is carried out by the young males of the estate and the 

material at the bonfire site doubles and even triples in number with each 

passing week. As the site is transformed steadily, the attraction increases. 

Yet this transformation is not limited to the site of the bonfire. It’s marching 

season, the time when symbolic imagery is on display in Loyalist working- 

class estates across Belfast. The colours red, blue and white emerge as 

bunting adorns the red brick houses, street lights and fences. The 

decorations enhance the area visually but more importantly serve as a 

marker of identity and boundary maintenance.

Building is guided by several things—the location of the bonfire site, 

the amount and type of materials and the number of bonfire builders. It 

requires skill, planning and organisation although the latter varies with each 

estate. Building may begin weeks before the Eleventh of July or just days 

before. Establishing a stable base is paramount; therefore an assessment of 

the materials is a necessity. Broken pallets are discarded or used with other 

scrap wood to build up the centre of the bonfire; as the pallets are stacked on 

the outside perimeter the centre is filled to even out the structure. Burning, 

the third and final stage is the culmination of hard work. A good amount of 

flammable liquid, usually petrol, is required (Bryan 2000:138; Shimada 

2010:155) and in the past, petrol bombs were quite common. The main 

bonfire is set alight at midnight illuminating the arrival of the Twelfth. Of 

importance during this stage and the ritual itself, is what is burnt on the 

bonfires (Kertzer 1988:122; Bryan 2000:138).
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The variables 16

Collecting by young males of the estate is the norm. However the ages vary 

and may include adult males. The structure of the bonfire also varies (see 

Appendix B). Setting alight the bonfire is technical, as the structure of the 

bonfire lends itself to how one proceeds. Another key variable to consider 

regarding the organisation and structure of the Eleventh of July bonfire is the 

role of policy, namely the bonfire management programme. Where an estate 

or a group within an estate participates in the bonfire management scheme, 

the organisation and structure differs when compared to one that does not. 

Thus, a basic description as well as my observations from fieldwork in my 

two main sites and supplementary sites follows. The task here is to provide 

an overview of how this operates, but also insight into the intricacies and 

complexities that surround this part of the event.

Table 1: Comparison of aligned and nonaligned bonfires in bonfire 
management scheme

Participant Non-participant

Collection 1 June start date Predominantly April
(can be March or 
earlier)

Material Wooden pallets; other 
‘environmentally friendly’ 
material

Wooden pallets, old 
furniture, scrap wood, 
tree branches

Funding Receive grant money Raise money by
donation

Bonfire site Well-maintained; 
reduction in fly-tipping

May or may not be well- 
maintained; fly-tipping

Symbols, emblems Allowed at certain sites Present

16
Based on fieldwork at my two main sites, supplementary sites and interviews.
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Organisers Designated leader in Varies
programme;
adults/young adults in
neighbourhood

General pattern of the Eleventh night

The pattern that characterises the Eleventh night is fairly standardised—

1. A children’s bonfire17 is often lit between 8:00-10:00pm.

2. Various activities occur between the children’s bonfire and main 

bonfire.

3. Main bonfire lit at midnight.

However, there are variations to this pattern based on the geographical area, 

neighbourhood and location of the bonfire. For instance, an estate may not 

build a children’s bonfire and the placement of the main bonfire may dictate 

its overall size. The timeframe before midnight on the Eleventh night may 

include various components—music, food, dancing, and drinking as I learned 

during interviews and observation of the Eleventh night. Music plays a pivotal 

role on the Eleventh night and the type of music on the Eleventh night varies 

from contemporary dance tunes to popular Loyalist songs like The Sash My 

Father Wore—a ballad commemorating the victory of King William. Tunes 

are important because songs are much more than merely words’ and ‘songs 

can confirm group identity’ (Rolston 1999: 41). This is illustrated by loyalist 

songs, either played by a DJ and/or the local band, songs my contact Ben

17 Not all estates have a children's bonfire. At both of my main sites there was a children’s bonfire in 2012.
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described as ‘defiance songs’ (Field notes 21 June 2012). The food on offer 

at the celebration varies as well. BBQ’s are common, often preceding the 

evening festivities or certain estates may include vendors that offer 

spectators choices. For instance, in 2011 on Lanark Way off the Shankill 

Road several food vans near the bonfire site had a readily supply of 

customers as well as in 2013 at Orangefield—the vans lined on the edge of 

the field of the bonfire site. The number of spectators at the bonfire on the 

Eleventh night can vary throughout the evening as well and based on my 

research is influenced by several factors: the size and reputation of an 

estate, the location and size of the bonfire and access to the bonfire. For 

example, the bonfire at Lanark Way in 2011 attracted many spectators— 

roughly a thousand people—and its location offered access from the Shankill 

Road/Woodvale Road and Cupar Way whereas at Taughmonagh, the bonfire 

site is situated well inside the estate and draws the residents and their 

families putting the number at around two hundred people.

I now turn to the coverage of the Eleventh of July bonfire by the 

newspaper, drawing from the Belfast News Letter and Belfast Telegraph, 

using the headlines, editorials, letters to the editor and photographs of the 

event. Drawing on Bryan’s account of his analysis of newspapers and 

Orange Parades, a specific ‘style of reporting’ emerged with the Twelfth of 

July. This applies to the Eleventh Night bonfires as similar themes develop 

and are maintained, but unlike the ‘Glorious Twelfth’ that appears ‘to show as 

little sign of division as possible’ (Bryan 1998: 32), the Eleventh of July 

bonfires inflame division. Guided by Bryan’s account, my analysis of the
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newspaper coverage of the Eleventh of July bonfires is presented in three 

broad sections. My intent on employing a broad periodisation is to identify 

certain patterns and the changing narratives of this ritual event.

Pre-Troubles: ‘A fire for every street’

In 1951 the Belfast Telegraph reported on the Eleventh night festivities 

proclaiming ‘thousands of bonfires blazes in the streets, waste ground and 

fields throughout Ulster last night’ and ‘Sandy Row was once again the 

mecca for thousands of revellers...[c]rowds packed the streets, singing and 

dancing to the music of flutes and drums into the early hours of the morning’ 

(Belfast Telegraph 12 July 1951). The reports are insightful in many ways, 

from the size and number of the bonfires characteristic of this time to the 

emphasis on children, and most significantly, the positive portrayal of the 

bonfires in the press:

While to-day fathers are the centre of the attraction on Twelfth Eve 
their children took command. On Wednesday evening children in their 
thousands enjoyed themselves from one end of Belfast to the other 
and not only in Belfast but in the Province. They danced and they 
sung. They built bonfires and had the privilege of lighting them (Belfast 
Telegraph 12 July 1951).

These reports also convey the carnivalesque character of this 

commemorative ritual with street parties consisting of all ages enjoying 

music—traditional as well as popular music of the day—and dancing. This 

event ‘invokes and celebrates a perceived common Protestant past and a 

perceived common Protestant identity’ (Bryan 2000:163). The Belfast 

Telegraph reported ‘Bonfires Blaze as Ulster Celebrates’ (Belfast Telegraph
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12 July 1950 The Sash was ‘the theme song on Bonfire night [and] a fire for 

almost every street’ (Belfast Telegraph 12 July 1951). Another report details 

how celebrations of the Eleventh Night ‘[were] given over entirely to open-air 

dancing, revelry and high-spiritedness’ (Belfast Telegraph 12 July 1950). In 

addition, spectators would visit neighbourhoods to witness the numerous 

bonfires set alight: ‘thousands thronged Malvern Street, Shankill Road, which 

was lit up last night’ (Belfast Telegraph 12 July 1950) and at Sandy Row in 

South Belfast ‘the only things burning low were bonfires. Here 300,00018 

[spectators] passed during the night’ (Belfast Telegraph 12 July 1950).

These accounts reflect personal experiences of several of my 

contacts. Harry recalled his early memories of the Eleventh of July including 

‘bonfires on street corners’ (Interview 18 Sept 2012) with the shape of the 

bonfire like a ‘wigwam’ (Interview 18 Sept 2012). Lisa’s earliest memories in 

South Belfast echoes Harry’s with ‘small bonfires on the street corner’ and 

‘street parties with tables and chairs, food and party stuff ’ all paid for by 

money collected from the neighbourhood (Interview 29 May 2012). Lisa also 

spoke of the ‘cross-community’ aspect of the Eleventh of July, describing 

how Catholic families living on her street would participate, for the event was 

a ‘celebration, it was fun and a party’ (Interview 29 May 2012). This is an 

interesting point made by Lisa and several of my contacts—although not 

universal by any means—it suggests a less sectarian and triumphalist event 

of later years and reaffirms the celebratory and festive nature of the Eleventh

18 According to the Registrar-General’s Annual Report for 1950, the population of Northern Ireland was estimated at 
1,368, 950. Based on this, one quarter of the total population of Northern Ireland visited Sandy Row. This illustrates 
how newspapers can exaggerate.
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of July as the focal point of the evening. This is also confirmed by another 

contact Henry, describing the Eleventh night as ‘a big tradition’ with ‘house 

parties, street parties with a hell of a lot more singing’ and ‘not triumphant’ as 

with the 1970s and beyond. Alex outlines a similar experience comparing the 

style of celebration to ‘the way of the Americans on the Fourth of July’ with 

the build up to the Eleventh and Twelfth of July

Ladies would dress up in Union Jack dresses. The music going all 
day, then next the bands and that was it over, for another year. So you 
had them two days of good fun. The build up to it, I mean you got a 
wee cup of soup and all you thought it was great, people making food, 
bringing it down to the bonfire. The old drunk men coming out of the 
pubs throwing down money to you. They’d come into the wee huts and 
sit down and you’d get a wee cracker or wee huff here. The older men, 
they would tell you stories. What they used to do and all and you’d 
want to be them’ (Interview 3 May 2012).

What is apparent with these memories and as reported in the newspaper 

during this time is how the Eleventh night was characterised. For example, 

headlines from the mid 1950s demonstrate this characterisation as ‘Belfast 

was All Lit Up Last Night’ with ‘the traditional Eleventh night bonfires 

numerous as ever’ (Belfast Telegraph 12 July 1955) and in 1956 ‘It was a 

Rock-And-Roll Bonfire Night’ with ‘music and dancing till early morning in 

loyalist areas’ where ‘hundreds of boys and girls danced, jitter-bugged and 

sang. As a commentary on the times, however, the ‘Rock-and-Roll’ songs 

seemed more popular than loyal ballads’ yet ‘the bonfires were the main 

attractions. As in previous years ‘anything19 that was, or was thought to be, 

inflammable was thrown on the fires’ (Belfast Telegraph 12 July 1956).

191 was informed in several interviews anything meant items that were combustible and varied considerably.
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The Belfast News Letter in 1956 typifies the Eleventh night as filled with 

‘merrymakers’ as ‘bonfires threw flame and smoke yards high, people—some 

in fancy dress—danced and sang’ and ‘the entire length of Sandy Row was 

lighted by a series of bonfires along the centre of the road’ (Belfast News 

Letter 12 July 1956). Thus, in the 1950s up to the mid 1960s celebration of 

the Eleventh of July is one with great fanfare, festivities and merriment.

The number and form the bonfires take during this period is described 

as being numerous and small in size (as compared to contemporary ones) 

with the content, the specific materials often comprised of scrap wood, tree 

branches, old furniture—‘anything that would burn’ (Harry, interview 18 Sept 

2012). The structure of the bonfire was quite loose, as materials would be 

piled into a mound. However, certain areas—Sandy Row and the Shankill— 

well-known loyalist areas—are reported to having ‘enormous bonfires’ 

(Belfast News Letter 12 July 1957) and in 1965, ‘giant bonfires’ (Belfast News 

Letter 12 July 1965) a trend continuing into the present day.

In addition, environmental issues surrounding the Eleventh of July 

bonfires are also reported as expressed by the Belfast News Letter editorial 

under the headline ‘Bonfires “illegal”: Fuel20 taken away at Londonderry’

Twelfth bonfires were seriously curtailed in Londonderry...by the action 
of the Londonderry Corporation cleansing department in removing the 
dumps of fuel assembled for the celebrations. Children had been busy 
for a few days collecting boxes, waste-paper and other material...the 
corporation lorries appeared and collected the stuff (Belfast News 
Letter 13 July 1959).

20 Fuel in this context means the material used to build the bonfire.
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In 1960, the Belfast News Letter carried the headline ‘Belfast Can Have 

“Twelfth” Bonfires “No instructions” for removal’ (Belfast News Letter 8 July 

1960). Safety issues were also raised, as highlighted in the 1959 headline 

‘Boy Smothered Under Unlighted Bonfire’ (Belfast News Letter 15 July 1959) 

a tragedy that ended his life. The issue of safety is also associated with the 

Fire Brigade called out on the Eleventh night to protect property. In 1956 the 

Belfast News Letter reported that

Between 8 p.m. and midnight, Belfast Fire Brigade answered seven 
calls to places where bonfires showed signs of getting out of control 
and endangering adjacent property. There were a few instances of 
windows being cracked by the heat and paintwork being blistered 
(Belfast News Letter 12 July 1956).

Interestingly, in 1965 the Belfast News Letter noted that ‘many Belfast streets 

are going to be without the traditional bonfire this Twelfth, while others will 

not have their blaze for long’ (Belfast News Letter 8 July 1965). This excerpt 

refers to the competitive nature of bonfire builders as rivals would steal each 

other’s material or in this example, set alight the materials for the bonfire. 

This rivalry was confirmed by Alex in Chapter 3 and in several other 

interviews that recorded childhood memories for the 1950s and 1960s. Yet 

despite these pranks, the Belfast News Letter in 1965 proclaimed the arrival 

of ‘the Twelfth with a blaze’ (Belfast News Letter 12 July 1965) and that ‘the 

skies above Belfast were ablaze this morning as the “Twelfth” was welcomed 

in traditional style with giant bonfires all over the city’ (Belfast News Letter 12 

July 1965).
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Interpreting the Eleventh of July bonfires during this timeframe rests on how 

they were portrayed in the newspaper as well as from personal experiences. 

First, bonfires are seen as traditional implying continuity with the past. 

Second, the celebration was seen as inclusive, as indicated by the accounts 

from Lisa and Henry of Catholic neighbours participating. Third, the 

polysemic nature of the Eleventh of July bonfire emerges. Thus, ‘whilst the 

symbols may remain the same they are being utilised to mean something 

different within the developing political relationships’ (Bryan 2000: 20), an apt 

characterisation of the next timeframe. As a symbol of the victory of the 

Battle of the Boyne that has not changed, the Eleventh of July bonfires are 

imbued with new meaning as the social and political climate undergoes 

tremendous change.

The Troubles: ‘fires that incite’

For the Eleventh night in 1965, the Belfast Telegraph editorial described a 

familiar scene as the 1950s. However, by the 1970s pictures of the Eleventh 

night bonfire were found on the front page of the Belfast News Letter and 

Belfast Telegraph amidst coverage of the violence that had emerged in 

Northern Ireland. In 1970, the Belfast Newsletter featured a photograph of a 

very large bonfire, described as ‘what probably be one of the biggest Twelfth 

bonfires in the city is piled high and wide at the corner of Brown Square, 

Belfast in readiness for the big night’ (Belfast News Letter 11 July 1970). 

Above the picture was an article on then Prime Minister James Chichester- 

Clark’s appeal for the ‘special obligation on everyone’ to cooperate with the 

security forces over the next two days (Belfast News Letter 11 July 1970).
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Over the next three decades, the coverage of the Eleventh of July 

bonfire would often be featured on the front page along with the civil unrest 

reports. The violence of 1971 in which ‘six massive terrorist bombs in as 

many minutes ripped through store in the heart of Belfast early this morning 

to herald the Twelfth’ (Belfast News Letter 12 July 1971) shared space with 

two children silhouetted against the blazing Eleventh of July bonfire at Sandy 

Row. Again in 1972 a report with the headline Terror Total Now Up to 421’ 

referred to the ‘total number of deaths in the troubles in Northern Ireland 

since August, 1969’ (Belfast News Letter 12 July 1972). Underneath, a 

picture of several figures silhouetted against the background of a burning 

Eleventh of July bonfire and its caption ‘children adding more fuel to a 

celebration bonfire in Upper Canning Street, Belfast, last night’ (Belfast News 

Letter 12 July 1972). This juxtaposition of violence and celebration as 

presented by the newspaper is insightful as this duality continues to 

characterise the Eleventh of July bonfires.

The reports of the Eleventh of July bonfire’s festive tone continues 

during this timeframe as well as the Eleventh night ‘ushering in’ the Twelfth 

with ‘hundreds of bonfires last night throughout the Province heralded the 

start of the annual Twelfth celebrations of sparks and flames’ (Belfast News 

Letter 12 July 1974). In addition, the role of the Fire Brigade and issues of 

safety surrounding the bonfire site and the bonfire also remain. Interestingly, 

in 1975 the Belfast News Letter reported on several key aspects of the 

Eleventh night and even mentioned alcohol—

Last night the sky glowed, and firemen stood by in case bonfires got 
out of control. They had not long to wait. There were calls to dampen
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down the piles of blazing timber, old tyres and discarded furniture that 
children had spent months gathering for the 11th night festivities. There 
was ice-cream and lemonade for the children. But an RUC [Royal 
Ulster Constabulary] spokesman said that elsewhere in the Province it 
was saddening to see so many teenagers staggering along the 
streets, obviously the worse for drink (Belfast News Letter 12 July 
1975).

What is evident during this timeframe is the transition to large-scale bonfires, 

the increased usage of tyres and the odd wooden pallet as material for 

building the bonfire.

The late 1960s and early 1970s are characterised by the demise in

Unionist hegemony and Direct Rule. IRA violence leading to the ‘mobilisation

of Loyalist paramilitary groups and brought to the fore the politics of

contestation between the Protestant and Catholic working classes’

(McGovern and Shirlow 1997:177). Against this backdrop emerged two main

Loyalist paramilitary organisations—the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) in 1965

and the Ulster Defence Association (UDA) in 1971. The UVF and UDA

‘actively and openly engaged in political violence’ (McGovern and Shirlow

1997:177) in support of Loyalist ideology and in particular, the maintenance

of the Northern Irish State. The scope of their control was far-reaching as

Loyalist paramilitaries, the UVF and UDA, ‘symbolically coded identification

and political control of places’ (Gallaher and Shirlow 2006:149)—that is,

Loyalist working-class neighbourhoods. In an interview Eddie Kelly,

Community Officer at Belfast South Community Resources, explained what

he experienced during this time. Eddie states, ‘we grew up in loyalism way

back, my main time would have been in the ‘70s, early ‘80s. It was all around

you. You were taught in a way that wasn’t in the classroom. You were taught
113



it in the streets, you were taught in the house’ (Interview, 14 April 2012). 

What Eddie describes is the pervasiveness of loyalism. Learning occurred 

informally—for example on the street and in the domestic sphere of the 

home. This is Bourdieu’s notion of habitus in which behaviours and beliefs 

are constructed within group consciousness over generations and ‘shaped by 

something beyond the individuals who perform them’ (Stockett 2007: 91). 

Thus, in the late 1970s a major change occurred with the Eleventh night 

bonfire—the role of Loyalist paramilitaries. In an interview with Alex, male 

age 54

Researcher: You were talking about bonfires during the Troubles— 
they still took place. Any year they didn’t?

Alex: No, no.
Researcher: How were they influenced by what was going on?

Alex: Paramilitaries

Researcher: Ok, can you explain more?

Alex: [Paramilitaries] fired over the bonfires and all which I had never 
seen before. Masked men would come out and would fire volley shots 
with rifles and hand pistols, people would cheer at that.

Researcher: Which paramilitary?

Alex: UDA.

Researcher: How did you feel?

Alex: Excited.

Researcher: Why?

Alex: I’d never seen them.

Researcher: What year?

Alex: 1971, 1972—it became a recruiting agency for them.

What Alex describes, the ‘firing party’ or ‘show of strength’ became a

common component of the Eleventh night. In an interview, I was informed of
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what a firing party was ‘certain paramilitaries with the dreaded balaclava and 

the 58, depending on your choice of weapon, fire off a few rounds and liven 

the crown up’ (Paul Ferguson, Interview 16 August 2011). The allure and 

power of paramilitaries displayed on the Eleventh night was also a draw for 

new members as shared by Sam. In another interview, Rob Lee from 

Groundwork Northern Ireland (GWNI) recalled from his youth the role of 

paramilitaries with the Eleventh of July bonfire

In the late 70s paramilitaries took over. And every bonfire, as a kid 
you’d, you’d know going into teens—14, 15 I knew who the 
paramilitary leaders were; and I knew everybody knows that you know 
in your local community. There was [sic] certain things that were 
dominated (Interview, 22 September 2011).

This domination extended to other Loyalist forms of symbolic expression—

the flute bands known as blood and thunder bands that partake in parades

and murals. According to Casserly (2013) the development of the Protestant

working-class blood and thunder bands occurred under specific

circumstances—against the backdrop of political instability and violence as

well as economic decline, the Protestant working-class experienced high

rates of unemployment resulting in less opportunity for traditional leisure

activities of ‘pubs and clubs’ (Casserly 2013:180). Thus, formation of these

bands provided ‘an opportunity for expression and entertainment’ reaching

‘its zenith during the Troubles, especially during the 1980s and 1990s’

providing a vehicle of expression for the working-class Protestant community

(Casserly 2013:181). Thus, in the early 1970s, blood and thunder bands

formed in Loyalist enclaves, either independently of paramilitary

organisations or originating from them (Bell 1990:115; Bryan 2000:127) with
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bands formed from the latter carry paramilitary regalia, a feature still seen 

today during the marching season (Jarman 2000:161).

Another form of cultural expression dominated by paramilitaries are 

the political wall murals found in Loyalist working-class areas. Rolston 

describes the ‘vibrant mural tradition’ among working-class unionists dating 

back to the early 1900s. As a cultural artefact (Rolston 1987:5; Jarman 2000: 

91), murals have changed over the years beginning with ‘Orange imagery’— 

Orange symbols and the classic—a portrait of King William of Orange 

(Mulholland 2002: 111) to the militaristic and ‘overtly anti-Catholic’ murals of 

the 1980s and 1990s (Mulholland 2002:111). As Jarman (2000:86) notes, 

‘the paintings were used to situate the paramilitary political practices of 

loyalism’ in the broader political realm of unionism. Paul Ferguson, from 

West Belfast Athletic and Cultural Society (WBACS) described the Eleventh 

of July bonfires at this time as ‘intensely personal’ as Loyalist communities 

reasserted their stance reflective of the political instability and economic and 

political conditions at the time.

The small bonfires of the past have transitioned into the larger bonfires 

of today. Against the backdrop of civil unrest and political instability, the ritual 

of the Eleventh of July bonfires continued. As Bryan emphasises ‘[t]he role of 

symbolic expression, of ritual, in the dynamic politics of Northern Ireland 

cannot be underestimated’ (1998:24). It is at this time that the symbolism of 

the Eleventh of July bonfire takes on new meaning—one of defence and 

triumphalism, galvanising Loyalist working-class communities. Hence, during 

this period of social, economic and political change that characterises the
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early years of the Troubles, Casserly (2013: 181) notes that ‘as social 

tensions increased, so too did the desire to express identity and ideology in 

public.’ Although pertaining to his work on blood and thunder bands of the 

1970s, this directly applies the other forms of Protestant cultural 

expression—that is, Orange arches, murals and the Eleventh of July bonfire. 

This form of expression reaches new heights during the 1980s and 1990s.

‘Fires of discord, fires of dispute’

By the 1980s, mass public violence was at a low, but the ‘internal solution’ to 

the Northern Ireland problem was struggling. This timeframe is characterised 

by a second attempt at a political settlement in the form of the Anglo-Irish 

Agreement of 1985. The ‘armed struggle’ of Republicans continued, taken to 

a new level by the Hunger Strikes in 1981. Thus, social tensions surrounding 

political issues reach new levels and manifested in rituals. Clear examples of 

this occur on the Eleventh Night—in 1983 regarding the segregation of 

Loyalist paramilitary prisoner from the UDA and UVF at Long Kesh and again 

in 1986 during the fallout of the Anglo-Irish Agreement. The housing of 

Loyalist paramilitary prisoners at Long Kesh, a wider political issue, was 

featured on a local Eleventh of July bonfire

The segregation of loyalist prisoners loomed large on one traditional 
eleventh night bonfire in Belfast last night. A stark message read out 
“Traitors of Ulster” on top of a bonfire in Carnmore Street off the 
Shankill Road. It also warned of “Death to cowards” and printed a list’ 
(Belfast News Letter 12 July 1983).

This excerpt from the Belfast News Letter reveals the issues inside Long 

Kesh played out in Loyalist estates as with the excerpt above delineating the
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conflict between the UVF and the UDA. Novosel (2013:195) defines the 

Anglo-Irish Agreement as ‘the most momentous event of this period’ as the 

accord gave an ‘Irish dimension to the political situation in the North.’ The 

reception of the agreement by the Unionist community was chilly—as the 

issue of unification with consent came to the forefront as illustrated by the 

rally at Belfast City Hall in November 1985, just days after the signing of the 

accord. The well-referenced slogan ‘Ulster Says No’ emerged and in 

December of the same year ‘all the Unionist MP’s resigned from Parliament 

to fight by-elections21 to the Anglo-Irish Accord’ (Novosel 2013: 195-196). 

Loyalist opposition was marked by an increase in paramilitary violence at the 

hands of the UDA, UFF, UVF and RHC (Bew and Gillespie 1999). 

Disillusionment and opposition to the agreement also manifested itself during 

the annual Eleventh night celebration the following year indicated by the 

headline ‘Protest and party time’

The burning beacons of Orange bonfires lit up the skies across 
Northern Ireland’s towns, villages and city streets last night as loyalists 
heralded the Twelfth. In many town and city areas, the walls of 
buildings around the bonfires were daubed with the slogans of protest 
against the Dublin deal and republicanism. Eire flags and effigies of 
Lundy22 were consumed by the flames—to loyalists, not just a chance 
to burn up unused wood or tyres, but a symbol of heated outrage at 
the accord’ (Belfast News Letter 12 July 1986).

This exemplifies Bryan’s (2006: 123) analysis of public ritual during conflict in

21A by-election is held to fill a political office that has become vacant between scheduled elections. The MP’s 
resigned to highlight their opposition to the Anglo-Irish Agreement.

22 An effigy of Robert Lundy is burnt on bonfires commemorating the anniversary of the closing of the gates in 
Londonderry, 7 December 1688. Robert Lundy’s actions paralysed the defences against James ll’s army earning 
him the title of traitor.
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that ‘an examination of ritual provides us with a revealing view of the nature 

of conflict and the role played by public rituals in conflict.’

Other issues surrounding the Eleventh of July bonfire also emerge 

during this timeframe, including a tenuous relationship between the state, the 

police force and British army with Loyalist areas. Influenced by recent 

political events, the relationship became strained by the direct actions of the 

state regarding bonfires. The following is quoted in length

Police snatch squads have sparked a burning row over preparations 
for tonight’s bonfire celebrations in Belfast. They struck in the heart of 
loyalist strongholds by literally snatching bonfires from under the 
noses of furious youngsters. Weeks of preparation disappeared in 
minutes as the RUC—with the support of Army units—swooped at 
dawn and drove off with tons of tinder-dry fire fodder. But apparently 
only the bonfire builders are up in arms. Yesterday youngsters in 
Dunraven Parade, east Belfast, Broadway in south Belfast and Manor 
Street in west Belfast were seething with anger. “It’s all part of the 
Anglo-Irish agreement,” screamed a 12-year-old punk in Broadway 
(Belfast News Letter Eleventh of July 1986).

The ‘snatch squads’ explained by a RUC spokesman, took place because of 

the dangers of the bonfires and the potential for property damage. The article 

also reported on the deliberate lighting of the bonfire on Manor Street by an 

Army patrol (Belfast News Letter 11 July 1986). Upon reflection, the issue of 

safety and property damage are legitimate concerns however the manner of 

interference by the state demonstrates an attempt to control the bonfires.

This relationship, strained, erupted into violence. The Belfast News 

Letter reports ‘Flashpoint flare-up’ as ‘eighteen policemen were injured in 

clashes during Eleventh Night celebrations throughout Northern Ireland’ 

(Belfast News Letter 13 July 1985). In comparison to four years before—in
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1981, in which the Belfast News Letter quotes a police spokesman ‘people 

were out to enjoy themselves and there was no trouble at any of the fires’ 

(Belfast News Letter 13 July 1981).

Another incident occurred in 1989, this time outside of Belfast in the town of 

Larne in the lead-up to the Twelfth. The Eleventh of July Belfast News Letter, 

reported how residents of the Craigy Hill estate learned of a threat by 

‘nationalist gangs’ to destroy the bonfires on the estate. Masked youth from 

‘neighbouring nationalist areas’ caused damage to homes, yet left the 

bonfires untouched. The police arrested several youth from the Protestant 

estate, deemed by residents as the ‘wrong people’ (Belfast News Letter 11 

July 1989). One resident of Craigy Hill quoted in the article saying ‘it is a 

police state’ (Belfast News Letter 11 July 1989).

Another incident surrounding the Eleventh of July bonfire occurred in 

1991 with the headline ‘Tempers flare in boney quarrel’ describes the 

confrontation between the RUC and women protecting their children’s 

bonfire. The mothers claimed the RUC demanded that the pile of wood and 

old tyres be removed but the people of Susan Street, off the Newtownards 

Road, said “no” (Belfast New Letter 11 July 1991). The mothers of Susan 

Street stood their ground and camped out to protect the bonfire. One mother, 

as quoted in the article said “[t]he children [aged 2-15] have been collecting 

the wood for weeks and they’ll be so disappointed if all their hard work has 

been for nothing” (Belfast News Letter Eleventh of July 1991). In the end, the 

bonfire received ‘formal police approval for their traditional eleventh night
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celebrations’ as a compromise was reached not to include tractor tyres in the 

bonfire (Belfast News Letter 12 July 1991).

Coverage on the environmental issues produced by the Eleventh of 

July bonfires also comes to the forefront especially in 1990, facilitated by the 

Green Party. Quoted in the article, party spokesman Paddy McEvoy, urged 

‘all environmentally conscious members of the public’ to refrain from lighting 

bonfires (Belfast News Letter 12 July 1990). In response, Peter McLoughlin, 

director of Bryson House notes that ‘lighting bonfires was a long-standing 

tradition and the important thing was to ensure that everyone had a good 

time and remained safe’ (Belfast News Letter 12 July 1990). Interestingly, 

McLoughlin also stated ‘you don’t change tradition, but maybe the Green 

Party can come up with some other form of event’ (Belfast News Letter 12 

July 1990). McLaughlin’s perception of bonfires as ‘a long-standing tradition’ 

and ‘you don’t change tradition’ is significant. Firstly, this view supports the 

Eleventh of July bonfire as ‘invented tradition’ (Hobsbawm and Ranger 

1983)—that tradition is about continuity and therefore untouchable like the 

‘traditional’ Twelfth of July parade routes as argued by the Orange Order. 

The issue of safety, which does not always feature in news coverage, is 

addressed in the headline ‘Bonfires spark praise’ (Belfast News Letter 13 

July 1990) and ‘[e]njoy the bonfires, but keep ‘em safe’ (Belfast News Letter 

11 July 1991).

The form and content undergo distinct changes during this time as a 

more structured bonfire with distinct layers is introduced while others 

continue to be in a more conical shape. The size of the bonfires continue to
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be large and some cases massive in scale, while the materials continue to be 

a combination of different types of wood with an increase in the use of tyres. 

The symbolic content placed on the bonfire and in the surrounding area is 

significant. As noted earlier, the ‘slogans of protest’ displayed in relation to 

the Anglo-Irish Agreement. This is confirmed again in 1988 by the 

photograph of a Eleventh of July bonfire at Dover Street, off the Shankill 

Road. The picture depicts three young lads, with arms raised standing in 

front of the large bonfire. At the top of the bonfire are two flags and the 

caption reads ‘Sacrificial Flags: about to be engulfed in flames are the Eire 

Tricolour and the Starry Plough’23 (Belfast News Letter 12 July 1988). Thus, 

evidence for the burning of flags is provided and becomes part of the 

discourse of tradition.

Interpreting the Eleventh of July bonfires during this timeframe rests 

on context—as major events in Northern Ireland’s history unfold. For the 

unionist and loyalist community, outrage at the Anglo-Irish Agreement 

manifests in a revival of mural painting (Rolston 1992; 2003), blood and 

thunder bands take centre stage in Orange parades (Bryan 2000; Casserly 

2013; Ramsey 2011) reflecting Loyalist militarism. The Eleventh of July 

bonfires take on new meaning as ‘rituals of resistance’ (Hall and Jefferson 

2006) emerging as a political vehicle for Loyalists, especially under the 

control of paramilitaries.

Post-GFA: ‘fires that challenge’

23 The original Starry Plough flag, five silver stars on a green background is associated with the Irish Citizen Army of 1914. The 

modern flag is five white stars on a blue background and claimed by Irish Republicans and Republican paramilitaries.
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Beginning in 1995, the controversy at Drumcree church in Portadown had far 

reaching effects—as the RUC prevented the Orange Order from parading 

down the Garvaghy Road—the first time in one hundred eighty-eight years. 

For those involved, both nationalist and unionist residents, the Orange Order, 

the RUC, politicians and loyalist supporters, Drumcree was a watershed 

event as Unionists and loyalists perceived the Protestant unionist/loyalist 

community as under threat, exposing insecurity while destabilising the peace 

process Adding to this, is the role of the ceasefires in raising the threat 

(Bryan 2000; O’Neill 2000). In an editorial entitled ‘New enemies on the 

streets of Ulster’ Irish Times writer Suzanne Breen interprets the parading 

dispute at Drumcree

Tonight will be a more frenzied Bonfire Night that most. The hatred, 
the fury and defiance of the past five days will explode on the streets 
as loyalists set Northern Ireland ablaze. Drumcree means there are 
new enemies this year. The RUC Chief Constable, Sir Hugh Annesley, 
will join the Pope and Gerry Adams on top of bonfires. The crowds will 
curse the boys in bottle green as loudly as they curse the IRA as they 
watch the flames cracking in the sky. Nothing divides the communities 
more than the Twelfth. For loyalists, Bonfire Night is sacred (Belfast 
News Letter 11 July 1996).

Although a journalistic interpretation, Breen fittingly acknowledges the 

influence of Drumcree on the Eleventh night. Interestingly, the Belfast News 

Letter did not feature photographs and/or text on the Eleventh of July 

bonfires in 1995, 1996, 1997 and 1998—not until 1999. However, in 1996 

then Chief Constable, Hugh Annesley decision to reroute the traditional 

parade resulted in a four-day standoff between Orangmen and the RUC. By 

the Eleventh of July, Annesley reversed his decision—interestingly, in a BBC 

radio interview on the 14 July 1996, the Chief Constable reflected on his
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decision. He referred to the potential impact on the Eleventh night. As the 

standoff reached day four—the Eleventh of July—Annesley was ‘fearful of 

the consequences had the situation continued until the Eleventh of July when 

a lot of alcohol was consumed and passions were running high’ (as cited in 

McKenna and Melaugh n.p. CAIN). This excerpt reveals aspects of the 

Eleventh night that are not always cited in newspaper coverage—the high 

consumption of alcohol, a catalyst for trouble.

Reporting on the Eleventh Night in 2000, the Belfast News Letter 

proclaimed ‘Gun gang appear at the 11th night bonfire’ (Belfast News Letter 

12 July 2000). The ‘gun gang’ refers to a Loyalist paramilitary group, making 

their presence known by ‘firing a volley of shots’ at the bonfire near Carlisle 

Circus, North Belfast (Belfast News Letter 12 July 2000). Controversy over 

Drumcree emerged again in 2000 as the newly formed Parades Commission 

rerouted the 2 July parades return portion down the Garvaghy Road. Thus, in 

the 13 July Belfast News Letter the headline ‘Gun gang puts on show of 

defiance’ accompanied by a photograph of members of the UFF, the military 

wing of the UDA. The report cites the ‘shows of strength’ that occurred at 

bonfire celebrations at the Shankill Road, Sandy Row, Ballycraigy and 

Rathcoole (Belfast News Letter 13 July 2000). At times of discord, 

paramilitary presence was apparent and displayed.

An editorial in the Belfast News Letter in 2000 expressed shock over 

the murder of a 22 year old man at an Eleventh night bonfire in Larne, north 

of Belfast (Belfast News Letter 13 July 2000). The article attributed the 

murder to a Loyalist paramilitary feud—which was denied by PUP Assembly
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member David Ervine who stated that ‘he was not aware of any paramilitary 

feud in the area’ (Belfast News Letter 13 July 2000). Of interest is David 

Ervine’s comment on the incident

He left his home to celebrate his culture against the backdrop that our 
culture is perceived to be under threat from the outside, who is killing it 
from within? (Belfast News Letter 13 July 2000).

David Ervine’s statement reinforces the view of bonfires as part of Loyalist 

culture and addresses a key belief of Loyalists—that they are ‘under siege’ 

(McGovern and Shirlow 1997:179).

‘Fires of change?’

Issues surrounding Orange parades marked this period and in 2002, the 

Belfast News Letter reported that ‘Bonfires mark start to a tense Twelfth’ 

(Belfast News Letter 12 July 2002) as days before the Parades Commission 

agreed to allow the Twelfth parade to pass the Ardoyne shops, a decision 

that reverberated on the street with riots described by the newspaper as 

‘vicious’ and the worst riots ‘of the last 20 years’ (Belfast News Letter 9 July 

2002). The Belfast New Letter described paramilitary presence on the 

Eleventh night in north Belfast through a show of strength. In addition, the 

Belfast News Letter reported ‘a hooded UVF man read a statement to crowds 

gathered on the Shankill warning of reprisals for attacks on Protestants by 

Catholics as tensions mounted in the city’ (Belfast News Letter 13 July 2002).

In 2005, coverage of the Eleventh of July bonfires included a classic 

photograph of a silhouette against the blazing of the bonfire as Northern 

Ireland ‘enjoyed traditional Eleventh night bonfires’ (Belfast News Letter 12
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July 2005). The UVF and LVF feud also featured in press coverage. This 

played out at an Eleventh night bonfire at Pitt Place where ‘LVF flags and 

wreaths—signifying the two victims of the loyalist feud—were thrown on to a 

UVF bonfire in east Belfast as the paramilitary group staged a show of 

strength’ as five UVF gunmen in balaclavas ‘fired a number of shots into the 

air as Eleventh Night revellers looked on’ (Belfast News Letter 13 July 2005). 

This offers a distinct contrast to burning a tricolour or Celtic football jersey 

symbolising the enemy and viewed as an act of protest. The act of burning in 

this context symbolises ‘respectful immolation.’ As Kertzer (1988:122) notes 

the ‘symbolism of incineration is so powerful.’

Again, the issues of safety and environmental concerns were at the 

forefront of the Eleventh night celebrations. Pictured in the Eleventh of July 

edition of the Belfast News Letter, three massive bonfires—from the Belvoir 

estate, Shankill Road and Tates Avenue—reflect the growing concern with 

safety as the Eleventh of July bonfires reach new heights illustrated by the 

seventy foot bonfire at Tates Avenue and upon completion estimated to be 

one hundred feet in height (Belfast News Letter 11 July 2001). Belfast Lord 

Mayor at the time, Jim Rodgers, is as quoted saying ‘I am not against 

bonfires but people need to be aware of the extent of damage that can be 

caused (Belfast News Letter 11 July 2001). In addition, the role of the Fire 

Brigade in providing safety advice to communities is highlighted as the then 

Fire Authority Divisional Officer Gordon Latimer relates ‘[w]e also make the 

point that when a bonfire is lit and the fire brigade turns up it is not there
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necessarily to put the fire out, it is there to protect property which could be 

damaged’ (Belfast News Letter 11 July 2001).

In an editorial on the Eleventh night bonfires the issue of illegal 

dumping was featured along with the ongoing issue of pollution, an issue far 

from the minds of bonfire builders. Featured with the editorial is a photograph 

of the Newtownards Road bonfire illuminating the issue as the massive 

bonfire includes several layers of tyres as its base and approximately 4000 

pallets stacked on top (Belfast News Letter 11 July 2003). Interviewed at the 

site, Ricky describes the preparations ‘We’re getting about 200 pallets 

delivered every day. We don’t worry about the pollution, for us it’s about 

celebrating our history’ (Belfast News Letter 11 July 2003). The continued 

use of tyres as bonfire material is thus highlighted yet efforts made are met 

with disdain as DOE spokeswoman Carolyn Finch describes as ‘a very 

sensitive issue’ (Belfast News Letter 11 July 2003).

In 2005, the Belfast News letter featured a classic photograph of an 

individual silhouetted against a blazing Eleventh of July bonfire as Northern 

Ireland ‘enjoyed traditional Eleventh night bonfires’ (Belfast News Letter 12 

July 2005). Featured on the same page is coverage of the UVF and LVF 

feud that played out at an Eleventh night bonfire in East Belfast.

‘Friendly fires?’

Newspaper coverage of the Eleventh of July bonfires focused on the ongoing 

environmental and safety issues as well as community relations. As noted in 

Chapter 1, the influence of the pilot study and later bonfire management
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programme is evidenced during this period. This is illustrated by the 2006 

Belfast News Letter—the editorial—while acknowledging the drawbacks to 

these ‘towering infernos, it just wouldn’t be the Twelfth without a bonie’ 

(Belfast News Letter 11 July 2006). Thus, as concerns increased over safety 

and environmental impact, certain areas in Belfast and outside of Belfast, 

took a more environmental approach to celebrating the Eleventh of July. This 

is demonstrated by the reduction of toxic materials included in the bonfire, for 

example tyres as well as a reduction in the overall size of the bonfire. One of 

these areas is south Down and DUP MLA Jim Wells summed it up ‘[wjithout 

detracting from the cultural significance of the Eleventh-night bonfire, or the 

carnival atmosphere they no doubt Belfast Telegraph help create, we 

managed to cut down on the size of bonfires and the amount of pollutants 

they produce’ (Belfast News Letter 11 July 2006). The editorial also 

commented on a bonfire enrolled in Belfast City Council’s pilot study, stating 

the ‘organisers who accepted ratepayers’ money must be held to account 

imnewspapertely’ (Belfast News Letter 11 July 2006).

The headline ‘Tyre pyre sparks fury’ relates to the massive bonfire on 

the Ballycraigy estate in Antrim (Belfast News Letter 11 July 2007). What is 

described as ‘one of the biggest eleventh night bonfires’ is depicted in a 

photograph towering over two-storey houses (Belfast News Letter 11 July 

2007) producing concern for the residents and their houses. As reported, the 

‘council, the Housing Executive—which owns the land—and the 

Environmental Heritage Service (EHS) have failed to resolve the Ballycraigy 

matter’ (Belfast News Letter 11 July 2007). Difference of opinion, intimidation

128



and harassment are cited as the explanation for the unresolved matter and 

the legality of burning tyres is also cited as an issue not to be overlooked 

(Belfast News Letter 11 July 2007). This editorial reveals that the bonfires 

are highly contentious within loyalist working-class estates as well especially 

for the residents that live near the bonfire site. This remains a contemporary 

issue that continues to challenge bonfire builders, community workers, 

NIFRS and residents.

Reference to Belfast City Council’s Bonfire Management Programme 

was featured in 2008. The key theme in the editorial was ‘safety and green’ 

reflecting the participating communities choosing to create an 

‘environmentally friendly’ bonfire and with received grants ‘to ensure 

pollutants such as tyres are not burnt’ (Belfast News Letter 11 July 2008). In 

addition, the 12 July Belfast News Letter covered another feature of 

managed bonfires—the festival or kid’s fun day. Featured is a photograph of 

a bouncy castle with several children with painted faces surrounding a good 

relations officer with the caption ‘Kings of the Castle’ (Belfast News Letter 12 

July 2008). Thus, the Eleventh of July celebration via bonfire management is 

depicted in a more positive way, an image promoted by the programme.

In 2009, the positive image continues with the Belfast News Letter 

reporting on alternatives to the ‘traditional’ Eleventh night festivities—in 

Desertmartin, County Londonderry and Roden Street, south Belfast. Both 

areas are reported to be foregoing the ‘traditional’ bonfire on the Eleventh 

night, and instead creating a fourty foot castle built from wooden pallets and 

an eco-friendly beacon provided by Belfast City Council. For the
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Desertmartin community the decision to hold a ‘family-focused event’ reflects 

the issues surrounding a traditional Eleventh night bonfire and the success of 

last year’s event (Belfast News Letter 10 July 2009). One of the community 

organisers, David Best, sums it up as follows: ‘the community group here, in 

Desertmartin, wanted to clean this up, and we wanted to preserve this very 

important celebration, and rather than having some token beacon, we 

decided to maintain the tradition of a bonfire, but with a major difference’ 

(Belfast News Letter 10 July 2009). Interestingly, the ‘tradition of a bonfire’ in 

this instance did not equate to a beacon. Thus, by not using a beacon for the 

sake of appearances or a symbolic gesture, the preservation of the tradition 

is intact, even with changes to the structure and form of the bonfire. In 

contrast, coverage of Roden Street, south Belfast is featured with two 

photographs side-by-side—the massive ‘traditional’ bonfire from Eleventh of 

July 2008 and the current eco-friendly beacon demonstrating the decision to 

transition to the option of a beacon.

With the introduction of Belfast City Council’s pilot study for managing 

bonfires, the form and content of the Eleventh Night bonfires have 

transformed illustrated by the communities that independently of or as part of 

bonfire management seek to embrace a more environmentally friendly 

Eleventh night bonfire. However, ‘traditional’ bonfires remain as well as the 

‘tradition’ of burning the Irish tricolour. Although not always pictured or 

addressed by the newspaper, the ritual burning of symbols—SDLP and SF 

political posters and Celtic football jerseys—continues. The interpretation of 

the bonfires, I argue, has transformed as well but to a certain extent. As
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alternative form of celebration are taken on by groups—more environmentally 

friendly bonfires and family oriented event—the image and in many cases, 

the practices surrounding the ritual event remain—‘disruption, fire damage 

and excessive drinking’ (Belfast Telegraph 9 July 2010).

‘Fires of tradition’

Then, there was a bonfire on every height 
Splattering the night skies with scarlet;
There were fifes, there were drums, there were boys on old 
Bikes without headlamp or tail-light or bell or brake,
Careless on this one night of the tall, silent peelers,
Little, thin-faced men up alleys passing bottles in sly kinship 
And strong farmers, standing dimly in work-stained, dirt-stiff boots 
Backs to the wall, turned corner-boys for just the hour 
Spitting and accepting fags from fast lads eager to be men,
Sparks fly high from root and branch, and smoke belches from bald 
old tyres
There’s a hiss in the air and a surge in their hearts and a crazy 
Call to abandon as blood-wet wrists dance on the skins of the big 
Lambegs.

Eleventh Night, Sam Burnside 1988

Sam Burnside’s interpretation reflects the gradations and local character of 

the Eleventh night, an insight I uncovered during my fieldwork yet absent in 

many ways from the coverage of the Eleventh night celebrations. The 

newspaper coverage of the Eleventh of July during this timeframe reflects 

previous years and the initial influence of bonfire management. In the Belfast 

Telegraph the editorial The boy and the bonfire’ explores the successes of 

the Lower Castlereagh Community Group in managing bonfires within its 

area in turning ‘their event into a summer festival for all the family’ with 

football matches, amusements, bouncy castles and game stalls along with 

human rights workshops (Belfast Telegraph 9 July 2010). On the Eleventh
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night, ‘free food will be provided for all before the bonfire is lit at midnight’ 

with designated areas for consumption of alcohol. Additionally, the ‘site will 

be also cleared after the celebration by the [bonfire] committee’ (Belfast 

Telegraph 9 July 2010). From this depiction, the positive effect of the Bonfire 

Management Programme is apparent, yet the divisiveness of the event 

remains. Quoted in the article, Sammy Quinn, age 22, stated ‘[i]t’s still there 

but the bonfires are moving away from sectarianism’ and the bonfire is 

becoming more ‘community-based for everyone’ (Belfast Telegraph 9 July

2010) . Thus, the Belfast Telegraph focused on the positive image associated 

with the Eleventh of July bonfire. Notwithstanding, practical issues continued 

to be highlighted by the newspaper, as the reports of the number of NIFRS 

callouts and anti-social behaviour at bonfire sites continued as reported in the 

3 September 2010 Belfast Telegraph. Also during 2010-2012 which 

overlapped with my fieldwork, several significant events around the Eleventh 

of July bonfire took place.

In 2010 a hit-and-run occurred on the Eleventh Night in the Village 

area of South Belfast in which twelve spectators were injured (Belfast News 

Letter 14 July 2010). The following year, ‘serious violence’ between ‘youths’ 

and the PSNI emerged in the ‘nationalist areas of Broadway, Old Park and 

North Queen Street’ on the Eleventh of July (Belfast News Letter 12 July

2011) . The catalyst for the rioting was local opposition to Orange Parades—a 

common occurrence during this period of the Protestant marching season. 

And in 2012, the burning of the Polish national flag on Eleventh of July 

bonfires occurred across Belfast as well as ‘an election poster for Polish
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SDLP candidate Magdalena Wolska on one of the bonfires’ (Belfast 

Telegraph 20 July 2012). The backlash was considerable garnering reproach 

from the Polish community and politicians. The Polish Association penned a 

letter to politicians asking them ‘to take action’ (Belfast Telegraph 20 July 

2012) whilst First Minister Peter Robinson condemned the act stating 

‘Northern Ireland had a responsibility for good race relations’ and Alliance 

MLA Anna Low describe the individuals involved as ‘bigots’ (Belfast 

Telegraph 20 July 2012).

Conclusion

Newspaper coverage of the Eleventh of July bonfires has been presented up 

to this point. I have explored how two of the main Belfast newspapers 

reported on the Eleventh night bonfires—depicted as simply ‘tradition’ (Bryan 

1998:24). In addition, I have shown a transformation of the form, content and 

interpretation of this ritual event. What is also revealed is the contrasting 

notion of what the Eleventh of July bonfire is—in other words, the different 

identity of the ritual event and its meaning. In the category Pre-Troubles 

characterised as bonfires on every street a more inclusive nature of the 

Eleventh of July apparent with Catholic participation24. The ritual event, then, 

is not triumphalist or sectarian as with later years. The second category 

covers the years of civil unrest and violence in which the Eleventh of July 

bonfire becomes an exclusive event as the polarisation takes hold. The 

Eleventh of July bonfire transitions to a hostile, in-your-face event with violent 

dimensions. The expression of enmity towards ‘the other’ transforms this into

24 This is based on my data, as I do not know the full extent of Catholic participation.
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a distinct sectarian event. Post-GFA sees the Eleventh of July bonfires begin 

to demonstrate community exclusivity in the context of a shared future. With 

the introduction of a bonfire management programme the ritual event 

undergoes sanitisation with the aim of making it less sectarian yet at the 

same time remaining single identity without the elements of triumphalism and 

enmity. Thus, this theme of transition/transformation of the Eleventh of July 

bonfires is what Turner (1969:91-92) deems the paradoxical nature of ritual, 

a duality in which segregation and integration are incorporated in ritual. The 

next chapter will investigate how the Eleventh of July bonfire plays an 

important role in what it means to be a loyalist.
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Chapter 4: The Social Life of a Bonfire

They’re lifting the euro pallets...there is 19 layers. Smithy is giving out 
commands, talking to the team and asking, ‘‘How long will you be staying 
for?” Pauley then asks, “Right lads, what next? Tyres or pallets?” Allen 
shouts out “start passing up the pallets!” All the children working very hard to 
help build the bonfire. Jonesy and Nate are kicking the ball about teasing 
each other as all the men start to stack pallets on the bonfire. Pauley states 
“you having a break?” and Edward replies “Yeah mate, Tm wrecked.” Barry 
shouts to Edward, say in “You’re sitting like a lazy shite.” Thomas and I talking 
to each about stacking pallets whilst two boys are talking to each other about 
what I am doing. Three boys—Jonesy, Nate and Eric are playing chasy’s up 
on top of the bonfire (Field notes from Katie, age 9; 9 July 2012).

‘Objects are not just a product of society, they are fundamental to it’ (Joy 

2009:540). The following excerpt from my field notes compiled by my 

‘research assistant’ Katie illustrates the fundamental role of the bonfire to the 

residents of Tigers Bay demonstrating the dynamic between material culture 

and individuals who create it. This chapter explores this complex dynamic, by 

investigating the social life of a bonfire.

Traditionally, interpreting material culture fell into two branches of 

anthropology, archaeology—focusing on uncovering the material evidence of 

past societies and ethnography—analysing contemporary artefacts within the 

context of production, consumption and exchange (Miller 1994:13). 

Contemporary material culture studies are now interdisciplinary in nature 

offering varied approaches to the study of objects and artefacts. According to 

Woodward (2007) material culture involves the relations between people and 

objects focussing on ‘how these relations are one of the important ways in 

which culture-and the meanings upon which culture is based—are 

transmitted, received and produced’ (Woodward 2007:14). Thus, ‘...an object
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becomes an artefact of human interaction as a residue of a social relation’

(Pellegram 1998:103).

This chapter delves into the relationship between people and objects 

as the social life of the Eleventh of July bonfire is explored through the 

transformation of objects, the wooden pallet and tyre, into the main structural 

material of the Eleventh of July bonfire. Drawing from anthropological studies 

utilizing a biographical approach (Gell 1998; Hoskins 1998; Jarman 1998), I 

will examine the ethnographic present to explore how objects have ‘social 

lives’ or ‘biographies’ (Appadurai 1986, Kopytoff 1986). As Rainbird notes

Such biographies link people to objects, as the latter are culturally 
constituted, and may also link objects with other objects of a different 
class. As aspects of meaning are maintained or discarded in the life 
history of artefact types transformations may occur in both the 
meaning and material (1999:214).

Although Rainbird is referring to artefacts as understood within archaeology, 

the content applies to the current section.

In this chapter the cultural biography or social life of the Eleventh of 

July bonfire is outlined. I begin with an overview of how Appadurai (1986) 

and Kopytoff (1986) define ‘the social life of things,’ and the ‘cultural 

biography of an object’, respectively. Next, an examination of the social life of 

the Eleventh of July bonfire is presented through an exploration of the stages 

in the lifespan of the bonfire. Finally, the perception of and meaning of these 

objects as they are transformed through the different trajectories or ‘paths’ 

(Appadurai 1986; Gosden and Marshall 1999) they may take. This will then 

reveal the relationships between people and these objects that are linked to 

the local and wider Loyalist culture and identity. As Woodward (2007: 4)
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argues, ‘studying culture as something created and lived through objects,

[one] can better understand both social structures and larger systemic

dimensions such as inequality and social difference, and also human action,

emotion and meaning.’ The Eleventh of July bonfire—an object of material

culture—is integral to understanding Loyalist identity. As Jarman notes,

‘material culture has been central to the creation, expression and distribution

of the developing Ulster Protestant sense of collective identity and their

allegiance to Great Britain’ (1998:121-122).

The perspective that objects have social lives facilitated the way for

many useful insights by bringing attention to the constructed nature of things

whose value and meanings change as they move through time and space.

Appadurai (1986) introduced the perspective of the ‘social life of things’—the

transformation of meaning in objects through the transformation of the

object’s status. As Hoskins notes, Appadurai brought to the forefront ‘the

ways in which passive objects were successively moved about and

recontextualized’ (2006:74). In other words, objects assume a wide range of

‘identities’ as the social context changes. Thus, by studying these

transformations, what Appadurai labels ‘paths’ or ‘life histories,’ the

‘mutability of things’ (Hoskins 2006:75) are then revealed:

It is only through the analysis of these trajectories that we can interpret 
the human transactions and calculation that enliven things. Thus, even 
though from a theoretical point of view human actors encode things 
with significance, from a methodological point of view it is the things- 
in-motion that illuminate their human and social context (Appadurai 
1986:5).

A ‘biography’ examines the different trajectories an object may take within the 

objects lifespan, characterized by stages as well as the changes in meaning
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based on context. Thus, ‘meaning emerges from social action and the 

purpose of an artefact biography is to illuminate that process’ (Godsen and 

Marshall 1999:170). In a similar vein, Kopytoff (1986) introduced the concept 

of the ‘biography of an object’ in which objects are imbued with meaning and 

‘these meanings change and are renegotiated through the life of an object’ 

(Godsen and Marshall 1999:170). For Kopytoff, writing the biography of an 

object mirrors what one writes of an individual with distinct stages ‘an object 

is produced, or born; it is involved in a particular set of relationships during its 

lifetime; it also dies when it is no longer involved in these relationships’ (Joy 

2009:540).

A similar study by Jarman and McCormick (2005) regarding the 

lifespan of mural paintings as cultural artefacts with distinct biographies will 

inform this section. Significantly, McCormick and Jarman note how the 

meaning, value and significance of the murals change over time (2005). I will 

investigate the Eleventh of July bonfire by an examination of the ‘birth’, ‘life’ 

and ‘death’ of the Eleventh of July bonfire. Therefore, the bonfire’s lifespan 

becomes the means to reveal relationships between people and objects, 

addressing how ‘the cultural meaning of objects lies in how they are used 

and the feelings people have about them’ (Dant 2001: 10). I now turn to a 

brief overview of the stages in the lifespan of the Eleventh of July bonfire 

followed by an examination of each stage.

The ‘birth’ of the Eleventh of July bonfire begins with collecting the 

materials for the bonfire, in particular wooden pallets, tyres and other 

combustible material. The ‘life’ of the Eleventh of July bonfire corresponds to
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the uses of the materials, the movement of these objects, the relationship of 

the owners to the objects, the activities at the bonfire site as well as the 

building of the bonfire. The ‘death’ of the bonfire occurs when set alight and 

burned on the Eleventh night.

Collecting for the Eleventh of July bonfire begins early and often 

engages several generations within Loyalist working class neighbourhoods 

as described in Chapter 5. To create the Eleventh of July bonfire, the main 

materials are wooden pallets—a common portable transport structure for 

packing and conveying goods. There are two categories of wooden pallets, 

the stringer and block (Figure 4.1). The design of each type of pallet serves 

its main function as overall size and shape will vary based on the goods 

being transported. Although similar in structure, block pallets are larger and 

stronger therefore able to withstand a heavier weight.

Bfock p«!l«t

Occkboards Slrngirr boards

Blodts Bottom boards

Stringer pallet

Stringers Ockbo-yda

Bo?tc«m boards

Figure 4.1 Comparison of pallets (Google images)

This functional aspect of a wooden pallet is a key element of its use to build 

the Eleventh of July bonfire based on the material, structure and shape. It is 

not surprising that wooden pallets are used—material that is combustible with
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a long burn, the object is ideal. The structure and shape of the pallet are also 

conducive with its ability to withstand heavy loads, in this case the layers 

upon layers of pallets (and sometimes tyres) that make up the bonfire as well 

as their shape allowing bonfires to be built larger and higher-- represented by 

the architectural marvels that characterise the landscape on the Eleventh of 

July. The structure and design of the pallet are maintained in the transition 

from manufactured product for transport to material for the Eleventh of July 

bonfire. In other words, the features of a wooden pallet that make it effective 

for transporting goods, are the same features that are effective and offer 

distinct advantages for the construction of the bonfire.

Collecting wooden pallets involves different strategies including hand 

collecting with a trolley, a square frame made of wood with four wheels 

attached to the bottom. This form of collecting is labour intensive as it 

requires time and energy to locate, travel to and stack the pallets on the 

trolley and move them to the bonfire site or to be stored away and then later 

moved to the bonfire site. Another strategy is the use of a vehicle, preferably 

a van to collect wooden pallets from nearby factories. Just as collecting may 

be done in different ways, collecting also has multiple meanings, an aspect 

discussed later in the chapter.

First, collecting for the small bonfires constructed during the 1950s 

and 1960s meant obtaining scrap pieces of wood and tree branches. As Alex 

shared, ‘the bonfires started in May. Now, bonfires weren’t allowed out on the 

street. What you did was that you collected wood and put it in your yard, so 

every house had wood in their yard. Come the first of July it was put out on
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the bottom of the street and you build a wee hut’ (Inten/iew, 3 May 2012). 

Second, collecting can refer to hand collecting as defined previously or the 

use of a vehicle to acquire bonfire material. As Leo relates the following story 

from his childhood during an interview

‘When I was about 13 we were collecting for the bonfires and there 
was a guy up the street, it wasn’t just Protestants that collected, 
because there were so many Catholics that lived in the areas and they 
did help you. This one guy in particular and we were like 13 or 14 and 
collecting for the bonfire and he was in his mid 20s and he had a 
removal van. Well, two weeks before the 11th we used to go round in 
that van all over Belfast and he would fill the back of that with wood for 
us. He was a Catholic and his name was Michael. He’d done that for a 
couple of years for us’ (Interview, 3 May 2012).

Today, ‘collecting’ pallets refers to the appropriation of the materia! for the 

bonfire by legal and non-legal means. In other words, pallets may be 

obtained by permission from stores and or factories, but in many cases they 

are stolen from the factories. As Ritchie relates in an interview

Researcher: Where did you get the supplies and stuff?

Ritchie: everywhere

Researcher: can you be more specific?

Ritchie: factories

Researcher: Ok, would you drive around at all and pick up things?

Ritchie: Last year we didn’t drive around because there’s loads of factories 
around and beside us. Last year was the first time. We’d go to Mollusk,
Larne, everywhere—
Researcher: You’d go to different places?

Ritchie: Yeah

Researcher: At the factories it would be wooden pallets?
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Ritchie: Yeah, because it wouldn’t be tyres, you can’t burn tyress because 
it’s against the law now; if the police see tyres at your bonfire they come and 
lift them.

Ritchie’s description of removing pallets from factories was never referred to 

as stealing. In fact, what I find striking is the term steal was not used by my 

contacts during interviews. Following Jarman’s use of Kopytoff (1986), 

collecting materials for the Eleventh of July bonfire involves the appropriation 

(legally or non-legally) and transfer of the manufactured object into the 

Eleventh of July bonfire (Jarman 1998:22).

The composition of the group that collects also varies by age and 

gender and this is directly influenced by the way in which pallets are 

collected. Predominantly a male activity (see Chapter 5), collecting may only 

involve males over a certain age-12 years and up25. From a practical 

standpoint, the size and weight of the pallets are significant, thus collecting 

involves hauling the pallets (hence the use of a van or if hand collecting, a 

trolley). At the bonfire site, younger lads participate by organizing the 

pallets—either dragging the pallet on the ground or working together to lift the 

pallet.

In addition to wooden pallets, bonfires may also include tyres and 

other materials including scrap wood, settees, branches and furniture. Once 

a common material used in the Eleventh of July bonfire, the role of tyres has 

changed. The issue of burning tyres was formally dealt with by the 

introduction of bonfire management in 2005. Today, tyres are illegal to burn,

K The age of those who collect varies from estate to estate. I am basing this on my observations and interview data.
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yet may be part of the Eleventh of July bonfire, as with my field site at Tigers 

Bay. Tyres like wooden pallets take on a several new roles once they reach 

the bonfire site. As part of the Eleventh of July bonfire they add volume to 

the structure and most importantly, combustibility with a long burn time. In 

addition, the other materials can be viewed as an anomaly as the majority of 

Eleventh of July bonfires sites do not burn tyres.

With the introduction of bonfire management, the removal of tyres 

from being burned on the Eleventh night was an original goal as groups that 

participate in the bonfire management programme agree not to burn tyres. 

However, in some estates not part of the bonfire management programme, 

tyres continue to be a material in the Eleventh of July bonfire, as at Tigers 

Bay. In 2012, tyres were delivered to the bonfire site as well as stored for use 

in the Eleventh of July bonfire (see figure 4.4 and figure 4.5). Intended as 

material for the bonfire, two of my contacts for several weeks before the 

Eleventh of July engaged in a discussion with the local PSNI community 

officer, G. Kirk regarding the tyres. As explained to me by Allen and Ben, the 

‘negotiators’, acknowledged that the tyres are illegal to burn and the Police 

Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI) were keen on removing them from the 

bonfire site on Hogarth Street. Allen and Ben had other ideas as they 

proposed to G. Kirk that an exchange take place, Ben and Allen would 

receive money for the tyres. As the weeks progressed, the exchange did not 

take place much to the dismay of Ben and Allen. However, this incident 

illustrates how the tyres are ‘recontextualized’ (Appadurai 1986) at the 

bonfire site, viewed by Ben and Allen as a commodity, one to sell.
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A Marxian understanding of the commodity is a production-dominated 

view, one that is produced via human labour. Through the process of 

collecting, the labour invested in obtaining wooden pallets to build the 

Eleventh of July bonfire acquires what Marx refers to as social use value— 

the object is useful to the producer as well as provides a use for others, the 

residents of the estate. Yet in the context of the Eleventh of July bonfire the 

object’s economic value is downplayed as the social use value is elevated 

and encoded with significance. This is reflected in that the wooden pallets, 

once collected, can be sold—five to eight GBP, maybe ten GBP for the blue, 

larger block pallets and three to five GBP for the smaller unpainted pallets. 

The amount of money that could be earned is significant, yet the pallets are 

set alight and burned on the Eleventh night. This reflects the transformation 

of the pallets from use value to social value and finally symbolic value.

The life of the bonfire entails the social activity at the bonfire site as 

well as building illustrating the interaction between people and objects. On 10 

July 2012, I spent the day in Tigers Bay observing the bonfire being 

constructed and witnessed where pallets and tyres were being secured. As I 

walked with several of the bonfire builders, we found ourselves outside one 

of the resident’s homes with a shed that stored the materials. Pallets were 

then stacked onto a shopping trolley (Figure 4.2) to ease the transfer to the 

bonfire site.
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Figure 4.2 Moving pallets, Tigers Bay (Photo: K.Kettner)

In addition, tyres were stacked on a larger trolley allowing several of the 

children to navigate their path to the bonfire site (Figure 4.3).

Figure 4.3 Large trolley, Tigers Bay (Photo: K. Kettner)

Once on the road up from the bonfire, the tyres were rolled down the road 

(Figure 4.4). Storing bonfire material ensured their place as part of the 

bonfire.
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Figure 4.4 Tyres on the move, Flogarth Street, Tigers Bay (Photo: K. Kettner)

However, in Tigers Bay the majority of the material is not stored away, but 

deposited at the bonfire site. With the first signs of collecting, the bonfire site 

begins to transform as pallets, tyres, scrap wood, and rubbish appear 

(Figures 4.5 and 4.6)

Figure 4.5 Main bonfire site, Hogarth Street, Tigers Bay (Photo: K. Kettner)
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Figure 4.6 Main bonfire site, Flogarth Street, Tigers Bay (Photo: K. Kettner)

Within the process of collecting is a competitive component, one 

described by many of my contacts tracing back to the 1950s. Today, 

however, the competition is within areas with several bonfires as well as 

between Loyalist areas. This competition could be likened to the Big Man 

competition in Papua New Guinea of which Strathern (1971) examined in 

which adult males compete for prestige or status through ceremonial 

exchange. This applies to the Eleventh of July bonfire whereby the collective 

labour performed by the bonfire collectors and builders is how they earn 

prestige and status. The larger the bonfire, the more economic value (if the 

pallets were sold) but more social and cultural value is bestowed, thus more 

prestige and status is acquired. Therefore, certain estates are known for their 

extremely large bonfires and are spoken of with reverence.

During fieldwork, I was privy to these conversations at the bonfire site, 

prior to building and during building, at Tigers Bay those who gathered would
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talk about other sites—“Did you see so Lanark Way’s bonfire? That’s class.” I 

was not surprised by the knowledge of residents at my field sites regarding 

other bonfire sites. During my research, I was often told about events, both 

positive and negative that occurred at bonfire sites. For example, in an 

interview with Leo, I asked about the bonfire hut. Leo explained that the 

young boys and girls of the estate build a bonfire hut so they ‘can go in and 

snog each other, them and their boyfriends; then the older ones can have a 

drink.’ (Interview, 3 May 2012). I then posed the following question to Leo, 

“Do you have any fond memories of those bonfire huts?” and Leo replied, 

“I’m not telling you!”

On one occasion at Tigers Bay, the stacking of the bonfire by 

residents facilitated chatter about other bonfire sites, in particular which 

bonfires to visit. I took the opportunity to share pictures of several of the sites 

I had visited in West and South Belfast with very large bonfires. The 

conversation then turned to the bonfire in the Lower Shankill estate, a bonfire 

that several of the young boys and girls said “they loved” (Field notes 10 July 

2012). N, aware of the smaller size of Tigers Bay’s bonfire replied, “the spirit 

is better than the bigger ones” (Field notes 10 July 2012). Allen’s words 

illustrate one aspect of the competitive nature of the Eleventh of July 

bonfires—what I interpreted as a larger bonfire equals more status and/or 

prestige—while also compensating for his estate’s bonfire. I learned later 

what Allen had meant after being at Tigers Bay for the Eleventh night in 

2012. The ‘spirit’ was indeed impassioned.
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The informal competition amongst Loyalist estates over who builds the 

largest and grandest bonfire is about the acquisition of status and prestige— 

in Bourdieu’s (1990) terms, cultural capital. This also applies to individuals 

with knowledge of how to construct the bonfire. After several conversations I 

learned of Ed, the preeminent builder in the estate with many years of 

experience that he imparted to those eager to learn.

Protecting the bonfire site serves several purposes, both practical and 

social, and may involve the bonfire builders and other residents of the estate. 

The practical side is to guard the site and the materials from being lifted or 

even destroyed. Ritchie described the potential of the bonfire being 

destroyed ‘you guard it like on the 10th in case people from the outside come 

and try to burn it’ (Interview 15 March 2012). As Allen states, to guard the 

site one must ‘sit and be aware, watch what’s happening. You usually have a 

wee drink and watch the bonfire’ (Interview 15 March 2012). Those that 

choose to guard the bonfire site vary in age and intent as well. As Leo, in his 

50s, relates

Last year I stayed out until 4:00am with the kids—all the older ones 
were out there; we had a few beers and I stayed out with them just to 
keep an eye on them. We did that a week before the bonfire was lit- 
we were out two or three nights keeping an eye. It was good craic. We 
just went down with a carry out, all lads together (Interview 3 May 
2012).

For Leo, staying out until the wee hours of the morning involved watching the 

site as well as the older kids accompanied by a carry out was ‘good craic.’ 

Ritchie echoes this camaraderie ‘we sit by our wee campfire and keep
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ourselves warm overnight’ and ‘we take the piss out of each other’ (Interview 

15 March 2012). Ritchie explained that it is like banter. These excerpts 

illustrate both the practical and social aspect of guarding, by keeping the 

pallets and other materials safe all the while socialising with each other.

As the bonfire site transforms physically it also transforms socially--as 

the site becomes a social hub for the residents from when the first pallets 

arrive up until the Eleventh night. The site exhibited a fission-fusion type of 

social activity, in which residents would come and go from the site. This type 

of activity was very apparent during the times I observed the bonfire being 

built26 as the activity surrounding the bonfire varied. Young children would 

play around the ‘boney’ (Field notes 9 July 2012) and climb on top of it when 

the chance arose until and adult would say “Get down!” The tyres strewn 

over the site were played on as well as the pallets and several times young 

boys would be kicking a football about. Another example included the 

building of a ‘house’ by two young boys around 5 years of age. As the bonfire 

builders added layer upon layer to the bonfire, the boys constructed a house 

made from the scrap doors and broken pallets. At one point they even asked 

for my help—I replied that I was unable to, but I couldn’t help but add to be 

careful of the nails on the pallets. As the bonfire increased in height, the boys 

continued to play.27 Thus, for children in the neighbourhood the bonfire site 

becomes a playground, a social space for play. The view of the bonfire site 

as a social hub, as a playground demonstrates the ambiguous nature of the

26 In 2012, the bonfire on Hogarth Street, Tigers Bay was constructed and dismantled twice, with the third bonfire 

set alight on the Eleventh of July.

271 obsen/ed one of the young boys being dropped off at the bonfire site by his father. I admit I was a bit alarmed at 
this, but realised how in this neighbourhood it was the norm.
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bonfire and bonfire site—it’s dual nature, one with diverse meanings that alter 

and shift, beginning with the collection of the bonfire materials to the lighting 

of the bonfire on the Eleventh night.

For the much of the year, the bonfire site remains empty, a derelict 

site—a walking path for residents or for driving on Hogarth Street. Changes 

to site begin as early as March28 as bonfire materials dot the site’s 

landscape. Activity also begins to occur as the site draws residents of 

different ages and gender at different times of the day or night—on many 

occasions when I observed the bonfire site there was some form of evidence 

of past activity—small fire rings with black ash, sometimes still smouldering; 

the odd piece of rubbish and new configurations of the pallets. In some 

cases, the material for the bonfire would be sabotaged and burned before its 

time (see Chapter 5).

The ludic/contested construct extends throughout the tenure of the 

first pallets to the burning of the bonfire. In the abovementioned construct, 

the bonfire site becomes a playground—a ludic space for the young and old 

of the estate. For example, in Tigers Bay, the bonfire builders would take a 

break from building and survey what they would do next. The children at the 

site would then scramble to the top of the bonfire. One of the builders, Ben, 

shouted to the children, “What do you think this is...a jungle gym for fuck’s 

sake?” While the children of estate use the bonfire as a ‘jungle gym’ and 

bonfire site as a playground, Ben revealed a different view. What the children

28 This date varies according to each site except for the estates that participate in the Bonfire Management 
Programme.
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viewed a structure to muck about on, Ben reaffirmed its value as a form of 

material culture. At the same time, this ludic space is one that is contested. 

In other words, what is valued in loyalist estates is also viewed as sectarian 

and antagonistic to outsiders.

Guarding the pallets at the site ensures the valued pallets are 

protected while it brings residents together to engage in everyday interaction 

and socialise increasing as the Eleventh night approached. I observed this 

type of interaction on the 10 July 2012 in Tiger’s Bay. Arriving in the 

afternoon, I knew the bonfire site would be buzzing with activity as I was 

informed (via text) that the bonfire was being restacked. As I walked down 

Hogarth Street I watched three young kids playing with the tyres strewn over 

the site. Greeted by Allen, he immediately shared that he had “stayed out 

until 7:00am guarding the bonfire” (Field notes 10 July 2012).

As the afternoon progressed into evening the activity around the 

bonfire varied—at the centre was the rebuilding of the bonfire. The men 

present surveyed the disassembled bonfire all the while discussing what to 

do next. On the periphery, teenagers gathered near the bonfire, chatting. 

Youngsters would weave in and out of the stacked pallets and tyres. By late 

afternoon, settees were added to the bonfire as its structure was taking 

shape. By that time fifteen males worked on stacking the bonfire all the while 

engaging in banter—or ‘taking the piss.’ In the context of building the bonfire, 

this type of male banter centred around strength and work ethic. For 

example, Allen shouted out to his mate “you’re not lifting the pallets over your 

head” and to one lad, carrying an old armchair, “That’s the one the fleas were
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on.” I observed this type of interaction on many occasions demonstrating a 

common aspect of male relationships. I inquired after this type of exchange 

and was repeatedly told that it was ‘their way’ and that it meant you were 

liked and cared about. I was often included in this type of banter, which I then 

interpreted as being accepted and felt comfortable with. By teatime, another 

young male arrives with gloves in hand ready to work at stacking the bonfire. 

Several of the men disperse as well as some of kids—perhaps returning 

home for their tea? Some return quite readily, with their evening meal in hand 

to be consumed at the site. As a result, the bonfire site is where everyday 

interaction occurs, very much like an extension of the home. This is seen in 

the use of the site as space to hang out, engage in banter, drink, and a place 

for the kids to engage in activities that can all take place in the home. This is 

another way in which the bonfire site is transformed and becomes an 

extension of domestic space—individuals come and go based on their daily 

routine; food is consumed, chatter and banter as well as play.

Once the building of the bonfire commences, the division of labour at 

the site is thus influenced by several factors. To begin with, residents would 

come and go donating time and labour based on their own schedules. Next, 

there are different roles in building the bonfire. For instance, the stacking of 

the bonfire requires one to hoist the pallets (off the ground and over one’s 

head). The pallets range in weight from 10-25 kilograms; therefore it is the 

young adults and adult males that occupy this role. Teenagers and the 

younger kids assist in other ways; by dragging the pallets on the ground or by 

a group effort—two or three kids working in tandem to lift the pallet. At Tigers
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Bay during the construction of the bonfire, I observed kids lifting tyres or 

rolling them to the builders as well as picking up scrap wood.

During my fieldwork I learned of the bonfire hut—a small structure built 

for individuals at the bonfire site. The structure is often built from bonfire 

materials—pallets, scraps pieces of wood, even settees. A practical reason 

for a bonfire hut is to escape the summer weather that can often include rain. 

However, during many of my interviews and on-site interviews, I learned that 

the bonfire hut had other purposes as well, namely a space to gather, drink 

and engage in romantic exploits. I was fortunate to learn about the bonfire 

hut in a very interesting way, one that allowed me to grasp what it was like to 

be in the hut at the bonfire site. During fieldwork I was asked to visit the new 

community garden in Tigers Bay at the request of the men’s group, a group 

I’d been working with since late 2011. At the garden I found Allen, Eddie, 

Johnnie, Kyle, Al and Leo working hard moving soil to the large rectangular 

planters in order to add flower and vegetable seeds and plants. I offered to 

take pictures to document the garden’s progress and found myself laughing 

at their antics. I appreciated the time to spend with the group not directly 

focussing on my research. Then, a common thing happened—the sky 

opened up and we found ourselves in a fierce downpour of rain. All seven of 

us scrambled to collect the tools and supplies and move them to the storage 

shed. There I was, in the shed with seven men watching the rain pour down. 

We chatted and I mentioned I’d seen several other bonfires being 

constructed off the Shankil! Road. It was Al that brought up the bonfire hut. 

He began “remember what it was like with the girls in the bonfire hut?”
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Johnnie laughed and one by one they begin to reminisce, chuckling and 

grinning. I then realised that this is the closest I’d get to understand what it 

was like in a bonfire hut. It is during the life of the bonfire that social 

relationships are forged—via the labour involved to build the bonfire as well 

as hanging out at the bonfire site or in the bonfire hut.

The ‘death’ of the bonfire takes place on the Eleventh night as the bonfire 

is set alight and burns into the early morning hours ushering in the Twelfth. 

This stage in the lifespan of the bonfire is the culmination of very hard work 

and the pinnacle of the celebration. This is when the fire becomes reality—its 

its symbolism and meaning (discussed in Chapter 3). In addition, what is 

placed on the bonfire and burned on the Eleventh of July bonfire is vital to 

this stage. As Kertzer (1988: 121-122) notes what is burnt is significant

...the symbolism of burning an object that represents the enemy has an 
ancient history. The same symbolism was employed by Catholic priests in 
the Inquisition, by Luther in the Reformation, by American revolutionaries 
seeking independence, by Nazis condemning books written by Jews and 
socialists, and by Third World demonstrators the world over protesting 
American imperialism. But the symbolism of incineration is so powerful 
and so universal that it is not compromised by past associations with 
discredited causes. It is repeatedly reborn, in new form, through rites of 
protest.

This was evidenced on the numerous Eleventh nights I attended29. When the 

tricolour is engulfed in flames, the crowd roars from cheering. Whilst burning 

a national flag is considered controversial in many parts of the world, in 

Northern Ireland it has multiple meanings. Thompson (2003: 53) writes 

nothing in Northern Ireland is ‘merely’ symbolic: in this region symbols mark

291 attended three consecutive Eleventh nights in 2011,2012 and 2013.
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territory, reinforce identities and perpetuate political divisions.’ The 

importance of the tricolour and its burning on the Eleventh night was 

reinforced during my research as shared during a focus group (Focus group 

1, 11 November 2011). Whilst using a visual prompt of a constructed 

‘traditional’ bonfire the following was stated:

R1: That’s what you call a bonfire.

R2: YAY!

R1: That’s more like it.

R3: Oooh, look at that.

R4: It’s well built.

R5: There is pride went into that, so there is, to get that to stand the way it 
has.
R2: Oh, aye.

R3: A lot of time and effort when into that.

R1: It makes you feel proud.

R2: That is what you want to see when you put all your guts into it.

R1: The only thing missing there is the tricolour.

The statement ‘the only thing missing there is the tricolour’\s telling. First, it 

reinforces how the Irish tricolour, symbolising ‘the other,’ is considered an 

essential component of the Eleventh of July bonfire. Second, as evidenced in 

my research, it is the essentialist nature of this symbol that has posed the 

most resistance in the reimaging of bonfires. Lastly, it speaks to the effort via 

policy (ASF 2005; TBAUC 2013) to envision a future without divisive, 

sectarian displays.
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The afterlife of the bonfire is illustrated by physical evidence and the 

impact of the night on the residents (and the researcher). The bonfire has 

transformed from a towering structure of stacked pallets to a smouldering 

heap of ash. The site shows signs of past human activity. Removal of the 

remnants produced by the bonfire occurs once the ashes are completely 

cooled and depending on the size of the bonfire may take up to several days. 

For many, the revelry continues into the small hours of the night; some 

residents remain at the site, watching the flames while others may return to 

their homes. The impact on the residents and spectators of the bonfire 

varies; however, the celebration continues, as it is now the Twelfth,

Transforming objects

Cultural biography examines the way in which social interaction ‘between 

people and objects over time create meaning’ (Stephens 2012:1). In this 

section I will demonstrate how this applies to the Eleventh of July bonfire by 

uncovering the deeper meanings of the bonfire resulting from a focus on the 

diverse relationships of working-class loyalists to the Eleventh of July bonfire. 

These relationships, first presented in the lifespan of the Eleventh of July 

bonfire, will now be discussed.

In the framework of the cultural biography of a thing, Kopytoff focuses 

on ‘when an object enters the home and becomes singularized’ (Miller 1987, 

Epp and Price 2010). In other words, the object is given personal meaning 

(Kopytoff 1986). I argue that like an object entering a home, the materials for 

the bonfire upon entering the neighbourhood and subsequent bonfire site 

gain new meaning. Epp and Price (2010: 820) extend Kopytoff’s framework
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by focusing ‘on the transformations of the singularized object between the 

period when it enters the home and when it is ‘recommodified.’ Thus, the 

Eleventh of July bonfire’s lifespan becomes the framework to reveal the 

relationships between people and objects.

The relationship between people and objects is illustrated by the Kula 

exchange, first documented by Bronislaw Malinowkski and many later 

scholars including Strathern (1988) and Weiner (1992). Appadurai (1986:18) 

discusses the Kula valuables, demonstrating how their ‘keda’ or path is 

created by their exchange thus, the valuables ‘acquire very specific 

biographies’ (Appadurai 1986: 18) as they move from island to island. 

Additionally, the exchange of the Kula valuables demonstrates social, 

political and reciprocal links, for the men who handle these valuables acquire 

power, wealth and status (Appadurai 1986: 18). Strathern (1988) argues that 

in traditional Melanesian societies it is the ‘transformative principles that are 

stressed.’ Therefore, ‘[a]n object is always perceived in terms of its ability to 

transform into or elicit another object: a tool is the potential creator of garden 

crops, a boy is a potential man, a shell necklace may attract another form of 

valuable’ (Miller 1994: 400). Applying this construct, the wooden pallets and 

other materials obtained become valued and in turn construct another 

valuable, the bonfire, which then bestows status and esteem. As Miller 

(1994: 400) notes ‘[ojbjects are thus viewed less in themselves than for their 

place in an exchange or ritual which will have an effect.’ In other words, the 

wooden pallets as an everyday object are transformed into a valuable, social 

object during the lifespan of the Eleventh of July bonfire.
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Therefore, by examining the path or trajectory of the Eleventh of July 

bonfire, the layers of meaning are revealed. Drawing from this, I will examine 

each life stage of the bonfire, offering analysis of the transformation of 

everyday objects. The meanings of these ‘paths’ (Appadurai 1986) and 

various ‘singularizations’ (Kopytoff 1986) are what I turn to now.

Everyday object to social object

Upon examination of the Eleventh of July bonfire, it is more than the 

characteristics of the everyday objects that are key to the construction of the 

bonfire it is the ‘dialectic of people and things’ (Meskill 2005: 4). As Miller 

(1998: 417) notes, the dialectical process illustrates how ‘meaning [is] given 

to things [and] meaning [is] given to lives’. In other words, meaning is 

ascribed to the Eleventh of July bonfire whilst meaning is then given to the 

Loyalist community. The Eleventh of July bonfire becomes what Geismar 

(2011: 213) refers to as ‘an entangled object’—an object intertwined within 

social relations (Geismar 2011:213) as the objects to build the bonfire 

become socially and politically relevant. It becomes apparent that when we 

situate our gaze on the lifespan of the Eleventh of July bonfire a much more 

nuanced sense of the ritual is revealed (Jarman 1997; Bryan 2000).

A transformation of the materials for the Eleventh of July bonfire 

begins with everyday objects and once these materials reach the estate their 

meaning and status transforms. The original purpose of the bonfire materials, 

pallets and tyres, circulate within a commercial network as mode of 

transporting goods and as an important element for vehicles. Stores or 

factories may donate the bonfire materials; more often they are appropriated
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through collecting, becoming part of a social network built on social 

relationships. Craig (2011: 48) notes how ‘objects help create social 

dynamics rather than simply reflecting them’ is applicable at this point.

Moving from their original context as objects with specific functions to 

a new social context as the features of the object—its size, shape, structure 

and combustibility become even more valuable in this new context, as the 

object is ‘recontexualized’ (Appadurai 1986). As Gosden and Marshall 

1999:9 emphasise ‘it is the performance of the object in its social context 

[that] gives it its meaning.’ Thus, the pallet acquires new meaning as a social 

object and is but one aspect of the object’s ‘path’ (Appadurai 1986). With this 

new status the pallet becomes a valued object, one that takes on significant 

social meaning as it is now protected, or appropriated by others or even 

destroyed. Therefore, ‘the objects facilitate the ‘mutual process of value 

creation between people and things’ (Gosden and Marshall 1999:70).

At Tigers Bay in 2012, I observed the increase in bonfire materials at 

the bonfire site. In particular the donation of tyres of which I asked Allen 

about. He commented that the builders have an agreement with the donor 

(Allen did not reveal the name of the donor or where the tyres originated) and 

that more tyres would be delivered later in the week. Second, the non-wood 

and/or toxic materials are likely to be removed. Lastly, the coveted pallet (the 

object) facilitates competition between estates and at the same time can 

bring together ‘competing’ estates. For example, as mentioned previously, 

there is an informal competition between estates regarding the size of their
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bonfires. However, when the need arises, estates will assist other estates by 

donating bonfire material.

In 2011 this situation occurred in South Belfast at the bonfire site 

located on Monarch Street. The site borders the Broadway roundabout 

forming a divider that separates loyalist Village community from the 

predominant nationalist St. James and Falls Road communities. In the early 

hours of the Eleventh of July the bonfire was sabotaged, with many of its 

layers of pallets destroyed by fire. The ‘other,’ that is individuals from across 

the divide were blamed. I learned that several calls were made to other 

Loyalist estates asking for assistance in rebuilding the bonfire. As a result, 

spare pallets were donated and around 10:30am at the Monarch Street site I 

observed at least twenty to twenty-five men working tirelessly to rebuild the 

bonfire. In an impromptu on-site interview, a resident exclaimed “They may 

have burned it down, but we’re rebuilding it and making it even bigger!” (Field 

notes 11 July 2011). The positive spirit echoed by this statement is reflective 

of the collective effort of the residents, bonfire builders and the donors of the 

bonfire material. Even though there is competition between estates as well as 

pride in being able to construct a large bonfire, this incident demonstrates it is 

not just about each estate it is also about the broader Loyalist community. 

This event illustrates Bourdieu’s (1984) concept of social capital, a resource 

connected with group membership and social networks—with the estates 

donating acquiring more social capital.

Social object to Ritual object
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In an exploration of festivity and ritual Rinzler and Seitel (1982:7) comment 

on the use of ceremonial objects, ‘[i]n the course of their construction and 

use, these objects have been imbued with layers upon layers of symbolic 

meanings, which can be read and felt by those who understand them.’ Thus, 

in simultaneity is the past and present, as the layers and layers of the bonfire 

are constructed to complete the focal point of the Eleventh night.

The pallets and other materials configured to create the bonfire 

transform into a ritual object—they take on meaning for humans when used 

in ritual. As the life stage of the bonfire illustrates, objects removed from their 

original context are then reconfigured and redirected into ritual. In the death 

stage, the bonfire as a ritual object imbued with emotive and symbolic value, 

is set alight and the bonfire site becomes a ritual space. Thus, as presented 

earlier, not only does the bonfire site transform physically and socially, it 

transforms symbolically.

In her study of the Mexican fiesta, Perez (2000) examines the social 

symbolism present in the tradition. Perez (2000: 367) notes how the fiesta is 

a stage where individuals ‘act out their roles within the larger social group.’ 

This performance is rooted in the ‘political microcosm of intra-community 

relations’ (Perez 2000: 367) that is laden with the struggle for power. Like 

Cohen’s (1993:3) account of ‘masquerade politics,’ it is the communal 

events, whilst cultural, ‘[are] always political, intimately and dynamically 

related to the political order and the struggle for power within it.’ Thus, the 

tradition is cultural as much as it is political; its role as a ritual object renders 

the Eleventh of July a political as well as ritual space. Ritual objects create
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and maintain the sanctity of ritual space and performance. Thus, the 

Eleventh of July bonfire, as a ritual object, creates a ritual space for the 

participants where the cultural and the political are displayed and expressed.

Objects indeed are neither entirely functional nor entirely symbolic. 
They do not merely serve to express ideas or to communicate...[i]n 
much the way as rituals do, objects appear to be involved in more 
complex actions than communication of meanings and values. In 
theories of material culture that include all kinds of things relating to 
humans, objects have a role to play in shaping human experiences 
and interactions. Thus objects are not seen anymore, at least by some 
theorists, as mere symbols of certain ideas, but as contributors 
(agents) in the shaping of ideas and culture (Patera 2012, np).

The next section of the chapter examines how objects shape human 

experiences and interactions examine how the Eleventh of July bonfire acts 

as an agent of political socialisation.

Learning to be loyalist

It was after 5:00pm when I returned to Tigers Bay. The taxi dropped me off 
on Edlingham Street. As I walked toward the bonfire site on Hogarth Street, I 
smelled the smoke from the small fire located across from the bonfire. A 
handful of young people were gathered, chatting and drinking. "Karen!”—/ 
turned to see Katie, age nine with two other kids. They came over and I 
immediately noticed their faces. The Eleventh of July ‘fun day’ had ended but 
I could see they had visited the face painter. One young boy, aged 7, had a 
very different design from the others—it wasn’t a Union Jack or Hello Kitty, 
popular choices with some of the youngsters. It was simply “KAT” across his 
forehead. I flinched. I then asked, “What is on your forehead?” He replied, “K- 
A-T, Kill All Taigs.” I replied, “What is a taig?” He answered “Them’uns over 
there” as he pointed toward the New Lodge, “The bad ones.” (Field notes, 
Tigers Bay, 11 July 2012).

This excerpt from my field notes illustrates how sectarian attitudes are 

perpetuated by the use of derogatory labels, even among the young. In this
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section of the chapter I am interested in the multiple ways loyalist ideology is 

transmitted and how social identity is constructed and reproduced within 

working-class estates. Drawing upon the role of ritual and ritual participation 

in the Eleventh of July bonfire situated in the local landscape, I argue that 

participation in this social practice acts as an influential form of political 

socialization in loyalist working-class communities. Ritual, writes Coser 

‘revitalizes the social heritage of the group and helps transmit its enduring 

values to future generations’ (1971:39).

The concept of socialization refers to an array of processes that assist 

individuals in becoming members of one or more social groups and

[t]he word “assist” is important because it infers that socialization is not 
a one—way street but that new members of the social group are 
active in the socialization process and selective in what they accept 
from other members of the social group. In addition, new members 
may attempt to socialize older members as well (Grusec and Hastings 
2007: 1).

Additionally, Grusec and Hastings (2007: 1 emphasis added) note that 

socialization can occur through many paths with learning taking place in 

various ways including ‘discipline after deviation, modelling, proactive 

techniques, routines, [and] rituals.’ Contemporary approaches emphasize 

socialization as context bound and culturally bound (Grusec and Hastings 

2007: 2; Abrantes 2013: 393). As socialization is a culturally bounded 

phenomenon, an individual’s place in society produces different socialization 

experiences (Mead 2001, Handel 2006). In other words, the social class one 

occupies, the ethnic group one is a member of as well as the neighbourhood

164



in which one lives influences and produces different socialization experiences 

(Handel 2006:17).

The concept of political socialization is attributed to Herbert Hyman 

(1959). Importantly, Hyman emphasized that political behaviour is learned 

behaviour (Conover 1991:126) and ‘the process of becoming a member of a 

collectivity is central to the concept of political socialization’ (Conover 

1991:129). Thus, the impact of the Hyman legacy is evident in the current 

conception of political socialization as a process of learning, one that 

recognizes the role of the family as well as other agents of socialization as 

key players for facilitating the learning of political attitudes, beliefs and values 

(Conover 1991:130).

However, Conover makes an important distinction by placing the 

concept of political socialization in the broader concept of political learning 

referring ‘to the learning of any politically relevant material’ (1991:131) 

whether it is by direct instruction or unconsciously. For this chapter and 

subsequent chapters, political socialization is defined as the process 

whereby an individual acquires through learning the attitudes, beliefs, values 

and modes of behaviour of a particular group, organization or society (Hyman 

1959; Conover 1991). Critical to this definition is the social component—the 

various forms of interaction that are rooted in social practice. In other words, 

individuals observe, enact and engage in practice in a specific context within 

specific physical and social environments (Lave and Wenger 1991). Thus, 

the physical and social environment of Loyalist working-class estates are the 

specific context in which political socialisation occurs. Reed (2011) drawing
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upon Southern (2007) emphasises the significance of the local estate to 

Loyalist identity. Reed (2011: 36) notes that ‘identification at the micro level 

with streets, areas and individual communities is critical to loyalist self- 

identity as any sense of communion with a wider Protestant community.’

In addition, the social relations of loyalist working-class communities 

are impacted by the ethno-sectarian geography of Belfast (McAlister, Scraton 

and Haydon 2011). Research conducted in high areas of segregation 

demonstrates what Roche (2008:69) refers to as ‘being encased in a 

cocoon.’ Living in single-identity estates, the majority of social interaction is 

between residents in the estate. The young people in Roche’s study 

‘expressed that they live in areas where they interact with members of their 

own communities’ (2008:70) and by ‘living in enclaved areas found 

themselves very tied to their home environments and described most 

movement as intra-area movement, staying close to what ye know’ 

(2008:70). However, this social exclusion acts in another way by 

constructing resilient communities. As Boal states ‘[segregation of Catholics 

and Protestants in Belfast has helped underpin community solidarity for each 

group, providing an environment for the inter-generational transfer of cultural 

tradition’ (2002:693) and maintenance of ethno-sectarian identities.

When do the young begin to learn about the divisions in their society? 

The answer lies in their everyday lives for ‘working-class children in Belfast 

are regularly forced to confront the implications of sectarian divisions within 

greater Northern Irish society’ (Lanclos 2003:126). This confrontation plays 

out against the interplay of socializing agents, most notably the family.
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Stacey notes that political socialization within the family does not occur ‘in a 

vacuum in social space’ (1978:157) but rather within the wider context of 

society. Cairns makes note of this

[actually whether one accepts that the family is the most important of 
the agents of socialisation is relatively unimportant in a divided society 
such as Northern Ireland. This is because, with segregation in schools 
and in social life and to some extent even in the media (newspapers in 
Northern Ireland are often partisan) the child’s family, his or her friends 
and the school he or she attends are all likely to be providing a similar 
political message (1987:145).

Lanclos (2003) notes how children in working-class communities are guided 

by their knowledge and awareness of the sectarian divisions in Belfast. 

Lanclos writes that ‘many interactions in their everyday lives continue to 

depend’ (2003:146) on this cultural knowledge. Interestingly, Lanclos 

uncovered the ‘lack of overt sectarianism on the playground’ (2003:147) yet 

at the same time, identified its fundamental role in the everyday lives of 

children. Within Northern Ireland, political socialization occurs in what Whyte 

(1998) describes as divided and unequal worlds and each political 

community reproduces their own distinct values from generation to 

generation (Burton 1978, Bell 1990, McAuley 1994). Through lived 

experience and cultural practices, a loyalist ethos is reproduced. As McAuley 

(2004: 555) states

the process of political socialization often involves the more or less 
unconscious inculcation of particular values. More overtly, it takes 
place through the ritualization of particular forms of political behavior 
and expressions of identity.

167



Thus, within socially and physically segregated communities, young people 

develop a political identity, one defined by ‘contested political scripts’ 

(Harrington and Mitchell 1999: 2) rooted in ethno-political roles perpetuated 

in a divided society. Whyte, in her examination of political socialization in 

Northern Ireland, highlights Bell’s (1987) insight into the role of the local 

community as a socializing agent. Whyte states how ‘[Bell] describes the 

informal processes of socialization by which cultural traditions become a 

powerful means of consolidating a sense of identity’ (1998:167). Whyte 

(1999:156) also recognizes that political socialization is ‘not only on an 

awareness of matters political, but also an awareness of how one’s particular 

society deals with issues of power.’

Loyalist working-class estates are places of identity (Natter and Jones 

1997). The collective identity shared by the local community is rooted in the 

symbols, narratives and histories that are invoked by the local landscape 

illustrated by peace walls, murals and flags. Rodman (1992:641) reminds us 

that ‘places are not inert containers. They are politicized, culturally relative, 

historically specific, local and multiple constructions.’ Thus, ‘from an early 

age children identify and understand these markers. They are taken-for- 

granted in their socialisation, determining their associations and movements’ 

(McAlister, Scraton and Haydon 2011:100). In this context, place—the 

estate—characterised as the physical landscape and its symbolic elements, 

plays a supporting role in political socialization, as a community’s cultural 

traditions convey messages of inclusion as well as exclusion (McAlister, 

Scraton and Haydon 2011:100) of which I now turn.
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The Local Landscape

The physical lines of demarcation known as the peace lines or peace walls 

that traverse the landscape in Belfast are predominantly located in urban, 

working-class estates. According to Byrne, Heenan and Robinson (2012: 6) 

peace lines are ‘all kinds of interface barriers that keep communities apart 

including walls, gates and security barriers.’ Originally built in 1969 by the 

British Army, the peace lines30 were introduced as a temporary, military 

response to sectarian violence and disorder (Byrne, Heenan and Robinson 

2012: 4). By 2012, a total of eighty barriers now exist (Jarman 2012) 

evidence that the peace walls will remain part of the Belfast landscape for the 

‘foreseeable future’ (Jarman 2002: 287). The significance of the peace walls 

according to Byrne (2011) is how they provide a sense of identity to 

residents, protecting that identity and the community.

The impact of peace walls is illustrated by the work by Leonard and 

McKnight (2011). In their research on young people and their attitudes 

toward peace-walls in Belfast, Leonard and McKnight characterize young 

people as ‘active agents in negotiating their spatial geographies’ focusing on 

young people’s ‘ways of seeing’ (Leonard and McKnight 2011:570) Belfast as 

a divided city. In their research, Leonard and McKnight investigated with 

young people their experiences and views of peace walls and interfaces in 

Belfast (Leonard and McKnight 2011:572). Through an analysis of 

questionnaire responses from one hundred twenty-five students, the use of 

photo prompts and focus group discussions, Leonard and McKnight identified

30 Peace line is the conventional term; for the remainder the thesis I will use peace wall, the colloquial term.
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six discourses around peace-walls (2011:572). Of importance to my 

argument is the discourse referred to as ‘Necessary walls’ in which the 

participants expressed feelings of insecurity and uncertainty in a not so fully 

fledged post-conflict society, thus the peace walls are necessary (Leonard 

and McKnight 2011: 575). In the research, several pictures that students 

had drawn were included that had overt sectarian themes: acronyms of 

paramilitary organizations, ‘KAH’ meaning ‘kill all huns’ and, ‘KAT meaning 

‘kill all taigs’ the ‘language’ of sectarian division in Belfast characterizing both 

communities. This is an example of how sectarian beliefs can be inculcated 

in the lives of young people.

The painting of murals in Loyalist working-class areas traces back to 

the beginning of the twentieth century that depicted images of loyalty. Like 

flags, murals express identity, culturally as well as politically. As the cultural 

and political landscape changed in Belfast, so did the iconography of the 

murals. Rolston characterizes the evolution of Loyalist murals as moving 

from ‘ritual to territory’ (2003:7). That is, the expression of Orangeism and the 

popular image of King William shifted as the influence of the Orange Order 

waned. As Rolston writes ‘from the summer of 1986 on, murals became 

increasingly filled with military iconography’ (2003:7) as paramilitary 

commissioned murals increased. Murals took on the ideology of 

paramilitaries regarding their role as protector in communities, their 

scepticism about the peace process, and as a warning to opposing loyalist 

groups (Rolston 2003:7).
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However, these cultural manifestations are more than images, murals 

are what Jarman defines as ‘artefacts’ (1998:81) and ‘are intimately related to 

space’ (Jarman 1998:97). In other words, murals are more than the just 

images depicted at a particular site their locus of power is in their political 

message and symbolic elements at a specific location (Jarman 1998:82). As 

a general feature in a working-class estate, a mural’s location, near an 

interface, on the side of house or as a collective ‘affects how they are 

interpreted and what they mean, while the location is used and treated 

differently because of the presence of the paintings’ (Jarman 1998:82).

The use of flags to express community identity and loyalty as well as 

to demarcate territory is prominent feature of Belfast’s working-class estates 

(Bryan 2000; Jarman 2005; Bryan and Gillespie 2005). As noted earlier, the 

divisive history of Belfast is reflected in its geographic organization and the 

lines of demarcation are bolstered by the physical and cultural manifestations 

of this social division by distinguishing one community from the other. 

Jarman (2005: 5) writes

Flags are one element of the material culture through collective 
identity is defined and renewed, territory is claimed and social and 
spatial boundaries are marked. Flags are also an important element of 
the ongoing tensions and conflict. They are used to give and take 
offence, they are flaunted and derided, and their presence on many 
public buildings and at parades is frequently challenged.

In my research, one of my main fieldwork sites created their own bunting by 

placing two large union jack flags back to back strung on long pieces of thin 

rope and fastened to lampposts and fences throughout the estate. One 

young male Ritchie, reflected on their bunting, emphasising that ‘we go big
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here’ (Interview, June 2012) which I interpreted as the larger the size of the 

flag, the more stalwart the community. At this same site (and my other main 

site) it was during the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee Celebration, the focus was 

more on “Britishness” as the local community gathered to celebrate their 

Queen. In addition, at Tigers Bay, the symbolic landscape was adorned for 

the Diamond Jubilee as outlines of Queen Elizabeth’s head were artistically 

placed on a row of derelict houses in the estate. The flags and the image of 

Queen Elizabeth are not merely celebratory decorations; flags mark territory, 

the image of the Queen illustrates loyalty to the British Crown and most 

significantly, demonstrates the collective identity of the estate.

In Northern Ireland, cultural practices fulfill a significant political role 

(Jarman 1997, Bryan 2000, Rolston 2003). Certain cultural artefacts, 

‘comprise[s] a materialization of sectarianism’ (Cairns 2000:449) one that 

displays and reinforces identity. Bell’s (1990) study of youth cultural practices 

sheds light on the role of peer group interaction in the cultural reproduction of 

Protestant ethnic identity, one rooted in loyalty and ‘in the personalistic bonds 

of local community, [which] has a particular resonance within the teenage 

peer group’ (Bell 1990:20). As band membership increased, namely in the 

‘Blood and Thunder’ bands during the mid 1970s, young working-class males 

found a way to express their Protestant (and loyalist) identity. As a vehicle to 

demonstrate resistance to the police and the Catholic/Nationalist community, 

parading appeared ‘to be as much concerned with sustaining communal 

solidarities as with expressing sectarian hostilities’ (Bell 1990:112).
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Like Bell, Ramsey (2011) examined flute bands arguing how the role 

of social practice in the cultural reproduction of ethno-religious identity. Of 

significance is the active role of working-class males via participation and 

social relationships as Bell emphasizes, ‘[t]he young are not the passive 

initiates into an adult world of sectarian prejudice...Young working-class 

Protestant males play a central role in sustaining a Loyalist sense of ethnic 

identity in Northern Ireland’ (1987:181). Additionally, adults in the local 

community fulfil a role as McAuley (2004: 546) states, ‘[they] have a core role 

in ensuring that young people will develop a salient social identity directly 

related to their membership of the group.’

I argue that the cultural reproduction of loyalist identity and ideology is 

facilitated by the Eleventh of July bonfires. As a cultural artefact—an object in 

space produced at a fixed location (Jarman 1998:81) albeit ephemeral, the 

bonfire marks territory and articulates identity. Rolston (2003:3) builds upon 

Jarman’s argument, stating that murals are more than ‘products of artistic 

and politically activity’ they are ‘intimately bound up in political activity.’ This 

is the case with the Eleventh of July bonfires—through social practice in a 

shared context one learns to be loyalist. As Ingold (2000: 318) writes ‘the 

very practice of a technique is itself a statement about identity.’

Conclusion

The purpose of applying a biographical approach was to delineate the 

ephemeral yet significant ‘lifespan’ of the bonfire allowing for an 

understanding of the reflexive relationship between people and objects. This 

approach illuminates the complex connections by revealing the ways
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‘meaning and values are accumulated and transformed (Godsen and 

Marshall 1999: 170, 172). Additionally, the physical and social transformation 

of the bonfire site illustrates Low’s (1996) conception of the ‘social production 

and construction of space.’ According to Low, it is the actual transformation 

of space—through people’s social exchanges, memories, images, and daily 

use of the material setting—into scenes and actions that convey symbolic 

meaning’ (Low 1996: 861-862). It is through the engagement with the space, 

the action and interaction that transforms materials into symbolic material 

culture. This chapter also revealed the ‘politics of value’ (Preucel and Hodder 

1996: 106) associated with the Eleventh of July bonfire. Additionally, I have 

argued that the reproduction of the values of one’s political community 

(McAuley 2004: 523) is accomplished through social practice, the enactment 

of identity.

The next chapter engages with two case studies in loyalist working- 

class estates providing an in-depth account of the Eleventh night.
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Chapter 5: Changing Narratives of the Eleventh Night

This chapter focuses on the Eleventh of July bonfire as a distinct form of 

Loyalist material culture. Extensive scholarship on other well-known forms of 

Unionist and Loyalist material culture and symbolic expression are found in 

the work of Bryan on Orange Parades (1998; 2000), Jarman on Orange 

banners and arches (1992; 1997; 2001), Rolston on wall murals (1987; 1992; 

2003) Ramsey (2011), and Casserly (2013) on blood and thunder bands. 

These works will inform my examination and analysis of this complex ritual 

event illustrating the multifaceted nature of the Eleventh of July bonfire.

As discussed in Chapter 2, I chose to focus on two loyalist working- 

class estates in order to compare a participating estate in the bonfire scheme 

with a non-participating estate. This comparative approach also revealed the 

nuances, local character and complex dynamics of the ritual event within 

each estate. Through an ethnographic approach, I document the 

abovementioned and how the Eleventh of July bonfire is a vehicle for social 

capital, within the local and wider Loyalist community. Ultimately, I argue the 

Eleventh of July bonfire it is about local identity as well as a local political 

narrative that is shaped by wider political and cultural forces.

Case Study 1: “It’s not Helen’s Bay, its Tigers Bay!”

One of the things most apparent about Tigers Bay is the location of the 

estate, centred on North Queen Street bounded by various interfaces 

separating it from the Catholic New Lodge and Newington.
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Figure 5.1 Tigers Bay, North Belfast (Google images)

It is comprised of row upon row of terraced, brick houses so commonly found 

in Belfast, dotted along the intricate streets. Standing derelict is one row of 

houses decorated by stencilled outlines of Queen Elizabeth’s crowned head. 

In the estate is an active community centre with a play area and defunct 

church. Entry in and out of the estate is along three main roads that create a 

border and are shared with the New Lodge and Newington. As part of North 

Belfast, located near Belfast’s city centre, the estate remains a loyalist 

enclave with its origins in the nineteenth century in which basic housing was 

constructed for the unskilled labourers employed at the Harland and Wolff 

shipyard. As with many areas in North Belfast, Tigers Bay experienced
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population movement at the start of the Troubles, and as a UDA stronghold— 

an estate where Loyalism is strongly upheld and defended—experienced 

significant episodes of violence and loss. Thus, its roots as a Loyalist 

working-class estate run deep, remaining to this day a single-identity 

community characterised by territorial connotations of place. Notwithstanding 

the political progress characterising Northern Ireland since 1998, paramilitary 

influence remains. In the 1990s, internal divisions arose within the estate; in 

2000, the feud between the UVF and the UDA/UFF also affected the estate.

My first experience of this community was serendipitous. At the 

beginning of my fieldwork in 2011, I was introduced to David and Allen whilst 

attending the family fun day on the Lower Shankill. I was then invited to 

Tigers Bay on the 11 July, which I gladly accepted. My introduction to Tigers 

Bay, via Allen and David proved productive, as they were keen for me to 

work in the community. I concentrated my ethnographic research at two main 

areas within the estate—the community centre and the bonfire site and its 

surrounds. At the community centre I interacted with local residents of all 

ages and gender, council workers, outside groups utilising the centre as well 

as the weekly groups based at the centre. I approached community workers 

David and Kathy about volunteering at the centre, of which they readily 

agreed. So in 2012, twice a week I assisted with the afterschool club and 

once the school year ended, with the summer scheme. My presence at the 

community centre gave me more exposure to the local residents and I was 

often introduced as, “This is Karen. She’s studying bonfires.”

177



As I noted earlier in Chapter 4, whilst the Eleventh of July is only one 

day, the preparations begin much earlier. Thus, my ethnographic account of 

this ritual has an informal ‘beginning’—as materials appeared at the bonfire 

site in early April. The main bonfire site is located on Hogarth Street with a 

children’s bonfire on Hallidays Road (Figure 5.2).
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Figure 5.2 Location of bonfires (Google maps)

I was informed that the location of the main bonfire has changed over time 

and the current placement of the children’s bonfire is to antagonise. The 

bonfire site in Tigers Bay has relocated four times. One practical reason is 

space—what originally was available has either been developed or in the 

case of the site on Adams Street, purposefully moved. In an interview, Allen
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explained that ‘you’re not allowed to have a bonfire on that street because it’s 

on an interface’ (Interview, 15 March 2012). Allen continued to explain, 

sharing that whilst the community decided to build on the interface, it was 

‘community representatives’ that decided it should no longer be built at that 

particular location. Next, the bonfire was in the car park near TeleTech. After 

complaints were made by TeleTech the bonfire moved to its current location 

on Hogarth Street. The children’s bonfire, located on Hallidays Road is much 

smaller compared to the main bonfire—‘its just a couple of pallets, covered in 

flags’ (Paul, interview 4 April 2012). I then asked Paul, “is it built for the 

children?” to which he replied ‘the one up on Hallidays Road is just basically 

to wind them’uns up’ (Interview, 4 April 2012) as its location makes it visible 

to 'the other’ community.

The main bonfire site on Hogarth Street is bordered on each side by a 

long open area, adjacent to the car park of TeleTech UK and is separated by 

a large metal fence running the length of the area (Figure 5.3).

Figure 5.3 Main bonfire site, Hogarth Street (Photo: K. Kettner)
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On the other side of Hogarth Street is another open field and running parallel 

is Mervue Street and a row of houses. Over the next three months and into 

the first week of July, materials are collected and sometimes “donated”—in 

other words, dumped at the site (Figure 5.4)

Figure 5.4 Main bonfire site, Hogarth Street (Photo K. Kettner)

To mark this transformation, I documented how the bonfire site changed—

more pallets and tyres, old furnishings and remnants of fire—and how it

becomes a social space—a social hub for residents as argued in Chapter 4.

Often accompanied by Allen and Ben at the site, they’d comment on their

anticipation. As Allen put it one day in early May, “I want this whole field to be

covered with the pallets” (Field notes 9 May 2012). At twenty-three years old,

Allen is a strong supporter of the bonfire for the Eleventh night and works

tirelessly to see it built. Ben, upon seeing the pallets commented, “I am

getting excited.” The bonfire site, as I learned during fieldwork, changed in

different ways. This was highlighted on 10 May 2012 when I arrived at the
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community centre. Allen informed me there had been a fire at the bonfire site. 

A small number of the pallets had burned as well as the metal fence (Figure 

5.5). In this instance, the destruction of materials for the bonfire was actually 

internal rather than an act of sabotage—usually blamed on the ‘the other’— 

as local kids were the culprit (Field notes 10 May 2012). As it was only May, 

Allen reassured me that there was enough time to collect more materials.

Figure 5.5 Damaged fence (Photo: K. Kettner)

Unfortunately, a similar situation occurred in June 2012. I arrived at the 

community centre and was greeted by Allen, Ben and George informing me 

that “there’s no bonfire” and that the materials for the bonfire had been 

burned (Field notes 21 June 2012). I soon learned that a base made of tyres 

and the majority of wooden pallets at the site had been destroyed in the early 

hours of the morning. The PSNI were first on the scene followed by the 

Northern Ireland Fire and Rescue Service (NIFRS) arrived to quell the 

flames. It was apparent to me that Allen and Ben were very upset as well as
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angry, but in this situation, I just listened. Allen stated, “everybody seems to 

be against the bonfire” as a rumours fuelled suspicions on the culprit—the 

PSNI, because of the bonfire not being managed and the use of tyres. The 

other group located at Tigers Bay/Mountcollyer participants in the bonfire 

management programme. We then walked down to the bonfire site from the 

community centre so I could survey the damage. Upon returning to the 

centre, I met with Ritchie and Pete and learned of their reactions to the 

incident. Ritchie retold me what he knew of the previous night and 

commented that it must have been “a set up” and “they must have been 

watching.” Pete exclaimed he was “extremely angry/” and that he and Ritchie 

“actually care” about the bonfire. Although the lost tyres and pallets were a 

setback, Allen reassured me that “it would be sorted by July” (Field notes 21 

June 2012). Interestingly, the bonfire was ‘sorted’ as it was built and rebuilt 

three times!

It was just after 6:00pm when I arrived at Hogarth Street. The text 
message alerted me to the building of the bonfire. I armed myself with 
a brollie as the light drizzle could easily give way to rain, a small 
notebook, camera, digital recorder and smart phone. I was prepared 
for an evening of bonfire building, again (Field notes 9 July 2012).

The ‘new’ bonfire being constructed had been relocated approximately fifteen

feet away from the first one assembled on 6 July 2012, albeit haphazardly

and hurriedly as my contact Allen stated, “this is organised chaos” (Field

notes 9 July 2012). The removal of the tyres scheduled for the next day,

supervised by G. Kirk, was the catalyst to build a bonfire earlier than usual.

The placement of the first bonfire received criticism from several residents

and I witnessed a resident on 6 July complain the bonfire was too close to his
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house. Building commenced until it was too dark to continue and Allen 

shuttled me away from the bonfire site as several men gathered to socialise. 

Walking up Hogarth Street to the community centre, the same resident came 

out of his house and complained angrily about the bonfire—the potential for 

damage to the houses. Hence, the bonfire was relocated on the site to 

curtail these complaints with a second bonfire being constructed on 9 July. 

The materials were strewn about, grouped informally—pallets together and 

tyres and other material—evidence of the dismantling of the first bonfire. As 

fifteen adult males and five young lads worked to stack the bonfire I observed 

a car at the end of Hogarth Street dropping off wooden pallets. Several adult 

males were on the top of the bonfire, stacking each pallet, building up the 

outside of the structure. The remaining adults were hauling pallets and tyres 

up to the bonfire; the youngsters carried what they could often two working 

together to haul a pallet. The men on the top of the bonfire communicated to 

those working on the ground what was needed, shouting out directions like 

“another seven pallets, no wee ones” and ‘everybody gets 2 pieces of broken 

pallets each and that’s it filled” (Field notes 9 July 2012). As soon as the 

outside ring reached three to four layers the ‘filler’ would be added to the 

centre of the structure filling it level with the layers of pallets and tyres. The 

filler consisted of broken pallets, scrap wood—combustible materials left at 

the bonfire site. I noticed three residents were deep in conversation as layer 

upon layer of the bonfire emerged. I joined in the conversation--the topic was 

bonfires at other Loyalist estates—and I grabbed my smart phone/camera to 

share pictures of the sites I had visited throughout Belfast. The bonfire on the 

Lower Shankill garnered replies of “that’s class.” Allen, upon hearing the
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replies exclaimed, “the spirit here is better than the bigger ones” (Field notes 

9 July 2012). These words illustrate the complexity of the Eleventh of July 

bonfire. First, this refers to the competitiveness of Loyalist estates—‘A lot of 

competition of who can build the largest bonfire’ (Focus group 10 November 

2011). Second, it reveals the significance of the bonfire as a means to bring 

the local community together even without a massive bonfire emphasising 

social cohesion, what Durkheim (1995) refers to as ‘collective 

effervescence’—which brings the community together as they participate in 

the same action and share the same thought (Durkheim 1995; Olaveson 

2001:100-101). This is also reminiscent of Turner’s communitas a state that 

is richly charged with feeling and is ‘experienced mentally and physically, and 

binds people to ideas valued by their social group’ (Schilling and Mellor 

1998:196).

It was the afternoon of 10 July 2012 that I arrived at Tigers Bay to 

watch as the second bonfire was dismantled and rebuilt on the tarmac of 

Hogarth Street. A very large pile of scrap consisting of pieces of wood, 

branches, broken furniture had appeared overnight. The decision was made 

to build around the pile rather than incorporating it into the nearly completed 

second bonfire. My contact, Allen said he had “stayed out until 7:00am 

guarding the bonfire” and “now they are taking it down again” expressing 

disbelief (Field notes 10 July 2012). The five adult males present surveyed 

the bonfire as layer by layer was dismantled. With the help of eight young 

lads, the pallets, tyres and furniture began to decorate the field. An hour into 

the process the number of men increased to ten as the ratty, yet heavy sofas
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were lifted and placed “on the honey” as the desire was to “make it bigger” 

(Field notes 10 July 2012). Allen then joined me as I chatted with several of 

the young kids. I asked if they knew why a bonfire is built to celebrate the 

Eleventh of July. I received blank stares at first then one young lad said, “I 

don’t know.” Jokingly, another lad replied “Ask Jeeves” referring to the online 

search engine that allows you to pose a question that is readily answered 

(Field notes 10 July 2012). Allen however, took this opportunity to provide a 

brief history lesson, explaining the historical narrative of the Eleventh of July 

bonfires and the key individuals in the Battle of the Boyne. This illustrates 

how the young of the estate learn, albeit informally, about their cultural 

heritage.

By early evening, the builders continued the process of adding layer 

upon layer to the bonfire. As I chatted with one of the young lads, Adam age 

12, the conversation turned to the other bonfire site located on the green off 

North Queen Street—participants in the bonfire management scheme that 

bring in the eco-friendly beacon to celebrate. Adam proudly stated “we’re 

doing it for our culture and they’re doing it for cash”—an interesting comment 

from a twelve year old. However, this highlights how the young inculcate 

what is around them, as discussed in Chapter 4. Importantly, it reveals the 

contrary sentiment toward loyalist estates that participate in the bonfire 

scheme and of the scheme in general.

On the 11 July, the kid’s fun day at Tigers Bay ran from 11:00am- 

4:00pm with the requisite barbeque, music, bouncy castles and face painting. 

The atmosphere was quite festive as all ages gathered outside the
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community centre. I was told of the schedule for the Eleventh night: the 

children’s bonfire is lit around 8:00pm located on Hallidays Road. Next, the 

local band—the Tigers Bay Protestant Flute Band-marches through the 

estate ending at the site of the disco and the DJ takes over. Around 11:45pm, 

the DJ announces for everyone to move to the bonfire site for the lighting of 

the bonfire.

During my fieldwork at Tigers Bay a common theme emerged about 

bonfire management and the purpose of the programme—it is designed to 

eliminate Protestant culture and history, a sentiment expressed during 

several interviews and informal conversations, as illustrated by the 

abovementioned example. Allen conveyed a very strong view when asked 

about the programme—his reply ‘it is a disgrace’ (Interview, 15 March 2012). 

Allen then continued to explain his view

It’s rubbish, a load of rubbish. That’s stealing your country’s history. 
Bonfires have been here since the [19]60s till the present day. During 
the 60s, 70s and 80s and early 90s there was no such thing as bonfire 
management. People managed the bonfires—they looks after their 
bonfires. Belfast City Council just runs this policy to steal our culture 
and our history (Interview, 15 March 2012).

I then asked Allen about the neighbourhoods that are part of bonfire 

management in which he replied ‘they sold out—their beliefs and their 

culture, for money’ (Interview, 15 March 2012). Allen’s mate, Ben, also 

expressed this sentiment. On the Eleventh night in 2012, this banner was 

posted at the site of the disco and another placed on the bonfire—each one 

created by Ben.
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Figure 5.6 Banner at disco, Tigers Bay (Photo: K. Kettner)

In this example, the Eleventh of July bonfire conveys more than a political 

message; it articulates community ideas and issues. As such, the bonfire in 

Tigers Bay encapsulated this in several ways: 1) the specific materials used 

such as tyres which are illegal to burn 2) what is placed on the bonfire which 

included the ‘traditional’ tricolour and three different banners: ‘CULTURE 

BEFORE CASH,’ G.KIRK/PSNI OFFICER NOT WELCOME’ and ‘LOYALIST 

TIGERS BAY.’

Figure 5.7 Main bonfire, 11 July 2012 (Photo: K. Kettner)
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According to Allen and Ben, and the majority of my respondents, the 

inclusion of the tricolour is based on ‘tradition’ whereas the banners ‘Culture 

before cash’ and ‘G. Kirk/PSNI Not Welcome’ were specifically made to 

include on the bonfire, stemming from two distinct events in Tigers Bay.

First, the banner with the words ‘Culture before cash’ is a phrase I 

often heard to describe the loyalist estates that have ‘sold out’ by 

participating in BCC’s Bonfire Management Programme. In interviews with 

key respondents, these estates were described as ‘greedy loyalists just trying 

to get money’ (Paul, interview 4 April 2012) or ‘its stealing our culture, our 

history’ (Allen, interview 15 March 2012) to ‘I wouldn’t compromise any 

aspect of the bonfire’ (Ben, interview 5 April 2012). For my respondents, 

estates that accept funding from BCC are placing their desire for money 

before their culture, is viewed as unacceptable. By creating the banner and 

showcasing it on the bonfire and at the disco on the Eleventh night is telling. 

On one level it is an overt statement regarding bonfire management and on 

another level it was a direct statement to the Tigers Bay/Montcollyer group 

that celebrates the Eleventh night with an eco-friendly beacon.

As noted earlier, the months leading up to the 11 July brings change 

at the bonfire site on Hogarth Street, as ‘fly-tipping’ or the illegal dumping of 

materials including scrap wood, broken furniture, old mattresses, pallets and 

tyres took place. As with all neighbourhoods in Belfast, the local PSNI station 

assigns community officers to work with the residents. As the tyres began to 

appear at the bonfire site on Hogarth Street, they became a contested issue 

between the PSNI community officer, George Kirk and several of the
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residents, as tyres are illegal to burn. In June, over the course of several 

weeks, ‘negotiations’ occurred between certain bonfire builders and the PSNI 

community officer. The goal of the PSNI community officer was to remove the 

tyres whereas the bonfire builders would agree to their removal—initially as a 

trade, two tyres for one wooden pallet, and if they received money for the 

tyres. As this type of monetary exchange does not fall within the parameters 

of the PSNI, the issue never resolved itself. The tyres were used in the 

building of the bonfire and burned on the Eleventh night. This incident 

coloured the tone of the relationship between the community officer and 

some of the bonfire builders—namely two of my contacts, Allen and Ben. 

This became evident on the morning of 11 July as I witnessed the turmoil 

over the banner about G. Kirk. Several of the neighbourhood children, aged 

between 9 to 14 years, were distraught over the banner on the bonfire. This 

was reinforced when I heard one teenage boy, Steven say ‘it’s destroying our 

trips with G. Kirk—our relationship with him’ (Field notes 11 July 2012). What 

continued was a heated exchange between Steven and Allen, with no 

resolution. By 2:00pm however, Steven removed the banner from the bonfire 

and replaced it with one that read ‘PSNI 999 with a symbol of a heart. 

Additionally, in support of G. Kirk, many of the children had their faces 

painted at the Eleventh of July fun day saying ‘We love (heart) G. Kirk PSNI.’ 

This incident illustrates the complex nature of overlapping relationships 

between residents and the PSNI in regards to the Eleventh of July bonfire.

The placement of the banners on the bonfire (yet not burned on the 

Eleventh night) is noteworthy as they reflect current sentiment and reflected
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ongoing dynamics within the estate. Interestingly, one set of banners 

commented on the negative sentiment toward bonfire management and the 

action of their PSNI community officer31 whereas another was constructed 

and displayed in support of the PSNI and G. Kirk. In this instance the bonfire 

reflects its communicative property, like that of the beacon discussed in 

Chapter 3. This reveals yet another layer of meaning attributed to the bonfire, 

as a communicative resource for residents.

These incidents also provide insight into the question of who owns the 

bonfire. Bryan explored the issue of control when he examined the role of 

flags in the Twelfth of July parades, noting the practice of Orange Lodges 

carrying flags. With the introduction of blood and thunder bands in the 1970s, 

this practice was modified. Bryan (2000:128) states ‘through the carrying of 

flags, blood and thunder bands...imposed their own symbolic expressions on 

parades.’ This ‘imposition of symbolic expression’ applies to the Eleventh of 

July bonfire as evidenced in Tigers Bay as two of the banners reflected the 

distinct views of residents based on the abovementioned events surrounding 

the bonfire. As the example demonstrates, certain residents imposed their 

individual views by creating and placing banners on the bonfire, establishing 

control over the bonfire.

Control over the bonfire through the ‘imposition of symbolic 

expression’ is also found in form of flags—namely paramilitary flags. 

Interestingly, paramilitary flags were not present at the bonfire site at Tigers 

Bay, nor at my second main site located at Taughmonagh. As noted earlier,

31 The views of my two respondents do not represent the entire community in Tigers Bay.
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Tigers Bay falls under UDA leadership, yet no outward symbols of this 

paramilitary organisation were observable at the bonfire site. Compared to 

my supplementary sites, this was unusual (discussed further in Chapter 7). 

As much as I probed—indirectly or directly—I never received a 

straightforward answer. Conversations that included ‘community 

representatives’ were redirected; any of my direct questions were evaded or I 

was told ‘there are issues’ (Field notes 28 June 2012). As presented in 

Chapter 2, I was fully cognizant of the sensitive nature of my research. As 

much as I was eager to have answers to my questions especially regarding 

paramilitany influence, I respected the decisions of my respondents not to 

engage in this particular topic. I accepted that there were ‘issues that we 

don’t talk about’ (Allen, interview 15 March 2012).

Case study 2: Taughmonagh

Situated between the Upper Malone Road and the Lisburn Road in South 

Belfast, Taughmonagh is a small, predominantly Loyalist, working-class 

estate. The estate was built in the 1950s and dubbed Tin Town’ based on 

the original prefabricated aluminium bungalows set on a concrete base. As 

with many estates in Belfast, Taughmonagh developed as new housing 

emerged, the Presbyterian/Methodist Church established in 1953 and the 

Social Club in 1975.
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Figure 5.8 Taugmonagh, South Belfast (Google images)

A former UDA stronghold during the Troubles, Taughmonagh continues to 

fall under UDA control. Along with the transformation of the Eleventh of July 

bonfire, physical manifestations of Loyalism in the estate have been re

imaged. The former UFF mural on Malfin Drive is now a portrait of Tommy 

Dickson dubbed the ‘Duke of Windsor,’ the Linfield footballer from 

Taughmonagh (Figures 5.9 and 5.10).
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Figure 5.9 Former UFF mural (Flickr)

Figure 5.10 Re-imaged mural (Photo: K. Kettner)

In addition, the elimination of the red, white, and blue kerbs throughout the 

estate was also part of the reimaging of the neighbourhood. Another 

significant change was the replacement of the Loyalist Taughmonagh art 

piece (Figure 5.11) with the Taughmonagh timeline, an art piece funded by
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the Arts Council Reimaging in 2010. This new piece depicts the monthly 

calendar events that occur in the estate (Figure 5.12).

Figure 5.11 Former banner (Flickr)

Figure 5.12 Section of re-imaged timeline (Photo K. Kettner)

For example, flames that represent the Eleventh of July bonfire depict the 

month of July (Figure 5.13). Upon my first visit to Taughmonagh, Thomas, 

resident and community worker, took me on a walking tour of the estate, 

allowing me to become more acquainted with the estate and to demonstrate 

how the estate is embracing the change brought about by reimaging. When I 

asked Thomas about this he said, ‘there seems to be a mental block within
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loyalist communities around change. There’s this fear that our culture is 

being slowly eroded’ (Field notes 21 March 2012). These words were also

Figure 5.13 The month of July (Photo: K.Kettner)

echoed by several respondents throughout my research in the context of 

what they felt was the ineffectiveness of the GFA within Loyalist communities 

as well as the policies surrounding shared space and bonfire management. 

As discussed earlier, this marginalisation and the threat to their culture, is a 

hallmark of Protestant history. For many loyalists this threat remains and in 

this case, transferred to a new context.

As noted earlier, my first visit to Taughmonagh introduced me to the 

estate, its re-imaged art, the memorial garden and the coveted bonfire site.
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Figure 5.14 Main bonfire site, Finnis Drive (Photo: K.Kettner)

As a participating estate in the bonfire management scheme, collecting for 

the bonfire begins 1 June, thus my documentation of how this site 

transformed as the 11 July approached began after this time. The bonfire site 

is located on a large field off Finnis Drive with houses bordering the site 

(Figure 5.14). During my documentation, the bonfire site remained tidy and 

any debris from fly-tipping was removed by a contractor employed by BCG, a 

perk of being participants in the bonfire management scheme. I was 

interested in the impact the 1 June collection date had on the community. As 

the leader for the Bonfire Management Programme for Taughmonagh branch 

of the South Belfast Network, Thomas described in an interview the role of 

the guidelines put forth by the programme and the benefits of adhering to the 

guidelines

We avail of some financial assistance to have a family fun day on the
11 July. To avail of that, you have to adhere to some guidelines. The
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reality was that these were guideline that this community wanted to 
get to anyway, i.e. don’t burn tyres, keep the bonfire site tidy up to the 
point of the Eleventh night. Previous years there could have been 
tyres and debris and bags of rubbish scattered all over the field. When 
we first came on board the bonfire programme, my first year going 
round inspecting the site I found a full bathroom suite with a bath full of 
wall tiles that someone had dumped thinking...that doesn’t burn. 
Everybody knows that doesn’t burn. So we were going to a place 
where we wanted it to be managed well, kept tidy, because people 
have to live next door to it (Interview 21 March 2012).

The positive impact of bonfire management is evident at the bonfire site. 

Thomas also commented on how the initial reaction to the programme was 

one of fear, as re-imaging the paramilitary murals, the elimination of the red, 

white and blue kerbs was ‘for a lot of people too much, too soon’ (Interview, 

21 March 2012). Thus, with changes to the bonfire via bonfire management, 

Thomas stressed that people needed ‘assurances that the bonfire is not 

going’ (Interview, 21 March 2012). These assurances have resulted in the 

community ‘getting] on board’ with bonfire management (Interview, 21 March 

2012). This phrase contrasts to the ‘buy into it’ sentiment by critics of bonfire 

management, in particular two of my main contacts at Tigers Bay.

To gain insight into how the bonfire builders view bonfire 

management, I first discussed the programme with Robert, Youth and Health 

worker at Taughmonagh. At the age of 25, Robert is not much older than the 

boys and girls he has worked with over the past five years. Introduced to 

Robert by Thomas, I was granted permission to attend the boys club on 

Tuesday evenings. Thomas offered insight into one specific aspect of the 

bonfire—collecting

I think with the restriction of the date before collecting, that annoys
some of the them because they’re having to wait and they might see
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other areas that aren’t taking part in the scheme with a load of wood 
sitting ready to go and their mates in school are slagging them off 
(Interview, 26 June 2012).

In addition, Robert offered a different view of bonfire management

Any of them that are in bands on the Twelfth morning they’ve been up 
to the Shankill and they’ve seen the beacons and they’re tiny. They’re 
nowhere near a good replacement for a bonfire. That’s just a shop 
cage with wood in it. A bonfire is a tower, a tower which has been built 
by people in the community (Interview, 26 June 2012).

My frequent visits to the bonfire site after the 1 June saw the number of 

pallets grow and the building of bonfire huts. On one visit in mid-June, I 

arrived at the bonfire site and the field had indeed transformed—into a very 

wet, squishy field saturated by the latest downpour. Upon arrival, two young 

girls immediately greeted me, Cassie aged eleven and Beth aged twelve, and 

they offered to give me a tour of the site. Interestingly, there were some tyres 

present (that were eventually removed) and a makeshift hut built by ‘the wee 

ones’ of the estate (Field notes 22 June 2012). The girls explained what I 

observed: in the centre of the field was the ‘base’ of the bonfire made from 

scrap wood and tree branches. Beth explained that “pallets would be placed 

around the base” (Field notes 22 June 2012) and the layers of the bonfire 

would be built from there. Beth and Cassie’s knowledge of how the bonfire is 

built illustrates that knowledge of building (albeit basic) is not limited to 

males.

The community centre in the estate runs two youth groups for young 

boys and girls, one of which is led by Robert. Meeting Tuesday and Thursday 

nights during the summer months, I first encountered the boys group in June 

2012. My first meeting was eventful: the laughter was nonstop, and I was
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reminded of what it means to interact with this age group—the boys’ ages 

ranged from twelve to eighteen years—they were full of frenetic energy. After 

I shared my story, explaining why I chose to leave California and described 

my research, they agreed to work with me. Over the next few weeks I 

learned their views and feelings regarding collecting, building and celebrating 

the Eleventh night.

For most of the boys, the Eleventh night ‘brings the community 

together’ it is a night to ‘socialise’ and ‘hang out with your mates’ or as 

Sammy sarcastically stated, ‘you burn wood’ (Field notes 12 June 2012). 

Several of the boys I interviewed individually,32 enabling me to learn about 

their personal experiences. Sammy, age fifteen, shared during his interview 

that he began ‘collecting’ at five years of age—‘sitting in the lorry’ as pallets 

were obtained. At ten years old, he ‘started working with the materials’ at the 

bonfire site, organising them for the older males that were building. Sammy 

also shared that at age eleven he fell into the bonfire, showing me the scars 

on his arm. This prompted a reminder that safety is important at the bonfire 

site. By age twelve he began collecting, accompanying older males, as they 

would travel to nearby ‘industrial estates’ and he would help ‘put pallets on 

the lorry’ (Interview, 12 June 2012). For Sammy, the Eleventh night and 

Twelfth of July is ‘something to look forward to.’ I then asked Sammy “What 

is the Eleventh of July about?” At first he replied, “I don’t know” but then went 

on to say that it is an annual event that relates to the “Battle of the Boyne” 

and “King Billy.” At the end of the interview, Sammy compared the Eleventh

32 Certain boys did not want to be interviewed. Additionally, in order to interview an individual under the age of 18 I 
obtained parental or guardian permission by a signed informed consent form.
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of July bonfires to those built by the Catholic community33 stating ‘we take it 

more seriously.’

For Andrew, age eighteen, the Eleventh of July, like many of his 

mates, is about everyone coming together. I asked Andrew about his 

involvement with the bonfire and he replied, “to help build” and that “building 

takes all day” (Interview, 12 June 2012). Andrew then went on to explain 

when he began to help at age seven, ‘you sort everything out, and you’re told 

what to do’ and by age fifteen he accompanied adult males in the ‘vans to 

collect’ the pallets. Notably, Andrew described that at the bonfire site you 

‘watch and learn’ (Interview, 12 June 2012). Andrew’s knowledge of pallets 

was extensive, as he explained to me the difference between the types 

available for building the bonfire, “the blue ones are ideal; they are stronger, 

more stable and it makes for a better structure and burns longer. The white 

ones are too weak” (Interview 12 June 2012) and (Figure 5.15).

Figure 5.15 Preferred pallet (Photo: K.Kettner)

33 Bonfires are built in Catholic/nationalist estates marking the anniversary of the introduction of internment, 9 

August 1971.
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His role this year was to collect—travelling in a van to obtain the pallets and 

drop them off at the bonfire site. Andrew also shared that organising the 

pallets ‘stack in 10s’ (Figure 5.17) at the site is essential and helps in 

building (Interview 12 June 2012).

Figure 5.16 Stacked pallets (Photo: K. Kettner)

As the pallets increase in number at the bonfire site and the Eleventh night 

draws close, building becomes the focus of the residents. In 2012, 

construction of the bonfire began two days before the Eleventh night. I asked 

Andrew what he looked forward to and he replied, “can’t wait to get it burnt” 

(Interview 12 June 2012).

“Why are you taking pictures of the bonfire?” she asked quite unabashedly. I 
explained, “I am from America and studying the bonfire.” She replied, “Oh,” 
and then shared about the American students that visited her class. (Field 
notes 25 June 2012)

I was at the bonfire site, surveying the changes—the bonfire hut present last 

week was gone and a new one was under construction. I left the bonfire site 

intent on returning to the centre when Ella, age six, asked the above
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question. She was sitting with Ava and Cole on the low brick fence that 

surrounded the houses across from the bonfire site. The bonfire site, on 

Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE) land, has been fortunate for 

Taugmonagh. i learned about more about the site from Thomas as he 

explained that the land was slated for a housing development. This would 

bring significant changes as he expressed ‘what our big challenge is now, if 

housing does go on that site is what are we going to do because we have no 

other site’ (Interview, 21 March 2012). The options suggested ranged from 

the eco-friendly beacon or what Thomas described as a ‘midnight festival in 

the [Taugmonagh Social] club car park, get the big lights going...maybe a 

barbeque...there will have to be something; there will be something 

(Interview, 21 March 2012). This stresses the importance of the celebrating 

the Eleventh night with the responsibility falls on the community and the key 

is to ‘get inventive’ (Interview, 21 March 2012). Describing how ‘territorial 

people are’ Thomas expresses that residents would ‘want their own’ 

celebration (Interview, 21 March 2012). This exactly what happened—as I 

only could attend one celebration I made the choice in 2012 to attend the 

festivities at Tigers Bay.

In 2013, I returned to Taughmonagh to see the changes to the bonfire 

site, now a construction site. Upon arrival I was surprised to see wooden 

pallets stacked on the green across from the former bonfire site. Thomas 

explained that the community decided to have a bonfire, on Finnis Drive 

(Field notes 6 July 2013). My original reaction was surprise; then I came to 

my senses and realised that giving up the Eleventh of July bonfire was too
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much for this estate. Thomas then shared that he had contacted BCC and

arranged for sand to be delivered at the ‘new’ bonfire site. He explained that 

by placing a thick layer of sand on the road offers protection and helps 

reduce the damage (Field notes 6 July 2013). I then seized the opportunity to 

inquire about the building of the bonfire. Thomas replied it was scheduled for 

the 10 July and he assured me that I could observe.

/ arrived around 6:30pm to very little activity. There were several teens—one 
girl and two boys. I said “Hiya.” I also noticed that two young lads were 
messing about in the construction site even though there were metal fences 
around the perimeter. On Finnis Drive there was the beginnings of a bonfire 
but no sand on the road. By 6:45pm the number of kids had increased to six 
young males and two young girls. One of the new arrivals, Ray, began 
playing the flute whilst two other boys started to drum on the wooden pallets. 
I asked after the bonfire—/ was told that it was built in the morning. Two 
young males arrive and as I looked around I am reminded of how the bonfire 
site attracts—and becomes a social space. By 7:00pm a discussion ensued 
between several of the young males about what to do with the remaining 
pallets. I ask about the Eleventh night. One young lad, Owen age eleven, 
replied its ‘brilliant’ (F\e\6 notes 10 July 2013).

I was at the bonfire site again and I felt very fortunate that I met with Thomas

a few days earlier. I recognised Ryan from the youth club and we exchanged

greetings. He then explained to everyone why the American was at the

bonfire site with a notebook, camera and digital recorder. Unfazed, the men

began to work together; they would form a human chain, passing the pallets

from the ground to the top layer. I was informed that the base of the bonfire

was comprised of blue and red wooden pallets, as they are stronger and

more suitable to withstand the weight of the structure. As the building

continued I observed three more young males at the site, hanging out at the

construction fence, just watching whilst two young males were on their

mobile phones. I asked why they weren’t helping and one replied, “its too
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much effort” (Field notes 10 July 2013). By 7:45pm four more adult males 

arrive to help build. Several of the men wore gloves; other did not. I learned 

that gloves are essential, if not, one easily obtains splinters. The men 

continued to work in tandem, with two at the top of the bonfire, creating layer 

upon layer and by 8:30pm about five more feet had been added to the 

bonfire. Additionally, the banter was in full swing as the young men as well as 

the youngsters playing and observing, were taking the piss.

During this time, the youngster had been hanging out, chatting and 

watching; some of the young boys were moving or trying to move the pallets 

closer to the bonfire. I overheard one young boy, obviously frustrated, state 

‘stupid, dumb ass pallet’ (Field notes 10 July 2013). Again, I heard the sound 

of drumsticks on a stack of pallets. I walked over and asked about the tune 

Gordy was playing. Sammy interjected, telling me that it is “the Sash” in other 

words, the ever popular The Sash My Father Wore,’ a song commemorating 

the victory of King William in the Williamite War. As we chatted I noticed that 

a car had approached—it stopped and unloaded wooden pallets. I then 

returned to the bonfire and asked, “Where you get the pallets?” (Field notes 

10 July 2013). It was at this time I was introduced to Gavin and he explained 

that the pallets are sourced from “everywhere and anywhere” and “people 

donate them.” Gavin then added that they “borrowed” wood beams from the 

construction site to make a platform on which the bonfire base was built 

(Field notes 10 July 2013). I then learned that there was controversy 

amongst residents over that decision. What followed was a discussion about 

building the bonfire on Finnis Drive and that it was not acceptable to rob
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[themselves] of a bonfire.’ It was then that Ryan said to me “You cannot 

understand what its like to build a bonfire without doing it yourself!” (Field 

notes 10 July 2013). So I did.

First, I was given a pair gloves to protect my hands from splinters. 

Second, I was instructed on how to properly grab a pallet—how to place your 

hands for the best grip. Next, I was instructed to bend my knees and lift the 

pallet up, over my head in order to efficiently pass the pallet to the next 

bonfire builder. Lastly, you do it again. It was at this moment I became fully 

aware of how much strength and energy is required to build a bonfire, and 

that was just by lifting one pallet. My respect for the builders grew 

exponentially after my short-lived experience as a bonfire builder.

By 8:40pm the bonfire site was filled with activity: the builders 

continued (after a short break) to add layers to the bonfire. Interestingly, it is 

during the break that that the kids occupy the bonfire. As soon as the building 

stopped, two young lads began climbing on the bonfire whilst several young 

boys begin adding small pieces of scrap wood to the centre of the bonfire. I 

hear one adult say ‘Come away from the bonfire’ (Field notes 10 July 2013). 

Several residents had wandered down to the bonfire site drinking and 

chatting. When the building commenced, two young boys immediately 

climbed out of the centre of the bonfire whilst kids continued to scramble and 

play over the pallets.

By 9:30 pm the building waned, as did the activity at the bonfire site. 

Many of the kids had returned to their homes, as did some of the adults. I 

was told to ‘come down on the Eleventh for a bit of craic’ as I began my walk
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through the estate to the bus stop on the Malone Road. As I walked down 

Malton Drive I saw several pallets as well as scrap pieces of wood in a 

makeshift pile on the street—it was the children’s bonfire. I by chance met up 

with Louise and she informed me that they ‘just got approval for the 

[children’s bonfire] yesterday’ and they ‘collected whatever they could find’ 

She also said it would be set alight around 10:00pm on the Eleventh (Field 

notes 10 July 2013).

/ was at the comer of the Malone Hoad and Malton Drive. I could see the 
children’s bonfire was lit as pillows of black smoke rose to the sky. As 
approached I could see it was a small crowd. Four young lads were throwing 
things into the bonfire whilst residents near the spectacle were out in front of 
their houses decorated with bunting and flags. Music was playing from one of 
the small streets. Young kids in pajamas were watching the children’s bonfire 
as the adults chatted. I stayed until 11:00pm. I then began to walk down 
Malton Drive to the centre of the estate. I wasn’t alone. I was trailing a group 
of men carrying their drink—not the typical blue bags so commonly seen— 

they were carrying boxes of beer. When I reached the social club there was a 
food vendor and several buses that had carried the bands for the Twelfth. 
The social club itself was buzzing—/ could hear Penny Arcade playing 
accompanied by lots of singing. At 11:21pm groups of people began their 
short trek to the bonfire site. I followed the crowd (11 July 2013).

The bonfire site was full of people of all ages. People were greeting each 

other, chatting and drinking. I watched as young kids ran around and was 

taken with one young boy riding his bike in his pajamas. Many were wearing 

red, white and blue clothing along with Union Jack t-shirts and dresses. I 

noticed the young adults and teens were dressed for the occasion. I learned 

from the girls in the youth club that the Eleventh night and Twelfth of July are 

days to wear the new clothes purchased for the event. I did notice that young 

males wore very smart clothes (quite different from the track suits or causal 

wear I’d usually see them in). Understandable, as the Eleventh night is a
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night to be seen as well as socialise. As midnight approached the crowd 

grew larger and I walked over to the bonfire for a closer look.

The bonfire was draped with two tricolours, a smaller one at the top 

and a much larger one nestled half way up the bonfire, covering the front. 

Leftover pallets from yesterday’s building were laid against the base. I then 

heard my name as several of the young kids I met yesterday came running 

over to me, oozing with excitement. We chatted and as I moved to the other 

side of the bonfire I could feel eyes on me. For the first time during my 

fieldwork I felt uncomfortable—like I was trespassing. Granted, I had not met 

everyone that lived in Taughmonagh, nor did they know of my research. I 

was an outsider. I smiled and found myself retreating to the other side of the 

green. As I continued to observe, I saw Thomas and I went over to greet him. 

As he introduced his family I noticed his facial expression—which I 

interpreted as unhappiness. We chatted for a bit; then I weaved in and out of 

the crowd to watch the lighting of the bonfire. I was next to the construction 

fence, facing the front of bonfire across from the revellers, an ideal place to 

observe.

As I was told on several occasions, lighting the bonfire can be tricky. 

Several attempts were made before it fully ignited. First, the liquid of choice is 

petrol (I could smell it and I was told this is used). I watched as several adult 

men added petrol to the base of the bonfire then they moved to ignite the 

structure. It did not light. Next, a young boy ran past me; he returned the 

same way carrying pine needles and a piece of wood—starters to help with 

lighting the bonfire. For a second time, the bonfire did not light. The young
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boy was sent on a second errand, retrieving a t-shirt. This was then soaked 

with petrol and pushed into the centre of the bonfire. The crowd waited 

patiently. By the third attempt, more adult men had joined the effort. I 

watched as the men filled a large water gun (a toy known as a super soaker) 

with petrol and then soaked the inside and outside of the bonfire. This 

method proved effective as flames rose from the base of the bonfire as the 

crowd cheered. As the flames began to climb up the bonfire, the first tricolour 

was engulfed and the crowd roared with excitement; as flames consumed the 

second tricolour, the crowd cheered even louder.

In the next section of this chapter, I consider the similarities and 

differences between my two case studies. Firstly, I address the 

commonalities between the two narratives, illustrating the shared 

experiences of the Eleventh night as well as the shared challenges. 

Secondly, the differences between the two case studies are highlighted 

illustrating how celebrating the Eleventh of July occurs on a spectrum.

Commonalities

As my case studies demonstrate, the Eleventh of July is a celebratory event 

for loyalist working-class estates. As a valued form of loyalist material culture, 

the Eleventh of July bonfire is a celebration of Protestant history and loyalist 

identity, one that is central to the cultural reproduction of loyalism.

Another shared element is how space within each estate is 

transformed through the social construction of space. Returning to Low’s 

conception (1996: 861-862), the social construction of space encompasses
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‘the actual transformation of space - through people’s social exchanges, 

memories, images, and daily use of the material setting - into scenes and 

actions that convey symbolic meaning.’ As illustrated in both case studies, 

the bonfire site is socially constructed, as it becomes a social hub—filled with 

social interaction and social practice. Additionally, the site is a place of 

situated learning—learning that occurs in a specific environment and 

engages in social practice. As I argued in Chapter 4, the Eleventh of July 

bonfire through its lifespan acts a form of political socialization.

Lastly, the placement of the Irish tricolour on the Eleventh of July 

bonfire was a shared action at both estates. In Chapter 4, I cited Kertzer’s 

argument on the significance of what is burnt. As a symbol of ‘the other’ or 

‘the enemy’ its destruction by fire is, according to Kertzer (1988: 122), a ‘rite 

of protest.’ Applying this further, a parallel can be made. As noted, 

Taughmonagh included two tricolours on their bonfire in 2013 defying bonfire 

management policy. I argue that the inclusion of the tricolours is also a ‘rite of 

protest’—an act of resistance to the prescribed elimination of a ‘traditional’ 

yet sectarian element of the Eleventh of July bonfire.

Differences

One of the most apparent differences between Tigers Bay and 

Taughmonagh is the Bonfire Management Programme. As presented earlier 

in the chapter, Taughmonagh participates in the bonfire scheme, yielding 

certain benefits. As Thomas noted, the bonfire site is aesthetically pleasing, 

especially for residents that live adjacent to the site. The funding received for 

following the guidelines of the bonfire scheme is used to hold a fun day for
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the children of the estate, enhancing its appeal to families. Whilst 

Taughmonagh has embraced a re-imaged bonfire (aside from the inclusion of 

the Irish tricolour—explored further in Chapter 7), Tigers Bay on the other 

hand defended its inclusion—citing ‘tradition’ as well as being an essential 

element of the Eleventh of July bonfire.

Underlying this is how the Bonfire Management Programme is 

perceived. For my key respondents in Tigers Bay, BCC’s Bonfire 

Management Programme was designed to eradicate their culture, to 

eliminate the Eleventh of July bonfires. In contrast, Taughmonagh embraced 

change, evidenced by their re-imaged mural and art piece and by elimination 

of the red, white and blue kerbs. As one of the original estates in the bonfire 

scheme, Taughmonagh did resist as explained by Thomas. However, once 

reassured that the bonfire was not being eradicated, residents supported the 

change.

Conclusion

Both Taughmonagh and Tigers Bay, as Loyalist working class 

neighbourhoods, take pride in their Protestant history and socio-political 

identity. These case studies were selected for two reasons. Firstly, they 

illustrate that there are similarities and differences in how the Eleventh of July 

bonfire is celebrated. Secondly, both demonstrate how the Eleventh of July 

bonfire constructs social space in the estates. Therefore, rather than acting 

as subjects within a space, residents of all ages are acting as agents in the 

creation of social space (Low 1996). Lastly, both of the case study examples
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demonstrated how the Bonfire Management Programme directly and 

indirectly impacts loyalist working-class estates.
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Chapter 6: Bonfires or Beacons? : Social policy and management of a 
cultural tradition

What are we going to do, I wonder, now that the bonfire is burnt out? 
(Anonymous 1990).

The prevalence of celebratory bonfires, as discussed in Chapter 4, is 

demonstrated by their contemporary role in the two main communities in 

Northern Ireland, now the subject of policy. This chapter will discuss the 

development of bonfire management policy within ‘post-conflict’ Belfast. 

Through a comparison of my two case studies, differing perceptions of the 

policy emerge as well as conflicted relationships surrounding the 

commemorative ritual.

Social Policy

Following the ceasefires of 1994 and the Peace Process which saw multi

party negotiations lead to the 1998 Belfast or Good Friday Agreement, a 

consociational, power-sharing agreement, legislated under the Northern 

Ireland Act 1998 (Shirlow and Murtagh 2006:33). Fifteen years on, the 

violence that characterised the civil unrest known as the Troubles has 

decreased ‘yet people in Belfast still live, attend school, celebrate traditions, 

play sport and socialise separately’ (Peace III Plan Review, 5). As a divided 

city, the remnants of the past are entrenched in the present and the 

‘spatialisation of identity’ (Komarova 2008:3) found in Belfast is exemplified 

by residential segregation characterized as ‘ethno-sectarian enclaving’ 

(Shirlow and Murtagh 2006: 70) that influence the social practices of both 

sides. Before presenting the social policy, I will provide a brief outline of 

pertinent areas of social policy applicable to my research.
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In the Good Friday Agreement (1998), paragraph 5 of the section on Rights, 

Safeguards and Equality of Opportunity, Economic, Social and Cultural 

Issues states

All participants acknowledge the sensitivity of the use of symbols and 
emblems for public purposes, and the need in particular in creating the 
new institutions to ensure that such symbols and emblems are used in 
a manner which promotes mutual respect rather than division. 
Arrangements will be made to monitor this issue and consider what 
action might be required.

The discourse of post-GFA is situated in a policy landscape. As Railings 

(2013: 97) notes, ‘there have been three major waves of social policies 

dealing with concepts relevant to shared space - Belfast City Vision in the 

late 1990s, A Shared Future (ASF) from 2003-2005, and Cohesion, Sharing 

and Integration (CSI) in 2010.’ Adding to the policy landscape is the most 

recent document Together: Building a United Community (TBAUC) released 

in 2013. This chapter examines the policies and policy content applicable to 

cultural traditions and is informed by Railings’ (2013: 97-98) critical 

examination of these policies showing how ‘policy itself can act as an 

instrument of power, with the terms and discourse in policy becoming 

‘internalized,’ influencing both perceptions and actions and spatial 

discourses.’

The consultation paper, A Shared Future on Improving Community 

Relations in Northern Ireland launched in 2003. The document focused on 

promoting a broad debate to produce a policy that would inform and steer the 

vision for Northern Ireland’s future—with the goal of an ‘integrated and
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shared society’ (ASF Consultation paper 2003: np). This was followed in 

2005 by the OFMDFM document by A Shared Future Policy and Strategic 

Framework for Good Relations with implementation of objectives and priority 

areas in the First Triennial Action Plan 2006-2009. In part 2 of the ASF 

entitled Towards a shared society’ (ASF 2005: 17) the following points 2.1 

Tackling the Visible Manifestations of Sectarianism and Racism’ and 2.6 

‘Supporting Good Relations through Diversity and Cultural Diversity’ are of 

interest, the first dealing with ‘[fjreeing the public realm (including public 

property) from displays of sectarian aggression (ASF 2005: 19) and the 

second under 2.6.4

An individual or a community’s identity is evident, both internally and 
to ‘others’, by markers which are most frequently ‘cultural’ - that is as 
a result of learned behaviour or habits - and since conflict involves 
demonising or stereotyping others on the basis of these cultural 
identity markers, it follows that addressing diversity through culture is 
crucial to ‘promoting good relations’ (ASF 2005:31)

The labelling of these as ‘priority areas’ (ASF 2005:19) is telling, as these are 

areas consistently at the nexus of contentious politics in Northern Ireland. 

Therefore, it is within the context of ASF (2005) and TBUAC (2013) and the 

aims of a shared, united community that the challenge of divisive cultural 

traditions is addressed.

As presented previously in Chapter 3, the issues of safety, health and 

environment surrounding bonfires were highlighted at specific times by the 

media, yet these issues were always a constant, even if not at the forefront. 

Thus, the placement of bonfires in the policy landscape of Belfast is located
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in the broader category of ‘cultural’—defined as learned behaviour or habits’ 

(ASF 2005:31) and as an element of the ‘visible manifestations of 

sectarianism’ (ASF 2005:19). In the TBUAC strategy bonfires fall under the 

category of cultural expression with a shared aim ‘to create a community, 

which promotes mutual respect and understanding, is strengthened by its 

diversity and where cultural expression is celebrated and embraced’ (2013: 

6).

It is not until the early 2000s that a formalised report emerged to tackle 

the extensive impact of bonfires. As illustrated in Chapter 3, the picture 

changes as a transition to larger bonfires during the Troubles become the 

norm and the Eleventh of July bonfires become more politicized, a political 

resource under paramilitary control with paramilitary shows of strength, the 

burning of flags, effigies and emblems. Post-GFA, large bonfires remain, but 

their tenure is being questioned by the discourse of a shared city as well as 

from the more practical standpoint of space. As Shimada (2010: 160) points 

out in her research on loyalist bonfires ‘the environmental, political and 

cultural sustainability’ of this tradition continues to challenge Northern Ireland. 

In addition, the Eleventh of July bonfires remain highly politicised within the 

context of Northern Ireland’s conflict transformation and reconciliation. Thus, 

the transition to large bonfires brought environmental and safety issues to the 

forefront that the public and statutory agencies felt were not being addressed. 

These issues became the driving force behind the first policy regarding 

Eleventh of July bonfires, of which I now turn.
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In 2003, as a response to the issues surrounding bonfires, the 

Environmental Heritage Service (EHS), part of the Department of the 

Environment (DOE) established an Interagency Working Group on Bonfires. 

The overall aim of the working group was ‘to minimise the environmental, 

economic, health and social impact of bonfires by the development of 

guidelines for the communities and public bodies on the citing and 

management of bonfires’ (A Report by the Interagency Working Group on 

Bonfires 2004:1). In order for the aims of the report to reach the public the 

Interagency Working Group produced an informational leaflet ‘on good 

practice around bonfires’ (Shimada 2010:160-161) that placed bonfires in a 

positive light—highlighting how the Northern Irish celebrate their history, 

along with practical tips yet with no mention of its divisiveness. Interestingly, 

Shimada (2010:161) characterizes the leaflet’s depiction of bonfires 

‘euphemistically’ and ‘apolitical’ even with the authors being statutory bodies 

with ‘civic responsibilities and theoretically, enforcement powers.’

As public concern over the adverse health and environmental effects 

increased, the Good Relations Unit of Belfast City Council developed a pilot 

study in 2005 designed to manage bonfires. Aided by Groundwork Northern 

Ireland (GWNI) and statutory agencies, the programme aligned with Belfast 

City Council’s Corporate Strategic Priorities, namely ‘promoting good 

relations’ (Byrne and Wilson 2007:39). An integral component of the pilot 

study was ‘bonfire management and transformation’ (Byrne and Wilson 

2007:39) accomplished through the collaboration of BCC, statutory agencies 

and most importantly, the communities. The delivery of the programme fell to
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GWNI, as ‘cultural brokers’ approaching the two main communities under the 

auspices of regeneration by focusing on improving the quality of the 

environment in which the communities lived. As Byrne and Wilson (2007:39) 

note, GWNI took the following approach

The quality of spaces and places that surround communities has a 
profound effect on the way people think, feel and act. They maintain 
that changing the context within which people are living will result in 
the symbolic expressions employed by people changing too.

The goal of GWNI was to establish a constructive working relationship within 

the communities through positive developments that would then assist in 

transforming what the ASF (2005) deemed the ‘visible manifestations of 

sectarianism and racism’ (Byrne and Wilson 2007:40) within Protestant 

communities. This approach, established during the 2005-2006 pilot of the 

bonfire management project, is now a fundamental component of the 

subsequent and current bonfire management programme.

In 2006, Belfast City Council voted to fund the Bonfire Management 

Programme. The three-year programme which ran from 2006-2009 offered 

grants to PUL communities,34 and introduced several new aims concentrated 

around health, the environment and good relations

1. To support a number of communities in Belfast in the celebration of 

their cultural tradition through practice and engagement, whilst

3 In 2007 the programme added 'an auxiliary site' (Shimada 2010: 162) from the Catholic community located in the Falls area 

of West Belfast. The bonfire 'tradition' is a recent one and commemorates the start of internment of Republicans in August 
1971.
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engaging with the perceived negative aspects that have become 

associated with bonfires.

2. To work with and support local communities to bring about 

improvements in bonfire management, particularly in terms of 

inclusivity, safety and increased family atmosphere.

3. To further reduce the adverse health and environmental impacts of 

bonfires in the city, including the illegal disposal of waste.

BCC also developed guidelines for participants to follow: 1) an established 

timeframe for the collection of bonfires materials 2) the materials to be only 

wood 3) the elimination of tyres (collected or burnt) and 4) the elimination of 

sectarian and/or paramilitary displays. Adherence to the guidelines procured 

eligibility to receive grant monies, up to 1500 GBP to fund a family-oriented 

festival. Shimada (2010:163) highlights that these festivals for many loyalist 

estates were the ‘first of its kind’ and that BCC ‘sought to encourage wider 

community engagement around bonfire management.’ In addition, an 

interagency forum of the main statutory agencies—Belfast City Council 

members, the Northern Ireland Fire and Rescue Service, the Police Service 

of Northern Ireland, the Roads Service, the Environment and Heritage 

Service, the Department of Regional Development, the Community Relations 

Council, the Northern Ireland Housing Executive, the Northern Ireland 

Community Safety Unit and Groundwork Northern Ireland—was established 

to monitor the programme, promoting discourse between PUL communities 

and the abovementioned statutory agencies.
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During the three-year programme the issues of cultural heritage and 

identity emerged. In response a ‘separated but related strand’ developed to 

address these issues called the ‘Programme of Reflection and Capacity 

Building’ (BCC) which ‘allocated resources’ for each bonfire committee to 

select a series of facilitated discussions for participants within their 

community (BCC; Shimada 2010:165). Facilitated by Project Development 

Officers from GWNI topics ranged from cultural heritage to alcohol use and 

abuse. In addition, workshops were offered to address ‘practical skills’ on 

funding and event management (BCC). Shimada (2010:165) emphasizes 

how this new strand ‘engaged loyalist communities with less tangible 

dimensions of change, thus positioning the physical transformations of the 

bonfires within a larger dialogue about cultural heritage and identity.’ Thus, 

new principles and objectives developed based on community consultations 

and yearly evaluations of the programme. One such element introduced was 

‘cultural committees’ in each area. The role of the committee was to monitor 

‘bonfire management in local communities’ with the committees running ‘all 

year round and would work on promoting all aspects of loyalist cultural 

expression, and not exclusively bonfires’ (BCC internal document 2009).

Another significant addition to the bonfire management programme 

was the ‘eco-friendly beacon’ (BCC). Designed by landscape architect Lee 

Mouncey, a prototype of the beacon was tested via a ‘controlled trial’ 

(Shimada 2010:183) in 2007 with the first official beacon constructed at 

Woodvale Park in July 2008. These ‘bonfire beacons’ became available to
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communities that no longer had space suitable for a traditional bonfire or as 

an alternative to a traditional bonfire.

By 2010 under Phase 1 of the Belfast Peace and Reconciliation Action 

Plan (2010-2011), the Cultural Networks Programme of bonfire management 

delivered via six cultural networks35 was firmly established and ‘operating 

within the parameters of transforming contested space’ (BCC report 2011:7). 

With an increase in the number of participants since 2005, the 2011 

evaluation reported, the total number of bonfires was 108 with 8 enrolled in 

the 2005 pilot study; by 2011, the total number reduced to 73 with 38 enrolled 

(Byrne 2011:4). Also noted in the evaluation was the ‘consistency among 

participating groups’ and ‘most of the participants maintained they wanted to 

be included in 2012’ (Byrne 2011:4). Funding received from Phase 2 of the 

Belfast Peace and Reconciliation Action Plan allowed the bonfire 

management to continue under its new title of ‘Promoting the Positive 

Expression of Cultural Heritage’ (PPECH) running from 2012-2013. The 

overarching aim of PPECH was ‘to support communitites in the development 

of ‘shared space’ through the positive celebration of their cultural heritage 

and identity, promoting their neighbourhood as open and welcoming to all 

visitors’ (BCC internal document 2012, n.p.)

Differing perceptions

Applying Mauss’ concept of ‘total social phenomena’ to their discussion of 

policy, Shore and Wright (1997: 7) emphasize the impact of policies, for they

35 Four cultural networks (East, West, North and South) in PUL communities and two cultural networks in CNR 
communities.
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‘have important economic, legal, cultural and moral implications and can 

create whole new sets of relationships between individuals, groups and 

objects.’ My aim in this next section is to demonstrate how bonfire policy has 

directly and indirectly impacted the bonfire tradition in both aligned and non- 

aligned estates and has constructed new relationships while preventing 

others. Despite this distinction, however, both construct a discourse around 

the Eleventh of July bonfire as ‘tradition’ and ‘celebrating one’s culture. The 

Eleventh of July bonfires are perceived differently by the public, media, 

politicians, the council, the Catholic community, and within loyalist estates 

themselves. Reaction to the bonfire scheme ranged from embracing the 

programme to severe censure. What follows are examples illustrating the 

abovementioned, beginning with the how bonfire management programme 

has impacted the Eleventh night bonfire tradition.

The Woodvale estate in North Belfast exemplifies a ‘success story’ 

within the bonfire management programme. As an estate that lacked a 

suitable bonfire site, Woodvale innovatively embraced a new way to 

celebrate the Eleventh of July. As presented in Chapter 5, in 2008, Woodvale 

as the first estate to use an eco-friendly beacon as well as hold a ‘large 

festival to showcase it as part of a larger, positive interpretation of loyalist 

culture’ (Shimada 2010:184). Thus, the transition from bonfire to beacon 

earned Woodvale exemplar status within the context of bonfire 

transformation and was featured in the brochure ‘The Changing Face of the 

11th’ published by the upper North Belfast Community Empowerment 

Partnership (UNBCEP). As a ‘best practice guide’ (2008: 4) the brochure
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framed the positive impact of bonfire management in the context of ‘good 

practice in cultural celebrations’ one that is ‘more inclusive and widely 

acceptable celebration of tradition during the 11th and 12th July period 

relevant to changing times’ (2008: 4). The inclusiveness of Woodvale’s 2008 

Eleventh celebration rests on where the festival and beacon were located— 

Woodvale Park, a site that according to the brochure is viewed as 

‘neutral/shared space within the community that everyone feels that they can 

come to’ (2008:5). This perception of the beacon at Woodvale illustrates how 

the commemorative ritual of the Eleventh night has altered what I describe as 

a ‘re-invention of tradition’; while the form has changed continuity remains as 

the ‘claim to legitimacy [is] based on the past’ (Bryan 2000: 26). Cannadine 

(1983: 105-106) emphasizes that before an analysis of the meaning of ritual 

can occur, the context and quality must be established. As the traditional 

bonfire is replaced by a beacon change in form is apparent; I suggest the 

meaning has changed as well. First, Woodvale Park is cited as a 

‘neutral/shared space’ thus dramatically altering the space in which the 

celebration takes place, from contested to neutral or shared. Second, the 

event in 2008 is described as ‘inclusive.’ Lastly, having an eco-friendly 

beacon strips the ritual down to its celebratory nature—not the in-your-face 

divisive, sectarian event. In other words, the beacon is no longer a political 

vehicle to express political discontent and display explicit resistance to the 

‘other.’36

36 In 2008, the beacon at Woodvale Park was decorated with pictures created by children of the estate.
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Another example is drawn from one of my main field sites, 

Taughmonagh. As noted earlier in Chapter 5, Taughmongh is one of the 

estates in the South Belfast Cultural Network (SBCN) of BCC’s bonfire 

scheme and ongoing participants in the scheme from 2006. At the time of my 

fieldwork, the SBCN37 was very proactive—engaged in collective action that 

resulted in a 3-year Strategic Plan for the network, beginning in April 2012. 

Conceived by representatives of each estate in the network, the plan 

included core values and principles along with a distinct vision and mission. 

In addition, six aims were established to facilitate the positive expression of 

Loyalist culture. The strategic plan would undergo review on an annual basis 

to assess the impact of the plan. The extensive efforts and end result of the 

SBCN demonstrates the commitment to transforming the Eleventh night 

celebration. These two examples illustrated the direct impact of the Bonfire 

Management Programme on these groups. In addition, new relationships 

were forged—between residents of the different estates—as with SBCN— 

between BCC and the participants resulting in positive outcomes for the 

policy as well as for the participants.

In contrast, the negative reaction and criticism of bonfire management 

marred the policy from the start. Shimada (2010:164) comments that the 

programme ‘invit[ed] criticism’ especially about ‘financing loyalist 

paramilitaries.’ In other words, the funds received were given over to 

paramilitaries rather than funding the festival on the Eleventh of July.

37
In 2012 during my fieldwork, the SBCN was comprised of eight Loyalist estates in South Belfast.
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Censure was also found within the council as well. In an interview with Senior

Good Relations Officer, David Robinson comments

[T]he big issue...for nationalist and republican politicians who 
represent these people who are coming to them and saying “you’re 
giving money to this?” “Are you out of your mind?”

This quote illustrates how bonfire management policy is perceived and also 

illustrates the complex nature of the various relationships among and 

between BCC, and the two main communities and politicians discussed later 

in the chapter.

Adding to the critical view of the traditional bonfires is their portrayal in 

the media (see also Chapter 5). Often named for their gargantuan size—for 

example ‘the Beast’ (A. Maguire, Belfast Telegraph 10 July 2013). In 2010, 

the Irish News headline ‘Hospital’s A&E to close but bonfire outside it 

returns—with a grant’ (The Irish News 2 July 2010). Portrayed as raising 

community tension, promoting anti-social behaviour as well as safety and 

environmental issues (see Chapter 5) the cost incurred from the Eleventh 

night is also reported on by the headline ‘Bonfire bill estimated at £60,000’ 

(BBC News, 9 November 2007). Articles published online often incite various 

comments from the public. From an online article of the Belfast Telegraph are 

comments made online regarding the ‘traditional Eleventh night’

So this is the ‘culture’ that they asked everyone to respect - sectarian 
hatred displayed in the effigies being burnt for no other reason than to 
antagonize and incite others. The saddest thing is how many young 
people are involved in this tribalism and yet the politicians say that 
segregated schools are to blame for the divisions in our communities”
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(citybloke Belfast Telegraph 13 July 2013).

As well as ‘So this is what the Orange Order and Loyalists mean by (and 

advertise as!) a ‘family friendly event’: a 20ft fire hazard belching black 

smoke, people using union jacks as superman capes and drunks stumbling 

about shouting slogans? (TheDeeVirus, 13 July 2013) and ‘Its Bigot Time 

again!...don’t you just love the colorful open displays of learnt hatred...N 

Ireland: a land that is ruled by people who live in the 17th Century’ 

(LordWotWot, Belfast Telegraph 13 July 2013).

In 2010 the cost for ratepayers and local councils was reported in the 

Belfast Telegraph. The article included a listing of council expenditures on 

bonfires for the summer of 2010 with the total expenditure at £158,333 

(Andrew Scott, Belfast Telegraph 23 September 2010). ‘Crackdown urged as 

bill for bonfire call-outs hits £3.7m’ as ‘police have been urged to crack down 

on anti-social elements which surround Eleventh Night bonfires after it 

emerged that the Fire Service shelled out £3.7m in the last five years’ (V. 

McMahon, Belfast Telegraph 3 September 2012).

Another perception was that the bonfire scheme had an ulterior

motive. As David Robinson states ‘there was a perception for about three or

four years with this programme that it was actually a hidden agenda to

eradicate bonfires in Belfast’ (Interview 23 August 2011) a perception

validated by Shimada’s (2010:165) research as she describes this

quandary—‘[sjome participating neighbourhoods perceived Belfast City

Council’s primary agenda as enforcing change, thus heightening anxiety and

a sense of vulnerability within loyalist communities who feared loss of their
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bonfires.’ This was also affirmed during my fieldwork. In an interview, 

Thomas stated ‘at the beginning of the bonfire management programme 

there was anxiety, a fear’ (Thomas, interview 9 May 2012) that the bonfire 

management programme was designed to eradicate bonfires. With the 

increase in participants from 2005-2012 and the continuation of bonfires set 

alight on the eleventh night, this perception has all but faded away. However, 

at my field site Tigers Bay (a non-participating bonfire) this view is held by 

several of my key respondents (see Chapter 5). For example, on several 

occasions I was told the bonfire is about defence. The ethos of loyalism and 

the influence of unionism—with mantras of ‘no surrender’ and ‘not an inch’ 

reflects the ‘fear of change’ spoken of by Thomas. Robert Lee in an interview 

affirmed this fear stating the need for the ‘PUL community to be secure in 

[their] domination’ and ‘be in power’ (Interview 22 September 2011). Although 

presented as a generalization, there is validity in this statement. This 

‘discourse of defence’ is reinforced through the ‘lived experience’ (Shirlow 

2003) of my respondents.

Complex relationships

In Northern Ireland the ritual commemorations and symbols so defiantly 

protected are the most contentious. Like the contentious relationships 

surrounding Orange parades described by Bryan (1999, 2000) Jarman 

(1997) and Bryan and Jarman (1997), the relationships surrounding the 

Eleventh of July bonfire are also contentious. The view from the outside— 

influenced by media portrayals and politicians has striking similarities shared 

by some of ‘their own.’ David Robinson reflects on this ‘conversations with
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some senior Loyalists in Belfast who bemoaned the fact that their culture was 

perceived to be about burning other people’s flags, drinking lots and playing 

rave music’ (Interview, 23 August 2011). For participants in the Bonfire 

Management Programme, this perception overshadows the progress as 

estates are reporting a reduction of anti-social behaviour, excessive drinking 

and the burning of symbols and emblems (BCC evaluation and Woodvale 

brochure). As such, the progress made in transforming bonfires is a collective 

effort, one characterised by negotiation, consultation and trust. As David 

Robinson comments, the process and success of bonfire management rests 

on the relationships between all those involved in the programme

It has been about the levels of trust that have developed over the 
number of years the programme has been going on between 
community, community people and the likes of the Council and the fire 
service and the police and all those agencies that are involved with the 
programme (Interview, 23 August 2011).

Significantly, Thomas commented on the ongoing relationship between the 

council and residents of Taughmonagh stating ‘the council did listen’ to the 

suggested changes on the initial guidelines of the bonfire scheme. Citing 

cooperation on the council’s side would secure ‘sustainability’ of participants 

in the programme and allow ‘long-term goals to be met’ (Interview, 3 July 

2012). Robert Lee commented on how a ‘change in the mentality in local 

community groups’ was influenced by the trust built between BCC and GWNI 

with participating communities. That is, on the ground the ongoing working 

relationship between GWNI network leaders and local representatives of the 

bonfire committees. This was a tenuous and sensitive area as the guidelines
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for the bonfire scheme were disseminated to the community workers and/or 

bonfire representatives, then to the community. The delivery and 

implementation was often met with resistance. As noted in Chapter 5 delivery 

of the bonfire management programme in Taughmonagh via BCC and GWNI 

to community representatives to on the ground was described as a 

partnership. Thomas describes that ‘a wee bit of give and take’ facilitated 

residents working together, under the guidelines of BMP to create a more 

positive celebration. As Thomas states ‘it’s about putting it across in a 

positive way. It means that our enemies, if you like, can’t point the finger and 

say ‘this is a disgrace’ and give them ammunition’ (Interview, 21 March 

2012).

Shimada (2010: 186) highlights this concern as well as she describes 

how the BMP's ‘unpopular guidelines’ were met with disdain, especially the 

idea of a beacon replacing the traditional bonfire. She describes the 

Woodvale estate—a pioneer in the use of the eco-friendly beacon (see 

Chapter 5) yet writes (2010: 185) ‘praise has been far from universal, and the 

beacon has emerged as one of the most contentious symbols of bonfire 

transformation.’ This reaction to the beacon was reinforced during my 

fieldwork. A key theme that emerged from one of my focus groups 

(conducted using verbal questions and pictures of a traditional bonfire and 

beacon) was what the beacon represented as compared to a traditional 

bonfire. When showed a picture of the eco-friendly beacon the replies 

varied. One participant commented “[It’s] silly, disgusting, it’s against our 

culture” (Focus group 1, respondent 2) and “It’s all for people to get money”
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(Focus group 1, respondent 5) and “That’s not a bonfire” (Focus group 1, 

respondent 3). These responses clearly illustrate a negative view of the 

beacon. What followed was an explanation for these views:

R3: It’s not what it is all about; that there [the beacon] can come on the back 
of a lorry. The actual building, collecting, sweating is all part of the tradition. 
What is that straw?

R5: It takes the blood and guts out of everything that you’ve worked for.

R6: That is pressed wood, wood chips.

R2: And it burns in a half hour.

R3: It looks like a baldy Christmas tree.

[Laughter]

This excerpt illuminates several things. First, the beacon is not an acceptable 

alternative to the traditional bonfire. Second, the beacon is viewed as 

inauthentic and is not a product of the intensive labour required to collect 

materials and construct a traditional bonfire—fundamental to the 

understanding the Eleventh night as a shared practice, as argued in Chapter 

4.

From policy to practice

Given the complexities that surrounded the implementation of bonfire 

management policy and the discursive formation of these relationships, 

shaped by wider discourses and local experiences, it is not surprising 

establishing trust played a fundamental role. As the bonfire scheme evolved, 

the relationships were reworked on all levels along with the changing 

perception of the bonfire management policy.
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Moving from policy to practice is no easy task. Wedel et al. (2005:38) 

notes that the task of producing policy and its implementation does not follow 

a ‘linear process with a predetermined outcome’ with the process punctuated 

by ‘unforeseen variables’ and ‘frequently combined in unforeseen ways with 

unforeseen consequences.’ These unforeseen variables and/or 

consequences are what Wedel terms ‘chemical reactions’ (Wedel 2001:8-9 

as cited in Wedel et al. 2005:39) in which policies are ‘transformed by the 

agendas, interests, and interactions’ (Wedel et al. 2005:39) of policy maker 

and those affected by the policy.

First, in the context of social policy on ‘shared space’ and ‘community 

relations,’ BCC engaged communities via bonfire policy to transform the 

divisive and sectarian event. As presented earlier, the ambivalent reception 

of the policy and its guidelines created a tenuous atmosphere for BCC to 

implement and in particular, the specific guideline focused on the 

transformation of visible displays of sectarianism. ‘Transforming’ defined as 

not displaying paramilitary trappings, namely flags as well as refraining from 

burning nationalist/republican symbols. The nature of the problem does not 

appear to be changing as evidence supports that this guideline continues to 

be a fundamental challenge for BCC. In an interview with David Robinson, I 

asked about the burning of the tricolour

The bottom line is I think a lot of groups on our programme would 
recognize that burning of nationalist and republican flags and symbols 
is not necessarily a good thing. What they would also say is that it’s 
something that has always happened. It’s a tradition (Interview, 29 
November 2011).
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This quote captures the paradox of the discourse of tradition that permeates 

Northern Ireland. In addition, it exposes a sensitive and huge vulnerability of 

the policy—as enforcement is futile. As David Robinson notes ‘if you’re 

getting public money, and this is the big issue, this is the stuff that appears 

on the internet—these are the photos that appear on blogs [and] websites’ 

(Interview, 29 November 2011) the fact that the tricolour continues to be 

placed and burnt on the Eleventh night by participating estates, is hard to 

accept while casting bonfire management as ineffectual.

Second, at the local level, the impact of the criticism is felt in another 

way. It was at this early stage that the policy—viewed as a top down 

approach rather than a bottom up approach—received criticism from different 

areas—the public, politicians, and the media—generating tensions within 

participating and non-participating loyalist communities. Additionally, it was 

how BCC discouraged people from expressing their culture in a particular 

way, by the exclusion of certain symbols. Thus, for participants it was the 

unpopular guidelines as noted earlier and for non-participants signing up 

meant ‘selling out’ and the loss of one’s culture (see Chapter 5).

Third, as noted earlier in the chapter, the bonfire scheme has 

undergone changes. Interestingly, this included several name changes. 

David Robinson, in an interview, commented that ‘names are irrelevant’ yet in 

the same interview states the bonfire scheme from 2012-2013, called 

Promoting the Positive Expression of Cultural Heritage, was ‘to show 

progression in terms of [the] programme. [F]or me, the term’s always been
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negative anyway. It caused me a lot of grief because people were angry with 

the name; because sectarianism to one person is celebration to another’ 

(Interview, 23 August 2011). In other words, the scheme ‘Promoting the 

Positive Expression of Cultural Heritage’ framed the bonfire scheme in a 

positive way yet remained ‘policy speak.’

Lastly, reflecting the complex relationships addressed earlier, this was 

observed during the different meetings I attended from 2011-2012—the 

Interagency Bonfire Committee meetings, the West Belfast Cultural Network 

and South Belfast Cultural Network meetings38. The meetings offered insight 

into the complexities of the relationships between the ‘state’ level and the 

local level. David Robinson notes

[l]t’s not just about the perception and views of the people on the 
programme, it’s about the perception and views of the people within 
the organisation who fund the programme that have to be taken into 
account as well, and what I always do at those meetings is put forward 
the perception and views of those who are on the programme who 
may not be sitting around the table (Interview 29 November 2011, 
emphasis added).

Thus, by performing a balancing act—a complicated task—the cleavages are 

exposed. This was evident at the Interagency Bonfire Committee39 meeting 

on 22 March 2012. As the meeting progressed, an internal issue was raised 

by one of the representatives of the West Belfast Cultural Network regarding 

the recent negative media coverage. One member posed a question to David 

Robinson “How does the council support those in the programme? What will

38 I only attended certain meetings and those meetings will be noted.

39 See Chapter 5 for the groups that comprise the Interagency Group.
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you do actively?” At first, David Robinson responded but did not answer the 

question. IM posed it again and finally David Robinson replied that the 

council will “work within the criteria” set forth by the programme. This is 

interesting to note, as BCC is constrained as no ‘official statement’ was 

issued.

Another area of contention is the funding constraint placed upon the 

participants. To receive funding under Peace III, the SEUPB delineates 

specific criteria requiring lengthy documentation. On 14 September 2011 I 

attended the monthly meeting of the Interagency Working Group on Bonfires 

(see also Chapter 6). At this meeting, the documentation required for 

reimbursement of funds was commented on by a WBCN member as a 

‘paperwork nightmare’ (Interagency meeting, 14 September 2011). In 

particular, was the issue of the policy language used in the bonfire scheme, 

as the WBCN member commented how the ‘policy speak’ is challenging to 

participants. This in turn produced tension among the bonfire group as the 

WBCN member explained that for his group to continue to participate in the 

programme he had taken on the ‘role of persuader.’ This issue reinforces a 

real constraint on implementation of the bonfire scheme as well as 

demonstrating the tenuous relationship that develops between community 

representatives and participants. Another issue raised at this meeting 

pertained to the media coverage of the use of social networking sites (like 

Facebook and Bebo) to implement anti-social behaviour (Reilly 2011: 1-2). 

This particular issue illustrated how community representatives are in a 

constant struggle to abide by the guidelines and at the same time reign in its
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residents. Lastly, the independent evaluation of the Bonfire Management 

Programme was discussed. At issue was the lack of representation of the 

Interagency Working Group as only the service providers were interviewed 

because of a time constraint. This was a significant issue for the Northern 

Ireland Housing Representative, commenting during the meeting that the 

evaluation was not representative of all of the statutory agencies, nor the 

participants. Although the issue was raised, the members present at the 

meeting did not pursue the matter further.

Conclusion

As stated in the introduction of this chapter, ‘policy itself, can act as an 

instrument of power’ (Railings 2013:97). In this chapter I have illustrated how 

the form, content and interpretation or re-interpretation of the bonfire is linked 

to policy, either directly or indirectly. The result is a changing vehicle for 

symbolic expression of identity as the Eleventh of July bonfire, under bonfire 

management, embraces a more positive role. At the same time, for some 

Loyalists resistance to this change is operating on a number of levels in local 

neighbourhoods.

Resistance, in its everyday forms or in the public realm, occurs 

particularly during times of dramatic social change (Jarman 1997:5). For 

those neighbourhoods in the Bonfire Management Programme, embracing 

change is a collaborative process, one that involves all levels of society. 

Jarman states It is the desires and aspirations of the present that shape our 

views of the past’ (1997:5) and thus influence the ritual practices of the 

present. For those estates that are not accepting of the Bonfire Management
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Programme, the past is still a prominent feature of the present day. 

‘Arguably, developing ‘shared space’ is not something that can be achieved 

before addressing all the complex issues around cultural identity and the 

visual manifestations of conflict’ (Railings 2013:114).

In the next chapter I examine the spatiality of bonfires within the 

themes of ritual, symbol and identity.
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Chapter 7: Performing the past

‘By claiming space in public, by creating public spaces, social groups 
themselves become public’ (Hagen 2008: 350).

This chapter focuses on how the Loyalist community makes themselves 

public through the Eleventh of July bonfires. Sterrett, Hackett and Hill (2012: 

58) remind us that ‘in the context of a city such as Belfast...space is highly 

politicised’ playing a fundamental role in ritual display and expression. As I 

argued in Chapter 4, the Eleventh of July bonfires (and their site) are spaces 

that are socially produced and socially constructed (Low 1996). Also 

previously noted (see Chapter 2), the landscape plays a dynamic role in the 

political and cultural discourse. ‘Building on this approach, scholars have 

investigated the ways in which the design, control and surveillance of public 

space provided powerful mechanisms for cultural inclusion and exclusion’ 

(Hagen 2008: 350). This is exemplified by the annual ritual events that take 

place in Northern Ireland. As ‘visually striking uses of public spaces’ (Hagen 

2008: 350), these events clearly demonstrate ‘the complex connections 

among space, identity and politics’ (Morrissey and Gaffikin 2006: 874). At the 

same time, these events are catalysts for increased acrimony, disputes and 

often violence (Bryan 1999, 2000a, 2000b, 20006; Bryan and Jarman 1997; 

Jarman 1997, 2000, 2003; Jarman and Bryan 1996; Smithey and Young 

2010). By placing the bonfires within the arena of public space, issues of 

control arise, situated at both the local and state level and operating in the 

policy context of a shared future.
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This chapter examines the Eleventh of July bonfires within a spatial 

context, where ritual, symbol, and identity collide. Situated in Lefebvre’s 

social theory on space and Low’s conceptual framework of social production 

and social construction of space, I begin with the relationship between space, 

specifically public space, and practices of commemoration in Northern 

Ireland. Next, I explore how public space is politicised and the site of 

competing discourses. An understanding of the fundamental role of public 

space in Northern Ireland sets the stage for the exploration of ritual 

commemorations.

Spatiality and practices of commemoration

Practices of commemoration in Northern Ireland are found in the form

of processions, namely marches and parades, as well as annual bonfires.

These practices ‘inscribe meaning on space’ (Graham and Whelan 2007:

488). In Northern Ireland, public space operates as an ‘active medium’

(Ruddick 1996: 135) as political ideology is displayed and territory is marked

and defended. Thus, space is at the crux of the issue of ethno-nationalism.

Morrissey and Gaffikin (2008: 874) argue that in contested cities ethno-

nationalism is found in two forms: pluralism and sovereignty. Pluralism is

characterised as ‘imbalances in power, welfare and status’ between sparring

groups and sovereignty as having ‘pluralist disputes about equity and access’

as well as ‘an ethno-nationalist conflict about the legitimacy of the state itself

(Morrissey and Gaffikin 2008: 874). Belfast is the latter as local issues

surrounding ethnicity are mapped upon the larger question of nationalism.

One way this is illustrated is by the practices of commemorations that

mobilize historical narratives, symbolism and performance. These
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commemorations reinforce group solidarity and identity reaffirmation as well 

as providing a source of tension and conflict. Therefore, practices of 

commemoration enacted in contested space ‘serve to simultaneously 

proselytize to the believer, while inciting the infidel’ (Morrissey and Gaffikin 

2006: 875).

Rolston (1998) characterises ‘culture’ in Northern Ireland as a 

battleground with symbolism and ritual playing a prominent role by providing 

what Bourdieu (1977) refers to as ‘cultural capital’ in the struggle for power 

by the Catholic community and the Protestant community (Cairns and Smyth 

2002: 143; Wilson and Stapleton 2005: 634). It is not surprising then, that like 

the marches and the parades, the Eleventh of July bonfires are a ‘symbolic 

performance, a form of social action’ for the Loyalist community (Harrington 

and Mitchell 1991: 1). The commemorative events are part of what Sack 

(1986: 5) refers to as a ‘geographical strategy’ implemented ‘to control 

people and things by controlling area.’ This strategy applied during public 

spectacles is used to convey and perform statements of identity, politics and 

power (Hagen 2008: 350; Smithey and Young 2010: 394). Therefore, through 

the enactment of commemorative marches or the building and lighting of the 

Eleventh of July bonfire, socio-political identity is expressed and mobilised in 

public space.

Politics and public space

Street politics are found in everyday forms of resistance as well as dramatic 

public confrontations (Scott 1987). At the core of street politics is the role of 

power relations and control over the public display. In Northern Ireland,
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‘public space is often symbolically labelled and politicised—demarcated by 

flags, murals, and symbols in a display of specific cultural identity, territory 

and ‘ownership’ (McAlister, Scraton and Haydon 2010: 69). This use of public 

space to demonstrate one’s affiliation with a community, ethnic group, or 

political party through the use of symbolic display has a rich history in 

Northern Ireland (Bryan 2000a; 2000b; Farrell 2000). Like parades in 

Northern Ireland, the Eleventh of July bonfire occurs ‘within a complex set of 

relationships involving those with authority over the events attempting to 

exert control, those participating and watching (willingly or unwillingly), the 

wider political communities, and the forces of the state’ (Bryan 2000:176). In 

the context of the Eleventh of July bonfires the ‘forces of the state’ include 

Belfast City Council, political parties and the PSNI. At the local or ‘street’ 

level maintaining control is located among paramilitaries, community 

development workers and residents.

Street politics, then, have played a major role in the history of modern 

Ulster, especially in the form of sectarian violence (Farrell 2000). Farrell 

(2000: 104) writes ‘[sjectarian festivals and the riots they provoked played 

integral roles in maintaining, reinforcing, and updating ideas, myths, and 

symbols that late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century protagonists used 

to construct the North’s antagonistic but interlocked political culture.’ Thus, 

the ‘tradition of sectarian violence’ (Farrell 2000:104) paved the way for the 

formation of a contentious system of politics and the formation of ‘modern 

Ulster society’ (Farrell 2000:9). Therefore, the tradition of contentious display
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of politics is an integral part of Ulster’s history, one that continues to play out 

in modern day Belfast.

As noted by numerous scholars, public events, especially in Northern 

Ireland, are a major feature of the process of mobilisation and the control of 

public space (Feldman 1991; Jarman 1997; O’Dochartaigh 1997; Bryan 

2000; Farrell 2000). This is illustrated by rituals and symbols, especially 

parades and flags (Bell 1990; Bryan 1999; 2000a; 2000b; Bryan and Jarman 

1997; Jarman 1997; 1998; 1999; 2000; 2003; Jarman and Bryan 1998; 2000; 

Bryan and McIntosh 2007). From the formation of Northern Ireland in 1921 to 

the contemporary period, against the backdrop of historical, political, social 

crises and upheaval, public space has remained the medium by which 

competing discourses are enacted. As Bryan and McIntosh (2007: 126-127) 

delineate, a substantial amount of time has been spent ‘debating and 

controlling symbols.’ They note Northern Ireland’s public order legislation, 

first introduced in 1951, as undergoing repeated revision since the 1970s 

based on ‘conflict over public spaces’ (Bryan and McIntosh 2007: 127). For 

example, the Flags and Emblems Act 1954 (repealed in 1987) allotted control 

over the popular use of flags a time of Unionist hegemony in Northern 

Ireland. Thus, any flag deemed a possible catalyst for public disorder was not 

displayed—in this case, the Irish tricolour. In regards to public processions 

and the display of symbols, in 1998 the Public Processions (Northern Ireland) 

Act sanctioned the Parades Commission to make decisions on disputed 

parades (Bryan 2000: 173). This act predates the GFA—a document that is 

insufficient in dealing with flags and other forms of cultural expression (see
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Chapter 6). In the context of post-GFA, the document A Shared Future 

(OFMDFM 2005) the discussion of public space inevitably leads to ‘shared 

space’ (Komarova 2008). As Komarova notes there is no consensus as to 

what is meant by shared space. In addition, defining public space is also 

problematic as noted in the 2008 BCC research report ‘Public Space for a 

Shared Belfast’ with the authors concluding that the ‘debates illustrate the 

intrinsic controversy in defining public space’ (3). This carries over to the 

latest policy document Together Building a United Community {20)3). Public 

space remains defined as ‘Protestant’ or ‘Catholic’ (with perhaps the 

exception of ‘neutral’ or ‘shared’ spaces like Belfast City Centre). What is 

apparent is that ‘ritual practices (including commemorations, parades, and 

demonstrations) have played an important role in defining public space in 

Northern Ireland (Bryan 2004: 237). This is a testament to the significance of 

these events and the space in which they are enacted. Burke (2010: 108) 

and others aptly describe this paradox by reminding us that ‘the 

commemorations of the past are really statements about the present.’

Performance/cultural Performance

Ritualisation is best reconstructed in terms of social practices which are 
situated and performed (Hughes-Freeland and Cain 1998: 2).

As presented in Chapter 2, the ritual of the Eleventh of July bonfire can be 

conceptualised as a performance—what Singer means by a cultural 

performance’ Geertz examined the Balinese cockfight as a cultural 

performance, one that demonstrated the interrelationship between the 

performance and other aspects of Balinese culture—for example, politics.
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Furthermore, cultural performance reveals how people conceive and use 

space by investing space with meaning.

In defining cultural performance, Singer established specific features 

distinguishing performance from everyday life—a performance then is ‘set 

apart in time, place and occasion (Carlson 2004: 13). These features apply to 

the Eleventh night bonfires—as the bonfires are set alight at midnight on the 

Eleventh of July; at a designated place—the bonfire site; and are a 

commemorative event. Like Singer, Lewis (2013: 4) distinguishes 

performance from ordinary life, what he calls ‘special events’ that are ‘framed’ 

(Coffman 1974). This relates to Turner’s model of the dialectic between 

social order and social disorder (Lewis 2013: 8) that is, ‘structure’ or ordinary 

life and ‘anti-structure’ or ritual process.

Bailey (1996: 1) writes ‘performance carries with it a notion of publicity, 

something exhibited’—this is the case with the Eleventh of July bonfires. 

Fundamental to the cultural performance is their location—in public space; 

and they exhibit many things—collective history, expressions of identity and 

political views. As Ross (2009: 16) writes ‘cultural performances as rituals 

communicate the core parts of a group’s self-understood identity and history.’ 

Hetherington (1998: 105) emphasises that identity is about spatiality. 

Individuals identify themselves with a particular locale, whether local, regional 

or national. In addition, a particular space, like a bonfire site, serves as a 

locus for the ‘performance of identity’ through commemorative practices. The 

performative act of commemoration is an essential way in which collective 

identities are formed and maintained (Winter 2010: 15). These cultural
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performances according to Burke (2010: 108) are ‘collective performances of 

memory’ and what Jarman (1997) calls ‘performances of memory’ which 

provide continuity with a historical event or narrative. As Burke (2010: 106) 

aptly notes

They are rituals which ‘canonize’ particular events, in the sense of 
giving them a sacred or exemplary quality, making them ‘historic’ as 
well as historical. They tell a story, present a ‘grand narrative’, or make 
it grand by performing it. They reconstruct history or ‘re-collect’ or ‘re
member’ it in the sense of practising bricolage, assembling fragments 
of the past into new patterns.

Additionally, the politics of the cultural performance are revealed. Cohen 

(1993) emphasized this in his study of the Netting Hill Carnival by arguing the 

symbolic or cultural becomes political and vice versa (Parkin, Caplan and 

Fisher 1996: xv). For Turner (1974), this was the ‘social drama’ in which 

‘conflict seems to bring fundamental aspects of society, normally overlaid by 

the customs and habits of daily intercourse, into frightening prominence 

(1974: 35). Kertzer (1987: 108), influenced by Turner, coined the concept of 

‘sociodrama,’ exposing politics as a ‘show’ or ‘drama.’ In Northern Ireland, 

these cultural performances are riddled with politics, revealing ‘cracks’ and 

‘fissures’ (Burke 2010: 108) within the community. These events are what 

Gluckman referred to that allows insight into the social morphology of a 

community as well as its sites of discord (see Chapter 2). Moreover, these 

performative acts construct and reaffirm collective identity, by defining what 

they are, but also what they are not—the ‘other’ or ‘rival memory community’ 

(Burke 2010: 114). Thus, the Eleventh of July bonfire as a performance not 

only promotes social cohesion as in Durkheim’s collective effervescence, it
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also excludes and ‘is an explicit form of denial and assertion of power’ (Ross 

2009: 7) in the politically contentious realm of public space. In Chapter 4, I 

argued how the bonfire site, as a ‘lived space’ transforms. I now turn to the 

transformation of space through performance, noting Schieffelin’s (1998: 

194) conception of the ‘creation of presence.’

Mitchell (2005: 394) writes ‘through performance, space is

transformed from the relatively neutral space of a lived environment to the 

symbolically and often politically charged space of performance.’ Unlike other 

manifestations of marking space, the Eleventh of July bonfires are 

ephemeral; this ‘temporary spatiality’ (Mitchell 2005: 395) however, is vital to 

the Loyalist community. Applying Fuoss’ conceptualisation of a cultural 

performance to the Eleventh of July bonfires, space is transformed. First, the 

ritual takes place on the Eleventh night taking place in loyalist, working-class 

estates. Second, there is a particular order of activities with the lighting of the 

children’s’ bonfire, then at midnight, the main bonfire is set alight. Third, it is a 

collective ritual for the loyalist community. Fourth, the Eleventh of July bonfire 

is a visual spectacle that displays loyalist identity. Lastly, the Eleventh of July 

bonfire is product of working-class labour. Thus, as a cultural performance, 

the Eleventh of July bonfire changes the form, appearance and character of 

space.

Loyalty and resistance

In this section, I situate the Eleventh of July bonfires in the Twelfth of July 

narrative as well as compare aspects of the two ritual events. Informed by the 

extant scholarship on the ritual action of the Twelfth of July (Jarman 1997;
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Bryan 2000), I will demonstrate how the Eleventh of July bonfires are an 

integral part of this ritual commemoration, yet are not doing the same thing. I 

do this by illustrating how they are both a form of loyalty and resistance 

illustrating their double-edged character as presented in Chapter 2. The 

examination of resistance in the context of ritual is well documented. Kertzer 

(1988) argues that rituals, in their role of maintaining the status quo, can also 

incite with a purpose. Bryan (2000) draws on Kertzer’s work in his analysis of 

Orange parades, characterizing these ritual events in the context of how they 

exercise as well as resist power. Bryan (1998: 29) in his analysis of Orange 

parades writes of the contradictory nature of ritual

Seeking to understand the Twelfth of July we are faced with the 
paradox that probably exists in some way within most ritual events. Its 
symbolic structure, its formalised and repetitive nature, and its link to a 
calendar of historical events, all help serve to legitimise it a ‘tradition’ 
that in some way exists outside time, and for all time. Its political 
authority derives from its ‘timelessness’ and is linked to the identity of 
those involved.

As Bryan explains, this paradox is commonly found in ritual events, not the 

least the Eleventh of July bonfires.

As part of the annual commemoration of the Battle of the Boyne, the 

Eleventh of July bonfires are commonly viewed as ushering in the Twelfth of 

July (see Chapters 4 and 5). As the culminating events of the Twelfth 

fortnight in Ulster, the two ritual events exemplify the ‘marking and control of 

public space by a variety of cultural, political and paramilitary groups’ (Bryan 

2014: 296). One such group is the Orange Order that uses ‘the ritualized 

practice of parading as a way of maintaining Protestant power in Northern
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Ireland’ (Edwards and Knottnerus 2010: 3). By gaining control of the Twelfth 

of July parades, the Orange Order obtained an advantageous position of 

power allowing them ‘the ability to influence politics and the social structure 

of Northern Ireland’ (Jarman and Bryan 1998; Bryan 2000; Edwards and 

Knottnerus 2010: 3). This is most apparent during 1921-1972 with the 

parades characterized as ‘rituals of state’ (Jarman 1998; Bryan 2000). 

Therefore, studies analysing the Orange Order parading rituals reveal that 

the parades are much more than ‘tradition’ and have played a significant and 

complex role in the ongoing power relationships between the state as well as 

the relationship between the two main communities (Jarman 1997; Jarman 

and Bryan 1998; Bryan 1999, 2000a). At face value, the Eleventh of July 

bonfires are ‘pro-State’ celebrating and reaffirming Britishness, Protestantism 

and Loyalist Ulster. However, I argue, that upon closer examination, the 

Eleventh of July bonfires are a highly localised and political event.

The Eleventh of July bonfires are many things; most importantly they 

are working-class labours (Graham 2008: np) devised, constructed and 

celebrated in Loyalist working class estates. As a significant local event, 

individuals that moved away from their ‘home’ estate, return to their roots to 

be spectators of the ritual event. In Chapter 5 I described the three stages of 

the Eleventh of July bonfire—collecting, building and burning—this is the 

labour Graham speaks of. This cultural knowledge, honed in each Loyalist 

estate is learned, as I argue in Chapter 4, through social practice from 

generation to generation.
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Through the social production of space—the physical and material 

elements—and the construction of space—the social elements—the Eleventh 

of July bonfire and its location in the estate produces and becomes what I 

describe in Chapter 4 as a ‘social hub’ of activity with different spatial 

practices. At the forefront is the construction and articulation of Loyalist 

identity. This is accomplished in several ways. First, the Eleventh of July 

bonfire is a territorial marker of ownership stating to those within the estate to 

other Loyalist estates and everyone else who they are. Second, the informal 

competition between Loyalist estates of who has the best bonfire is about 

acquiring in Bourdieu’s (1991) terms, symbolic capital, thus legitimising the 

local community. Lastly, the Eleventh of July bonfire is about local identity. 

This is reinforced when comparing the Queen’s Jubilee celebration with the 

Eleventh of July in 2012. While the Queen’s Jubilee celebrated being British, 

the Eleventh night is more about one’s estate. This was apparent in one of 

my field sites, Tigers Bay. The jubilee was feted with a kid’s day complete 

with bouncy castles, face painting and a barbeque. Another day there was a 

pensioner’s lunch in the small hall at Duncairn Community Centre, with tea, 

sandwiches, fairy cakes and good cheer. The televisions in the centre were 

showcasing the ceremonies accompanying the jubilee. Thus, the core of 

celebration was recognizing the Queen, and being British.

In contrast, the Eleventh of July is about Tigers Bay—the bonfire, the 

band and their collective identity. This was most apparent on the Eleventh 

night during the procession of the local band through the estate. As part of 

crowd that followed behind the band, I was utterly struck by the cohesiveness
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and sense of belonging I experienced—what Turner phrased ‘communitas.’ I 

experienced what I was repeatedly told about the Eleventh night—how it 

brings people together.

On one level, the Eleventh of July bonfires are interpreted as a ‘British’ 

and ‘Orange’ tradition. ‘British’ because the ritual reaffirms loyalty to the 

British crown. ‘Orange’ because it is associated with the Orange Order and 

the Twelfth of July commemorative ritual. In actuality, the Eleventh of July 

bonfires demonstrate resistance to both—by defying control by the state and 

the ritual is not about Orangeism. To begin with, bonfires are illegal. In 

addition, certain contents and activity related to the bonfires fail under legal 

control. The 2004 report by the Interagency Working Group on Bonfires 

addressed the current legislative controls available to statutory bodies 

including District Councils, the Environment and Heritage Service, Roads 

Service, the PSNI and ‘the degree of control available depends on a wide 

range of factors including: the materials burnt, the actual location or site of 

the bonfire, the persons responsible for dumping and igniting the materials, 

defences under the legislation and the availability of evidence’ (Bonfires 

Report, 2004: 14).

Another example of resistance to the state represented by BCC’s 

bonfire management programme, as discussed in Chapter 6. First, the 

programme falls within the broader context of A Shared Future (2005) and 

now Together Building a United Community (2013) aimed at promoting a 

more positive and less divisive cultural tradition. The reaction to the initial 

programme and for certain groups I worked with was one of contempt. The
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‘sanitising’ of the bonfires, the guidelines of the bonfire management is a 

threat. Moreover the changes in the form and content bonfire equalled 

changes in meaning. As Connerton (1989) has argued, commemorative 

symbols and rituals provide more than remembrances of the past. 

Additionally, ‘one of their defining features is the explicit claim of 

commemorating continuity \N\\.h the past’ (Roe et al. 2010: 150). Ritual as 

‘tradition’ has the ability to legitimize and protect the power of the group 

(Bryan 2000; Roe et al. 2010: 151) ‘for in suggesting that something is right 

because it has always been that way, it is part of what the participants are. 

Since it is part of the participant’s identity, opposition to the ritual [that is, the 

tradition] becomes an attack upon both the individual and his or her 

community (Bryan, Fraser, and Dunn 1995: 10). Thus, the loss of traditional 

bonfires is threatening, it is a personal attack on the Loyalist community and 

viewed as a strategy to eradicate Loyalist culture.

The Orange Order is an important institution in Northern Ireland. As 

stated by Bryan (2000) the Orange Order embodies three discourses: 

religion, politics and cultural identity that regularly overlap. This is exemplified 

by the Orange marches, and in particular ‘the Twelfth.’ There is a popular 

misconception that the Eleventh of July bonfires are under the auspices of 

the Orange Order. In reality, they are linked—part of the Twelfth narrative, 

but not organised by the Orange Order. However, the Orange Order in 2010 

produced a leaflet to promote bonfire safety entitled ‘Burning Passion.’ While 

providing detailed advice on bonfire safety, it also included a historical 

timeline of bonfires. The ‘Historic Tradition of Bonfires’ provides brief
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excerpts describing the tradition associated with key dates. Interestingly, in 

the section labelled ‘1969 The Troubles’ suggests a link between the Orange 

Order/Unionism with the Loyalist tradition ‘Unionists and Loyalists also used 

the tradition of bonfires as a means of galvanizing their community— 

Unionists as a means of maintaining tradition and expressing their 

community’s defiance against the dilution of other rights’ (Leaflet, 2010: np; 

italics added). The language (especially that in italics) is suggestive—as the 

choice of words reflect what I have presented thus far in this dissertation: the 

Eleventh of July bonfires galvanize the Loyalist community; the ritual 

maintains a long-standing tradition', and demonstrates defiance against the 

‘other’ and as I argue, against the state and even other Loyalist estates (see 

Chapter 6). However, the bonfires are not about the Orange Order. The 

Eleventh of July bonfires, as a form of Loyalist material culture are about 

Loyalism—in the broader sense of its ideology and also at the local level of 

working-class estates. An ‘illegal’ cultural tradition, the bonfires can be 

viewed as being less respectable as they are associated with anti-social 

behaviour and are a form of blatant sectarianism. In addition, they are not 

about the Protestant faith yet are celebrated by Protestants. As Paul 

Ferguson, community worker at WBACS explained to me ‘the Eleventh of 

July is for Loyalists; the Twelfth is for Unionists’ (Interview, 16 August 2011 ) 

These words capture the essence of how two inextricable linked ritual events, 

both part of the same historical narrative and highly political, are in actuality 

quite distinct. Firstly, the bonfires set alight on the Eleventh night are 

specifically made for and celebrated by Loyalist working-class community 

whereas the Twelfth is organised by the lodges of the Orange Order.
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Secondly, the Protestant faith is featured in the Twelfth of July parade, as the 

Orange Order is a religious fraternal organisation and is evidenced by the 

biblical scripture often found on banners carried by different lodges in the 

parade. In contrast, the Eleventh of July bonfire is not a religious event. 

Thirdly, the performance of each ritual event is associated with a 

conventional image of each: the Eleventh night is informal, a celebration 

where revelry and excess are at a premium whereas the Twelfth is formal, 

respectable and controlled.

I argued earlier in the chapter that Eleventh of July bonfires are many 

things. In this section I argue the Eleventh of July bonfires are about local 

identity, social class and paramilitarism.

Local identity, social class, paramilitarism

As I have presented, the Eleventh of July bonfires are a valuable form of 

loyalist material culture, one that symbolizes loyalist identity. On the Eleventh 

night, across loyalist working-class estates bonfires are built and set alight. 

This ritual event, as I have argued, is what Turner means by communitas and 

also Durkheim’s notion of collective effervescence—an intense experience of 

community. As part of the Battle of the Boyne commemoration and thus 

inseparable from ‘the Twelfth’, the Eleventh Night has its own narrative and is 

uniquely loyalist. In other words, the Eleventh of July bonfire is a loyalist 

ritual, a loyalist tradition enacted in working-class estates. It is an integral part 

of the loyalist ‘imagined community.’ As such, the Eleventh of July bonfire is 

a cohesive and group forming ritual—at broader level and the local level
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regardless of political ideology. However, it is at the local level, in loyalist 

working-class estates, that one sees the multivocality oi the ritual.

As presented in this dissertation, ‘identity is constituted spatially’ 

(Gallaher and Shirlow 2006: 149) and in working-class estates, local identity 

is paramount. The Eleventh of July bonfire is about local identity; it is also a 

cultural performance rooted in identity and ‘a community’s symbolic 

demarcation of a territory in space and time...affecting the experience of the 

participants’ (Koster 2003: 211). This was demonstrated in Tigers Bay in 

2012 as two of the banners, one at the site of disco and one on the bonfire, 

stated ‘Loyalist Tigers Bay’ (see Chapter 5). I also experienced the collective 

effervescence on the Eleventh night, in which the residents of Tigers Bay 

celebrated their local community. Local identity is also reaffirmed by the 

competitive nature between estates in the contest of who can build the best 

bonfire as they vie for social capital. In addition, as I have argued, the 

Eleventh of July bonfire is a local political narrative that demonstrates not 

only local issues but also broader political issues affecting the loyalist 

community. This was first presented in Chapter 3, as local views of key 

political events were included on the Eleventh of July bonfire. For example, 

the July following the Anglo-Irish Agreement, a banner was placed on a local 

Eleventh of July bonfire. As presented in Chapter 5, this also occurred in 

Tigers Bay, one of my case study sites. In 2013, I also observed evidence of 

this at several bonfire sites in East Belfast (Figures 7.1 and 7.2).
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Figure 7.1 Bonfire, Avoneil, East Belfast 2013 (Photo: K. Kettner)

Figure 7.2 Bonfire, Orangefield, East Belfast 2013 (Photo: K. Kettner)

These examples illustrate how the Eleventh of July bonfire is a political 

resource—a vehicle to express political views and opinions. In the case of
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Tigers Bay, it is acrimony toward the Bonfire Management Programme and 

participating loyalist estates. In 1985 it was the profound disapproval with the 

Anglo-Irish Agreement and as displayed in Figures 7.1 and 7.2, it is disgust 

for Sunday World editor Jim McDowell for writing a piece disparaging the 

tradition of the Eleventh of July bonfire.

Lastly, the paradoxical nature of the Eleventh of July bonfire reveals it 

is a ‘ritual of loyalty’ yet simultaneously is a ‘ritual of resistance.’ That is, 

loyalty to Ulster and the broader Protestant and loyalist community; 

resistance in the form of non-acceptance of bonfire management as with 

Tigers Bay and limited acceptance of bonfire management with 

Taughmonagh.

As presented in the dissertation, loyalism is inseparable from social 

class. As Bell (1990), Ramsey (2011) and Casserly (2013) argue, a central 

practice in the reproduction of Protestant and loyalist identities in Northern 

Ireland is parading. It is also in this context that social class is reproduced. 

Through social practice and living a ‘localized existence’ (Connolly and Mealy 

2004: 28), the young develop a particular world-view. In Bourdieu’s terms, 

habitus, socialised norms or dispositions that guide behaviour and thinking. 

Individuals internalize these dispositions through learning, and over time as 

an outcome of their life experience. As argued in Chapter 4, in the context of 

situated learning, in which the young engage in the social practice of 

collecting, building, and burning of the Eleventh of July bonfire, social identity 

is constructed and reproduced.

The influence of paramilitary organizations on the Eleventh of July 

bonfire emerges at the onset of the Troubles, as presented in Chapter 3. The
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symbolically coded identification and political control of places’ during the 

Troubles were crucial to the ‘(re)production of Ulster Loyalism’ (Gallaher and 

Shirlow 2006: 149). Whilst the current ideological division within Loyalism 

has produced competing discourses, paramilitaries continue to engage in 

community politics and culture as demonstrated by associations with certain 

flute bands (Bryan 2000: 127) as well their level of control over bonfires—as 

illustrated in the past by firing parties and ‘shows of strength.’ Current 

influence is seen at bonfire sites displaying paramilitary symbols—namely 

flags. Interestingly, at Tigers Bay, UDA territory, no paramilitary flags were 

displayed af the bonfire site. As presented earlier, I was not privy to, nor were 

my inquiries responded to regarding paramilitary presence at Tigers Bay. In 

an interview with Drew (see Chapter 5), he stated that the paramilitary 

organization in the estate, the UDA, ‘tries to be in the background’ (Interview, 

12 June 2012) as it continues to exert control over the bonfire. As 

participants in the bonfire scheme, UDA flags were not present at the bonfire 

site. However, during my visit to different bonfire sites throughout Belfast 

several bonfire sites displayed paramilitary flags—many participants in the 

Bonfire Management Programme.

Conclusion

This chapter examined how loyalist communities demarcate space and enact 

their identity through ritual. Like Carnival, the Eleventh of July bonfire is a 

space of cultural production in the politically contentious realm of communal 

identity politics. In this context, the Eleventh of July bonfire as ritual is a 

complex event—a cultural performance that does more than display and
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affirm loyalist identity. I have argued that the Eleventh of July bonfire is an act 

of loyalty and resistance to the state. The Eleventh of July bonfire is also an 

assertion of power within the competing discourses of tradition and reform 

that characterize the contemporary event.
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Chapter 8: Conclusion

This dissertation has investigated the Eleventh of July bonfire. As an integral 

part of the Battle of the Boyne historical narrative, the Eleventh of July is an 

important date for the Loyalist working-class community. Whilst 

commemoration of this victory can be traced back to the seventeenth 

century, contemporary accounts, as presented in this dissertation, 

demonstrate how the form, content and interpretation of this commemorative 

ritual has undergone change. It has examined this transformation through a 

historical and ethnographic framework. It has situated the contemporary 

bonfires in the context of a ‘shared future’ and ‘shared space’ policy designed 

to re-image and reform divisive and sectarian traditions into more positive 

expressions of culture. I explored this through two case studies located in 

urban, Loyalist working-class Belfast.

Main findings and implications

At the outset of this research, I expected to find more individuals with 

knowledge of the historical narrative; however, this research illustrated that 

this is not the case. The predominant explanation for the Eleventh of July 

bonfire was ‘tradition.’ There was also a certain amount of knowledge of why 

bonfires are built and set alight on the Eleventh of July. This dissertation has 

explored this ritual practice through an interdisciplinary approach, illustrating 

that the Eleventh of July bonfire for the loyalist community is much more than 

the commemoration of a battle. The cultural performance of the Eleventh of 

July bonfire is a statement of historical identity as well as an enactment of 

contemporary loyalist identity. I have analysed how the Eleventh of July
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bonfire has been transformed, illustrating the continuity and change of the 

ritual practice. I accomplished this by observing and analyzing contemporary 

accounts using an approach that combines historical and anthropological 

perspectives. By delving below the surface, this dissertation illustrates how 

the Eleventh of July bonfire is important to different people for different 

reasons.

As I have argued, the ritual of the Eleventh of July bonfire ‘involve[s] 

the transformation of persons and objects as well as space’ (Mitchell 2005: 

396). Through ritual and social practice, collective identity is enacted and 

displayed. The ritual communicates core aspects of loyaiism whilst 

perpetuating social division and sectarianism. I have documented how this 

commemorative ritual plays a vital role in the political socialization of the 

young and adolescents in Loyalist working-class estates. Firstly, the sensory 

and elemental nature of the bonfire makes the ritual memorable; it resonates 

with participants and spectators alike. Secondly, the Eleventh of July bonfire 

is a powerful ritual that socializes participants through the use of symbolic 

violence. The placement of the Irish tricolour at the top of the bonfire and its 

subsequently burning is an evocative action—the burning of one’s enemy.

Chapter 4 examined the lifespan of the Eleventh of July bonfire 

informed by Appadurai’s (1986) framework of the social life of things and 

Kopytoff’s (1986) cultural biography. This examination provided insight into 

how the Eleventh of July bonfire holds value for the Loyalist community. 

Beginning with the birth stage defined as the collection of bonfire materials, 

an everyday object transforms into a social object. The life stage of the
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bonfire comprises the reflexive relationship between the residents and 

material objects as the social objects gain value and become the crux of the 

interaction at the bonfire site. The bonfire site is a social hub that is both a 

playground for kids and, more generally, a place where residents of all ages 

socialize.

As part of the symbolic landscape of Loyalist working-class estates, 

the Eleventh of July bonfire transforms space. The bonfire site is transformed 

both physically and socially and is what Lefebvre meant by lived space. 

Applying Stillerman’s (2006) use of Lefebvre, the bonfire site represents 

Protestant history and contemporary loyalist identity (symbolic meaning); the 

completed bonfire is visually stimulating, especially when set alight (sensory 

appeal); and as a social hub that brings residents together (reinforces social 

relations).

An important theme of this dissertation is the re-imaging of bonfires 

through Belfast City Council’s Bonfire Management Programme. One main 

objective of the programme is to transform an exclusive form of a cultural 

tradition to a more inclusive one that is compatible with the vision of a shared 

city. However, as presented in Chapter 6, the attempt to promote a more 

positive expression of a divisive and sectarian cultural tradition has met with 

very mixed responses. Burning the Irish tricolour—a powerful marker of 

identity for the Republic of Ireland, the nationalist community and the Irish 

Republican Army—is a provocative element of the Eleventh night and is 

defended through the discourse of tradition. Thus, the symbolic dismantling 

of the Eleventh of July bonfire—removal of the symbols and emblems (that
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are eventually set alight) in order to reduce the ‘visible manifestations of 

sectarianism’ has proved to be extremely difficult.

Viewed from a policy and governmental perspective, the goal of 

reducing the number of flags, political posters and paramilitary trappings to 

express and celebrate one’s culture in a positive way without denigrating 

others in practice aligns with the vision of a united and shared society 

(OFMDFM 2013). However, my research demonstrates that for certain 

Loyalist communities, they seem to be treated as essential parts to the 

Eleventh of July ritual. The resistance to reform is evident by the Loyalist 

estates that participated in the Bonfire Management Programme, yet 

continued to burn the flags and emblems on the bonfire belonging to ‘the 

other.’ At the outset of the bonfire management scheme many within the 

Loyalist community viewed it as a means to eradicate bonfires and therefore 

a threat to their culture. In the case of my fieldwork I learnt that this sentiment 

is still held by certain individuals, as illustrated by my main respondents in 

Tigers Bay. I argued, however, that in addition to the discourse of tradition, 

the Eleventh of July bonfires are an integral form of political socialization for 

the cultural reproduction of Loyalist identity. Additionally, I have argued that 

the Eleventh of July bonfire is a valued political resource that provides a local 

political narrative for Loyalist communities.

Placing my research within the broader anthropological context of 

ritual, this dissertation is a contribution to understand the complex role of 

ritual in divided societies. My research contributes to the ongoing debate on 

current policy and legislation relating to the display of symbols and emblems
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via cultural practices. I now draw upon two examples to demonstrate how 

these practices have limited the display of symbolic content and been 

negotiated. I begin with St. Patrick’s Day in Downpatrick.

Cullen (2014) examined the influence of current policy and legislation 

on the St. Patrick’s Day parade in Downpatrick, County Down. Under the 

auspices of A Shared Future (2004) and the discourse of shared space 

contained in the Shared Future Document (OFMDFM 2005) designed to 

promote equality and good relations, Cullen (2014: 204) notes ‘there have 

been increased efforts on behalf of civic bodies to share public space.’ Thus, 

implementing this policy tell to the Down District Council, the civic body 

involved in organizing the parade. Accordingly, parade organizers and the 

Down District Council curbed the use of symbols, in this case the Irish 

tricolor. Cullen (2014: 213-214) notes that the symbolic content of the parade 

was restricted in order to make the parade ‘politically neutral.’ Thus, ‘[t]he 

Council’s effort to limit political symbols and emblems has produced a 

sanitizing effect rather than one of inclusion’ (Cullen 2014: 213).

Another example is located in Derry/Londonderry and the annual 

parades of the Apprentice Boys of Derry, a Protestant, fraternal organisation. 

These parades illustrate ‘the role that ritual and celebration play in resisting 

challenges to identity and the reaction of a loss of power and territory’ 

(Cohen 2007: 956). Derry/Londonderry as a city holds significance as 

symbolic space for Protestants and Catholics. Cohen describes the shift in 

political dominance—the loss of hegemony and symbolic space—that 

characterizes the Protestant community. Cohen (2007: 952) writes
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Protestants in Derry/Londonderry have moved from the west—or 
Cityside—of the River Foyle, where the key historical events took 
place, to the east bank—or Waterside; they are thus proximate to but 
removed from the cornerstones of their identity.

It is after the ceasefires that the walls of Derry were reopened and the 

Apprentice Boys of Derry were granted permission to parade on the walls 

once again resulting in a contentious struggle—the Catholic community citing 

triumphalism and an interruption to everyday life, the Protestant community 

argued the parade is apolitical and ‘could only be realized in the historical 

spaces that the parade commemorates’ (Cohen 2007: 962). To ensure their 

parade would be held on the walls, the Apprentice Boys of Derry engaged in 

dialogue with the Catholic community and negotiated, so now ‘they march in 

the context of negotiation’ (Cohen 2007: 959). As a result of these 

negotiations, ‘the discourse of the Apprentice Boys disavows any 

triumphalism, and speaks instead of commemoration and historical tradition’ 

(Cohen 2007: 962). Ross (2004: 214) describes the reframed parades as 

‘ritual and symbolic redefinition from exclusive to inclusive’ whereby the 

‘contestation [is] now mitigated by redefinition.’

Like the abovementioned examples, my research illustrates the same 

phenomenon—the transformation of ritual. However, unlike the St. Patrick’s 

Day parade and the Apprentice Boys of Derry parades the bonfire scheme is 

an example of partial reform. This is demonstrated by the acceptance and 

non-acceptance of the scheme by different groups. First, many localities 

have refused to become involved in the Bonfire Management Programme. 

Second, even where there is formal involvement there remains resistance to
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how the bonfire is managed. Participating groups agree to adhere to 

guidelines and accept funding. Yet as my case studies show, reform is not 

wholeheartedly embraced. Whilst the environmental and health concerns 

have been addressed, one crucial element remains: removing the sectarian 

components of the bonfire, namely the burning the Irish tricolour. My 

research demonstrates that the Eleventh of July bonfires are nominally part 

of the programme, but the ritual retains what on the face of it is clearly 

sectarian. This study has shown that the Eleventh of July bonfires are 

negotiated according to the terms of loyalist estates. This spectacular 

commemorative event is a highly contested site of reform in the cultural 

politics of the still deeply divided society of twenty-first century Northern 

Ireland.
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Appendix A: Interview/Ethnographic data

Table 1: Types of Interviews

Semi-structured
interviews

On-site interviews Age range/sex

32 49 variable

Table 2: Demographics of semi-structured/on-site interviews

Name Location Age range Sex Number of 
interviews

David Robinson, BCC Belfast 40s M 4
Andy Moorhead, East 
Belfast Alternatives

Belfast 20s M 1

Guy Spence, DUP Belfast 20s M 1
Brian O’Neill, Roads 

Service
Belfast 50s M 1

‘Bruce Murray’ Belfast 30s M 1
Gary Patterson, NIFRS Belfast 50s M 1

Eddie Kelly, BSCR Belfast 40s M 1
Paul Ferguson, WBACS Belfast 50s M 4

John Bell, ICR Belfast 20s M 3
‘Samuel’ Belfast 40s M 5

‘Ben’ Belfast 16-20 M 3
‘Paul’ Belfast 16-20 M 1
‘Billy’ Belfast 16-20 M 1
‘Allen’ Belfast 20s M 2

‘Ritchie’ Belfast 20s M 1
‘Alex’ Belfast 50s M 2

Rob Lee, GWNI Belfast 50s M 1
‘Henry’ Belfast 50s M 1
‘Eddie’ Belfast 40s M 2
‘Robert’ Belfast 20s M 1
‘Harry’ Belfast 60s M 1
‘Brad’ Belfast 20s M 1
‘Leo’ Belfast 50s M 1

Thomas’ Belfast 40s M 4
‘Louise’ Belfast 30s F 1

‘Sue’ Belfast 50s F 1
‘Julie’ Belfast 30s F 1
‘Beth’ Belfast 10-15 F 1

‘Cassie’ Belfast 10-15 F 1
‘Lucy’ Belfast 10-15 F 1
‘Drew’ Belfast 16-20 M 1
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‘Sammy’ Belfast 12-15 M 1
2011

on-site Belfast Adult M
on-site Belfast Adult M
on-site Belfast Youth M
on-site Belfast Youth M
on-site Belfast Youth M
on-site Belfast Child M
on-site Belfast Child F
on-site Belfast Youth M
on-site Belfast Adult M
2012

on-site Belfast Youth M
on-site Belfast Young

adult
M

on-site Belfast Young
adult

M

on-site Belfast Adult M
on-site Belfast Youth M
on-site Belfast Youth M
on-site Belfast Youth M
on-site Belfast Child F
on-site Belfast Child M
on-site Belfast Youth M
on-site Belfast Adult F
on-site Belfast Adult M
on-site Belfast Youth M
on-site Belfast Youth M
on-site Belfast Youth M
on-site Belfast Child F
on-site Belfast Child F
on-site Belfast Adult M
on-site Belfast Child F
on-site Belfast Youth M
on-site Belfast Child F
on-site Belfast Child M
on-site Belfast Youth M
on-site Belfast Adult F
on-site Belfast Adult M
on-site Belfast Child F
on-site Belfast Child F
on-site Belfast Child M
2013

on-site Belfast Youth M
on-site Belfast Youth F
on-site Belfast Youth M
on-site Belfast Child M
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on-site Belfast Youth F
on-site Belfast Child M
on-site Belfast Child M
on-site Belfast Young

adult
M

on-site Belfast Young
adult

M

on-site Belfast Young
adult

M

on-site Belfast Young
adult

M

on-site Belfast Young
adult

M

Table 3: Focus groups

Name Location Total number M F
Focus group 1 Belfast 8 8
Focus group 2 Belfast 3 3
Focus group 3 Belfast 4 4

Sample interview questions
This list is a general overview of some common themes covered and the 
types of questions.

Local community/residents
1. Ask about background information...
2. What does it mean to be a Protestant?
3. What word or image comes into your mind when think of the Eleventh 

of July?
4. Can you describe one of your earliest memories of the Eleventh of 

July?
5. Why is the 11 July celebrated? What would you tell or say to people 

that are unaware or have no knowledge of that day?
6. Tell me what you did last Eleventh of July—can you describe it from 

when you woke up to when you went to sleep...
7. BCC bonfire management—How do you feel about this program?
8. The bonfire site has it changed? Moved to a new site?

Community worker
1. What is your position at...? How long have you held this position?
2. What brought you to this position?
3. As...what are your specific duties/roles?
4. What is your role with bonfires?
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5. What is role with bonfire management? Can you tell me more about it?
6. How has the bonfire experience been transformed over the last few 

years? Can you tell me more about it?
7. Reflect on 11 July 2011—could you give your own impressions as to 

how things transpired? Can you state an example(s) of a problem 
and/or issue that came up recently (or not so recently) that would 
illustrate how it was handled?

8. Are there any more things you would like to say before we end the 
interview?

Political representative/statutory agencies
1. What is your position at...? How long have you held this position?
2. What brought you to this position?
3. As...what are your specific duties/roles?
4. What is your/the agency’s role with bonfires?
5. What is role with bonfire management? Can you tell me more about it?
6. How has the bonfire experience been transformed over the last few 

years? Can you tell me more about it?
7. Reflect on 11 July 2011—could you give your own impressions as to 

how things transpired? Can you state an example(s) of a problem 
and/or issue that came up recently (or not so recently) that would 
illustrate how it was handled?

8. Are there any more things you would like to say before we end the 
interview
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Appendix B: Archival material

Belfast News Letter
Belfast News Letter 8 July 1768
Belfast News Letter 14 July 1809
Belfast News Letter 3 July 1846
Belfast News Letter 3 July 1875
Belfast News Letter 12 July 1930
Belfast News Letter 12 July 1945
Belfast News Letter 12 July 1956
Belfast News Letter 12 July 1957
Belfast News Letter 13 July 1959, 15 July 1959
Belfast News Letter 8 July 1960
Belfast News Letter 8 July 1965, 12 July 1965
Belfast News Letter 11 July 1970
Belfast News Letter 12 July 1971
Belfast News Letter 12 July 1972
Belfast News letter 12 July 1974
Belfast News Letter 12 July 1975
Belfast News Letter 13 July 1981
Belfast News Letter 12 July 1983
Belfast News Letter 13 July 1985
Belfast News Letter 11 July 1986, 12 July 1986
Belfast News Letter 12 July 1988
Belfast News Letter 11 July 1989
Belfast News Letter 11 July 1989
Belfast News Letter 12 July 1990, 12 July 1990
Belfast News Letter 11 July 1991, 12 July 1991
Belfast News Letter 11 July 1996
Belfast News Letter 12 July 2000, 13 July 2000
Belfast News Letter 11 July 2001, 12 July 2001
Belfast News Letter 9 July 2002, 12 July 2002, 13 July 2002
Belfast News Letter 11 July 2003
Belfast News Letter 11 July 2006
Belfast News Letter 11 July 2007
Belfast News Letter 12 July 2008
Belfast News Letter 10 July 2009
Belfast News Letter 14 July 2010
Belfast News Letter 12 July 2011

Belfast Telegraph
Belfast Telegraph 12 July 1950 
Belfast Telegraph 12 July 1951 
Belfast Telegraph 12 July 1955 
Belfast Telegraph 12 July 1956
Belfast Telegraph 3 September 2010, 23 September 2010 
Belfast Telegraph 20 July 2012 
Belfast Telegraph 13 July 2013
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BBC News
9 November 2007

Irish News
Irish News 2 July 2010



Appendix C: Additional figures

Figure B.1 Eco-friendly beacon, N. Belfast 2012 (Photo: K. Kettner)

Figure B.2 Lanark Way, W. Belfast 2012 (Photo: K. Kettner)



Figure B.3 Monarch Street, S. Belfast 2012 (Photo: K. Kettner)

Figure B.4 East Belfast 2013 (Photo: K. Kettner)

Figure B.5 Pitt Park, E. Belfast 2012 (Photo: K. Kettner)
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