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Abstract

This thesis explores how St Patrick’s Day became detached from the 

celebration of a fifth century Christian Saint to the contemporary setting 

where it is caught up in tensions between religion, nationalism and 

commodification. It explores this matter through a research study of 

Downpatrick, a place where one might expect religion, and specificall) the 

life and character of St Patrick, to be the outstanding feature of its annual 

rituals of pilgrimage and parade bearing his name in the town's title. It does 

so by exploring the specific nature of the Downpatrick St Patrick's Day 

events, and it will examine these primarily through the lens of invented 

tradition. The thesis draws together concepts of pilgrimage, parade, place, 

community, identity, ritual, symbol and consumerism and recognises that 

these are part of a broader global trend. Against the background of a 

worldwide trend to shift from a religious feast day to a globalised event that 

focuses on national identity and consumerist values, the thesis examines the 

history of St Patrick as a symbol and how that symbol has been used by 

different groups at different times to tell a particular story.

Utilizing a variety of social research methods, both ethnographic and 

archival, it analyses how St Patrick’s Day celebrations have become 

detached from their religious origin and considers the various elements that 

draw upon the Saint for legitimacy of a historical, nationalist, religious 

narrative. Using ethnographic narratives, this thesis allows the creators and 

the participants in the celebrations to speak for themselves and reflect a 

twenty first century vision of what St Patrick means to them. As such the
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thesis is a snapshot of a particular time and a specific place and of a very 

relevant Saint.

It concludes by arguing that the annual feast day has become a blend 

of nationalism, tourism and commodification. In other words, the religious 

feast day has at different times been used to accommodate Christian 

Triumphalism, irishness, commodification and tourism. It concludes that 

there is more attention paid to the pub than to the pulpit.
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Introduction

On St Patrick’s Day each year pilgrims come to visit the gravesite of their 

beloved Saint who is believed to be buried in the shadow of Down 

Cathedral, in Downpatrick Co. Down. Among the many pilgrims in 2012, 1 

noticed three young monks with heads bowed and kneeling in prayer at the 

Saint's grave. Their demeanour enhanced by their long grey religious garb 

or ‘habits’ attracted some attention from the bystanders. It was not just the 

peculiarity of young monastic habits that was proving a source of wonder. 

It was also the fact that these were young men. The sight of young men in 

monastic life in Ireland is almost surreal, a picture from the history books 

comes alive before one’s very eyes. My own curiosity led me to draw 

closer. Not deterred by the praying monks, two mothers and their young 

families made their way round the monks to the front of the grave where the 

mothers read the inscription and paid their respects to the saint before 

joining the parade. Of the four children two boys were decked out in Gaelic 

Athletic Association jerseys, another wore a green T-shirt, and a young girl 

was also wearing a green T-shirt and had green hair bobbins. The sight was 

something to behold. There, mingled around the grave of the Patron Saint of 

Ireland, were all the elements of how St Patrick's Day has come to be 

celebrated, through religion, nationalism and commodification. Perhaps the 

strangest sight was that of the monks bowed in prayer. And yet that oddity is 

the very heart of what St Patrick’s Day is theoretically about.
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St Patrick’s Day is the religious feast day of the National Apostle of 

Ireland. People come from all over the world to celebrate this feast day in 

its native land, because 'on St Patrick’s Day, everyone's Irish for the day' 

and take their pick from the commodification pool of green garments, green 

beer the festive colour of the day. Furthermore it is difficult to envisage any 

other feast day with such broad constituency.

As Chapter 1 of this thesis will demonstrate, it has had a long 

religious history prior to it becoming a civic holiday. My investigation seeks 

to understand how St Patrick's Day has become detached from the 

celebration of a fifth century Christian Saint and got caught up in a tensions 

between religion, nationalism and commodification. In other words, how a 

religious feast day became a national holiday and now a commercialised 

event. To understand how that came about necessitates a short history of 

how the Saint was memorialised in the early centuries after his death, and 

then in the course of the centuries how the celebration of his day became a 

worldwide phenomena.

It will do so by focusing on how St Patricks is celebrated and 

memorialised in Downpatrick. The memorialisation of St Patrick is 

inextricably linked to Downpatrick because it is here in the vicinity of this 

town that his ecclesial ministry in Ireland is said to have begun with the 

building of his first church in the country. And if the tradition is correct, it is 

here, too, in the Down Cathedral graveyard that his body finds its last 

resting place. Given that history, one might legitimately assume that 

Downpatrick would be the focal point of Patrician celebrations worldwide; 

but that is not the case. However, it does offer the perfect example in which
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to observe how the symbol of St Patrick in the rituals of the pilgrimage and 

parade are being used for different purposes with different outcomes. It does 

so because it is one of the few places that celebrates St Patrick's Day by 

focusing on the person of Patrick and his connection to that locality. 

Nevertheless the annual feast day has become a blend of religion, 

nationalism, and commodification. In other words, the religious feast day 

has at different times been made to accommodate Ecciesial disputes of the 

ownership of St Patrick, Irishness, and commodification.

Whilst there are many events that take place on St Patrick's Day in 

Downpatrick, this exploration primarily focuses on the features of 

pilgrimage and parade, because they offer the best insight into how these 

tensions between religion, nationalism and commodification play 

themselves out.

To understand the impact of those variables, this exploration starts 

by looking at St Patrick's Day as a religious feast day. It observes how the 

day is celebrated in the two different rituals occurring on St Patrick’s Day in 

Downpatrick. It goes on to analyze how the religious plays out in a review 

of the pilgrimage and the relationship between church and civic authorities, 

then turns to assess the civic parade and how policy impinges upon the 

effort by both parties to create a cross-community celebration. Celebrating 

Patrick is never a matter of simple understanding. Utilizing ethnographic 

narratives, my thesis allows the creators and the participants in the cross

community celebrations to speak for themselves and reflect a twenty first 

century vision of what St Patrick means to them. As such the thesis is a
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snapshot of a particular time and a particular place and of a very particular 

Saint.

Research Questions

Rituals provide communities with a sense of tradition. The symbols used in 

their ritual events can give a certain cohesion to a body of people composed 

of disparate elements. I intend to assess how at one level, St Patrick's Day 

appears to glue so many conflicting groups together, and yet, on closer 

examination, a very different picture emerges. This thesis will pose the 

following questions: Why, given St Patrick's historic links to the 

Downpatrick area is it not the epicentre of Patrician celebrations 

worldwide? How has St Patrick’s Day, a religious celebration, come to be 

transformed into a civic and commodified one? Central to my investigation 

is the question, what are the various narratives claiming to be the legitimate 

representations of the symbol of Patrick? Secondary questions will consider: 

How St Patrick’s Day celebrations have changed? Does the Downpatrick 

case reflect a general trend? In other words, can we draw conclusions from 

this analysis of Downpatrick and apply them to other celebrations?

Research Aims

This thesis is based in Irish Studies, and as such, is interdisciplinary. It relies 

on literature from the fields of history, politics, sociology, anthropology, 

folklore and theology, all of these contributing to a more holistic approach 

to the subject matter. This exploration adds to a missing element in the 

literature on St Patrick's Day already examined by Dominic Bryan (2005,
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2006, 2009, 2010), Jonathan Skinner (2006), John Nagle (2002, 2005, 2006, 

2010), Michael Cronin and Daryl Adair (2002), which have chiefly focused 

on identity politics, the Irish Diaspora, tourism and consumption. This 

particular examination intends to build upon the existing research by 

providing a religious perspective often missed.

The central focus of this research is to identify the elements involved 

in the transition from a religious feast day to a civic holiday. My principal 

interest in this topic arose from a theological interest in the life of the Saint. 

When researching the Saint, I became interested in how he was celebrated. 

I soon discovered that a modest amount of research had been conducted on 

the religious aspect of the day by Cunningham and Gillespie (1995), Cronin 

and Adair (2002), and McCormack (2000). Previous research on St 

Patrick’s Day largely analyzed its political, sociological and cultural 

aspects. Therefore I chose to pursue how this religious feast day had become 

disassociated from its religious origins by factors such as nationalism and 

commodification.

I felt I had to go back to where celebrations might have begun, at the 

Saint's grave. Therefore, I chose to analyse Downpatrick, Co Down, long 

venerated both as the launching pad of his Irish Mission and the scene of his 

last resting place. I believe this thesis offers a new insight into the 

dichotomy between the religious and civic celebrations by assessing how St 

Patrick is ritualised and memorialised in the ancient town of Downpatrick, 

which is an interesting example of religious and civic celebrations working 

in parallel. It poses an alternative to most St Patrick's Day celebrations, yet, 

even with its overt religious element in the celebrations on the day it is not
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necessarily outside of the realm of other parades, because the same tensions 

of nationalism and commodification function within it.

The focus of the thesis is to examine how St Patrick is 

commemorated in his recognised burial place. It makes a particularly 

unique location because it is a sacred site with added significance. 

Therefore, I believe this thesis offers a new insight into the topic by 

assessing how St Patrick is ritualised and memorialised in the ancient town 

of Downpatrick.

Each chapter is broadly chronological but focusing on a specific site, 

namely Downpatrick. The thesis is structured as follows: I start with an 

introduction to the research and the choice of location. Chapter 1, 

'Pilgrimage, Pattern and Parade’ - provides a brief overview of the history 

of St Patrick’s Day in Ireland, its roots and origins, showing how the day 

became a national holiday, and the importance of national holidays in the 

formation of nation states. Chapter 2, ‘Research Methods and 

Methodologies’ - offers an outline of research methods and methodologies 

employed in the collection and evaluation of the research material, whilst 

also offering some reflection on the position of the researcher in the process. 

Chapter 3, ‘Contextualising the Research within the Current Literature’, 

situates the research within other literary approaches to St Patrick’s Day, 

focusing on the themes of nationalism, ritual/symbol and commodification. 

Chapters 4 through 6 provide the core ethnographic assessment of the 

research. Chapter 4, ‘Pilgrimage: Walking in the Footsteps of St Patrick’, 

looks at where we might find the religious aspect of St Patrick's Day by 

focusing on the pilgrimage, exploring if religion is still important to
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participants. Chapter 5, ‘Parading St Patrick in Downpatrick’, evaluates the 

civic celebration of the St Patrick’s Day parade in Downpatrick, by first 

providing a brief synopsis on the history of parading in Northern Ireland. 

Once viewed as the policy of best practice for shared celebrations. Chapter 

6, ‘A Model Parade?: “Sometimes if you want to get it Straight you have to 

cut it Crooked’’’, interrogates the 2011 St Patrick’s Day cross-community 

parade. Assessing how policy has shaped the way public celebration is 

regulated in Northern Ireland. Chapter 7, ‘St Patrick’s Day: A Broader 

Perspective’, offers a comparison between Dublin and Belfast and assesses 

the effect tourism and commodification has had on celebrations worldwide. 

And finally, I will offer some conclusions.

Downpatrick: A Case Study

Before launching into the main research, I will give a brief resume of the 

history of Downpatrick and St Patrick’s links to the area and some of the 

sites that are associated with him, to provide a holistic picture for our 

current analysis. Downpatrick is a place closely associated with St Patrick’s 

life and hosts one of the biggest St Patrick's Day parades in Northern 

Ireland. There is a packed weeklong celebration, including a pilgrimage 

from Saul church (the site of St Patrick’s first church in Ireland), to the 

Saint’s presumed gravesite at Down Cathedral. The pilgrimage is followed 

by a wreath laying ceremony at the gravesite by the major churches and 

culminates in a cross-community carnival parade down the main street in 

the city. Downpatrick offers a tine example of harmoniously celebrating 

religious and civic celebrations in tandem.
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Figure 1. Ordinace Survey Map of Downpatrick 2006.

The ancient city1 of Downpatrick is located approximately 20 miles 

south east of Belfast along the river Quoile in the old barony of Lecale, 

County Down in the heart of St Patrick’s Country (Louis Topographical 

Dictionary 1837; Wilson 1995: 12). The city is both a royal and 

ecclesiastical site. The city’s name has changed on more than one occasion. 

Because of the connection with the Kings of Ulster, the old name was Ra/h 

Celtair after the warrior Celtchar, who is mentioned in the Tain Bo 

Cuailgne section of the Ulster Cycle. The name changed again to Dim 

Lethglaise then to Dim Dd Lethglas meaning ‘fort on the side of the 

stream",2 purportedly for the river Quoile that runs beside The old ring fort

1 Although Downpatrick is not much larger than a medium size town, it retains a historical 
link to its early origins by declaring itself an ancient city.
2 Downpatrick, The Place-names of Northern Ireland,
http://www.placenamesni.org/resultdetails.php?entrv=l 7597. accessed 19 March 2012. See
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which once stood’ on the Mound of Down (McKay 1999: 59-60). Finally in 

the seventeenth century, the present name Dun Phadriag, (fort of Patrick or 

Patrick's stronghold) Downpatrick was adopted, linking the Christian and 

royal histories into the place name (McKay 1999).

It is believed that St Patrick’s first church in Ireland was at SauP in 

this vicinity (Buchannan 1997: 2). The story told locally is that St Patrick 

was given a barn by the chieftain, Dichu, and that it was in this barn that he 

held his first liturgical service. It is also believed by the local citizenry that 

St Patrick landed in Ireland in nearby Strangford Lough. Further to St 

Patrick’s arrival in the Downpatrick area and the establishment of his first 

church at Saul, St Patrick is thought to be buried in the graveyard adjoining 

Down Cathedral. Popular tradition, supported by some historical evidence, 

would have us believe that the same grave also holds the remains of St 

Brigid and St Colmcille (alias, Columba), both of whom are venerated in 

the Roman Catholic and Anglican traditions as secondary patrons of Ireland 

(O'Hanlon 1905: 593). The desire of having all three patron saints of Ireland 

interred in one grave was the objective of the Anglo-Norman John de 

Courcy in the twelfth century. A small historical marker had been placed on 

the gravesite prior to 1900 (see figure 3 below). However, it was in that

also McKay, P., 1999. A Dictionary of Ulster Place-Names. Belfast: Clo Ollscoil na 
Banriona; 2Rev. edition, p. 59-60.
3 The Irish word sabhall, a barn, has been anglicised as ‘Saul.’
4 Interestingly, although St Brigid and St Columba are allegedly buried in the same grave as 
St Patrick, people associate Downpatrick and the grave with Patrick. Indeed, many 
pilgrims are surprised to discover it is the supposed burial place of three saints. This could 
be due to the fact that Patrick’s grave is of an older tradition, and the other two saints’ 
remains were dug up an interred there in the twelfth century. The tradition of the three 
saints being interned in Downpatrick lives on in the naming of the three local Roman 
Catholic Churches after Patrick, Brigid and Columba.
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year, 1900, that Francis Joseph Bigger5, a philanthropist and antiquarian, 

had the large slab of granite placed on the gravesite (Buchannan 1997: 3; 

Wilson 1995: 24-33). The grave was officially marked on the Ordinance 

Survey maps from 1860 (Ordinance Survey Map 1860).

5 Francis Joseph Bigger was a Belfast Roman Catholic philanthropist and antiquarian. His 
interests lay in the Gaelic League, Celtic Revival and archaeology. Although of Scottish 
Presbyterian stock, he involved himself in the promotion of the Irish language and culture 
from the late 1800s to mid 1920s, and enjoyed membership both of the Gaelic Revival 
Movement and the Royal Irish Academy. In 1901 he placed a granite slab on the location of 
the presumed grave of St Patrick, on Church of Ireland property. Rankin (1997: 148-150) 
described the process of consultation between Bigger, the Church of Ireland, and the 
Roman Catholic Church regarding this process. The Irish News at time carried several 
objections by Roman Catholic clergy for placing the marker on the site ‘by those who were 
not heirs to Saint Patrick’ because they were not consulted. They were worried that it was 
the Church of Ireland who were behind the memorial, which was not true. However, Bigger 
‘published a rejoinder in which he stressed that the memorial was being provided by 
Irishmen and that no question of Catholic or Protestant had arisen’ (Rankin 1997: 149).
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Figure 3. St Patrick's grave with marker, prior to 1900. From The Lawrence
Collection.

Figure 4. Gravestone placed by Francis Joseph Bigger in 1900. Courtesy of 
The National Library of Ireland.



These historic and local claims have been substantiated by one of St 

Patrick's hagiographers, Jocelyn of Furness, who was stationed at nearby 

Inch Abbey in the twelfth century. The Anglo-Norman, John de Courcy6, 

founded the Cistercian abbey (Inch Abbey), located across the river Quoile 

from Down Cathedral in the 1 180s ‘as reparation for destroying Erenagh 

Abbey in Co Down' (Wilson 1995, 63; Rankin 1997: 28; NIEA 2009:7). So 

strong was the profile of Downpatrick that Jocelyn tried to claim it as the 

Primal See of Ireland, rather than Armagh.

Another site with supposed links to St Patrick and also places of 

pilgrimage are St Patrick’s wells at Struell. These are situated about two 

miles outside Downpatrick. McCormick (201 1: 1) maintains that an early 

reference to St Patrick visiting the wells dates from St Fiacc's hymn in the 

eighth century. The rock formation on the same pilgrim site is aetiologically 

interpreted as St Patrick’s Chair where the saint is said to have rested. The 

site is in close proximity to Downpatrick and Saul and easily accessible to 

pilgrims using the wells. Associations with religious practice at the wells 

can be traced back to the ninth century (McCormick 2011: 14). McCormick 

observes that ‘pilgrimage to Struell wells occurred on Midsummer’s Eve, 

June 23, not on St Patrick's Day as is the tradition with other wells 

associated with St Patrick’ throughout Ireland (McCormick 2011: 12). 

Although there is no formal observance on St Patrick's Day, it is a site 

pointed out to pilgrims of the late 1950s and early 1960s as having a 

Patrician link.

6 De Courcy through the commissioning of hagiography on St Patrick wanted to claim 
Downpatrick as the Primal See, as Armagh was not under Norman rule.
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1932 marked the fifteen hundredth anniversary of St Patrick's arrival 

in Ireland, an occasion celebrated by the Church of Ireland and Roman 

Catholic churches. The Church of Ireland built the present church at Saul to 

mark the anniversary. The Roman Catholic Church in Ireland, under 

Cardinal Joseph MacRory, commissioned sculptor Francis J. McAleenan to 

carve a large statue7 of St Patrick to be erected on Slieve Patrick about a 

mile from Saul church.8 When the project was completed the hill which 

heretofore was called Slieve William was renamed Slieve Patrick. Patrick's 

Hill (Napier 1995: 2). That same year, the Church of Ireland Diocese of 

Down and Connor and Dromore performed an elaborate pageant depicting 

St Patrick's arrival in Strangford (Simpson 2008: 35-39). Two performances 

were staged, the first at Audley’s Castle in Strangford and the second at 

Belfast Castle. More recently, to promote local heritage, the Saint Patrick's 

Visitor Centre9, a major hub for Patrician interest in the town, was opened in 

2001 as part of the Millennium Fund Project. The project aims at promotion 

of tourism and serve as a centre for cross-community dialogue relating to 

matters of'common Christian and Patrician heritage'.10

These real or perceived connections with St Patrick to the local area 

have made Downpatrick a unique place for Patrician-linked events. 

Recently, the Northern Ireland Tourist Board along with the Down District

7 Several people whom I interviewed told me that in an ecumenical gesture the face chosen 
for the statue was that of Charles Frederick D’Arcy, the then Church of Ireland archbishop 
of Armagh.
8 The 31st Eucharistic Congress was held in Dublin in 1932 to make the I500,h anniversary 
of St Patrick’s arrival in Ireland.
9 In the spring and early summer of 2012 the Centre in Downpatrick came under 
considerable financial pressure and was on the brink of closure. As it is a non-profit 
organisation, a great deal of its annual funding comes from Down District Council. The 
grant aid from the Council was a temporary solution and as of January 2013 the centre is 
once again solvent.
10 Interview with Dr Timothy Campbell.
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Council have been seriously promoting St Patrick's connection to 

Downpatrick by linking all the sites around counties Armagh and Down on 

St Patrick's Trail.11

The celebration of St Patrick's Day in this locality as well as in the 

world at large has shifted over time. As we have already discussed, 

Downpatrick's commemorations have typically focused on the connection 

of the locality to the Saint; the associations of the Saint with the parades has 

always been held in tension. The pilgrimage still retains the religious 

dimension, and while the pilgrimage may originally have been solely a 

Church of Ireland celebration, it is now an ecumenical one.

A Changing Demography

The Abbey of Down, w here the cathedral now stands, was subject to various 

Viking raids in the ninth and tenth centuries. Following the dissolution of 

monasteries after the Reformation, the cathedral lay in ruin for almost three 

hundred years (1530-1790) (Buchannan 1997:3). In the seventeenth 

century, Downpatrick and the land surrounding it which once belonged to 

the Abbey of Down prior to dissolution, was purchased by Edward 

Cromwell, a former soldier from Devon (Buchannan 1997:3). Resultant of 

this acquisition Protestant settlers principally from Scotland were given land 

and established many manufacturing and agricultural industries. According 

to Buchannan (1997: 8) the population of Downpatrick increased from 308 

in 1659 to 3,070 by 1803.

11 St Patrick’s Country, http://www.saintpatrickscountrv.com/St-Patricks-Town.T97.aspxl. 
When I interviewed Ian Paisley Jr., he was supportive of this venture (interview 2011).
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In the early nineteenth century the town prospered as a result of ‘the 

large-scale cultivation of commercial grain and the domestic manufacture of 

linen' (Wilson 1995: 192). Besides grain and linen there were several 

breweries, distilleries and a tobacco factory in the town. Competition from 

the growing manufacturing sectors in Londonderry and Belfast militated 

against Downpatrick. Buchannan (1997: 4) argues that the railway which 

initially helped to bring business to the town also added to the industries' 

demise, as Belfast became much more accessible than before. This led to a 

growth in service sector, which was ‘a foretaste of what was to come in the 

twentieth century' (Buchannan 1997: 4), the main source of income today.

As shown in the chart below, the population of Downpatrick has 

increased steadily in the last seventy years. The town's population in 1861 

was 3,692; in 1901 it dipped to 2,993 as a result of the decline in industry 

and people moving away; in 1951 it was 3,879; there was a rapid growth 

between the years 1966 and 1971 as a result of the troubles. It is estimated 

that approximately 2,700 inhabitants moved from Belfast to Downpatrick 

during that five-year period. This growth continued so that by the 1991 

census, the town's population reached 10,257.12

12 Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency,
http://ww\v.ninis2.nisra.izov.uk/public/AreaProfileReportViewer.aspx7FromAPAddressMul
ipleRecords=Downpatrickft?|E.\act%20match%20oP/o20location%20name:%20@Exact%2
OMatch0o200ri)o20Location0o20Name:%200o20Downpatrick''/f 16? See also Buchannan 
1997.
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Downpatrick Population 13

Year Population

1861 3,693

1901 2,993

1951 3,879

1971 7,918

1991 10,113

2001 10,320

2008 (estimate) 10,737

Because of Downpatrick's close proximity to Belfast, the troubles impacted 

the town. This was largely due to the significant influx of nationalist and 

Catholics from Belfast to Downpatrick. During the course of the troubles, 

the Provisional IRA and the Irish Nationalist Liberation Army (INLA) had a 

strong presence in the town. As Wilson (1995: 219) notes, the 'population 

almost doubled from 4,291 in 1966 to 8,245 in 1981’. The need for social 

housing to accommodate these newcomers was imperative, thus three 

housing estates -The Flying Horse, The Model Farm and Ballyvange - were 

built. However this meant these areas were principally Catholic and

13 Population figures from 1861, 1901, 1951 were taken from Buchannan (1997: 8). Census 
numbers from 1971, 1991,2001 and 2008 were drawn from Northern Ireland Statistics & 
Research Agency,
http://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/AreaProfileReportViewer.aspx7FromAPAddressMul
ipleRecords=Downpatrick aiExact0o20match%20of%20loeation%20name:%20^/1Exact%2
OMatch0o200tx!-o20Location0b20Name:%20%20Downpatrick@ 16? See also
http://www.downdc.gov.uk/Advice/Council-lnformation/Population-Figures-of-Down-
District.aspx
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nationalist. This influx in population coupled with the lack of jobs in the 

locality added to existing tensions.

The Civil Rights Movement in Northern Ireland, which started in 

1967, would play a key role in the formation of the Social Democratic and 

Labour Party (SDLP), largely a catholic and nationalist (middle of the road) 

political party. The party formed in Downpatrick in 1970, and some 

councillors of the party were based in Downpatrick, E .K. Grady and John 

Ritchie for example (Wilson 1995:217-218).

The Down District Council was established in 1973 replacing the 

County Council. When it was set up the council was much more 

representational to the local population. The member makeup consisted of 8 

SDLP, 2 Alliance, 1 Vanguard, and 1 Independent. Yet, because Direct Rule 

was in place their powers were limited to ‘the supervision of civil 

improvement, environmental health and sanitation, road safety and local by

laws’ (Wilson 1995: 220). Elections within the Down District Council 

began to illustrate that nationalists were gaining ground. The significant 

change came in the 1989 elections, when the SDLP won 12 seats out of 23, 

gaining a majority of seats in the council.

Year 1971 1981 1991 2001

Total 7,974 9,975 10,289 10,316

RC 4,936 6,218 n/a 8,287

Presb. 869 593 n/a 327

COl 985 793 n/a 436
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Meth 81 61 n/a 22

Other 293 274 n/a 134

Not Stated 769 1,985 n/a 1,110

Sutton (1994) estimates that ten people were killed in Downpatrick by

the Provisional IRA or other defence groups. On August 26th 1972, two

Catholic members of the Provisional IRA died when the bomb they were

planting at the racecourse prematurely detonated.14 On October 6th 1983

two Protestant members of the Royal Ulster Constabulary were shot by the

IRA when on foot patrol in Meadowlands, Downpatrick.1^ On 16th

December 1988. a Protestant and member of the Ulster Defence Regiment

(UDR) was shot by the IRA on Ardglass Ave, Downpatrick.Ih On the 9tn of

April 1990, four members of the Ulster Defence Regiment (UDR) were

killed when the convoy they were travelling in hit a landmine planted by the

Provisional IRA.17 And on 10lh April 1991 a Catholic and member of the

Irish Republican Army was shot death by the RUC, while he was ‘preparing

18a mortar bomb" on St Patrick's Avenue.

Rioting and other acts of violence frequently occurred in Downpatrick 

during the troubles. The rise in violent incidents began with the introduction 

of Internment in August 1971. In 1974, the Provisional IRA planted a 300 lb 

car bomb at the Sanders Soldiers' Home at Ballykinler (near Downpatrick)

14 Malcom Sutton, ‘An Index of Deaths from Conflict in Ireland’ CAIN 
http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/sutton/chron/l972.html
15 Sutton, http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/sutton/chron/1983.html
16 Sutton, http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/sutton/chron/1988.html
17 Sutton, http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/sutton/chron/I990.html
18 Sutton, http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/sutton/chron/l991.html
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killed two soldiers and wounded thirty soldiers and civilians (Wilson 1995: 

219). One of the most violent incidents was on the anniversary of 

Internment in August 1982, when cars and busses were set on fire and a 

factory at the Flying Horse Estate was torched. This incident coupled with 

the attempted murder of a local policeman in the town, which led to 

"parades, protests and intimidation' (Wilson 1995: 223). In 1983, there were 

also several attempts to blow up the police station, and that same year two 

police officers were murdered. In 1990 four UDR soldiers were killed when 

their vehicle struck a landmine. In 1991. a known IRA member was killed 

in a gun battle with police.

The pebble of brutal terrorism, thrown into the pond of 
community life, set up waves of resentment, anger and 
expressions of political hatred. While many of those who were 
religiously inclined tried to maintain the inter-church friendships 
which had been gradually established in the 1950’s and 1960’s. 
Many more, whose religion was skin-deep, became more and 
more divided from their political and religious opponents 
(Wilson 1995: 219).

Wilson (1995) explains that despite the sectarian violence, religious 

leaders were attempting to show unity through St Patrick. He explains,

[i]n contrast to these events, it should be recorded that the 
pilgrimage service to Down Cathedral on St. Patrick's Day 1985 
was attended by two Archbishops of Armagh, Dr. John 
Armstrong and Cardinal Tomas 0‘Fiach, the President of the 
Methodist Church. Rev. Paul Kingston and Dr. Howard Cromie, 
the Moderator of the Presbyterian Church. Dr. Cathal Daly, the 
bishop of Down and Connor, and Cannon Maguire of St.
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Patrick’s church also accepted the invitation to the service of Dr.
Robert Eames, Bishop of Down and Dromore (Wilson 1995:
223).

The most recent history of Downpatrick acknowledges that it is a 

commuter town for people working in the Belfast area. The religious 

demographic of Downpatrick reveals that according to the 2001 Census, 

87% reported themselves as belonging to the Catholic community, 

compared with 10.9% claiming to belong to the Protestant community. The 

2011 Census reveals a slight increase in those declaring themselves Catholic 

86.9%, whilst 9.6% declared themselves belonging to the Protestant 

Community.

2001 Statistics for Downpatrick10

2001
Pop.

RC Pres. Church of 
Ireland

Meth, Other
Christians

Other
Religious
Philosophies

No
religion
or
religion
not
stated

10,316 8,287 327 436 22 124 10 1110

One of most interesting features of this town, is that whilst the 

majority of the population are Roman Catholic, the Church of Ireland holds 

the largest religious celebration on St Patrick's Day,20 due to the alleged 

location of St Patrick's grave at Down Cathedral. Which is the culmination

19 http://www.nisra.gov.uk/Census/previous_census_statistics/199] .html
20 At least in recent history, the Church of Ireland in 1958 initiated the pilgrimage. This 
history will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4.
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of the pilgrimage from Saul church to the cathedral. Providing a unique 

factor of divergence from other Patrician pilgrim sites in Ireland.

Having provided the research questions and aims, as well as 

situating the research in the context of Downpatrick, I now wish to present 

the history of St Patrick's Day celebrations.
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Chapter 1

Pilgrimage, Pattern and Parade: A brief overview of the 
religious celebration of St Patrick’s Day in Ireland

St Patrick’s Day is the Feast of Ireland’s most revered patron saint and is 

celebrated annually on the 17th of March. As well as being celebrated in 

Ireland, the day has a broad global impact. For the most part both in Ireland 

and globally, the religious celebration of the Saint is no longer the focal 

point. One only has to observe a St Patrick’s Day parade in different parts of 

the world to see where the focus really lies. The festivities commonly centre 

on drinking in the local hostelries, or watching festooned floats in the parade 

encouraging viewers to return to such hostelries as soon as the viewing is 

over. Together with the drink advertising, the focus is on various forms of 

what Cronin and Adair (2002) term as ‘paddywhackery’21 and less on the 

Patron Saint. It would seem that there is an inconsistency between what is 

being celebrated on the day and the fifth century Saint. As Cronin and Adair 

observe, ‘[w]ith St Patrick's Day's annual exaltation of the Irish nation, 

together with, in the diaspora, regional veneration of “Irishness”, it seems 

that worship of nation and state now overshadows religious observance" 

(Cronin and Adair 2002: 237).

21 ‘Paddywhackery’ refers to the packaging and selling of cheap stereotypical items of 
which claim to represent Irishness (Cronin and Adair, 2002: 167, 168; 234-235; 240-241; 
Nagle 2010).
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The purpose of this chapter is firstly, to explore the relationship 

between the religious origins and the evolving socialisation and 

politicisation of St Patrick’s Day; then to examine the cult of St Patrick and 

how he came to be recognised as the national apostle of Ireland; and thirdly, 

to show how celebrations in his honour changed over time by being 

invented and reinvented.

Who was St Patrick? ‘Ego Patricius

Among the enigmas posed by St Patrick, an ongoing one is where precisely 

to locate him and his mission in an historical context. Historians are not 

agreed on putting dateable boundaries to his life and mission. It is generally 

accepted in academic and wider circles that someone called Patrick worked 

as a missionary in fifth-century Ireland and is credited with the spreading of 

Christianity there. Likewise scholars agree that many stories attributed to 

the Saint are derived from common folklore and are enhanced in the telling 

(Thompson 1985; Binchy 1962: 151; Hanson 1968: 105).

In this thesis, the focus is not on the existence or non-existence of St 

Patrick but on the fact that he is an honoured symbol. In other words, the 

belief in him as a symbol is more resilient than the factual history of this 

figure we know as St Patrick. What we do know of him primarily comes 

from his two writings, the Confessio and the Letter to the Soldiers of

22 Much debate surrounds the historicity and mission of St Patrick, particularly so in the 
20ltl century. Following on J.B. Bury work (1905), a chain of articles followed, including 
O'Rahilly (1942); L. Beiler (1949, 1952, 1979); D.A. Binchy (1962); Hewlett (1994); 
R.P.C. Hanson (1971; 1984); L. De Poar (1993:7); M. De Poar (1998); J. Duffy (2000). 
O'Rahilly’s (1942) ‘Two Patrick’s theory’ maintains that there is a conflation of two 
contemporary missionaries of the same name, i.e. Paladins and Palrilius (Patrick). These 
discussions have resulted in ongoing interest in the topics but without conclusive results.
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Coroticus. These two documents provide a unique insight into the Saint. 

The other significant written accounts about him derive from hagiographers, 

notably: Tirechan, Muirchu and Jocelyn of Furness. These authors were 

writing centuries after Patrick's mission (seventh, ninth and twelfth 

centuries respectively) and reflect the tensions between Armagh and 

Downpatrick concerning the definitive location of Ireland's Primatial See 

(De Poar 1993: 50; Carroll 1999: 37-8). Thompson (1985: 161) holds that 

Tirechan's biography of Patrick was an attempt to lay claim to Armagh as 

the ecclesiastical capital of Ireland. On the other hand Jocelyn of Furness 

was solicited by the Anglo-Norman John de Courcy to bolster 

Downpatrick's case. In the circumstances it is legitimate to assume that the 

profile of Patrick may have been elasticised to suit the ecclesiastical designs 

or ambitions of the respective authors.

Conneely (1993: 11, 19) and Hewlett (1994:121) claim that St 

Patrick’s two documents, the Confessio and Letter to the Soldiers of 

Coroticus, are ‘the two earliest documents in Ireland’s literary heritage’. 

Doherty (2001) makes a similar point: ‘St Patrick’s documents provide the 

earliest written historical records found in Ireland, and therefore are 

considered of vast importance’.24 From these two writings, the reader is 

apprised of Patrick's early life, his captivity and his Christian mission in 

Ireland. What these texts reveal about him, despite his self-deprecation of

23 A hagiographer writes about sacred matters, frequently the lives of saints. In the hands of 
the hagiographer, however, the historical content may be forced to yield to attributions or 
fabrications calculated to enhance the status of their subjects. Most notable among the 
mediaeval hagiographers writing about St Patrick are Muirchu, who wrote the Book of the 
Angel', The Collection by Tirechan; and A Life of St Patrick by Jocelyn of Furness.
24 Charles Doherty retired from the School of History and Archives at NUI Dublin and 
currently a Fellow in the Centre for Advanced Study in the Norwegian Academy of Science 
and Letters, Oslo. See, documentary shown at The Saint Patrick’s Centre in Downpatrick,
Co Down.
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being ‘unlearned', is that he possesses not only an astounding knowledge of 

the Bible but is also familiar with at least eight major Councils of the 

Church (Hewlett 1994: 121; Conneely 1993:160-162). The tone of the 

Confessio would appear to be a defence of his ecclesiastical ministry in the 

face of clerical gossip, particularly criticism of his use or abuse of British 

sourced funds for the furtherance of his mission work in Ireland (De Paor 

1993: 91-94). The Letter to the Soldiers of Coroticus is an impassioned 

appeal to a marauding warlord and his henchmen who had recently enslaved 

or murdered some of the newly baptised Christians whom Patrick had 

converted. Patrick's visceral reaction to such an assault had an added 

poignancy for him because it was in such a raid on Banavhen Taberniae that 

his world was turned upside-down. The memory of that day never left him if 

we are to judge by the opening paragraph of the Confessio, a document 

written in his later years: ‘My father lived at the village of Bannavem 

Taburniae for he had an estate nearby, where / was taken 

captive '(Confessio par. 1; Conneely 1993:63).'"’

The sixteen-year-old captive was carried off to Ireland and sold into

slavery. Whether he served one or more masters is a moot point because one

tradition would have him living as a herdsman in the Slemish area of Co

Antrim while the Confessio alludes to 'the wood of Foclut which is near the

Western sea" at the further end of the country/6 Be that as it may, it is from

Foclut that he makes his escape and makes his way, via the Continent, to his

family in Britain. There, in response to an inner inspiration he studies for

~ The location of Banavem Tiberniae is not known; Brittany, Scotland, Wales and England 
have all been suggested. David Hewlett (1994) favours the West Coast of Britain, perhaps 
Wales or Somerset.
26 Confessio, par. 23. There is reason to believe that the wood of Foclut is an area on the 
eastern side of Killala Bay on the Mayo-Sligo border. See also M. De Poar 1998: 25.
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priesthood and was later chosen as a bishop for the Irish Mission (Confessio 

par. 23, 26 in Conneely 1993: 67). He was not the first Christian in Ireland, 

or indeed the first bishop. According to the chronicler. Prosper of Aquitane, 

Bishop Palladium had already been sent by pope Celestin I in 431 'to the 

Irish who believe in Christ'. Whether Patrick's mission ran concurrently or 

in succession to that of Palladius is yet another unresolved historical 

enigma.27

The Roman Empire never reached the shores of Ireland and it was 

only with the introduction of Christianity that L.atin came into use. After six 

years of experience - albeit in enslavement - it can be reasonably assumed 

that Patrick acquired a grasp of Irish language and culture which prepared 

him well for conducting a successful ministry among the population. 

Allowing for the fact that he may have adapted pre-Christian rituals, giving 

a Christian orientation to them, his writings suggest he never yielded on 

creedal issues. While he may have presented a new and vibrant vision for 

the Christianisation of old traditions relating to wells, mountains, lakes and 

the like, he rejected Druidism as is patently evident in his own profession of 

faith found in the Confessio (par. 60; Conneely 1993: 76).~8

■7 Kathleen Hughes argues that Patrick’s mission in Ireland was in the latter half of the fifth 
century and was probably based in the north. Palladius was sent by Pope Celestine I in 431 
(De Poar 1993: 79; Hughes 2005: 301-330); see also D. A. Binchy ‘Saint Patrick and His 
Biographers, Ancient and Modern,’ Studio Hibernica, (2), 1962:166.
28 ‘For the sun we see rises each day for us at [his] command, but it will never reign, neither 
will its splendor last, but all who worship it will come wretchedly to punishment. We, on 
the other hand, shall not die, who believe in and worship the true sun, Christ, who will 
never die, no more shall he die who has done Christ's will, but will abide for ever just as 
Christ abides for ever, who reigns with God the Father Almighty and with the Holy Spirit 
before the beginning of time and now and for ever and ever. Amen’ (Confessio par 60).
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The Cult of Patrick and the Making of a National Apostle

Figure 5. Pilgrims, including Franciscan Friars of the Renewal, pray at the 
grave of St Patrick in Downpatrick, Co Down on St Patrick’s Day 2012. 

Photo taken by the author.

Bury argues that the earliest texts relating to St Patrick's Day on the 17th 

March, derive from ‘the Vita Tripartita, or “The Tripartite Life" written in 

the ninth century. Sweeney claims that ‘[t]he structure of this text is in the 

form of spiritual teachings to be read to gathered Christians on the Feast of 

St. Patrick. This shows that by 900 at least, St Patrick's Day existed in 

Ireland. It has always been associated with March 17th (Sweeny 2008: 191; 

Bury 1905: 208). The Annals of Ulster and the Annals of the Four Masters 

give differing dates for Patrick's death, namely 461 and 493 AD. After he 

died the focus turned to memorialisation.24 Following his death, the sites

2> O’Loughlin maintains that Patrick is not featured in the historical accounts of the Irish 
Church during this period between his death and the end of the 7th century ‘when he 
emerges as the great apostle of Ireland’. See: O’Loughlin, Discovering Saint Patrick, 2005: 
97.
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associated with his life and death took on new significance and March 17 

was selected as the day to memorialise him. In the Christian tradition 

celebration of saints typically takes place on the day of their death 

(O'Dufaigh 1995: 80) because this is regarded as their die natalis, their 

birthday, the day on which they are born into new life, or become a new 

creation. The long-standing pilgrimages to Croagh Patrick and Lough Derg, 

for example, are evidence of early memorialisation and commemoration 

(Danaher 1972: 170-172). Regional memorialisation was also an important 

feature of the Christian church (Cronin and Adair 2002: 1; Bitel 2004: 662; 

6 Giollain 1999: 201-221). These devotional celebrations typically 

involved some kind of pilgrimage to the Saint’s grave or to other sites 

linked to Patrick.

Visiting sites associated with saints is still close to the heart of 

Christian life. Pilgrimages to their grave or burial places are considered 

important points of encounter with the divine. In charting the cult of the 

relics of St Patrick Bourke (1993) notes that pilgrims journeyed to saints’ 

graves or other sites associated with a saint in search of healing (Bourke 

1993, 2-3). Pilgrimages to Saul, Armagh, Downpatrick, Slemish, Croagh 

Patrick, Lough Derg and other places associated with St Patrick remain 

important to this day (Taylor 1995).30

The most famous of these pilgrimages is to Station Island in Lough 

Derg, Co Donegal, where St Patrick is believed to have fasted and prayed in 

a cave for three days during his ecclesiastical ministry. This site was a

As part of my research I visited all the main Patrician sites in Ireland (even undertaking 
the three day penitential pilgrimage of Lough Derg) to observe how people today continue 
this pilgrim tradition.

28



popular pilgrim attraction in Mediaeval Europe. The earliest written 

account of the pilgrimage is from Henry of Saltrey in 1184 AD (Carroll 

1999: 81; Taylor 1995: 192; Lanigan 1822: 368-370).31 According to 

religious folklore, to undertake the pilgrimage three times in one's life 

earned a plenary indulgence (Cunningham and Gillespie 1995: 96). 

Popularly known as St Patrick’s Purgatory. pilgrims desirous of emulating 

Patrick were locked into the cave for three days and were given bread and 

water on the second and third day. Ecclesiastical objections to the severity 

of the pilgrimage led to the cave being filled in and later destroyed. After 

the destruction of the cave around 1632, remnants of old monastic beehive 

huts were brought from a neighbouring island - Saint's Island (Harbison 

1991: 60-1). These circular structures or cairns, known as ‘penitential beds’ 

were placed in the area where the cave once stood and form a clover-shaped 

appearance. The pilgrim ritual at Lough Derg has many of the standard 

features of an Irish pilgrimage - walking three times in circumambulation 

around a shrine or well (commonly referred to as doing the ‘rounds’), 

drinking at the well, reciting prescribed prayers - but the Lough Derg 

pilgrim undertakes the three-day fast in their bare feet, goes without sleep 

for forty-eight hours, and dines on toast or oat cakes and black tea - a 

concession to body-maintenance on the second and third day. The

11 Carroll stresses that the pilgrims who attend this pilgrimage were predominantly 
European, not Irish, and that it is not until the seventeenth century that Irish pilgrims begin 
to appear. ‘Not only are Irish pilgrims now flocking to St. Patrick’s Purgatory in large 
numbers, but once there, they are engaging in exactly the same sort of rounding rituals that 
would late be found associated with holy well cults’ (Carroll 1999: 84).
32 During a pilgrimage it was customary for the pilgrim to spend a night in prayer while 
lying on the saint’s grave; hence, the Irish term teaba or teaba na naomh - ‘bed’ or ‘bed of 
the saint’.
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egalitarian nature of the pilgrimage, the stripping out of the ego is captured 

by the Irish poet, Patrick Kavanagh (1978: 106):

Women and men in bare feet turn again 
To the iron crosses and the rutted Beds,
Their feet are swollen and their bellies empty -
But something that is Ireland's secret leads
These petty mean people
For here is the day of a poor soul freed
To a marvellous beauty above its head

Notwithstanding the popularity of this pilgrimage’s link to St 

Patrick, there is no record of popular practice on the pilgrim island on St 

Patrick's Day. This is likely due to the fact that the island is only open for 

public pilgrimage during the summer months.

‘Patterns’ are unofficial days of a religio-festive character rooted in 

the die natalis of a local saint. The term is derived from the Irish word 

pdtrun, meaning 'patron' as in 'Patron Saint,' and has no suggestion of a 

pattern of movement (Connolly 1982: 135). The pattern days are celebrated 

with a variety of rituals involving devotional and celebratory aspects, e.g. 

spending the vigil sleeping on or near the saints’ grave, going clockwise 

around the site in prayer -'rounding rituals’ - and drinking from holy wells 

(Danaher 1972: 180-186; Carroll 1999: 131; Malcolm 1983; 43).33 The 

tradition of 'pattern' style memorialisation remains to a limited extent in 

Ireland today, mainly relating to holy wells and is most visible at the 

pilgrimage at Lough Derg, already discussed. In their work on 'The 

Pattern' 6 Giollain (2004), Cronin and Adair (2002: 2) and Taylor (1995:

33 Walking clockwise or ‘sunrise’ which is the way of the sun was known as ‘the blessing 
way’ and anti-clockwise, ‘the cursing way’, see Mould 1955: 72-92; O’Riordain 1996.
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534-5) give historical accounts of the eighteenth and nineteenth century 

tradition of visiting sacred sites associated with holy people. O Giollain 

(1999, 212-213) describes these 'patterns’ as being ‘outside’ of the normal 

routine of life. From an anthropological perspective, these ritual occasions 

allowed the participant to journey into a kind of'liminal space' for a period 

of time, a time in which norms were temporarily suspended. This journey 

involved interaction with other participants, creating group cohesion, or 

‘communitas', as Turner puts it (Turner 1969: 94-130; Turner 1978: 2, 334- 

39; and 6 Giollain 2005; 28). Bakhtin's 'carnivalesque’ offers further 

explanation here as it refers to an occasion when rules were ‘turned upside 

down’ or when the social structures were reversed (O Giollain 1999: 213- 

214; Bakhtin 1997: 250-251; Malcom 1983: 42; Burke 2009: 172). This 

blending of religious ritual and ‘unorthodox’ practice common in these 

ritual celebrations provided a space for inverting norms (Danaher 1972: 

180-181).

Local fairs for the sale of cattle, horses and other farm animals 

tended to evolve with pattern days and were usually held over three days. 

There was a gathering day - the day of arrival, the main pattern day - on 

which ritual activity takes place, and a scattering day - the day in which 

travellers return home (Danaher 1972: 180-186; McCormack 2000: 76). 

Cronin and Adair (2002) argue that the blending of fairs and pattern days in 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Ireland shifted the focus of 

celebration on St Patrick's Day to a combination of festivities that were both 

religious and carnival in style. In essence, the celebration became more 

important than religious observance.
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Patrician observance of 17 March, while religious, also became an 
opportunity for civic celebrations in the seventeenth century. This 
stemmed from the tradition of the Irish 'pattern', but it was also linked 
to the custom of staging fairs and markets. St Patrick's Day, in that 
sense, accommodated features of both pattern and popular festival: 
religious observance followed by plenty of food and drink, Irish music 
and dance, and playful physical activities. By this process, it seems, 
17 March eventually became recognised as both a Patrician and civic 
occasion (Cronin and Adair 2002: 2).

These opportunities for pilgrimage provided an escape from a mundane life 

and admitted a playfulness and relaxation of religious decorum otherwise 

absent from common religious practice. The Catholic hierarchy in Ireland 

objected to abuse of drink, sex, and fighting. Landlords also disapproved of 

pattern days, because from their perspective it meant a waste of precious 

working time. This is noted by McCormack:

St Patrick's day was not an official holiday [in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth century]. Failure of servants and labourers to work on 
any day not a Sunday or statutory holiday could, in theory at least, 
result in the imposition of a fine of two shillings or a whipping in 
default (McCormack 2000: 79).

During the Penal Period34 (1691-1760) in Ireland, Catholics went to 

pray in places they considered sacred, because often there was no dedicated 

place of worship, nor a priest to celebrate the sacraments. Danaher stresses.

,4 The Penal Period in Ireland refers to the period of time in which penal laws were carried 
out against Irish Roman Catholics and Protestant ‘dissenters’ - that is, non-conformists to 
the Established Church or Anglican Church - in an effort to make them recognize her 
legitimacy. These laws according to Connolly (1982:7) ‘severely restrict[ed] the rights of 
the Catholic laity in politics, property matters and education, the laws banished all Catholic 
bishops, vicars general and other persons exercising any ecclesiastical jurisdiction, as well 
as all members of religious orders’.
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the disappearance of forma! public ceremonial among Catholics 
in Ireland as a result of the religious wars and the Penal Laws, 
gave added importance to the gatherings of the laity at these 
‘Patterns’, while the absence of clerical direction gave much 
greater freedom both in unorthodox forms of devotion and in 
secular amusements (Danaher 1972: 180-183).

With the suppression of the monasteries by Henry VIII in 1541, many 

of the previous places of worship familiar to the people became - to borrow 

a Shakespearian phrase -'bare ruined choirs’ and it was to these ancient 

sites, and yet more ancient graveyards and holy wells that the people 

resorted to engage with the transcendent. Carroll contends that the 

revitalisation of patterns is a Counter-Reformation’" phenomenon. He 

suggests that there were two devotional revolutions: the first, at the 

beginning of the seventeenth century occurring in the Munster-Leinster 

region. "The result of this merger was a variant of popular Catholicism in 

which holy wells, rounding rituals, and patterns became central to the 

experience of being Catholic (Carroll 1999: 133-135). The second, he 

suggests, began during the nineteenth century, which had a very different 

religious climate due to the granting of Catholic Emancipation in 1829. ‘In 

this case,’ argues Emmet Larkin (1972), the variant of Catholicism that 

became popular was one in which the local parish church was the focal 

point of Catholic religiosity [s/c] and in which confession and the Mass 

were the most important ritual activities’ (Carroll 1999: 135). This new 

emphasis ‘disassociated those very things - notably, holy well cults,

35 The Counter Reformation also referred to, as the Catholic Reformation was the Roman 
Catholic Church repositioning itself in light of the theological position of Protestant 
Reforms. The internal reform focused on four elements: ecclesial reform, reform of 
religious orders, spiritual or devotional reform and involved political features. It began at 
the Council ofTrent in 1545 ending in 1648 with the conclusion of the Thirty Year War, 
however, it could be argued that it came to a final completion at the close of the Second 
Vatican Council (1962-1965).
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rounding rituals, patterns - that had been central to the Catholic experience 

since the first devotional revolution’ (Carroll 1999: 135). Connolly (1982) 

emphasises that 'these cults met certain psychological and emotional needs’. 

For Connolly, these practices fell by the wayside after the devastating 

impact the famine had on the ‘peasant class’ (Connolly in Carroll 1999: 

150-152). Ecclesiastical and civic objections to these festivities led to their 

demise in the late nineteenth century.’6 Connolly (1982: 139-48) indicates 

that part of the objection was that both Protestant and Catholic clergy were 

uncomfortable with them. Nonetheless, the tradition of visiting holy sites, 

fasting, music, dancing, face-painting, dressing up in costumes, and 

drinking is still evident in modern parades and carnivals (O Crualaoich, 

1999: 193; Ehrenreich 2007: 18, 77-78).

Associated with pattern days, the tradition of'wearing a symbol, and 

the drowning of the shamrock'37 on St Patrick's Day was part of an older 

ritual practice on St Patrick’s Day in Ireland (Danaher 1972: 58; Doyle 

2005). These traditions, it would seem, predate parades’8, which are the 

most common trait of celebrations on St Patrick’s Day. St Patrick’s crosses 

were usually made by older family members for both boys and girls, and 

each gender wore a different type of cross (see Figure 6). Occasionally,

36 Although Connolly implies that objections began as early as the mid-eighteenth century. 
The Roman Catholic Church objected to these rituals practices because although they 
celebrated a patron saint, they often involved elements of non-Christian observance. Civic 
authorities also denounced to such assemblies as they were viewed as occasions for dissent 
and disorder.
37 Pota Phadraig or St Patrick’s Pot is commonly called ‘drowning’ or ‘wetting’ the 
shamrock. It was common to place to wear the shamrock on the Saint’s feast day, 
afterward placing the shamrock in a alcoholic beverage and drinking it, upon completing of 
the libation a toast was given, and the shamrock would be thrown over the left shoulder as a 
sign of good luck (O’hOgain 2006: 422; McCormack 2000: 79-80; Danaher 1972: 62-65).
38 Thomas Dineley’s journal reference to this tradition is noted in 1681, we can therefore 
infer it was already an established tradition prior to 1681. The first reference to a St 
Patrick’s Day parade was in Boston in 1737 (See Danaher 1972: 58).
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priests would donate their worn out vestments to be cut up to make the 

crosses more decorative (Danaher 1972: 60-61; Doyle 2005). These crosses 

were made by using a combination of cardboard, paper, ribbon and 

sometimes the abovementioned cloth from liturgical vestments. According 

to Doyle (2005),

[i]n more recent centuries, the crosses were just worn by children 
while adults wore the sprig of shamrock. These crosses were most 
often on a circular shaped badge. Those that boys wore generally 
featured coloured paper to form the cross and decoration. The girls 
used fabric and coloured ribbon, often gathering the ribbon to form 
small rosette decoration on the terminals of the cross. Boys originally 
wore theirs on one side of their caps but latterly began to wear them 
like the girls on their right shoulder. By 1908. brightly coloured silk 
rosettes with glued-on crosses were for sale on the Dublin streets. The 
modern rosettes have derived from these children’s crosses.

(Below are two examples from the National Museum in Dublin which

Danaher uses in his book (Danaher 1972: 58-62; Doyle 2005)).

Figure 6. Saint Patrick’s crosses from Brownstown, Co. Meath. Courtesy of 
The National Museum.
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In 1681, an English traveller, Thomas Dineley wrote in his journal regarding 
these habits:

The 17th day of March yeerly is St Patrick's, an immoveable 
feast when the Irish of all stations and conditions wore crosses in 
their hats, some of pins, some of green ribbon, and the vulgar 
superstitiously wear shamroges, 3-leaved grass, which they 
likewise eat (they say) to cause a sweet breath. The common 
people and servants also demand their Patrick's groat of their 
masters, which they goe expressly to town, though half a dozen 
miles off, to spend, where sometimes it amounts to a piece of 8 
or cob a piece, and very few of the zealous are found sober at 
night (Dineley in Danaher 1972: 58).

Cronin and Adair (2000), maintain that the tradition of wearing 

crosses on St Patrick's Day faded out after World War I, to be replaced in 

the main by the wearing of shamrocks39, a tradition, which dates back at 

least to the sixteenth century (Cronin and Adair 2002: 25-26). It is unclear 

why this tradition faded out40; one can only speculate that the shamrock's 

popularity after the Act of Union gave it a more significant prominence. 

There is some suggestion that the wearing of crosses was embraced by the 

elite as is evidenced by the symbol's placement in the crest of the Most 

Illustrious Order of the Knights of St Patrick in 1783 (McCormack 2000: 

81-2).

In addition to the pattern and the wearing of emblems on St Patrick's 

Day, there was also the custom of drinking the Pota Phadraig (‘St Patrick’s 

pot), typically understood to mean a drink, but as Danaher (1972: 64)

39 According to tradition, St Patrick used the shamrock in his missionary work to explain 
the symbology of the Trinity. Thus, it is since been associated with St Patrick’s Day (6 
hOgain 2000: 422; McCormack 2000: 80-81). The favouring and eventual replacement of 
the symbol over St Patrick’s crosses is discussed further in Cronin and Adair (2002: 25-26). 
McCormack (2000: 80) argues that ‘[t>]y and large the recorded history of the shamrock 
prior to the eighteenth century was not associated with Patrick. Instead it was considered a 
food-stuff.
40 Perhaps it was the resurgence of nationalism over religious that prompted such a shift.
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explains, ‘it was also applied to any treat to friends or gifts of money or 

sweets to children on the festival’. The custom of drowning the shamrock is 

mentioned in the Journal of Kildare's Archaeological Society (1908: 443) 

and Danaher has the following entry in The Year in Ireland,

The drowning of the shamrock’ by no means implies that it is 
necessary to get drunk in doing so. At the end of the day the 
shamrock which has been worn in the coat or the hat is removed 
and put into the final glass of grog or tumbler of punch; and 
when the health has been drunk or the toast honoured, the 
shamrock should be picked out from the bottom of the glass and 
thrown over the left shoulder {The Journal of Kildare 
Archaeological Society, 1908. in Danaher 1972: 64-65; see also 
Cronin and Adair 2002: 26; McCormack 2000: 79-83).

Although drinking41 was part of St Patrick's Day celebrations, it was 

not the main emphasis. However, it was presented on St Patrick’s Day as it 

would have been in any popular celebration: ‘the Irish fair and its associated 

patterns, festivals and games, was similar in many respects to the European 

Carnival, sharing the themes of food, sex and violence, and providing a 

focus for much popular recreation’ (Malcolm 1983: 42). Today the focus on 

alcohol has become one of the main features and is used as a marketing tool. 

This will be discussed further in chapter 7.

St Patrick's Day takes place within the Christian season of Lent. Lent 

is a period of forty days of fasting and penance in preparation for the 

celebration of Easter. Traditionally Lent was characterised by restraint or 

abstinence in relation to drink, sex and food, especially meat. The period of 

time prior to Lent, specifically from the Least of the Epiphany right up until

41 Dineley 1681 makes reference to drinking on St Patrick’s Day.
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the day before Ash Wednesday, is typically designated as the carnival42 

season. The carnival season typically involves public celebrations and 

parades. The spirit of Mardi Gras, literally Fat Tuesday, characterizes these 

days before the fasting begins. In order to prepare for this period, all rich 

foods and alcohol was gotten rid of, that is, consumed so as not to cause 

temptation. The consumption of these items required a lot of people, one 

could only imagine that this would mean an enormous party. The popularity 

of Mardi Gras's spread widely. In Ireland, typically, marriages were 

solemnised on this day. Perhaps because of climatic conditions the tradition 

of Mardi Gras was not a feature of Irish culture; and in most homes and 

families the larder was already empty. On St Patrick's Feast Day, however, 

those who could acquire some extra food and drink were granted a special 

dispensation to consume them.

How celebrations have changed over time

1 have discussed the history of the Saint, the cult of remembrance and the 

celebrations which accompanied that remembrance. This final section 

provides a general overview of how churches have memorialised the Saint 

on his feast day with a view to demonstrating that the parades, although 

greatly different from religious celebrations, are yet another dimension of 

commemoration.

As Danaher (1972), Malcolm (1983), McCormack (2000) have 

suggested, the practice of memorialisation on St Patrick's Day changed due 

in a large part to the 16th century Reformation. Catholics and Protestants

42 Carnival in Latin means ‘farewell to meat’.
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alike credit St Patrick with bringing Christianity to the island. His origins 

predate the Reformation by a thousand years and that may account for the 

perception of him as a Catholic Saint. He belongs to Pre-Norman Church. 

The ‘sainthood’ he enjoys is bestowed by the Christian Community 

developing an enduring cult around his memory, a process generally called 

popular canonisation. That was the only form of canonisation that existed 

prior to the 10lh century when Rome began to take an interest in such 

matters.4’

Rome did not recognise St Patrick’s sainthood until 1631, although

he may have been honoured in an unofficial capacity before this

(McCormack 2000: 22-23; O'Dufaigh 1995: 69-70; Cronin & Adair 2002:

1; Cunningham & Gillespie 1995; 90-91). The timing was no accident.

Between 1560-1715 Europe was torn apart by the religious wars stemming

from disputes between Christian denominations which fractured along the

lines of religious differences between nations such as France, Germany,

Spain, England, and Switzerland. The naming of St Patrick as the Patron

Saint of Ireland allowed Rome religiously and politically to claim St Patrick

as a Catholic saint, and therefore, Ireland as a Catholic country. The

Catholic and Church of Ireland were trying to establish links with the pre-

Norman Church. In fact it could be said that the English establishment

appropriated Patrick to gain authority in Ireland. McCormack (2000: 22)

and Cunningham and Gillespie (1995: 92) argue that the struggle over

ownership of the Saint between Protestants and Catholics occurred at that

43 The transition from popular to papal canonisation came about in a somewhat casual way 
and was prompted by the idea that a papal canonisation would carry more prestige. The 
first papal canonisation for which we have document St Udalricus in 973 AD. (See: 
Canonisation of saints 'History and procedure' in New Catholic Encyclopedia, (McGraw- 
Hill, 1967) vol. (3), 56).
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period when the Catholic Church was trying to reimage many of their saints 

to fit the Counter-Reformation principles. Standards for canonisation set in 

place by the Council of Trent (1545-1563) regarding the control over ‘the 

cults of saints' meant that the ‘empirical verification' of a saint needed to be 

legitimised if saints were to fit in with ‘new guidelines' required for 

canonisation.44 Cunningham and Gillespie (1995) hold that the Counter- 

Reformation (or Catholic Reformation) required that saints had to meet 

certain criteria, which demonstrated their authenticity and miracles 

(Cunningham and Gillespie 1995: 87-88). This proved difficult for early 

Irish saints who did not have such records. Consequently Irish clergy at 

home and in mainland Europe went about gathering a corpus of evidence 

that would legitimize the status of their saints so as to maintain Ireland's 

reputation of ‘the land of saints and scholars' (Cunningham and Gillespie 

1995: 88).^ Certainly there were other agendas operating here. 

O’Halloran's (2004: 80-96) analysis of the vying for ownership of the Saint 

by the two Christian traditions in Ireland during the late seventeenth and 

early eighteenth centuries as a method of establishing their respective 

churches' ancient origins furthers this debate.

As previously stated, St Patrick who preached Christianity in Ireland 

was still revered by both Catholics and Protestants. McCormack (2000, 20- 

33) emphasises that celebrations of St Patrick's feast day from the 

seventeenth century onwards were by both Protestants and Catholics.

44 Trent here is responding to widespread abuses of the veneration of relics of saints and 
attempts to set standards to prevent further abuses.
*' The compiling of the Annuals of Ireland popularly styled the Annuls of the Four Masters 
(1616), undertaken in the early 17th century, was not primarily to find legitimisation for 
ancient Irish saints, but to preserve the whole Gaelic tradition that was under threat of 
extinction.
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Catholics characteristically celebrated St Patrick in an ecclesiastical way, 

whilst most Protestant denominations in Ireland focused on both the 

religious and civic aspects (such as banquets, balls and Trooping of the 

Colour at Dublin Castle) because Anglicanism was the state religion of the 

day and was free to hold both religious and civic memorials. The Church of 

Ireland held its principal celebrations in Saint Patrick's Cathedral, Dublin. 

These religious functions were in conjunction with events at Dublin Castle 

and the pilgrimage in Downpatrick. The Catholic Church and Church of 

Ireland follow the same liturgical calendar, but other Protestant 

denominations tended not to celebrate the saint in any formal ecclesiastical 

way. These divergent forms of celebration separated the two traditions for 

centuries. It is only in recent times, with the ecumenical movement, that the 

common religious heritage has come into sharp focus.
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Parading Patrick

Parading on St Patrick's Day is a relatively recent phenomenon starting in 

the eighteenth century, (Cronin and Adair 2002: 9; O'Hogain 2006: 422). A 

comprehensive historical overview of parading can be found in Chapter 5. 

Despite popular perception, the origins of St Patrick's Day parades do not 

find their roots in an Irish Catholic tradition. On the contrary, its lineage can 

be traced back to Irish Protestant soldiers in the British Army in the 

American colonies - in Boston 1737 and New York 1762. Indeed at home 

the practice of Protestants parading on St Patrick’s Day in Ireland has often 

been forgotten, due to the meta-narrative of the day’s associations with Irish 

nationalism and Roman Catholicism, which will be discussed later in this 

section (Cronin and Adair 2002: 8-11) aligning the argument with 

Hobsbawm and Ranger’s (1983) discussion surrounding the invention of 

tradition. Yet their contribution to the public celebration was rather 

significant. If Dublin Castle, the seat of British power in Ireland could 

celebrate the day, so could its military arm. The mood within the Castle was 

not reflected among the people outside in the street.

In many ways what happened in the Castle by way of celebrating St 

Patrick's Day is typical of the pattern followed by the colonial powers in an 

expanding empire - they tried to emulate the parent country. Robins (2001) 

unveils the inner workings of the vice regal court at the Castle, to disclose 

the pomp and circumstance that accompanied events held there. According 

to Robins (2001) and Cronin and Adair (2002), ceremonies on St Patrick's 

Day typically began with the ‘changing of the guard’ or the ‘trouping of the 

colours’ in the Castle's upper courtyard; the evening was followed by a
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banquet and ball. McCormack states that in the eighteenth century, ‘St 

Patrick’s Day was not marked in any special way by the Book of Common 

Prayer of the Church of Ireland - unlike St. George’s Day (23 April), St 

Andrew's Day (30 November) and St David's Day (1 March)' (McCormack 

2000: 70-71). Although there was no official recognition by the state, the 

acknowledgment of St Patrick's Day in the legal calendar can be found from 

1607 onwards (McCormack 2000: 69). In addition to events at Dublin 

Castle, Church of Ireland bells rang out across the country marking the 

importance of the day. McCormack indicates that bell ringing was a 

customary tradition used to mark significant ‘state days’, such as the 

monarch's birthday. King William of Orange’s birthday (McCormack 2000: 

71-74; Belfast Newsletter 1779; Cronin and Adair 2002: 4). Other than bell 

ringing the day did not display anything distinctively religious. This may be 

partly due to the fact that Protestant Church do not celebrate Holy Days in 

the Catholic sense of the term (McCormack 2000: 70-71).

As a result of the institution of The Most Illustrious Order of St 

Patrick by King George Ill in 1783, these civic events solidified Irish 

Protestants (Robins 2001, 90). The institution of the ‘Order of St Patrick' 

gave a quasi-religious raison d’etre for St Patrick’s Day. The 1798 

Rebellion by the United Irishmen soured relations between Catholics and 

Church of Ireland Protestants. In the search for new symbols, the liberals 

clung to Patrician traditions while the establishment preferred Williamite 

practices (Hill 1984: 50). From 1806 politicians at Dublin Castle began 

distancing itself from Williamite commemorations. Neither the tradition of 

Williamites or United Irishmen had the possibility of being a catalyst for
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unity at that time. The only solution was a Patrician one (Hill 1984: 50). 

Hill (1984: 43, 49) maintains that St Patrick was viewed as a more sanitised 

non-sectarian symbol. Since St Patrick was a ‘distinctively Irish tradition^ it 

was the preferred representation chosen to signify 'Irish national identity’.

Thus, the parading tradition on St Patrick’s Day in Ireland comes 

from military displays performed at Dublin Castle. Fraser (2000: 2) and 

Jarman and Bryan (1998:6) argue that the European tradition of parading 

which evolved from church and trade guild processions in the Middle Ages 

the function of such processions was for institutions to ‘display power’. 

Kelly (2002) maintains that ‘parading did not become an established part of 

the Irish historical landscape until the eighteenth century’ in the form of 

Williamite celebrations (Kelly in Fraser 2002: 9). On the other hand, Jarman 

and Bryan (1998: 6) trace the origins of parading in Ireland back to Corpus 

Christi processions in Dublin in 1498, whilst acknowledging that their 

modern counterpart is found in the eighteenth century. Nevertheless, it was 

after the establishment of the Orange Order, Kelly (2002: 22) asserts that 

parading amongst Roman Catholics and Protestants became differentiated. 

As Chapter 5 will reveal the effect of Penal Laws on the Catholic population 

meant that their political expression was given limited. Jarman and Bryan 

(1998: 7) continue ‘[ijnstead saints days, fairs and sporting occasions were 

opportunities to gather together in a manner that could still act as a show of 

force and solidarity’.
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It was with the establishment of the Defenders4'1, The Ribbonmen47, 

Ancient Order of Hibernians48 and later the Irish National Foresters44 that 

the Catholic population began to assert their voice more publically. Jarman 

and Bryan (l 998: 9) argue that ‘the Ribbonmen were also prominent, if not 

instrumental, in establishing a popular Catholic ritual celebration to mark St 

Patrick's Day'. Emerging alongside these traditions was the growth of the 

Temperance Movement in the beginning of the nineteenth century under the 

leadership of Father Mathew in Ireland. The philosophy of the movement 

was to reform and indeed illuminate drinking. Understandably, St Patrick’s 

Day became a prime opportunity to espouse such a message. Temperance 

groups took to the streets to campaign for teetotalism. Cronin and Adair 

(2002: 47) argue.

Traditions such as drinking to the health of Ireland and the patron 
saint, as well as the renowned “wetting the shamrock” held 
considerable say on St Patrick's Day. In light of temperance 
campaigns....drunken indulgence was no longer publically acceptable 
on St Patrick’s Day; instead moderation or abstinence were signs of 
one's social virtue.

46 The Defenders were a secret Roman Catholic organisation set up in Annagh in 1784 to 
defend Catholic linen workers from sectarian attack by Protestant Peep O’Day Boys (Bryan 
2000: 33-34).
47 Ribbonmen were a nineteenth century Irish Catholic organisation set up to fight for the 
rights of tenant farmers against their landlords, they later became embroiled in conflicts 
with Orangeism.
48 Like the Defenders, The Ancient Order of Hibernians is a fraternal organisation, 
established in New York in the 1830s to accommodate Irish Catholic immigrants arriving 
in the Americas against possible sectarian attack. The AOH was introduced to Ireland in the 
late nineteenth century, and it was Joe Devlin that wedded The Irish Parliamentary Party 
the AOH together (Jarman and Bryan 1998: 22).
49 The Irish National Foresters, a friendly society split from their British counterpart, the 
Ancient Order of Foresters. Jarman and Bryan (l 997: 23) maintain, ‘Like the Hibernians, 
the Foresters were involved in providing social welfare provisions and assistance for its 
members and after I9l l also ran insurance schemes. While they were broadly nationalist in 
outlook and not overtly involved in the politics of the period they too went into decline 
after partition’.
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Because of the appalling conditions caused by the famine, namely 

lack of food, the desperate attempt to provide for families, the breakdown of 

society that resulted from their individual struggles, forced people to seek 

comfort in emigrating. Catholic emancipation, the famine and emigration 

were just a few of the contributing factors to the transformation of St 

Patrick's Day parades from an Irish Protestant celebration to an Irish 

Catholic one. Mass emigration of Irish Catholics fled Ireland to seek a 

livelihood in North America. These new immigrants arrived in the United 

States in large numbers and primarily occupied the lower strata of American 

society. They were often met with obstacles relating to jobs and housing. 

Thus Irish Catholic benevolent societies began to emerge to help cope with 

the rising tide of immigrants, as there were very few resources to help them 

in their transition into the new world.

Their stories and experiences of eviction and famine began to shape 

a new narrative. St Patrick's Day parades, already well-established in the 

Americas, served as a platform for the Irish Catholic population to express 

its concerns. The symbolic content of the parade changed as Irish Catholics 

gained political status (Griffin 1973: 138-143). These changes were also 

expressed in Ireland. Added to this Irish Catholic positioning, the Catholic 

hierarchy, in post-Famine Ireland, began to have a stronger hold in the Irish 

political scene thanks to several factors, including O'Connell's Home Rule 

Party in the mid century and Parnell's Irish Parliamentary Party in later 

years. With the growing use of Patrician symbols the state shifted allegiance 

towards them and finally, St Patrick's Day became a national holiday in 

1903. Attempts were made to remove drinking from celebrations.
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Comerford suggests that ‘The Gaelic League and the guardians of national 

propriety had succeeded in turning a rumbustious popular holiday and fair 

day into a puritan Sunday, lightened, admittedly, by Gaelic games and other 

wholesome entertainment‘(2003: 90). In addition to the Gaelic League, the 

Temperance Movement’s appeal to moderation in the use of alcohol set a 

different tone for the celebration of St Patrick's Day, namely pub closures 

on the annual feast day.

After the partitioning of Ireland, the government of the Irish Free 

State continued the civic traditions and public fanfare of St Patrick’s Day by 

linking the Saint’s existence and triumphs to the Catholic Church, thereby 

divesting the Saint and the day of any Protestant or Anglo influence. As 

Ireland and Irishness was being reconstructed and reconstituted, St Patrick’s 

Day became a vehicle for that adjustment. In the south, the event remained a 

state-sponsored one, whilst in Northern Ireland, it became a platform for 

republicans and nationalists to propagate their political message. Unionists 

distanced themselves from public parading on St Patrick’s Day.

A shifting Focus

The year 1932 officially marked the 1500 anniversary of St Patrick's 

coming to Ireland. It was also the year the Roman Catholic Church in 

Ireland hosted the Thirty-first International Eucharistic Congress. 

Ecclesiastically it was marked with great enthusiasm. The Church of Ireland 

erected a stone church at Saul, the site of St Patrick's first church in Ireland 

and put on an elaborate pageant held at Audleystown, Co Down, about the
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coming of Saint Patrick to the Downpatrick region (Simpson 2008, 35-39). 

The Catholic Church erected a statue of the patron saint in nearby Slieve 

Patrick, overlooking Strangford Lough where Patrick is believed to have 

arrived back in Ireland in 432AD. The Irish Free State was in its infancy 

and it too wished to establish a link with the national apostle by continuing 

the parading tradition begun at Dublin Castle. In 1961 the Catholic Church 

in Ireland ‘celebrated with fitting solemnity" the 1500 anniversary of the 

death of St Patrick, by declaring that year a Patrician Year (Pope John 

XXIII 1961, 233-235). And the then Taoiseach, Sean Lemass, even 

proposed replacing the statue of Nelson with St Patrick (Whelan 2001: 143).

During the 1960s in the Republic, the societal focus shifted from the 

religious to civic and celebratory and St Patrick’s Day was not immune to 

the changing times. The view of Ireland as a Catholic Country gradually 

disintegrated as global influences contributed to a more secular state. Mass 

attendance at Dublin’s Pro-Cathedral on St Patrick's Day, once a common 

fixture for politicians, ceased to play such a central part of public 

celebration (Cronin and Adair 2002: 154). The focus of celebrations in the 

twenty-first century, particularly in the form of parades, is less about 

venerating a fifth century saint than about commodification and Irish 

identity.

Religious commemoration of St Patrick today

What do St Patrick's Day religious services look like today? The ceremony 

within the Catholic Church is centred on the Mass of St Patrick that 

typically includes the blessing and distribution of shamrock and a homily on
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the Saint and his relevance for today. Having affixed the shamrock to their 

garments and they wear it at the parade (Cronin and Adair 2002: 25-27). In 

that parade participation is generally limited to observation. Nevertheless, 

the act of moving from the church building to the street/parade establishes 

the connection between the religious and civic participation. The strong 

religious beliefs of many who participate in the floats and bands are 

expressed in their active involvement in the celebrations.

Services within the Church of Ireland are similar to those celebrated 

in the Catholic tradition. There is typically a Eucharistic celebration and 

shamrock is distributed and an appropriate sermon delivered. Worshippers 

then have an opportunity to attend the parade following their liturgy. In 

some localities, in both Catholic and Protestant traditions, the church service 

may be conducted through the medium of Irish but more frequently in a 

combination of Irish and English. The clergy rarely participate in parades. 

Church involvement there is represented by the broad mass of the faithful. 

Besides the church and civic celebrations, popular devotion is not neglectful 

at holy wells or other sacred sites that are associated with the saint.

The Ecumenical Movement in Ireland created a space liturgically 

and doctrinally to rethink Patrick's role in spreading Christianity on this 

island. This movement along with the development of the Peace Process in 

Northern Ireland, discussions began to reopen in a more public way as to the 

significance of St Patrick's mission, particularly in Ulster where Protestants 

have become more conscious of Patrick's mission in that part of the country. 

For example, there is an assortment of Protestant churches, schools and 

Orange Lodges named after the Saint. Minister, Nelson McCausland of the
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DUP, has attempted to recast St Patrick as a Protestant in his book Patrick 

Apostle of Ulster: A Protestant View of Patrick (1997). St Patrick has come 

to be understood as a potentially reconciling force. Indeed. Protestants, 

primarily from within the Church of Ireland, credit the saint for bringing 

Christianity to the island. They see him as a biblically based preacher, and 

more evangelical Christians view him as a “proto-Protestant,” linking his 

ecclesiastical work within the province of Ulster (Paisley 2011; Cronin and 

Adair xxviii; Nagle 36-37). In the late 1990s and the early years of the new 

millennium, Protestant/Loyalist groups in East Belfast, anxious to stake 

their claim on St Patrick, painting several murals on that theme.

Perhaps the most widely known and biggest celebration by 

Protestants takes place in Downpatrick, Co Down. It is hosted by the 

Church of Ireland. The Diocese of Down and Dromore sponsors a 

pilgrimage from Saul church to Down Cathedral, where they hold an inter

denominational service that is both religious and civic. Downpatrick’s 

festival has been centred on an ecumenical sharing of the Saint for the past 

fifty years.

Conclusion

March 17 is the feast day of the Patron Saint of Ireland. Religious 

memorialisation on St Patrick’s Day traces back the fifth century. Down 

through the centuries people have celebrated St Patrick’s life and legacy in 

the context of their own worldview, be it in the form of pilgrimage, pattern 

and parade. Today the public celebration of St Patrick's Day, specifically
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the parade, has very little to do with the Saint. It may be contended that 

there is more attention paid to the pub rather than to the pulpit.

This chapter has provided a comprehensive overview of how those 

traditions developed in Ireland, by offering a glimpse of how popular 

practices have manifested themselves and by analysing the various forces 

that are operational in the struggle for ownership of St Patrick’s Day. This 

day has been utilised by various groups at different times to tell a specific 

story. However, what appears most obvious is that the religious component 

of the day is all but absent from public celebration. What is clear from this 

historical overview of St Patrick’s Day is that the traditions associated with 

the day have shifted and changed over time, that is, they have been invented 

and reinvented at different times for particular purposes.

The following chapter will discuss the method and methodologies 

applied in the collection and analysis of data for this thesis.
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Chapter 2

Research Methods and Methodologies

This Chapter will give justification for the research tools employed in the 

collection of data and will provide the methodological approach taken for 

the analysis of the data set. Additionally, it offers some reflection on the 

position of the researcher in the process.

This piece of research was based in Irish Studies. Irish Studies has as 

its main objective to study the people of Ireland (and those in the diaspora 

claiming an Irish identity) Irish society, heritage, culture and how Irish 

identity developed, Irish immigration and the influence of the Irish diaspora. 

As an interdisciplinary approach, Irish Studies is primarily interested in how 

those expressions are manifested. It is also interested in the impact of 

globalisation of Irishness in its various expressions.

This thesis critically explores manifestations of Irishness through 

Ireland's national day. It takes a constructivist position to ‘Irishness', 

understanding Irish identity as a constant process of invention and 

reinvention. Within Irish Studies there is a tension between an inevitable 

essentialism born out of defining Irishness and the Irish nation; however, 

many Irish Studies scholars have taken a more critical approach, as 

Comerford (2003) has argued. There are those Irish political leaders (such 

as Charles Stewart Parnell, Michael Davitt, Patrick Pearse, etc) who have in 

one sense created an Irish nation, and revisionists (such as T. W. Moody,
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R.D. Edwards and Roy Foster), who counter such a claim. These tensions 

are evident in Irish history between revisionists’, who reinterpreted or 

revised the historical past for political, religious and or ideological purpose - 

and those 'essentialists' who are not. Essentialists' notion of an Irish 

identity is that it is inherited, biological, whereas a constructivist viewpoint 

holds that identity is in a constant state of creation and recreation.

Utilising an ethnographic approach, this research will explore how 

the idea or concept of Irishness is constantly invented and reinvented: as it is 

widely regarded that identity is a social construct (Bryan 2005, 2006, 2010; 

Comerford 2003; Cronin and Adair 2002; Graham 2001). This project is 

using Ireland as a case study in order to evaluate the process of inventing a 

nation. This process is not unique to Ireland, but it is the focus of my 

analysis.

Different methods produce different insights; however, using a 

multiple method approach often produces results that help to see the data in 

a variety of ways. This researcher follows Irish Studies scholars such as 

Dominic Bryan; Michael Cronin and Daryl Adair and Kerby Miller. For 

example, by using historical data, I was able to show the change process 

over time, which is explored in more detail through the contemporary 

ethnographic approach. In exploring invented tradition, both the 

contemporary ethnographic context can be shown (in chapters 4, 5 and 6), 

but in also engendered by the historical, so I can show change over time.

The research for this doctoral thesis was undertaken in Downpatrick 

and Belfast, from March 2010 to April 2013, employing a variety of social 

research methods for the collection of data: in-depth interviews, fieldnotes,
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documentary evidence, participant observation, and consultation with 

experts in the field, as well as archival research; each of which will be 

outlined in this Chapter.

The time frame chosen sought to incorporate the origins of the main 

celebrations - the pilgrimage and parade - on St Patrick's Day in 

Downpatrick. The origins of the pilgrimage date back to 1958. whilst the 

parade is a much later phenomenon (1993). Although these dates provide 

some parameters, my focus is how Patrician events changed over the years 

in this locality and if those adaptations reflected a broader global 

development. In terms of scope, given that I was interested in finding out 

how this religious feast day became a civic celebration, it was important that 

I observed a place which still had a religious tradition of memoriaiisation on 

St Patrick's Day. Downpatrick offered a religious dimension on one hand 

and civic on the other. Additionally, whilst I was in the process of 

conducting my research, the fault lines between a cross-community 

celebration and the ongoing debates about ethno-political issues in Northern 

Ireland, and disagreement regarding ownership of St Patrick's Day, began to 

show. Disagreements were beginning to occur there around the parade, 

particularly relating to flags, which will be discussed in Chapter 5. The 

discomfort of locals, church leaders and politicians about the use of certain 

flags, the presence of the Cross of St Patrick in the St Patrick's Day parade 

in Downpatrick, coupled with the subsequent decision by a local Sinn Fein^" 

Councillor to carry the Irish Tricolour in its place, unearthed old hurts. It

50 Sinn Fein is an Irish nationalist and republican all-island political party, and the political 
wing of the Irish Republican Army. It is the second largest party in the Northern Ireland 
Assembly.
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provided a lens in which to scrutinize the process of cross-community 

celebrations, whilst still dealing with issues of symbology, ethnicity and 

religion. The question over flags became headline news once again in 

Northern Ireland as tensions in Belfast in December 2012 and January 2013 

arose over the flying of the Union Flag over Belfast City Hall on designated 

days.

I will now explain the process of data collection adopted for this 

investigation.

Gaining Access

In order to undertake anthropological fieldwork, it is imperative that the 

researcher gains access or permission to do so. For an anthropological 

investigation, this meant going into the field. But one cannot just dip in and 

out of the field or ‘parachute in’ to a research site and make generalisations 

from that short period/1 Access is often involves meeting with certain key 

individuals known as ‘gatekeepers’ who introduce the researcher to field, 

although this is not always the case. For my own investigation, being onsite 

twice per week helped me to gain the confidence and trust of key players 

who suggested other potential interviewees. I had some familiarity with the 

key ‘gate-keepers' in Downpatrick, both civic and religious, whom 1 felt 

should be interviewed (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007: 49-53). 

Downpatrick is a relatively small town. Therefore, it was not difficult to 

ascertain who the key players were. Due to the size of the town, I would

31 Richard Jenkins critique of Alan Feldman’s approach to his research in Northern Ireland 
and Feldman’s subsequent reply, see Allan Feldman and Richard Jenkins, (1992): 595-597.
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often drop in to the office of the person I would be interviewing in order to 

introduce myself, several days before an interview.

The topic 1 was writing about was not particularly sensitive when 1 

started my research; however, due to the circumstances that arose in the 

2011 parade regarding the display of the Irish Tricolour, sensitivities did 

arise. By and large civic leaders discussed this issue openly, offering their 

personal opinion regarding the situation, and the individual central to the 

dispute. Two interviewees from the Down District Council wished to hold 

our conversation in a quiet room: one made sure all the windows were fully 

locked and the door was completely closed before divulging any 

information. Consequently having made those connections early on meant 

that I was trusted enough for them to share their opinions openly. In spite of 

these sensitivities I had no difficulty in securing interviewees to discuss the 

matter.

Having gained access to the field site, I began conducting the 

ethnographic method of participant observation, doing what Russell (2006: 

368) refers to as 'hanging out’.

Participant Observation

Fieldwork is being redefined as the definition of the field has expanded, 

from Malinowski’s work with indigenous cultures and long periods in 

exotic counties, to now include online communities (Amit 2000; Faubion 

and Marcus2009: 2). Therefore the approach to conducting research has 

changed. Bernard's (2006: 352-3) 'Rapid Assessment Process’ refers to a 

short episode of ethnographic fieldwork, as opposed to more traditional
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styles, which up to now required between three months to a year on site. 

Indeed, the term ‘Rapid Assessment’ has been challenged. Beebe (2001: 

151) postulates that anthropologists such as Wolcott (1995: 110) have an 

unease with anything that is considered ‘rapid’, as ethnographic fieldwork 

should be a slow process. However, the Rapid Assessment approach 

suggests that the fieldwork is a one-time process. Helena Wulff (2007: ISO

MS) provides a more accurate description of the type of fieldwork 

undertaken for this research in what she calls ‘Yo-Yo fieldwork". This 

method suggesting that there is a back-and-forth nature between sites. For 

my own research, it was between the place I lived, Belfast, and the place I 

studied, Downpatrick. Wulffs own research went between Stockholm, 

Dublin and several other places in Ireland to study seem nos dancing; she 

borrows Hannerz’s (2000:1 1) phrase ‘multi-local’ to describe her movable 

field site (Wulff 2007: 143). She is not suggesting that the time spent in the 

field is any shorter than traditional fieldwork; rather, it is just calculated 

differently. So that although she was not on-site in all three places at one 

time, she was able to keep track of what was happening through social 

media and other forms of communication.

Being physically in the field was very useful and helped me 

familiarize myself with the locality and the people. I spent at least one day, 

most often two days per week between March 2011 and April 2012. in the 

Downpatrick Library going through archival material, attending lectures, 

interviewing various people in the area, walking around, and dining in local 

cafes. Periodically I would visit Down Cathedral, the Down County 

Museum, and the St Patrick's Centre. I became acquainted with the library
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staff in the Historical Section of the Downpatrick library, who would help 

me find material and often put aside material for me that they found 

relevant. Their local knowledge was extremely helpful and they gave me 

names and phone numbers of various local people who could help with my 

project. I attended the Downpatrick St Patrick’s Day parade from 2011- 

2013 to collect data via newspapers, audio, video and digital recording. In 

addition to data gathering in Downpatrick. I attended the St Patrick's Day 

parade in Dublin in 2009 and Belfast in 2010. where I conducted on-street 

interviews, and took digital and video recordings.

To gain a wider perspective on St Patrick Day and perceptions 

regarding the Saint, I visited several sites linked in some way with St 

Patrick outside Downpatrick, and some outside Northern Ireland. These 

sites included Armagh, Croagh Patrick, Lough Derg, Slane and Siemish. In 

August 2011, 1 joined in the well-known three day pilgrimage on Lough 

Derg, which consisted of prayer, fasting and meditation in bare feet. The 

purpose of my participation in that pilgrimage was to comprehend why 

pilgrims undergo such physical and mental hardship in the name of St 

Patrick and to better understand one of the oldest established pilgrimages 

associated with the Saint. 2 While on pilgrimage, I was unable to record 

interviews with pilgrims attending the pilgrimage, due to procedural rules, 

but I was allowed to jot down notes after informal conversations with

52 The island is known as Station Island or St Patrick’s Purgatory, not because it is 
purgatory to undertake the pilgrimage, rather, it refers to the purgatory St Patrick 
underwent while fasting there. The pilgrimage style is similar to the pattern styled rituals, 
see Chapter 2.
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participants and interview Prior Rogan, who organizes the annual

pilgrimage."’

In-Depth Semi-Structured Interviews

In-depth interviewing as an ethnographic methodological approach was 

chosen for this research to improve the data set. It offered another 

technique of qualitative data gathering. This manner of interview has been 

described by Burgess (1982), as "a type of conversation" (Burgess 1993: 

101-22; Skinner 2012: 2) or as Webb and Webb (1932: 130) explain, it is "a 

conversation with a purpose" (Regard, Keegan and Ward 2003: 139, in 

Ritchie and Lewis 2003). This type of questioning created a dialogic 

approach, rather than a prescribed one. In interviewing, it is important that 

the researcher shows engagement with the interviewee. This is done through 

active listening (Skinner 2012: 20). Alvesson and Skoldberg (2000) warn 

that what the researcher observes in fieldnotes, does not always portray an 

accurate picture, therefore, they argue, that these generalisations can be 

overcome by spending a long period in the field in order to get a more 

accurate picture of what is taking place. Archival research (which I will 

discuss later on) and participant observation can only provide a snapshot of 

what is taking place, whereas interviews provide first hand narratives which 

the interviewer can use to compare and contrast. The in-depth interview 

allows the interviewer to get a holistic picture of what is going on, that 

participant observation and archival material alone cannot get at.

531 had sought permission to interview pilgrims from the programme Director, however, 
she felt it might be too disruptive for the pilgrims. She did suggest that I speak to them 
individually during the series of breaks throughout the pilgrimage, which I was able to do.
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My questions were semi-structured and open-ended. I had a list of 

questions prepared to ask, but they did not have to be asked in a sequential 

order, which allowed the participant to lead the conversation. The in-depth 

semi-structured interviews with individual, civic and church members 

involved in, or having participated in, St Patrick's Day parades and 

pilgrimage within the timeframe stipulated. The tables in Appendix 3 show 

the breakdown of interviewees according to their specific category. These 

interviews were always conducted in a space suggested by the interviewee, 

at a prearranged time, except short on-street interview which were 

conducted during the pilgrimage and parade. All interviews were audio 

recorded and transcribed verbatim for further analysis. (Please refer to ethics 

section in my appendix for additional details). The interviews typically 

lasted between 40-60 minutes, depending on the availability of the 

interviewee and the various tangents that the conversation went. Those 

digressions were also important as they typically revealed a bit more about 

the character of the interviewee.

The in-depth, qualitative ethnographic interviews were conducted 

between 2010 and 2012. The longer, in-depth interviews were with 

informants from various religious, civic and political leaders in 

Downpatrick, Armagh and Belfast. Open-ended questions were asked and 

were primarily the same for all longer interviews. The questions varied 

deepening on whom 1 was interviewing. A sample of the questions asked 

can be found in my appendix section. Appendix 1. There were four 

categories of informants: longer interviews with religious leaders and civic 

leaders; and short on-street interviews with pilgrims and parade attendees.
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Religious leaders included members of the two main denominational 

churches in Downpatrick, the Roman Catholic and Church of Ireland, who 

are most actively involved in the religious celebrations on the day. The 

Church of Ireland is responsible for the organising and operation of the 

pilgrimage. The Roman Catholic Church is involved in the mass, and they 

actively participate in the pilgrimage and service at Down Cathedral. 

Interviews were carried out between Belfast, Downpatrick, Armagh and 

Monaghan, over the course of a year and a half. Each religious leader was 

interviewed separately. The category of civic leaders consisted of local 

councillors from Downpatrick, an MR for South Down and several MLAs 

from that locality who were involved in the parade or have made public 

statements regarding the status of St Patrick's Day in Northern Ireland.

The longer in-depth interviews conducted with key informants from 

both civic and religious perspectives were crucial to this exploration. My 

preliminary analysis of Downpatrick was to explore the religious element on 

St Patrick’s Day in Downpatrick and in particular, the pilgrimage, therefore 

church leaders were important. I was also interested in how the parade 

served as a vehicle of expression of St Patrick for both the religious and the 

civic, which justified my interviews with civic leaders.

St Patrick’s Day occurs once per year and it was impossible for me 

to be in several places at one time. Relying solely on one medium of data 

collection would not provide a broad picture. Using video, newspapers and 

photography, in addition to interview transcriptions and fieldnotes, provided 

a way for me to use a range of methods to analyze the data set. The medium 

of interviews offered the ability to ask informants pointed questions related
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specifically to my research. Informants provided insider insight into local 

perceptions of St Patrick and his importance to the locality, that I as an 

outside could not acquire on my own. These informants also helped me 

understand what Durkheim (1912; 1976) calls the 'wink’, that is, they 

unravelled some of the social cues that I may have overlooked as an 

outsider.

Short on-street interviews took place during the annual parade and 

pilgrimage, on 17 March 2011-2013, with questions relating to the St 

Patrick's parade and the celebration of the day.34 These on-street interviews 

were conducted with both parade participants and observers. This group 

was chosen as a random sample from participants attending these events. 

The list of interview questions for the on-street interviews can also be found 

in Appendix 1.

In total, 25 in-depth interviews were conducted with 24 key 

participants, 8 of which were with religious leaders; 10 with civic and 

council members; and 7 with various people, also including local historians, 

members of the Orange Order, a former director of Down County Museum, 

current Director of the St Patrick’s Centre, and a key employee at Down 

Cathedral. These interviews were representative of the religious and civic 

leaders involved in celebrations on St Patrick’s Day. I conducted 19 on

street interviews with 30 participants for the Pilgrimage; 30 on-street 

interviews with 54 participants were taken during the parades, for this 

research. (Not all parade or pilgrimage attendees were Downpatrick 

residents, the majority were from nearby towns or Belfast. However, they

34 St Patrick’s Day fell on a Sunday in 2013. The parade took place on the Sunday, March 
17, with the pilgrimage occurring the following day, on Monday, March 18.
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were in Downpatrick on that particular day to view the parade.) The 

interviews were conducted with key players in the parade and pilgrimage. 

The sample includes key representatives from religious, civic and the 

touristic perspective. Their perspective provided a particular ‘official’ 

narrative, whilst the on-street interviews provided the opinion of the general 

public.

At the outset of this research project, the scope of investigation was 

much broader, leading the researcher to interview a wide variety of potential 

key informants. These interviewees provided valuable background 

information about St Patrick and how St Patrick’s Day is celebrated across 

the island of Ireland in either a religious, political or from an organisational 

basis.

Not surprisingly, gender proved an interesting marker. A detailed 

breakdown of women to men interviewed can be found in Appendix 3, but 

here is the general breakdown: four out of twenty-four participants were 

women. That can be broken down further: one in eight clergy interviewed 

were women; two of nine civic leaders; and one out of eight in the ‘other’ 

category. In terms of the on-street interviews with pilgrim participants, 12 

out of 30 were woman; compared to 26 out of 54 parade participants. The 

proportion of women clergy is small compared to men. Civic leaders had a 

higher percentage of women. The 'other' category which was a mix of 

historians. Orange Order members and a church employee, constituted only 

one woman. Part of the difficulty in researching religious attitudes to the 

changes, was that many of the people from the churches I interviewed were 

religious leaders, and religious leaders primarily tend to be men, despite the
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fact that the vast majority of people who attend church are women. The 

pilgrimage showed a few more female interviewees, although the 

pilgrimage tends to be more male dominated. Female attendance was 

greater at the parade, so it was there that I had more success, since there was 

generally an even mix of men and women attending. What these 

demographics reveal is that both the religious and pilgrim structure is 

heavily male dominated, but that could be a general trend regarding church 

practice. Additionally, the majority of pilgrims were Church of Ireland, 

therefore Protestant, not Roman Catholic.

How the research was conducted in an ethical manner

Any research that deals with people must involve an ethical process. This 

next section describes my ethical approach in conducting the investigation. 

I provided each in-depth interviewee with an informed consent sheet and 

explained to them that the purpose of the consent form was to cover both 

them as an interviewee and I as the interviewer. All those interviewed gave 

their written consent for their names to be used. Informants recorded in on

street interviews at the parade or pilgrimage, were not asked their name, nor 

did they sign a release form. Instead, I asked them if they would be willing 

to answer a few questions about St Patrick's Day, and those recorded gave 

their consent to do so.
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Informed Consent: Privacy and Confidentiality

As a researcher from Queen’s University Belfast there were specific 

requirements that had to be followed to work with interviewees (both in- 

depth and on-street). 1 believe I upheld the highest standards of privacy and 

confidentiality whilst conducting my research and complied with guidelines 

for ‘good research practice' as stipulated by the United Kingdom 

Association of Social Anthropologists.^ Confidentiality was provided for 

those who wished to remain anonymous. I received ethical training at both 

Queen’s University Belfast and Trinity College Dublin in methodological 

courses, and I have complied with the appropriate guidelines.

The in-depth interviews were semi-structured and audio recorded. 

Interviews were voluntary and allowed the participant opportunity to exit 

the process if they wished. Therefore, interviewees provided with ‘free and 

informed consent' form.M’ This clause can be found in Appendix 2. 

Participants were given the chance to ask the interviewer questions 

regarding the purpose of the research ‘before, during and after' signing the 

informed consent document up until the final writing of the thesis, as the 

document will be eventually available in the public domain. This was 

entirely a voluntary process; there were no negative repercussions if a 

participant withdrew from the interview process.

35 The Association of Social Anthropologists of the UK and Commonwealth, Ethical 
Guidelines for Good Ethical Practice. http://www.theasa.org/ethics/Ethical_guidelines.pdf 
56Queen’s University Belfast, ‘Policy and Principles on the Ethical Approval of Research’, 
3.7.
http://www.qub.ac.uk/schools/OueensUniversityManagementSchool/Research/ResearchEth
ics/FileUploads/Filetoupload,l92572,en.pdf
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Safety and Wellbeing of Participants

Although 1 believe it is unlikely that this research divulges sensitive material 

or deals with vulnerable participants, it was still both necessary and ethical 

to protect all parties involved from any kind of physical or emotional 

violence. To help ensure that, whilst the data is being used, it was stored 

safely on my hard drive with a password for safety. Interviews were 

encoded in order to maintain confidentiality, unless permission was given.17 

The data was kept by and known only to the researcher and when required, 

names were changed so as not to disclose the participant's identity, unless 

they wished to be known. A typed copy of the interview was provided to 

participants who requested them.

As a result, I trust I have complied with the stipulated guidelines for 

ethical research set out by Queen’s University Belfast, procedure as stated 

in the Research Governance Framework: Regulations relating to research 

involving human participants, the Policy on the Ethical Approval of 

Research & Guidelines for Schools,'sand Investigator's Checklist For 

Research Ethics Review Involving Human Participants?9 All work was 

completed in accordance with the Code of Conduct in research implemented

’7 Queen’s University Belfast, “Code of Conduct”, March 2009, 3.10.2, 
http://www.qub.ac.uk/schools/QueensUniversityManagementSchool/Research/ResearchEth 
ics/FileUploads/Filetoupload,l92572,en.pdf, accessed on 21 March, 2010.
58 Accessed on the Queen’s University, Belfast website at:
http://www.qub.ac.uk/schools/QueensUniversityManagementSchool/Research/ResearchEth 
ics/FileUploads/Filetoupload,192572,en.pdf, 11 March 2009
39 Queen’s University Belfast, “Investigator’s checklist for research ethics review involving 
human participants,”,
www.qub.ac.uk/.../PrimarySchoolExperience/filestore/Filetoupload,360481 ,en.doc - 2013- 
03-02accessed on 21 March, 2010.
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by the university and I hope I have conducted myself in a professional and 

ethical manner whilst interviewing and dealing with participants.60

Archival Research

Archival research is a method of inquiry that provides access to primary or 

sometimes secondary research material. It is a method used by many 

disciplines. However, utilizing an Irish Studies approach in this project 

helped to focus the analysis on categories of identity, nationalism, folklore, 

consumption and diaspora studies. Foucault refers to the archive as a place 

of accumulated knowledge (Foucault 1980). Access to this type of material 

provides a more accurate picture than may be presented in other methods, 

like interviews, as the archive frequently gives a record of a historical 

nature. In other words, this supplementary material can provide a different 

angle on a subject. It is important too to scrutinize how the archive was 

assembled, by whom, and for what purpose, because often archives are 

assembled to provide a certain narrative. Russell (2006: 449) maintains that 

‘Archival resources can be particularly useful in studying cultural processes 

through time'. Brettell (1998) describes archival work as ‘fieldwork in the 

archive', in that it allows the researcher to study sensitive material which 

may have been otherwise difficult to study (Brettell in Russell 2006: 513- 

546). However, despite these imperfections, archival research when used in 

conjunction with other methods can offer a broader perspective; which is 

why I chose to use it in my research.

60 Code of Conduct in Research,( Revised October 2003): C4,
http://www.qub.ac.uk/schools/gap/Research'FileStore/F iletoupload-208236.en.pdf.
accessed 11 March, 2010.
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Archival research for this thesis was conducted to add to the other

methodological approaches of interviewing and participant observation. In 

2010 1 undertook research at the Guinness Archive at the Guinness 

Storehouse in Dublin of Guinness floats in the St Patrick’s Day parades 

from the 1930s up to the 1980s, where I collected numerous photographs 

with a view to understand the role of alcohol in the parades. In 2010 1 

visited the Beat Initiative in Belfast to examine newspaper cuttings and 

documents they held relating to their role in the Belfast St Patrick's Day 

parade. In November 2011 I conducted research in the Cardinal Tomas 

O’Fiaich Library in Armagh for archival material relating to the Roman 

Catholic ecclesial tradition regarding St Patrick. From June 201 1-April 2012 

I frequented the Down Historical Collection at Downpatrick library to 

access archival material relating to Downpatrick’s connection to the Saint, 

history of local town lands, newspaper archives regarding the parade and the 

annual pilgrimage. In addition to local Downpatrick newspapers The Down 

Recorder and The Mourne Observer, I also searched Belfast papers, The 

Belfast Telegraph, The Irish News and The Newsletter and The Irish Times 

archive online for material related to St Patrick's Day in Ireland. There were 

numerous visits to the Down County Museum in Downpatrick for 

information regarding St Patrick’s connections to Downpatrick and the 

Lecale region. Lesley Simpson, the museum's curator, and Mike King, the 

museum's Director, were of immense help, providing photographs, 

monographs and a DVD on the commissioning of the Saint Patrick's statue 

at Slieve Patrick in 1932. I he Saint Patricks’ Heritage Association in 

collaboration with the Ulster-Scots Community Network provided some
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alternative material on St Patrick, which included several brochures entitled

‘Patrick, the Man, the Myth, the Message’; ‘Patrick: What’s all the fuss 

about?’; ‘Celebrating Patrick’; and a larger publication ‘Celebrating Patrick: 

A Report into attitudes within the Unionist Community of Belfast to 

celebrating Saint Patrick’. 1 spent time sifting through ephemera boxes and 

political posters from the Troubled Images Collection in the Northern 

Ireland Political Collection at the Linen Hall Library in the summer of 2011, 

to view material relating to Belfast’s parade. In April 2012 1 attended 

Dublin Castle, to acquire information regarding the viceregal practice of St 

Patrick’s Day by the Anglo-Irish at the Castle. I toured St Patrick's 

Cathedral in Dublin for its historic links to the Most Illustrious Order of the 

Knights of Saint Patrick and the civic celebrations in Dublin. In February 

2013, 1 spent some time looking through the Church of Ireland Archives at 

the Representative Church Body (RCB) Library, in Braemor Park, Dublin 

for articles relating to the Pilgrimage in Downpatrick.

These archives provided useful information that was not possible to 

acquire from participant observer or interviews. They offered insights into 

the history of St Patrick’s Day and I believe enhanced the research because 

of it.

Having discussed my methodological approach in the gathering of 

data and the ethical compliances, which accompanied that gathering 

process, I now wish to turn toward my role of the researcher in this process.
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The position of the Researcher

My first visit to Downpatrick was in August 2003. I remember taking the 

ferry across from Portaferry to Strangford, the same route St Patrick is 

believed to have taken when he came back to Ireland for his ecclesial 

ministry. It was all very nostalgic. Here I was travelling in the footsteps of 

St Patrick and seeing for the first time, the places he presumably lived and 

worked. I have no doubt this experience drew me to undertake the study.

A ‘thick description' provides a fuller descriptive picture taking into 

account multiple sets of meanings. Therefore, in order for the ethnographer 

to truly distinguish what is going on, if it is possible he or she must 

understand the culture and cultural nuances if they are to try grasp what is 

taking place. Geertz explains:

In finished anthropological writings, including those collected 
here, this fact—that what we call our data are really our own 
constructions of other people's constructions of what they and 
their compatriots are up to—is obscured because most of what 
we need to comprehend a particular event, ritual, custom, idea, 
or whatever is insinuated as background information before the 
thing itself is directly examined (Geertz 1973: 9).

Taking Ryle's (1971) concept of ‘thick description', Geertz (1973: 6) 

employs the philosophical term to anthropological method of ethnographic 

participant observation. Geertz describes ‘thick description' as interpreting 

the purpose of action; in other words what Ryle explains as ’intentionality' 

(Ponterotto 2006: 538). Ponterotto explains, ‘Denzin (1989) believed that 

the full or complete thick description was able to capture at one time five of 

his (eleven) primary typologies: biographical, historical, situational, 

relational and interactional’, (Ponterotto 2006: 545). On the other hand,
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Strathern (1991: 7) cites the ‘partial’ nature of ethnography, by which she 

describes the ethnographer as not being completely impartial -demanding, 

what anthropologists today call retlexivity. Although the ethnographer may 

presume themselves to be neutral, they carry with them their own bias. 

These biases, she believes, should be stated upfront.

Reflexivity is a common ethnographic practice. Within 

anthropology, its intention is to take the role of researcher in the process of 

conducting the research into account. As Hammersley and Atkinson explain, 

‘we are part of the social world we study’ (2007: 18). As a method it 

affected the way 1 conducted my research, as I struggled between the role of 

insider and outsider. In many ways I was an insider: I am Catholic, Irish 

and from the island; yet, not being from Northern Ireland, and a Catholic 

living in Belfast, with an American upbringing, I was very much an 

outsider.

I identify with Narayan (1993: 671-686) in her article, 'How Native 

is a “Native” Anthropologist?’ She writes about her ‘shifting identity’ in 

the field and the difficulty of having 'a mixed background", in her case from 

Indian and German extraction growing up in America. She describes how 

"different aspects of identity become highlighted at different times', at times 

an insider and at others, an outsider (1993: 674). And yet, drawing on 

Bruner (1993) she continues ‘every anthropologist carries both a personal 

and an ethnographic self (Narayan 1993: 681). To my Irish aunts, uncles 

and cousins, I am called ‘The Yank’ - a label which I hate - as I don't feel 

American. And yet, to everyone else, I am Irish. Even when we lived in 

America, I always clung to my Irish heritage. But is identity something that
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is felt or is it based on language or culture? Henry (2003: 229-242) argues 

along similar lines, she describes how she grew up in a ‘multicultural’ 

family with Indian and Pakistani linage, she was brought up in Canada and 

educated in Britain. She describes how people often asked her ‘where are 

you from?’ It is a question that I too am often asked, and depending on who 

I am talking to, my answer varies. Although my early childhood was spent 

in Ireland, I lived for ten years in Dublin and six years in Galway. And 

when my family emigrated to America, we lived in Wisconsin, but I went to 

university in Minnesota and Chicago and lived and worked in Memphis. I 

have lived in Belfast for the past six years, but don't feel as if I am from 

Belfast or Northern Ireland. "Where are you from?’ is a question I will 

always find difficult to answer.

Did my identity affect my research? I was acutely aware that my 

identity did play a small part. I am an Irish-born and educated citizen who 

moved to America when I was in my late teens. Being an Irish person 

living in the diaspora, I clung to my Irish identity. Participation in annual St 

Patrick's events gave me a sense of connectedness, even if I did not 

particularly know my fellow revellers. However, the ‘paddywhackery’ that 

became associated with the American parades troubled me. To my mind, 

what was being celebrated was not ‘Irishness’, but a perception of 

"Irishness" imposed on the parade and packaged and sold as Irish. Was it 

fake or simply different from my own perception? Standing as an adult on 

the sidelines watching the St Patrick's Day parades in America, I was 

unnerved by how American they were compared to the parades I remember 

as a child in Dublin. What 1 now notice is that it was a different context. 1
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wished to understand how the changes in the parade came about. I have no 

doubt, these uncomfortable clashes with projecting Irish identity influenced 

my choice of research.

During the initial stages of my research, informants could hear my 

Irish accent and assumed my identity as an Irish Catholic, and that may have 

impacted how participants saw me. In spite of this, I am unaware of it being 

a hindrance to those 1 interviewed; if anything, it was useful. For example, 

it allowed nationalists to feel comfortable in talking to me, and Church of 

Ireland interviewees were keen to stress the need for on-going cross

community engagement. I am fully aware that had I been researching 

another topic, like Protestant Orange parades, it may not have served me as 

well. But, since I was investigating the role religion played in the 

celebrations of Ireland’s national apostle, I was not dealing with such a 

contentious issue. Additionally, the topic I was researching was not 

particularly sensitive, (although it did become somewhat sensitive), 

therefore there was little possibility that my interview would ’re

traumatize’. Nevertheless, as Northern Ireland is in a post-conflict period, I 

had to keep this potentiality in mind.

One of the other factors that would impinge upon my identity as a 

researcher in the field was my gender. I dressed professionally for all of my 

in-depth interview, but was slightly more casual for the on-street interviews 

as a lot of walking was involved. As a woman, 1 knew I would be 

interviewing church leaders, most of whom are male, and I understood that I 

should be aware, both of the impression I gave, and also my discomfort as a
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woman in the church. As a practicing Roman Catholic, 1 had to be aware of 

my bias towards the Roman Catholic narrative of sainthood and celebration.

Having studied theology in my undergraduate and post-graduate 

degrees, I was familiar with much of the linguistic terminology used by the 

religious when referring to the ecclesial ministry of St Patrick. This 

background was an added benefit to me in that it allowed me to understand 

the inside jokes and gain access to clergy who might have been reluctant to 

speak about certain church related issues. However, this background may 

have also been a hindrance, because I favoured their approach, and at times 

found it difficult to be critical.

Given my background in theology, I was interested in the inter-play 

between religion and society. As 1 observed the changing attitudes toward 

religion and state on the island of Ireland shift, I wished to find out the 

causes and affects that was having on some of the old traditional patterns of 

festivity that are so intricately linked to that interplay. The prism through 

which I chose to analyze that shift was to explore how the religious feast 

day became a national holiday and ultimately a commercialised event.

At times in my analysis 1 found it difficult to criticize both civic and 

religious leaders involved in the rituals of the pilgrimage and parade, who 

were (in my view, legitimately) trying to emphasise St Patrick’s 

ecclesiastical and potential cross-community links. Several interviewees 

from civic and religious backgrounds commented that they felt 1 understood 

the ethos of their endeavour to try to make St Patrick's Day cross- 

community, and hoped I would portray that in my analysis.
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Conclusion

This Chapter outlined the research tools employed for the 

collection of data, how the research was conducted, and why I feel this 

is a worthy topic for analysis. As this Chapter demonstrated, a wide- 

ranging list of individuals participated in this research, from religious 

to civic leaders, to parade and pilgrimage attendees. Employing a 

range of social research methods from Irish Studies, this chapter was 

also informed by anthropology, and offered some reflection on the role 

of the researcher in the field as both insider and outsider, with a view 

to understanding the place of the researcher in this study. Additionally, 

it has outlined my methodologies used and how I seek to proceed.

The following Chapter will situate the research within the current 

literature.
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Chapter 3

Contextualising the research within the current literature

There is a significant amount of literature on both the person and influence 

of St Patrick. Approaches come from historians, anthropologists, folklorists, 

theologians, politicians, psychologists, diaspora studies and tourist boards. 

Many books about Patrick have been published, indeed, not a year goes by 

without some manuscript being written about the Saint. What this thesis 

adds to the corpus of scholarship is a unique case study of Downpatrick, a 

place that one might expect to be the epicentre of celebrations of the Saint’s 

life.

This research is geographically situated in Downpatrick because of 

St Patrick’s historical links to the area. Although chronologically drawing 

on historical and Patrician scholarship, the research is contemporary, in that 

it is focused in the lived experience of the present day. The thesis aims to 

contribute to the existing body of literature and offers fresh insights from an 

ethnographic and Irish Studies perspective. It will explore the specific 

nature of Downpatrick’s St Patrick's Day events, and it will examine these 

primarily through the lens of invented tradition.

Previous research on St Patrick's Day has largely analyzed the 

political, sociological and cultural aspect of the day in places like New 

York, Boston, Chicago, Melbourne, Belfast and London. There are few 

examples that focus on St Patrick’s Day celebrations in a specific locality.
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apart perhaps from Cronin and Adair’s The Wearing of the Green: A History 

of St Patrick's Day (2002), Nagle’s (2002, 2005, 2006) study of Belfast and 

London and Bryan and Gillespie’s (2005) research on the Belfast parade. 

Skinner's analysis of Montserrat (2006), known as the ‘Emerald Isle of the 

Caribbean" (Messenger in Skinner 2006) offers a reflection on ‘ethnic 

tourism’ and the impact of branding and consumption of St Patrick’s Day 

celebrations on the island. However, these studies have focused primarily 

on the diaspora, as in the case of Cronin and Adair (2002), Nagle (2006) and 

Skinner (2006); whereas Nagle (2006), Bryan, Gillespie, Nagle and 

Stevenson (ESHRC 2008-201 1). have mainly concentrated on the political, 

sociological and cultural dimensions of St Patrick's Day. Little attention has 

been paid to the religious origins of the Irish national holiday, with the 

exception of McCormack (2000) and to a lesser extent in Cronin and Adair 

(2002).

As this dissertation is based in Irish Studies and therefore 

interdisciplinary, the literature review will be structured around the 

following three themes: nationalism, ritual, and commodification. These 

themes emerged from the data as the dominant concepts of Patrick as an 

Irish national symbol. I explore each through the lens of what Llobsbawm 

and Ranger (1983) call ‘invented tradition'. In analysing these themes, I 

discuss the related aspects of identity and community, and the invention of 

tradition itself. First, I consider how nationalism creates a sense of identity 

and community through ritual and symbolic displays, and how those rituals 

in some cases have informed dynamic traditions. Second, 1 utilize 

anthropological understandings of ritual and symbol in order to provide a
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means of comprehending public expressions of St Patrick's Day. Finally, I 

look at the commodification of St Patrick’s Day through consumption and 

rebranding of the celebration, exploring how these variables have changed 

how the day is celebrated, and how ‘traditional’ commemorations of the day 

have been turned into a globalised event that centres on tourism and 

parading (Cronin and Adair 2002; Cronin and O'Connor 2003; Casey 2006; 

Wilson and Donnan 2006; Nagle 2006, 2009; Scully 2012). Before 

exploring these three themes, I will outline the theoretical perspective that 

informs my analysis.

Invented Tradition

“Invented tradition’’ is taken to mean 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 
(Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983: I).

Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983: 2) distinguish between 'tradition' and 

‘custom’. 'Tradition' seeks to stress ‘invariance’, i.e., ‘[t]he past, real or 

invented, to which they refer imposes fixed (normally formalised) practices, 

such as repetition.’ Such an idea stresses the extent to which popular 

customs and rituals do not change over time. The claim is that they are 

unchanging; ‘we’ve always done it that way’. ‘Customs’ on the other hand.
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[cjannot afford to be invariant.... It does not preclude innovation and 
change up to a point, though evidently the requirement that it must 
appear compatible or even identical with precedent imposes 
substantial limitations on it (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983: 2).

The definition of custom argues that in actuality traditions are in a constant 

state of change and adaptation, indeed that some traditions are invented and 

reinvented. Contemporary human beings are constantly in a state of creation 

and recreation. However, the legitimacy of a tradition is centred upon a 

notion of faithful repetition, implying that 'we are who we are, because we 

do not change’. Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983) go on to argue, on the 

contrary , that the longevity of a ritual or tradition is dependent upon change 

and adaptation. Without a doubt, it is this adaptation that keeps the tradition 

buoyant.

Perhaps we can better distinguish the two by simply saying one is a 

long established, continually evolving tradition, while the other is newly 

formed with a strong attempt at constancy. ‘Tradition’ is more akin to 

‘routine and bureaucratisation’, ‘which had no significant ritual or symbolic 

function as such, though it may acquire it incidentally’ (Hobsbawm and 

Ranger 1983: 3).

Bryan (2000: 26), in his analysis of Twelfth of July rituals, asks 

whether it is useful to distinguish between customs and traditions in the way 

that Hobsbawm and Ranger do. He states that ‘the source of legitimisation’ 

is the significant position. For Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983) ‘traditional 

societies’ are based around ‘customs’. Bryan (2000: 26) utilizing Bourdieu’s 

concept of doxa argues that when these customs are questioned, the 

orthodoxy of such practice is questioned. In other words, if you have a
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custom where there is respect for the elders, there is no need to question 

them or their teaching. It is ingrained in the cultural norms of that society. 

Traditions, as opposed to customs, are conscious choices to set one apart 

from the rest of one's society.

In order for a tradition to claim itself as such, it needs to link itself to 

a historical past, giving it the appearance of authenticity. The common 

assumption is that they have been in existence longer than we think. People 

don't need to make the claim of orthodoxy until heterodoxy comes along 

and challenges it. The response is to claim legitimation through orthodoxy, 

‘we've always done things this way’. Normativity is claimed as a 

legitimising factor.

The Irish Tricolour is viewed as a more divisive symbol in Northern 

Ireland, because it is the flag of the Republic of Ireland. In contrast, the 

Cross of St Patrick flag (discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5), was 

widely unquestioned as a neutral symbol in Downpatrick for fifty years, 

until Sinn Fein Councillor Mac Con Midhe challenged its acceptance by 

marching in the 2011 St Patrick’s Day parade with the Irish Tricolour. The 

common acceptance of the Cross of St Patrick's flag as a cross-community 

symbol was itself an invented tradition.

Tradition implies continuity with the past.

[i]n fact, where possible, they normally attempt to establish 
continuity with a suitable historic past....The 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
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that the continuity with it is largely factitious (Hobsbawm and 
Ranger 1983: 1-2).

Tradition is a practice or ideal that is repetitive and reinforces and 

legitimizes an identity marker. It is often characterised by a group's desire 

to link their actions with actions in the past as a means of justifying their 

behaviour. However, Edward Said (1998) argues that Hobsbawm and 

Ranger's concept of invented tradition dispels the myth that 'culture and 

civilisations are fixed". Tradition is dynamic, although it gives the 

perception of being static (Bryan 2006a: 613). Indeed, it can be said that 

those traditions which have lasted the longest, have done so because they 

have adapted and changed (Delanty 2003: 47). Hobsbawm and Ranger 

assert that ‘traditions which appear or claim to be old are often quite recent 

in origin and sometimes invented' (1983: 1). They stress that traditions are 

frequently invented in periods of transition, with the great majority being 

invented around or shortly after the industrial revolution, when retaining 

tradition became central (1983: 9). Picard and Robinson (2006: 6) make a 

similar point, stating that rituals and ritual making occur during times of 

transition and that '[mjost major social crises, ruptures or revolutions in 

human history have been accompanied or closely followed by festive events 

or periods’. This would seem to suggest that rituals provide a sense of 

stability. In many ways these criticisms reinforce Hobsbawm and Ranger, 

while subtly changing certain nuances of their theories.

Rituals provide a way of transmitting tradition and must be 

understood in their context. Bryan argues, ‘[jjust because the ritual appears
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to be unchanging does not necessarily indicate that it means the same thing 

over time’ (Bryan 2000: 26). In some instances, as Bryan and Tonkin 

(1996) claim, rituals are like time machines that catapult the participant into 

a particular space and time. For example, as Chapter 4 will show several of 

those participating in the pilgrimage felt they were walking in the presence 

of St Patrick, who walked in that same locality over one and a half millennia 

ago. These ritual practices do not make sense when extrapolated from their 

functionality. Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983: 4) maintain that

‘...“traditions” and pragmatic conventions or routines are inversely 

related.... conversely objects or practices are liberated for full symbolic and 

ritual use when no longer fettered by practical use'.

While useful, the invented tradition perspective is limited in that it 

does not always describe the historical context in which traditions are 

invented, but focuses exclusively on why and how they were invented 

(Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983:1; Connerton 1989, 1999:2-3). Hobsbawm 

(1983) argues.

Sometimes new traditions could be readily grafted on old ones, 
sometimes they could be devised by borrowing from the well- 
supplied warehouses of official ritual, symbolism and moral 
exhortation - religion and principally pomp, folklore and 
freemasonry (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983: 6).

Often what is understood to be 'authentic' is in fact invented. Linking a 

celebration to an historical past gives the impression that the ritual is 

unchanging, yet, often it has changed dramatically.
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Despite the popularity of Hobsbawm and Ranger’s (1983) theory of 

‘invented tradition', there have also been critics of this discourse, such as 

Handler (1984: 1025-26) and Burke (1986: 316-317). Handler,

problematising the distinction between authentic and invented, states that

...such distinctions resolve themselves ultimately into one between 
genuine and the spurious, a distinction that may be untenable because 
all traditions (like all symbolic phenomena) are humanly created 
(“spurious”) rather than naturally given (“genuine”) (1984: 1026).

In addition, Burke (1986) whilst praising Hobsbawm and Ranger’s text as 

adding to the historic discourse, cautions that there are problems because ‘it 

hides serious ambiguities'. He cautions, ‘[g]iven that all traditions change, 

is it possible or useful to attempt to discriminate the ‘genuine’ antiques from 

the fakes?’, authentic from reproductions (Burke 1986: 317). Burke makes 

the point that Hobsbawm and Ranger were focused on the period 1870-1914 

and the influence of the British Empire during that period. Despite the 

criticisms, invented tradition is still a widely used theory for analyzing the 

rise of modern traditions, although modern scholars (such as Bryan 2006a; 

Picard and Robinson 2006; Delanty 2003) are using it in a more nuanced 

form.

1 explain the connected concepts of nationalism, ritual and 

commodification in terms of the theory of invented tradition, which 

provides a key to understanding those connected ideas. To illustrate this 

point, invented communities are united through the deliberate creation of
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unifying rituals and symbols. Therefore if we take the example of the St 

Patrick's Day parade in Downpatrick, created in the early 1990s as a 

deliberate attempt to establish a space for interaction between the 

communities, something that was not just cross-community, but which 

councillors hoped also might become a truly a uniting experience for both.

Nationalism

Invented traditions were important for the construction of national identity 

in the nineteenth century, as they created group cohesion. Mass participation 

in newly created traditions served to create a shared sense of belonging. 

Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983: 12-13) stress that

[t]he element of invention is particularly clear here since history 
which became part of the fund of knowledge or the ideology of 
nation, state or movement is not what has actually been preserved 
in popular memory, but what has been selected, written, pictured, 
popularised and institutionalised by those whose function is to do 
so. (13).

In order to contextualize this modern historical theory, it might be helpful to 

offer a classical definition of nationalism as a political ideology. This 

political ideology stresses the importance of national identity and belonging 

to a nation state, with a shared set of practices, values and beliefs, to the 

exclusion of any divergent views. There are two viewpoints regarding the 

construction of nationhood, the first, primoridalist and the second, 

constructivist.
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Primordialists such as Hastings 1997; Geertz 1973; Shils 1961, 

believe that the nation is a natural occurrence, and is rooted in ancient 

past/'1 The Latin origins of this term were used to describe tribes or peoples 

of common origin (natio, meaning ‘that one has been born to’). Language 

was the common bond, which held the community together (Nationalism 

Project).62 The weakness of this argument, as Anderson (2006) and 

Ozkirimli (2000) point out, is that identity and community are always in 

flux. This flux is what invented tradition highlights. Whilst it is important to 

understand the primoridalist position as centra! to a nationalist 

understanding, this approach is viewed as outdated by leading experts in the 

field.6j The academic world is sometimes ahead of the political world. 

Politicians often rely on political theories that have been dismissed by the 

academic world.64

61 Hastings (1997), taking the primoridalist stance, disagrees with Kedourie, Gellner and 
Hobsbawm’s claim that nationalism is a modern construct, arguing instead, that there is 
evidence of nations in the medieval period and that some nation-states are formed along 
religious lines (Comerford 2003: 3). He utilizes the example of England as the ‘prototype 
for a nation and a nation state’, claiming that England was able to retain its sense of 
nationhood during and after the Norman Conquest. Hastings asserts that nationalism is 
‘both a theory and a practice’. He states,

[t]he theory that each nation should have its own state....ln practice nationalism 
is strong only in particularistic terms deriving from the belief that one’s own 
ethnic or national tradition is especially valuable and needs to be defended at 
almost any cost through the creation of its own nation-state (Hastings in The 
Nationalism Project).

Nationalist sentiments, Hastings argues, can be manipulated when there is a real or 
perceived threat to the nation. Both the constructivist and primoridalist perspectives 
offer valuable justification.
62 As espoused by Clifford Geertz, see “The Nationalism Project” University of Wisconsin, 
Madison,
http://www.nationalismDroiect.org/books/bookrevs/beattvrev.htm (accessed on 11 
February, 2010).
63 Religion and religious leaders generally subscribe to a primoridalist viewpoint. This 
thesis does not seek to diminish their understanding, rather to scrutinize it.
64 Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962) understanding of paradigm shifts, is 
an apt example.
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Constructivists take the view that identities are ‘socially constructed’ 

or formed through human interaction and education (Berger and Luckman 

1967). Constructivism may be understood as,

the meanings (and values) attributed to various constituents of the 
national culture, that is myths, symbols and traditions, are 
interminably negotiated, revised and redefined. In other words, ethnic 
membership is neither externally given, nor fixed: it is determined, 
consciously or unconsciously, by the group itself and varies according 
to changing circumstances (Ozkirimli 2000: 217).

Broadly speaking, the nation is an ideological and political construct and 

nationalism is the belief in that relationship (Gellner 1983:1). The general 

approach then for constructivists suggests that nationalism and the nation

state are recent ‘modern’ inventions, mirroring in this regard the conclusions 

of the historical theory of ‘invented traditions’. This ideology - according to 

constructivists - was precipitated by the American and French Revolutions. 

Indeed constructivists hold the view that nations are, in fact, the inventions 

of scholars, intellectuals and politicians; they give as a reason for this belief 

'modern social conditions' (Anderson 1983; Kedourie 1994; Hobsbawm 

and Ranger 1983; Billig 1995; and Ozkirimli 2000). This thesis takes a 

constructivist position, stating that expressions of Irishness and the Irish 

nation are in a constant process of invention and reinvention.
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Constructions of nationalism and national identity

A nationalist ideology is a powerful part of the narrative of Irishness. The 

stories, myths and rituals that reinforce that narrative are pivotal to the 

construction of national identity. St Patrick's Day has become associated 

with celebrations of Irishness, culture, tradition and identity. By examining 

St Patrick’s Day we can examine the creativity and changes within 

nationalism.

Nationalism means slightly different things to different people. 

Taking a psychological perspective that identity is socially constructed, I 

rely on ‘social identity theory’ for understanding people’s interpretations of 

belonging to a group (Hogg 2006: 111). One of the early fathers of social 

identity theory, Tajfel (1972) defined it as ‘the individual's knowledge that 

he [she] belongs to certain social groups together with some emotional and 

value significance to him [her] of this group membership' (Tajfel in Hogg 

2006: 113). Hogg goes on to argue that ‘two people in the same place at the 

same time can be a group if they share a social identity defined by a larger 

collective’ (2006: 17). At an individual level, nationalism is representative 

of a social group to which a person belongs, and that social group informs 

their identity.

How then are these identities constructed? The approach adopted in 

this dissertation, following Jenkins (1996; 2004: 154), is that identity is 

something that is achieved or ascribed to us by ourselves or by others. It is 

essential to understanding who we are in relation to others. Identity, 

therefore, is an interaction between how you feel about yourself and how 

others treat you. It is not fixed; rather it is constantly being negotiated. As
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Jenkins (1996) points out, how that label is ascribed and by whom depends 

upon a complex set of power relationships. Those power relationships are 

maintained by ‘boundaries’. In every collective, there is a boundary which 

acts like an intangible safety net; those within the safety net are protected 

from those who are different, those who are outside. But as Jenkins asks, 

why is it that at certain times, a certain identity is emphasised and others 

not? (Jenkins 1996: 69, 142) The simple answer is that we are constantly 

negotiating who we are, depending on the social and political context. As I 

will show in Chapter 5, the construction of identity is played out through 

debates over St Patrick's Day.

One way to define yourself is by identifying with the social group and 

or community you are born into. Yinger (1976:200) defines an ethnic group 

as.

a segment of a larger society whose markers are thought, by 
themselves and/or by others, to have a common origin and to share 
important segments of a common culture and who, in addition, 
participate in shared activities in which the common origin and culture 
are significant ingredients.

Bourdieu (1979) writes about ‘similarity' and 'difference', suggesting that 

being part of a group gives a person a sense that they belong. For instance, 

parade participants who carried the Irish Tricolour felt that the flag gave 

them a sense of belonging. Jenkins (2008) prefers 'identification rather than 

identity'. For Jenkins, ethnicity is about cultural distinction, it is concerned 

with culture, it is constantly adjusting and changing, and finally, it creates 

social identities. As Bryan (2000: 12) argues, ‘[i]t is not that communities
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have to share an understanding of...symbols, but simply that they share 

allegiance’. The concept of‘community’ is significant in both research and 

popular discourse about national identity, not least in the Northern Irish 

context. I will therefore situate my own research in the context of work on 

‘community'.

Invented traditions, Invented communities, Imagined nations?

Max Weber (2001) believed that ‘ethnic community’ was a ‘subjective’ 

category, as the belief in belonging to a community was ‘artificial’ (Weber 

in Banton 2007: 23-24). Community is also linked with the concept of 

identity as those who hold an identity feel they are in communion with like- 

minded people, that they are part of a community. Community and identity 

can be overlapping. Because understandings of the term ‘community' differ 

greatly, as strongly argued by Bryan (2006: I), Cohen (1993:11), Wilson 

and Donnan (2006: 115), and Bauman (2001: 10), there are a variety of 

ways to define it. Delanty (2003: 3) asserts that community can be placed in 

four broad categories; ‘social, cultural, political and technological'. Others 

have defined it as local, national and bonded. All of these perspectives offer 

their own unique value. However, for the purpose of this research 1 rely on 

Cohen's definition of community as ‘symbolically constructed’. It illustrates 

what makes the members feel bonded. The function of community is that it 

has a way of aggregating people. Communities can be structured differently, 

that is, based on face-to-face interaction or shared ideology. Communities 

look very different when viewed from the outside rather than the inside.
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The term community is widely used to describe a broad social group of 

people which can be understood both in a tightly geographical or imagined 

way (Cohen 1985). Communities constantly require boundary maintenance, 

often confined to a region or locality. Communities represent different sorts 

of social groups. Bryan argues.

Most social and political scientists agree that community, particularly 
of the imagined variety, is part of a dynamic process, and that 
ideologies of nationalism very often attempt to essentialise culture and 
tradition (Bryan 2006a: 613).

While ‘community’ has been theorised in many ways, the focus of my 

work on the ongoing construction and interpretation of communal ties and 

boundaries makes Cohen’s (1985) approach in Symbolic Construction of 

Community particularly appropriate. Cohen states that

...the reality of community lies in its members’ perception of the 
vitality of its culture. People construct community symbolically, 
making it a resource and repository of meaning, and a referent of their 
identity' (Cohen 1985: 118).

Thus, community is symbolically constructed around a collection of ideas. 

Belief in those ideas helps to distinguish who belongs to the in-group and 

who is outside the boundary marker. Cohen describes community as a place 

of meaning; that contributes to a 'sense of belonging’. These meanings are 

created within the constructed boundaries and played out in ritual format. 

He defines community as ‘a cluster of symbolic and ideological map 

references with which the individual is socially orientated’ (Cohen 1985: 21,
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57). This definition is helpful as it shows how ‘community is fluid and open 

to change' (Delanty 2003). Therefore for the purpose of this analysis, 

community is defined by those individuals who consider themselves as 

belonging to or identifying with individuals who hold the same interest of 

perceived heritage. It is the boundaries that these various groups produce 

that create distinct movements, not necessarily inherent differences in the 

group based in historical differences.

Within Northern Ireland, for example, the term ‘community', is 

often used by politicians to define people belonging to one particular 

community or other. However, Bryan (2006) argues that this term is 

misconstrued and deliberately misused by politicians within Northern 

Ireland to show a sense of bonding, showing that identity is still 

continuously being invented and reinvented by politicians. The more 

appropriate term for the two communities would be that these people belong 

not to the same or different communities, but to similar or differing identity 

groups. Not only do they define themselves using the term 'tradition', they 

often get described as two traditions.

For Anderson (2006), nations cannot simply be invented; first, they 

have to be imagined. This imagining must include the creation of artefacts, 

literature, ritual and symbols that can be codified as belonging to that 

particular nation or culture (Anderson 2006: 141). He characterizes the 

nation as, ‘an imagined political community - and imagined as both 

inherently limited and sovereign' (Anderson 2006: 6). Anderson's point that 

these communities and nations are ‘imagined’ relies on the notion that 

although individuals may share a common location, language, history and so
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forth, yet, they may never actually meet. So to define individuals as the 

same is to diminish their individuality. This is true of those who celebrate 

St Patrick's Day. People participating in public rituals are enacting different 

aspects of their identity. Each person participating may be demonstrating 

different manifestations of what the day means to them, be it Irish 

nationalism, religion or commodification.

Bryan (2000), Dematta (1991) and Reily’s (2002) work on various 

ritual events support this theory. Ritual events give us a glimpse into the 

different levels operating within a given society. Reily in her work on 

Brazilian folias draws on Turner's (1967) concept of symbols being 

multivalent as well as Geertz’s (1973: 5) notion that human beings are 

suspended in ‘webs of meaning that they create themselves’, when she 

describes her webs of association. These webs.

link the motifs to one another.... In the act of making music 
participants become part of the very webs they are constructing, and 
they are able to experience the harmonious social world envisaged 
within their religious discourse (Reily 2002: 14).

Rituals serve to reinforce tradition. The sense of belonging to a 

group or community is enhanced by ritual practices, a topic I shall presently 

address.
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Constructing Tradition through Ritual

A key element to the process of tradition is the use of rituals and symbols. 

Because ritual is the cornerstone upon which these other concepts are built, 

it merits a further detailed discussion. Kertzer following Durkheim states 

that

For Durkheim, worship of a god is the symbolic means by which 
people worship their own society, their own mutual dependency.
Thus, the sacred ultimately refers not to a supernatural entity, but 
rather to people’s emotionally charged interdependence, their societal 
arrangement (Kertzer 9).

This leads Kertzer to define ritual in a concise manner as 'symbolic 

behaviour that is socially standardised and repetitive’ (Kertzer 1988: 9). 

Given this definition’s broad applicability, 1 will rely on Kertzer’s definition 

for the remainder of my discussion on ritual. We can see in both the 

parades and the pilgrimages in Downpatrick this social cohesive force being 

expressed and shaping the identity of the people who participate.

For nineteenth century sociologist Emile Durkheim, rituals and ritual 

activity have four key functions: they ‘have a disciplinary function; they 

aggregate people; they provide a connection with the past; and finally, they 

create social relationships’ (Durkheim 1912, 1976: 47). Though Durkheim 

is primarily describing the social theory of religious ritual, scholars within 

anthropology have used Durkheim’s interpretations to explain public ritual 

as performance (Bell 1997: 27). Making a similar point, De Rosa observes 

that, ‘rituals are mostly investigated as performances.... rituals are a
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particular form of communication, and they use symbols to convey a 

message" (De Rosa in Buckley 1998: 100).

Ritual theorists have built upon Durkheim's theory of ‘collective 

effervescence’ to describe the vitality produced by public performances. 

Durkheim maintained that the feeling felt through participation draws 

people into the ritual and reinforces a sense of community. As Turner 

explains, ritual celebrations are part of every cultural group and often centre 

around

individual life-cycle; others are located in the family, the 
neighbourhood, the village, the city, or the nation....Each kind of 
ritual, ceremony, or festival comes to be coupled with special types of 
attire, music, dance, food and drink, “properties,’" modes of staging 
and presentation, physical and cultural environment, and, often, 
masks, body-painting, headgear, furniture, and shrines (Turner, 1982: 
12).

Turner maintains then, that ritual can be found everywhere, in the ordinary 

and extraordinary facets of daily life. So that rituals can be found in a simple 

family meal, - where people sit at the table, what utensils and dishes are 

used, how the food is prepared, which roles are assigned to which 

individuals - to the pomp and pageantry of an initiation rite.

Bell argues that the study of ritual has been dominated by the debate 

between symbolists, who focus on the representation and meaning of ritual, 

and functionalists, who concentrate on the utility and practicality of the 

ritual. Bell contends that by arranging its environment, rituals/ritual actors 

produce and objectify constructions of power (Bell 1992: 204). She goes on 

to state that rituals can be sites of domination but also of resistance (1992:
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216-219). Rituals create cohesion; they resonate with observers by allowing 

them to be sideline or active participants and making them feel like they 

belong. Bel I (1997) states that

...performance communicates on multiple sensory levels, usually 
involving highly visual imagery, dramatic sounds, and sometimes 
even tactile, olfactory, and gustatory stimulation. By marching with 
crowd, or crying over a tragic drama, the audience are cognitively and 
emotionally pulled into a complex sensory experience that can also 
communicate a variety of messages. Hence, the power of 
performance lies in great part in the effect of the heightened multi- 
sensory experience it affords: one is not being told or shown 
something so much as one is led to experience something (Bell 1997:
160; see also Bryan’s use of Bell 2000: 27).

Ritual is repetitive behaviour, which is interesting to us because it is 

part of the human experience; it brings people together but can also divide 

them; it exercises power but also confronts it; it tells people if they are in the 

in-group or out-group; it requires active participation; it offers the observer 

and participants a sense of continuity and tradition. By observing ritual we 

get a sense of what is happening, as it offers a microcosm of power- 

relationships. Rituals, according to Kertzer offer insight into how ‘people 

make sense of their worlds' (Kertzer 1984: 4). Handleman (1990, 1998: xi) 

prefers the term ‘public event' to ritual. He believes Bell, Turner, Kertzer 

and others treat the concept of ritual as a 'unitary conception’ (xliii).

One function of ritual is that it gives rise to communal meaning. The 

ritual events help draw people together by creating a sense of cohesiveness
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and belonging, perhaps even in ‘forging [a] nation'/’" This communal 

meaning leads to the construction of communal and national identities, and 

that construction produces what Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983) term 

‘invented traditions’. In the end, invented traditions are captivated and 

institutionalised through rituals, giving the impression that they don't 

change. Ritual is the vehicle of invented tradition and gives the sense of 

defying time. Therefore, the first thing a new social movement must do to 

create legitimacy is to invent a ritual.

Though referring to the civic celebrations in the United States, Lloyd 

Warner’s Durkheimian analysis of American civic rituals is helpful for 

interpreting the function of civic holidays. He states,

The American ceremonial calendar consists of a cycle of 
holidays... “more sacred than secular,” which allow Americans 
to express common sentiments about themselves and share their 
feelings with others on set days pre-established by society for 
this purpose....this calendar functions to draw all people together 
to emphasise their differences; and to contribute to their 
thinking, feeling, and acting alike (Lloyd Warner in 
Kertzerl988: 65).

Connerton (1989, 1999: 4) maintains that ‘social memory’ is transmitted 

through ritual performances. The physical, that is, ‘bodily’ performance of 

such rituals draws the participant and observer in. These ritual enactments 

exude a particular view of the past, as part of 'a master narrative’ as the 

community understands it (Connerton 1989, 1999: 70). Therefore, he

65 The 21st Annual Association for the Study of Ethnicity and Nationalism Conference, on 
‘Forging the Nation: Performance and Ritual in the (Re)production of Nations’, held in 
April 2011 at the London School of Economics and Political Science, 
http://seniournal.wordpress.com/20l l/06/24/brief-the-2 Ist-annual-asen-conference-
forgina-the-nation/. accessed on 11 July 2013.
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argues, ‘commemorative ceremonies prove to be commemorative (only) in 

so far as they are performative' (Connerton 1989, 1999: 71). They are seen 

as traditional insofar as they offer a description of the past. The power of 

ritual in the construction of ‘social memory’ (Connerton 1989, 1999: 4) 

makes it a vital mechanism in the construction of ‘invented tradition’ 

(Hobsbawm and Ranger. 1983). This dissertation will examine the rituals 

of pilgrimage and parade which occur on St Patrick’s Day and will be 

discussed in chapters 4 and 5 in greater detail.

Symbols

Symbols are used in ritual celebrations for all sorts of reasons: they are 

colourful, they display identity, they are emotive, they draw the reveller in 

and they tell a particular narrative. Communities create symbols as a way of 

making sense of themselves and their world (see Bryan 2005: 127-137; 

Anderson 2006; Bell 1992; Harrison 1995; Kertzer 1988; Tillich 1959). 

Symbols help construct and bind a community, by defining a boundary of 

who is included and who is excluded. Symbols then provide a form of 

communication.

We might say that symbols have a ‘symbiotic’ relationship with 

those who create them and those who embrace them.66 The meaning 

derived and expressed depends on the interpreter and interpretation. ‘[i]n the 

celebratory process, we cannot detach the participants from what they 

participate in, the subject from the object’ (Turner 1982: 19). Turner

66 Symbols may take the form of material objects, which, Turner (1982: 16) posits, 
correspond to something other than their materiality.
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acknowledges that symbols have the faculty to carry varied meanings that 

is, they are 'multivalent or polysemic' (Turner 1967: 28-29; 50-55; 1968a: 

18-19). There is an intended meaning ascribed by those who create the 

symbol, different from those who carry it, and different again from those 

who view it. Their meanings are derived both on an individual and 

communal basis. Turner links Durkheim's concept of ‘effervescence’, to 

celebration or merriment; this spirited behaviour is generated by a crowd of 

people with a shared purpose and common values’ (Turner 1982:16). When 

we view visual symbols - such as flags or banners - in a ritual, these objects 

summon excitement.67 Collins (2004: 32) explains,

When engaged in rituals, individuals feel solidarity with one another 
and imagine themselves to be members of a common undertaking; 
they become infused with emotional energy and exhilaration; they 
establish and reinforce collective symbols, moral representations of 
the group that ought to be defended and reinforced; and they react 
angrily to insults toward or the profanation of these symbols.

For Cohen (1985), community is ‘symbolically constructed’, it is 

defined by what Van Gennep (1909) termed ‘boundary maintenance'. 

Rituals offer space within which communities can maintain and stress those 

boundaries. Cohen argues,

symbols...do more than merely stand for or represent something 
else....They also allow those who employ them to supply part of their

67 Context is important: to understand a symbol’s ritual significance, we must view it within 
a ritual act (see Turner 1967; Bell 1992).
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meaning....Symbols do not so much express meaning as give us the 
capacity to make meaning (Cohen 1985: 14-15).

That is to say, just because a symbol is held in common, does not mean 

everyone derives the same meaning from it. A symbol’s meaning is derived 

from those who give it power and those who continue to believe in it. Bryan 

states that the symbol itself does not have meaning; we give it meaning 

(Bryan 2006b: 41-66).

Ross (2009: 13, 15) stresses that ‘symbols express and manufacture 

identity’. They draw those people who identify with the symbol into a 

particular group or community. Belief in the symbol provides participants 

with a sense of belonging, even if that meaning is different for each 

individual. So for example if we think about commodification, once that 

symbol is in the ‘public realm’, it no longer belongs to the creator; instead, 

it belongs to those who identify with that object. Cohen explains.

As a symbol, it is held in common by its members, but its meaning 
varies with its members' unique orientations to it. In the face of this 
variability of meaning, the consciousness of community has to be kept 
alive through manipulation of its symbols. The reality and efficacy of 
the community's boundary - and, therefore, of the community itself - 
depends upon its symbolic construction and embellishment (Cohen 
1985: 15).

The power of a symbol is that it can hold a multiplicity of meanings. 

However, the difficulty emerges when an individual or group tries to attach 

a specific meaning to it. For example, people could march under the same 

banner but have different understandings of why they are doing so. Utilizing 

Bourdieu’s concept of ‘social capital’, Harrison (1995: 255-272) makes a
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similar argument regarding 'symbolic conflict' when he states that symbols 

as a form of ‘symbolic capital’ can be manipulated to gain or ‘appropriate’ 

this capital. Therefore by appropriating a symbol, an individual or group can 

gain a hegemonic vantage point. Geertz (1972: 29) draws upon Ricoeur’s 

notion that ‘symbols can be read as text’, that is, as codes. Taking up this 

point, Jarman (1997: 15) explains,

Texts are an attempt by the producer of the image to exert control and 
reduce possible ambiguity. Unlike written texts, visual representations 
are an extremely poor medium with which to be precise in saying 
things.

As has been previously argued the limitation of reading symbols as text is 

that there is no one particular meaning ascribed to that symbol; meaning 

frequently varies from person to person.

So why are symbols so important? Perhaps Cohen captures this 

when he writes that symbols ‘create communities’ and these communities 

are preserved by boundary maintenance (Cohen 1985). Therefore, they can 

be used to manipulate individuals. It can therefore be observed that rituals, 

while conveying meaning, are also political in the meanings they intended 

to convey. This power struggle is manifested in localities of contention. By 

observing rituals we can see

how individualistic and egalitarian cultural ideals and a sense of ethnic 
and class identity—as well as civic pride and nationalist fervour— 
come to be articulated and manipulated (politically and economically) 
in the verbal and many nonverbal (imagery, gesture, choreography, 
and so on) languages of festival (Turner 1982: 28).
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Symbols are invented and reinvented all the time to link a group to a 

historical past, to a sense of longevity. Those in power to convey a certain 

message often manipulate them. Symbols provide a tangible continuity to 

an invented tradition by claiming an unbroken tradition, for example, by 

maintaining that one's forefathers used a particular flag, thus justifying their 

use. The use of St Patrick as a contested symbol will be addressed in further 

chapters.

1 have described nationalism and its relevant concepts, then 

proceeded to explain how ritual and symbolic displays reinforce that sense 

of belonging and how tradition is influenced by perceptions of the past. 

Weaving together concepts of ritual and keeping in mind that rituals create 

community through the use of symbol, the final theme in this chapter, 

commodification, links together a theoretical framework for how symbols 

are and can be used and enacted.

Consuming St Patrick’s Day

St Patrick's Day is a prime example of a commodification of space through 

the manipulation of brewers, kitsch, etc., to sell a particular brand of 

Irishness. Commodification is the final theme of this literature review. The 

definition of commodity I rely on for this investigation is taken from 

Appadurai (1986). He states that 'commodities can provisionally be defined 

as objects of economic value' (3). Critiquing Marx, Appadurai suggests that 

‘commodities are things with a particular type of social potential, that they 

are distinguishable from '‘products,” “objects,” “goods,” “artefacts,” and

101



other sorts of things - but only in certain respects and from a certain point of 

view' (6).

Commodification establishes a way in which a product can be 

consumed. But, how does consumption link in with identity and ritual? 

Individuals and groups use symbols that they identify with in their rituals. 

Even the concepts of nationalism and identity become commodified in the 

buying and selling of items that represent those concepts. This process of 

commodification can be seen at work as the items are promoted as ways of 

tapping into the identification that people have with them. These items help 

connect the individual to the in-group, to show allegiance, and the in-group 

to the ritual event. Therefore, participants at ritual events are encouraged by 

the commercial world and internal communal pressures to consume such 

items. For those groups in the diaspora, these items become sacred objects 

that link them back to their ancestors.

Recent research on self-identity and consumption by Huang (2009) 

and Ruvio & Belk (2012) reveals that consumption has become increasingly 

part of modem identity. Ruvio & Belk (2012) contend that consuming 

goods gives us clues about the self: by offering ‘non-verbal cues', the 

consumer is objectifying a certain narrative, which connects with those who 

consume the same brands as they do. This offers a sense of commonality in 

an otherwise unidentified environment (Ruvio & Belk 2012: 22).

Furthermore, performance of identity is not just a matter of displaying 
durable goods and brands, but may also involve consumable goods 
such as foods and the rituals through which they are consumed (Ruvio 
& Belk 2012: 23).
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The media has greatly influenced how identities are constructed, and how 

individuals wish to construct those identities in the display and 

commodification of identity.

Wilson’s concept of a drinking culture fits into a larger framework of 

literature on culture, tradition, nationalism and consumption, for he 

examines the inter-play between alcohol and identity.68 Douglas (1987) 

maintains that ’drinking is essentially a social act, performed in a recognised 

social context' (Douglas 1987: 4). She asserts that drinking acts to mark 

the boundaries of persona! and group identities, making it a practice of 

inclusion and exclusion (Douglas 1987: 8-13). Correspondingly, Patterson 

(2009) reviews the appeal of ’Brand Ireland' internationally, and how 

national identity is used to appeal to consumers.

Commodification of invented tradition is perhaps most evident in

marketing. Companies use tradition to draw in their consumers. The growth

of a globalised world, where travel and the availability of technology to

display are readily available, has led to an increase in travel and in the

promotion of tourism. Clancy (2009) argues that globalisation through

branding has the capacity to reinvent national identity. Focusing on the

period between the 1980s through to about 2006, an intense marketing

campaign was undertaken with the purpose of rebranding Ireland from a

Third World country to a model economy. From all measures it was a great

68 See also, for example, Dwight Heath in “The Science of Leftovers”, and Arjun 
Appadurai, in Commodity, Social Life of Drinking, Globalisation of Culture (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1986), and Anderson, Imagined Communities, Hobsbawm, 
Invented Tradition, Hastings Donnan and Thomas Wilson, Borders: Frontiers of Identity, 
Nation and State (Berg Publishers, 1999).
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success (that was until the economy collapsed a few years later). Levi- 

Strauss (1972) argues that tourism promotes ‘cultural erosion'. He 

continues, ‘travel books and travellers serve only to “preserve the illusion of 

something that no longer exits”, genuine travel has been replaced by 

movement through a “monoculture” in a fruitless search for a “vanished 

reality’” (Levi-Struass 1972: 39, 40, 45 in Shepherd 2002: 185). Shepherd 

(2002) offers an alternative viewpoint. He analyzes the role tourism plays 

in the commodification of culture. Shepherd argues that tourism is often 

viewed as negative. However, he postulates that perhaps tourism has been a 

benefit to cultures, by restoring the understanding of authentic (2002: 195). 

Shepherd claims that anthropologists’ criticisms of tourism assume that 

‘[t]ourism is bad because it corrupts culture; it transforms what has been 

sacred into the merely profane; it cheapens the ritualistic, transforming what 

was authentic into a spectacle’ (Shepherd 2002: 192). He argues that no 

culture or group has lived without ‘Others’ gazing in on them: ‘there has 

always been those who have come before - if not always tourists, then 

missionaries, traders, political agents, explorers, and anthropologists' 

(Shepherd 2002: 193). Shepherd continues,

...if commodified tourist productions cheapen what is viewed as an 
authentic, local culture, this tourist demand also increases the material 
(and, by extension, the aesthetic) value of those objects or practices 
classified as authentic and thus somehow more “real”. ... In other 
words, an increased demand for (cheapening) copies of local art 
increases the value of a distinctive authentic, real art by creating a 
market-driven category of “real”, one based on a claimed significance 
(Shepherd 2002: 194).
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Picard and Robinson (2006), building up Handelman’s (1998) 

psychological understanding of crisis, make the point that one of the effects 

of globalisation has been a kind of ‘shiftlessness' of place, identity and 

security. This transition is taking place primarily in the individual, but also 

within communities. Thus, "festivals seem an important part of the response 

that acts to reproduce and reinstall normative social order amongst people, 

organisations, objects and ideas' (Picard and Robinson 2006: 9). Ritual 

gives the impression of something that is long lasting; it links individuals 

and groups into an event. By consuming their identification symbols, they 

feel connected and therefore, it offers a false sense of stability. Here the 

concept of invented tradition is most prevalent in the myth of authenticity. 

By inventing items to be commodified, stating that such items are the 

‘genuine article’, gives an illusion that the consumer by commodifying said 

products is linking back to well maintained tradition.

Therefore, it can be inferred that in consuming commodified 

products, consumers are not only buying a brand, but shaping the way in 

which they wish to be identified. Literature on this subject reveals that 

branding and consumption need to be taken seriously. Further discussion on 

consumption, tourism and branding can be found in chapter 7.

Conclusion

Returning to the context of St Patrick's Day, we can see that the blending of 

nationalism, religion and commodification are all evident in St Patrick’s 

Day celebrations in one form or another. The current manifestations of this
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annual occasion are vastly different from the origins of the celebration due 

to this modern mix, although they are performed with claims of continuity.

This chapter explored the various literature used to underpin this 

thesis. It explored the themes of nationalism, ritual and symbol as well as 

commodification through the overarching theoretical framework of 

'invented tradition'. Contemporary human beings are in a constant process 

of change. They are constantly in a state of creation and recreation. 

However, the legitimacy of a tradition is centred upon a notion of the 

tradition not changing, giving the suggestion that ‘we are who we are, 

because we do not change’. Tradition is a key element of nationalism, not 

least because one of its key vehicles is ritual, using symbols to apparently 

defy time. Through participation in ritual activities, the participant feels a 

sense of belonging to a group or community. This sense of belonging is 

reinforced by the rituals they participate in. Invented traditions use rituals 

as a common point of reference. Therefore, any new social movement 

which aims to secure their legitimacy must fix themselves onto an historical 

past. To do so requires them to invent rituals.

Invented tradition is most obvious in the marketing of products, that 

is, marketing companies are always trying to sell their product using 

tradition. Companies use tradition to draw in their consumers, so that by 

consuming their product, the consumer feels connected to a genuine or 

ancient past. A striking example of this can be found in Guinness 

advertising strategies.

Existing literature on St Patrick’s Day has almost exclusively 

examined the political, sociological and consumer interpretations of the day.
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The literature recognises that in terms of national days, St Patrick’s Day 

stands out globally. It acknowledges that it is at the nexus of religion, 

consumption and national identity. It is clear from the literature that St 

Patrick’s Day has been involved in major processes of change. However, 

what this research adds to that corpus is a unique ethnographic perspective, 

which is situated in the geography of one location.

What I intend to map out in the subsequent chapters ahead is a focus 

on one town; but not any town, St Patrick's town, a place you would expect 

to be the epicentre of Patrician celebrations worldwide.
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Chapter 4

Pilgrimage: Walking in the Footsteps of St Patrick

The history of a nation was not in parliaments and battlefields but in 
what the people say to each other on fair-days and high days, and in 

how they farm and quarrel, and go on pilgrimage (W. B. Yeats in 
Harbison 1991: 235).69

There are various ways of celebrating St Patrick. The pilgrimage on St 

Patrick's Day in Downpatrick is not only one such way but with the 

exception of the parade it is the most popular ritual celebration. It provides a 

glimpse of religious memorialisation. By focusing on this ritual I wish to 

illustrate how religion still plays an active role in memorialisation of the day 

and how people of faith express the spiritual in tangible material ways.

This chapter contains three sections. The first provides a broad 

description of how pilgrimage has been celebrated among Irish Christians 

over the centuries. The next section addresses the St Patrick's Day 

pilgrimage in Downpatrick, and the final part provides narratives from 

modern-day pilgrims that form part of the living continuum of an ancient 

and living tradition.

Pilgrimage has been explained by many scholars (Durkheim 1912, 

Geertz 1973, Turner 1974, Turner and Turner 1978, Asad 1983, Bade and 

Sallnow 1991, Taylor 1995). There have been dual debates around

09 Yeats’ poem originally appeared in Stories from Carleton, with an introduction by IV. B. 
Yates. London: W. J. Gage & Co, 1889: xvi.
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structuralism and anti-structuralism (see Turner 1978, Bade and Sallnow 

1991).

History of Pilgrimage

Let me begin by briefly touching on some of the history of Christian 

pilgrimage with a view to provide a context in which the current 

Downpatrick pilgrimage is situated.

The concept of pilgrimage is not an Irish one, nor indeed solely a 

Christian one; it is part of the ethos of many religions. Pilgrim sites, for 

example, include for Jews, the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem, and for 

Christians the Holy Sepulcher. Muslims go in large numbers to the Ka’ba in 

Mecca and Hindus to the Ganges (Davidson and Gitlitz 2002: xvii-xxiii). 

These sites and experiences are important for the various religious traditions 

and adherents of a given tradition are encouraged, and in some cases 

expected, to visit or participate in them at least once in a lifetime (Stoddard 

1997:43).

Pilgrimage is both a physical and spiritual journey. It can be broadly 

defined as a journey to a particular holy site or shrine, undertaken for a 

religious motive, e.g, forgiveness, healing, repentance, release from the 

bondage of an addiction. For Bowman, '[pilgrimages are journeys to the 

sacred, but the sacred is not something which stands beyond the domain of 

the cultural, it is imagined, defined, and articulated with cultural practice’ 

(Bowman 1991: 120). He asserts that if anthropologists are to understand 

the reasoning behind this popular praxis, they must push beyond the 

formulaic (Bowman 1991: 120). For Coleman and Eisner (1995),
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[a] pilgrimage is not just a journey; it also involves the confrontation 
of travellers with rituals, holy places and sacred 
architecture....Moreover, pilgrimage is as much about returning home 
with the souvenirs and narratives of the pilgrims adventure' (Coleman 
and Eisner 1995: 6).

This would suggest that the pilgrim experience is as much about the 

journey, the rituals the pilgrim engages in, and the tangible mementos 

that the pilgrim brings home with them, be it oil, rosaries, holy water, 

soil, cloth or relics which in turn help reconnect the pilgrim to the 

experience (Harbison 1991:26). Pilgrimage then is a term commonly 

associated with a religious quest. One of the most famous pilgrimages 

in modern Europe outside of Rome is the Camino to Santiago de 

Compostela, the Way of St James; traditionally a Christian pilgrimage, 

but now undertaken by many for not overtly religious reasons (Egan 

2012).

Harbison maintains that Christians began to develop pilgrimages to 

Jerusalem and other sacred sites after Christ's death, drawing from the older 

Jewish and Greek tradition of pilgrimage. He argues that after the sacking of 

Jerusalem in 70 AD, The idea of a “new Jerusalem” began to develop' 

(Harbison 1991:13). It was only with the reputed discovery of the True 

Cross in the third century AD, coupled with acceptance of Christianity as 

the religion of the Roman Empire in the fourth century, that the Jerusalem 

pilgrimage was revived. For pilgrims, walking in the footsteps of those gone 

before brought one closer to God (Harbison 1991: 24).

The idea of going on a ‘perpetual pilgrimage' or peregrini probably 

stems from the biblical passage (Genesis 12.1) concerning the call to
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Abraham to leave his country and his father’s house and go to where the 

Lord would show him. Flower (1947: 57) makes the point that, ‘to die in 

exile with a stranger soil for a grave was for the Irish the extreme of 

abnegation and the crown of religious life.’ Bitel argues that ‘Patric, a 

Briton who became the premiere Irish saint, set the first example’ of 

missionaries beyond familiar shores (Bitel 1990: 225).

Members of religious communities were not the only people to 

travel abroad on pilgrimage. English pilgrims to Rome were so numerous 

that an area adjacent to the Vatican, still identifiable, was known as the 

Vicus Saxomm. Because of the volume of pilgrim traffic there developed a 

range of ancillary services inspired by Christian outreach - the provision of 

food, clothing, lodgings, hostels, financial assistance, the building of roads 

and bridges. Regular stopovers for Irish pilgrims included such resting 

places as St Fursa’s monastery at Peronne in France, Reichenau abbey in 

Lake Constance, St Gallen in Switzerland, Lucca in Northern Italy. All of 

these places had Irish connections and at least some were founded by Irish 

missionaries.

The turbulence of the Viking and Norman invasions between the 

ninth and twelfth centuries caused a lull in pilgrimage. Then with the arrival 

of a variety of Continental Religious Orders in the twelfth and following 

centuries pilgrimage outside Ireland began to re-emerge. Hughes (1960: 

145-148) offers a compelling overview of the changes within the 'theory 

and practice of Irish pilgrimage’. She outlines the transition from 

‘wandering’ pilgrimages undertaken by Irish monks across Europe from the 

time of St Columbanus in sixth and seventh century, to the discouragement
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and diminishment of that practice in the eighth, to focusing instead, on 

pilgrimage at home in Ireland. Bitel (1990: 223) believes that Hughes falls 

short in her argument regarding Irish pilgrimage, ‘neglecting the importance 

of domestic pilgrimage among both the elite and lower classes' in Ireland". 

Therefore, because of the restriction of pilgrims to go on perpetual 

pilgrimage, focus turned almost exclusively to pilgrimage at home.

Pilgrimage at home in the Irish Context

Nolan (1983:422-3) a geographer, describes the ‘evolution of Irish 

pilgrimage", and distinguishes between how and where pilgrimages in 

Ireland were made as distinct from those on continental Europe. She sets 

apart the two by implying that in Ireland, a pilgrimage was often to a 

‘particular topographic feature’ linked to a saint; whereas, on the continent, 

‘early Christian shrines" were centred on the physical remains of a saint or 

martyr. Quoting Brown (1981: 88), Nolan explains, ‘the pilgrims were "not 

merely going to a place; they were going to a place to meet a person’” 

(Nolan 1983: 422). The move in Ireland to a European style of 

memorialisation began with the expansion of continental orders setting up in 

Ireland in the twelfth-century.

As far as we know the remoteness of many of the pilgrim sites in 

Ireland meant that their local customs continued without much interruption. 

Harbison (1991) is of the opinion that the penitential focus of the pilgrimage 

developed in the eleventh and twelfth centuries and for the Irish pilgrim this 

aspect of the devotion was pivotal. Nolan (1983) suggests that the full 

integration of Irish pilgrim sites into ‘continental traditions' halted with the
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Protestant Reformation, Connolly (1982), Carroll (1999) and McCormack 

(2000) all emphasize the detrimental impact that the Penal Laws and the 

Great Famine had on popular religious expression. However, it may also 

have strengthened some of the old traditions (Turner and Turner 1978:21). 

Nolan takes up this point adding to Hayes (1976) and Mould (1955),

As Irish pilgrimage persisted in the face of repression, folk 
expressions, largely unguided by clergy, blossomed in curious 
interpretations of the ancient semi-Christianised traditions' (Nolan 
1983: 424-426; Evans 1957).

The above quoted reference to ‘semi-Christianised’ may be 

superficially true but it needs interpretation. Up to the introduction of 

English language and custom from the 16lh century onwards the blending of 

pagan with Christian elements had been accepted with equanimity in the 

Roman Catholic Church. Commenting on the time prior to the emergence 

of an English vernacular and a Presbyterian tradition in Scotland, Alexander 

Carmichael said,

Religion, pagan or Christian, or both combined, permeated everything 
- blending and shading into one another like the colours of the 
rainbow. The people were sympathetic and synthetic, unable to see 
and careless to know where the secular began and the religious ended 
(Carmichael 1928: xxxiii).

Conversely, Mould in Irish Pilgrimage (1955) writes in the same vein,

There are very ancient ideas and customs that go back to pagan times 
but which the saints Christianised, and there are other ideas that are 
purely Christian, and yet others that have crept in during the dark 
periods of Irish history, war and anti-Catholic penal laws, when the 
people kept their Faith as best they could, and the priest came to them 
with a price on his head. Irish history is written in the mutter of the 
Rosary round the holy well (Mould 1955: 2).
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This mind-set became less understood from the late eighteenth century and 

into the nineteenth when Irish priests being trained abroad, particularly in 

France, were formed in a new cultural milieu that left little room for a 

broader religious expression.

Nolan maintains that as the penal laws relaxed, Irish priests trained on 

the Continent who returned home were shocked by how Irish people 

conducted their pilgrim rituals. Added to this, the reforming Synod of 

Thurles70 (18 5 0) outlawed traditions that did not fit comfortably into 

nineteenth century post Emancipation Catholicism (Connolly 1982: 72-3; 

O'RIordain 1980: 71; Larkin 1972: 639-40).

The major pilgrimages associated with St Patrick in Ireland are, 

Lough Derg, Croagh Patrick, Slemish and Saul/Downpatrick. The great 

annual pilgrimage to Croagh Patrick on the last Sunday in July evokes not 

only memories of the national patron but also ushers in the Festival of 

Lunasa, the harvest feast of the pre-Christian god. Lug, - thus happily 

blends the two traditions (Harbison 1991: 61; MacNeill I960: 71-105). 

Slemish, a lesser known pilgrim site, is where according to tradition St 

Patrick spent his years of enslavement. To this site too pilgrims resort on St 

Patrick's Day.

There are two words for pilgrimage in Irish, ilitherach and turas; the 

former refers to going to a particular place or shrine; the latter, according to 

Canny (2011) should be understood only as the ‘going from station to

70 The Synod of Thurles, 1850 was a national council of the Roman Catholic Church in 
Ireland, summoned by Archbishop Paul Cullen, with the intended purpose of‘reforming the 
Irish church ‘and to ensure that it conformed in everything to the standards of the universal 
Catholic Church as set by Rome’ (http://multitext.ucc.ie/d/The Synod of Thurles l 850).
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station’ as for example, the Good Friday turas on Aran involves a prayerful 

walk about the island stopping at a variety of sacred places along the route 

to perform prescribed rituals. "Different again from pilgrimage and turas is 

the pattern which means the celebrations in connection with the patron 

saint's feast day (Canny 2011: 22).

The terms ilitherach and turas are often used interchangeably. 

Daphne Pochin Mould (1955) sees the turas as "a kind of folk liturgy’ 

(Canny 2011: 23). O'Duinn (2012, 2002:11) stresses that the spirituality of 

the Celts derives from a religion of nature and therefore more appropriately 

celebrated outdoors. This is evident, he suggests, in the rituals around wells 

and pattern days, a practice which he believes still pervades Irish popular 

religious expression. Canny (2011: 22) among others, has suggested that 

the movement from the church building to the outdoors was hastened by the 

destruction of churches consequent on the Reformation and the Penal 

Laws.71 On this new situation MacNeill (1960:78) says that

When the churches lay derelict or had passed into other hands and 
liturgical services could be given only covertly and intermittently it 
might be expected that the people would turn with increased fervour 
to the ancient holy places and the ‘rounds' and prayers that each 
pilgrim could perform himself. The hard-pressed clergy must have 
recognised that these traditional devotions would help to maintain the 
people's attachment to the old religion, and, presumably, would have 
taken care to encourage them (Mac Neill 1960:78).

Carroll 1999 and Connolly 1982 dispute MacNeill's position but seem 

to be confusing the spirit of the seventeenth and eighteenth century with that

71 Wilson (1995:130) explains that ‘[t]he Roman Catholics [in Downpatrick] had in the 
days of the Penal Laws been confined to worship in the open air at Struell Green and later 
in a barn in Saul Street’.
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of the nineteenth. The Halls, writing in 1841 capture the new post

emancipation nineteenth century when ‘The Roman Catholic clergy now 

“set their faces” directly against practices which, for ages, they tolerated 

generally and encouraged partially” (The Halls in Connolly 1982: 146).

Referring to the interrelatedness of patterns and church festivals, 

Canny maintains that ‘the pattern had both devotional and social facets' 

(Canny 2011, 22).7" The pattern -which has been described in greater detail 

in chapter 1 - was connected with a feast day or patron day and had various 

kinds of ritual practices but on completion of the religious ritual the pilgrims 

moved into the ritual of celebration. In the process of time, the celebrations 

came to include practical matters of holding fairs such as the Puck 

(Killorglin, Co. Kerry) and Lammas (Ballycastle, Co. Antrim) fairs to 

coincide with the festival (Mac Neill 1962, 1982, 2008).

Thus far we have uncovered some of the literature on pilgrimage, 

particularly as it pertains to Ireland. Now we must establish a link between 

the existing literature and the present day pilgrimage at Downpatrick, by 

using data collected in my ethnographic fieldwork. As has been stated, 

pilgrimage is part of the early Christian tradition; the pilgrimage in 

Downpatrick today comes out of that context. Though it may look different 

and the route of the pilgrimage may have changed, it characterizes an older 

tradition. Saul and Downpatrick are linked to pilgrim practices on St 

Patrick's Day.

7“ The terms ‘folk religion’ and ‘vernacular religion’ as opposed to ‘official religion’ has 
been the subject of much academic debate, see Don Yoder, ‘Toward a Definition of Folk 
Religion’, Western Folklore, Vol. 33, No. 1 (1974), pp. 2-15 and Leonard Norman 
Priminao, ‘Vernacular Religion and the Search for Method in Religious Folklife’, Western 
Folklore, Vol. 54, No. I, (1995), pp. 37-56.
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Although the previous analysis of pilgrimage has focused primarily on 

the Roman Catholic tradition, the Downpatrick celebration is predominantly 

a Church of Ireland celebration. This will be given more consideration in the 

following section.

Downpatrick: Walking in the footsteps of St Patrick

The popular practice of the people, whilst often viewed as inconsistent with 

the church structures, customs and traditions of pilgrimage, still endures. 

Traditionally, pilgrimage in Ireland was undertaken almost exclusively by 

Roman Catholics. The formal pilgrimage in Downpatrick on St Patrick’s 

Day would seem to be the exception. As noted in the introduction and 

chapter 1, the ancient town of Downpatrick has ecclesial links to St Patrick 

and is believed to be the burial place of the Saint. At the dissolution of the 

monasteries by King Henry VIII in the sixteenth century the cathedral of 

Down passed into Anglican hands.

After the turbulence of the Reformation, the Anglican Church (Church of 

Ireland) paid little attention to the notion of pilgrimage until the mid 

nineteenth century when it was influenced by two external factors, namely, 

the resurgence of Roman Catholicism after Catholic Emancipation in 1829, 

and the Oxford and Revivalist movements in England. Catholics wanted to 

make their religious expression more public and have former church 

property restored to them. The Anglican Communion was anxious to present 

itself as the ‘true church’ claiming direct links with mediaeval church and 

the church of the martyrs. It, therefore, revived pilgrimage to such sites as 

Walsingham and Glastonbury.

117



At this period in history the growth of the railways made such sites 

more accessible. Walsingham, which was a pilgrimage site for Roman 

Catholics since the twelfth century and since the early twentieth century 

(1921) was adopted as a place of pilgrimage by the Anglican Church. 

Coleman and Eisner (1999:189) make the case that the Anglican attraction 

in restoring the medieval pilgrimage at Walsingham 'in the early twentieth 

century - which was in theological terms a reaction against some of the 

effects of religious reform in the early modern period - created a ritualised 

medievalism in order to valorise its authenticity as an ancient form of 

Christian worship’. The Anglican pilgrimage to Glastonbury dates from the 

1930s (Bowman 1993: 277). The Walsingham website describes pilgrimage 

from an Anglicans perspective as: ‘A pilgrimage is a symbol in action. It 

represents the journey of the Christian life from earth to heaven. The Church 

is sometimes described as a pilgrim people’ (The Shrine of Our Lady of 

Walsingham website). This definition is acceptable to both Christian 

traditions.

Prior to that revival of the Downpatrick pilgrimage in 1958 there 

are occasional newspaper references indicating religious activity relating 

to pilgrim movement in the area. In 1821, for example, there is reference 

to ‘twenty thousand people7, walking in procession on St Patrick's Day.’

The Irishman newspaper, reporting on the incident was ‘suspect’ because 

it was rumoured that the large body of pilgrims had been infiltrated by

71 It is an open question as to the composition of the twenty thousand.
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the Ribbonmen74, a Catholic organisation spawned from famine and 

agrarian unrest both of which were rife at the time (The Irishman 22 

March 1822). Jarman makes the point that the Ribbonmen saw ‘the 

importance of religion as a marker of collective identity' and utilised 

parades as a vehicle for Catholics to reinforce it (Jarman 1997: 50). 

Therefore in this instance the word ‘suspect’ may have had some 

justification.

Wilson (1995) records that on St Patrick's Day 1848 Orangemen 

attacked Catholics marching to the grave of St Patrick.

On the ly"1 March 1848 there were serious riots in Downpatrick. 
Some two to three thousand Threshers and Repealers, demanding 
the repeal of the Union, mainly Catholic and Nationalist, gathered at 
the old Racecourse and marched in an orderly fashion towards the 
Cathedral where they intended to honour the reputed grave of St. 
Patrick. However they were attacked near the Shambles in Irish 
Street by a mob and a riot ensured. Police and soldiers were called 
to quell the fighting. The Recorder asked: “if Orangemen may 
parade on the Twelfth, why should not others hold a procession on 
March 17,h?” (Wilson 1995: 180).

To commemorate the arrival of St Patrick in Ireland fifteen hundred 

years previously, the Church of Ireland in 1932 built a neat cut-stone 

church on the site of the barn (Saul) where it is believed that Patrick 

celebrated his first Eucharistic Service on this Island. This Memorial 

Church has ever since been a focal point of worship on St Patrick's Day.

Following the fifteenth hundred anniversary, there is a greater 

emphasis by the two faith-traditions on understanding the symbol of St 

Patrick as part of a 'common heritage'. In his sermon on St Patrick's

74 Ribbonmen were a nineteenth century Irish Catholic organisation set up to fight for the 
rights of tenant farmers against their landlords, they later became embroiled in conflicts 
with Orangeism.
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Day, 1939, the Dean of Down, the Very Rev, R. C. H. Elliot said that, 'In 

a country where men are so much divided in politics and in religion it is 

something to be thankful for that St. Patrick is the common heritage of 

the Irish people' (The Down Recorder 18 March 1939). And again, 

commenting on the protestant Memorial Church and the statue of the 

saint erected by the Catholics on an adjoining hillside, he continued, 

'They may serve to emphasise the fact that, no matter how divided we 

may be in politics or religion, his [Patrick’s] life and teaching take us 

back to a time when there were no divisions in Irish Christianity’ (The 

Down Recorder 18 March 1939).

Cohen’s (1983: 15) analysis as discussed in chapter 3,

demonstrates that ‘symbols create community’ is an apt description of 

what is taking place here. The homilist in stressing a commonality in 

Patrick was trying to emphasise that Patrick is the symbolic link that 

holds the community together.

Addressing his congregation on St Patrick’s Day 1962, George Otto 

Simms, Church of Ireland Primate, reminded the gathered community that 

they were ‘the heirs and successors of the followers of St Patrick’ and urged 

his them ‘to be pilgrims as pilgrims had been in the early ages’ (The Down 

Recorder, 24 March, 1962).

Thus far, there is no reference to Roman Catholic involvement in 

the revived Anglican pilgrimage. From the previous paragraphs, 

however, there is in the mind of Dr. Simms and like-minded co

religionists a growing awareness of the need to connect with the pre- 

Norman (Celtic) church. The primate of the Episcopal Church of
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Scotland harks back to ‘the great age of the Celtic Church with its 

amazing missionary fervour and achievement, when God indeed wrought 

great work (The Down Recorder, March 22, 1958). At a service in Down 

Cathedral, the Anglican Bishop of Kilmore reflects on ‘the early Church 

of the fifth and sixth centuries'. He reflects on the dedication of early 

Irish saints, notably, Patrick, Brigid. Columba and goes on to ponder how 

‘[rjeligion in the Christian sense can never isolate itself from society: it 

must be relevant in the whole life of the community', and asks 'Is that 

the meaning of our pilgrimage today?’ (The Down Recorder, March 22, 

1958). In these comments can be heard an echo of the battle for 

ownership of St Patrick’s Day and the sites sacred to the pre-Norman 

(Celtic) church by the Anglican Church.

Judging by a report in the Down Recorder (March 22, 1958) the 

same mood was growing in the Episcopal Church of Scotland which the 

report says, harks back to ‘the great age of the Celtic Church with its 

amazing missionary fervour and achievement, when God indeed wrought 

great work.’ At a service in Down Cathedral, the Anglican Bishop of 

Kilmore spoke of'the early Church of the fifth and sixth centuries’ and 

the dedication of early Irish saints, notably, Patrick, Brigid, Columba. 

He went on to make the point that ‘[rjeligion in the Christian sense can 

never isolate itself from society: it must be relevant in the whole life of 

the community’ and concludes ‘Is that the meaning of our pilgrimage 

today?’ (The Down Recorder, March 22, 1958).

At the time of the revival of the pilgrimage in Downpatrick in the 

late 1950s the Church of Ireland Gazette published a number of articles
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to the effect that the pilgrimage was revived to bolster church 

membership and to re-establish St Patrick's Day as a religious festival in 

honour of the saint and not simply as a parade or a reaction to Roman 

Catholic claims to ownership of the National Patron.

Side by side with the pilgrim service in Down Cathedral (1958) the 

Roman Catholics celebrated a separate service at St Patrick's church, 

which is only a stone's throw from the cathedral. Grace Clunie recalls 

her grandmother attending the Downpatrick pilgrimage in the early days,

They all would have got in the bus and they would have called it a 
pilgrimage, even though they didn't walk, they just got bussed to 
Downpatrick and that was a very important occasion, but again it 
was done very separately. Catholics did their thing, Protestants 
did theirs (Clunie 2011).

The service was in Irish, music was played and shamrock 

distributed. Catholics at the time were forbidden by their church leaders 

from entering into a 'Protestant' church. The Second Vatican Council 

(1962-1965) demolished the walls of the ‘Fortress Church' that had kept 

Catholicism turned in on itself. With outdated restrictions lifted Catholics 

were free to enter Protestant churches and to attend services in them 

without fear of damnation. However, doctrinal issues aside, given the 

difficult history between the two faith-traditions on the island since the 

sixteenth century, there were still a lot of prejudices and political tensions 

to be overcome.

The common narrative told by the Church of Ireland in Downpatrick, 

is that the origin of their pilgrimage is very old and that the pilgrim walk 

took place between the two ancient sites of Saul and Downpatrick.
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However, the origins of the pilgrimage date to 1958, with a short pilgrim 

walk taking place between 1932 and 1958. This idea of a long historical past 

echoes what Hobsbawm (1983:1) calls ‘invented tradition". The ritual of 

pilgrimage provides a connection with the past as Cohen and Connerton 

view it, but how the ritual is enacted, the way the pilgrimage is conducted 

has changed. Those pilgrims to whom I spoke felt as though they were 

walking in St Patrick’s footsteps, that this was the actual route St Patrick 

would have taken. In this perceptive, we hear echoes of‘invented tradition’. 

And yet, that experience, that journey was important to them.

Figure 8. Church of Ireland Pilgrimage. The Church of Ireland
Gazette

28th March 1958.
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Figure 9. The pilgrimage procession English Street, Downpatrick, 1939. 
Courtesy of the Belfast Telegraph.
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Figure 10. Pilgrim booklet from 1958. Courtesy of RCB Library, Dublin.
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In 1958, with the introduction of the St Patrick’s Church of Ireland

pilgrimage, Anglican pilgrims descended on the ancient town from 

Scotland, England and throughout Ireland. It was important for the 

organisers to stress to pilgrims the difference between pilgrimage and a 

parade.

Mr. J. M. Lamb, secretary to the St Patrick's Day pilgrimage, 
writes: “This is not a demonstration, but a solemn undertaking by 
those who are willing to sacrifice time to unite in fellowship, in 
prayer, in thanksgiving and in dedication, all for God’s glory and to 
uphold the Church of Ireland, that she may continue faithful in her 
witness in all parts of our native land.” {The Down Recorder, 
March 15, 1958).

This notice was inserted into the pilgrim-manual to remind participants 

of the intention of the pilgrimage and perhaps distinguishing it from Irish 

nationalist celebrations. Possibly as a kind of boundary marking as 

Cohen might suggest.

The pilgrimage on St Patrick’s Day between Saul and Downpatrick 

had been established in 1958 by the then Dean of Down Cathedral, W.H. 

Good. Coincidentally or otherwise it appears from my research readings 

that the reintroduction of the pilgrimage also acted as a tool to bolster the 

Anglican Church in Ireland, which saw numbers decreasing in their 

congregations across the land. The feature article in the Down Recorder of 

March 22nd 1958 gave a thorough overview of St Patrick's Day celebrations 

across Downpatrick, the main emphasis being placed on the reintroduction 

of the pilgrimage from Saul to Downpatrick. The news report mentioned the
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Flag of St Patrick being flown at Saul and a picture of that flag could also be

75seen at Saul Church.

Whilst there was a church service at Saul, the venue for the larger 

congregation and civic event was the larger church of the Holy Trinity 

(hereinafter referred to as Down Cathedral) in Downpatrick. The tradition of 

holding communion services in both Saul and Down Cathedral on St 

Patrick's Day continued and occasionally there was a pilgrim-walk between 

the two sites—though it does not seem to be a routine practice at this stage. 

Despite this break in tradition, pilgrims still made their way to Downpatrick 

for services and prayer at Saul and Down Cathedral. At its height in the 

early 1960s, pilgrims numbered four thousand and levelled off at about 

three thousand thereafter. Newspaper and the Church of Ireland 

publication. The Gazelle, mention that the number attending the pilgrimage 

declined from 1966 due to the growing political tensions within Northern 

Ireland combined with the closure of the cathedral for repairs.

In 1960, the Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr. Geoffrey F. Fisher, 

was among the estimated four thousand that took part in St Patrick's Day 

celebrations at Downpatrick. The then Archbishop of Dublin, Dr. 

George Otto Simms, reflecting on the inter-Church representation - 

although there was no Roman Catholic presence mentioned - stressed 

what was held in common while regretting the slow pace of further 

progress: “We are trying, not very heartedly [.w'c], to approach each other 

to find the things which we have in common and those wherein we differ.

75 The St Patrick’s flag will be the cause of great controversy sixty years later (in 2011) as 
we will discover in chapter 6.
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Although we have agreed to worship to-night, we cannot pretend that the 

divisions have been suddenly removed {The Down Recorder, March 19, 

1960).

In his homily. Archdeacon McWilliams of the Roman Catholic 

parish of Downpatrick, regretted the slowness of the Anglicans in 

claiming St Patrick ‘after 500 years neglect'. The Catholics, he said, 

despite being without a church for three hundred years were ‘steadfast in 

their loyalty' {The Down Recorder, March 12, 1960). In the 

circumstances the remarks were perhaps less than generous and smacked 

of a spiritual grenade flung over the walls of the then ’fortress church’.

In the year 1961, on the fifteen hundredth anniversary of St Patrick's 

death, the Church of Ireland put on display for visitors to Downpatrick both 

the Bell of Bangor and Books of Bangor. 76 In the meantime the Roman 

Catholic Church celebrated its ‘Patrician Year'. Celebrations in 

Downpatrick drew thirty thousand Roman Catholic pilgrims for a memorial 

mass at Slieve Patrick, near Saul, where a statue of the Saint had been 

erected in 193 2.77 During two weeks of celebration, lectures, exhibitions 

and other events were held in the Downpatrick area to mark the event. The 

Patrician year ended in June, with celebrant The Most Rev. Dr. Mageean, 

stating that,

among national apostles the position of St Patrick was unique.
Germany had her St Boniface, France her St Louis, Scotland her St

76 Bangor is approximately thirteen miles on the south side of Belfast Lough. It is noted for 
a monastery founded by St Comgall in the sixth century. It was an important centre of Early 
Irish Christianity and where St Columbanus spent 20 or more years before departing for the 
Continent.
77 Because St Patrick’s grave was in the Church of Ireland graveyard, many Roman 
Catholics felt it to be ‘out of bounds’. They tended instead, to process up to Slieve Patrick.
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Andrew, Wales her St David, but St Patrick stood on a pedestal 
around which rallied the Irish people with unshaken loyalty at all 
times and in all places. Down through the centuries, not merely at 
home in their own country but in every land under the sun, Irish 
men and women proclaimed themselves to be and were known as 
the “the children of St Patrick"” (The Down Recorder, June 24, 
1961).

The outbreak of the Troubles caused a reduction in the numbers of 

pilgrims willing to travel to St Patrick’s Day services in Downpatrick and 

Saul. Pilgrims were weary of travelling to Downpatrick or participating in 

such a public religious event. As one of my informants explained, ‘in the 

early part of the 60s everything was going so well and then it just all 

collapsed then after that.... fell away simply because of the political 

problems’ (Wilkinson 2011). In an article entitled ‘Religious Prejudice 

Blights Us in Ireland’ published in The Down Recorder on March 19, 1971, 

Bishop R.P.C. Hanson stated: ‘Like too many things in Ireland, St. Patrick 

has been made a means of sectarian rivalry...Patrick is the common 

possession of all Irish Christians, of all Irish men and women, and a 

possession of which we may be well proud.’ This sentiment is echoed in 

several of my interviews, see Clunie (2011), Duffy (201 1), Mohan (2011) 

and Hamilton (2011). The continental orders emphasis by both 

denominations on a shared tradition in St Patrick is one that still echoes 

today.

The Historiography of the pilgrimage as a narrative

In this following section, I incorporate the narratives of those key people 

who are involved with the pilgrimage today and/or who remember the
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pilgrimages origins. The following two quotations are from prominent 

Catholics in Downpatrick. Their narratives recall two different accounts of 

memorialisation of St Patrick for Catholics in the area. Maurice Hayes, a 

former civil servant and former Clerk of Downpatrick Urban Council, 

remembers an earlier period when Catholics dared not trespass.

The interesting thing is that growing up [in the 1930s and 1940s], 
St Patrick's Day wasn't celebrated at all...or if it was, it was in a 
very differentiated way. And one of the difficulties was that St 
Patrick's grave was up at the cathedral graveyard which was 
regarded as an act of sort of piracy almost by the Church of Ireland. 
But nevertheless, it rather put it out of bounds for Catholics. You 
know you would have gone up and saw the grave and bring people 
to see the grave, ‘and that's St Patrick’s grave and all the rest of it' 
but then you cleared off fairly quickly (Hayes 2012).

The Roman Catholic parish in Downpatrick—St Patrick’s—held a 

novena during the nine days prior to the feast. However, Hayes’ analysis of 

the physical locality of St Patrick’s grave as being ‘out of bounds' to 

Catholics reflected a real dilemma for their public ritual. His memory of 

celebrations on the feast day were confined to attending mass, but no 

mention of taking part in the pilgrimage, although he did at a later stage. It 

was possible to pay a short and discrete visit to the grave. After 1938 the 

focus for Catholics became Slieve Patrick. In July, not on St Patrick's Day, 

pilgrims would descend on that hill where St Patrick was believed to have 

entered the province of Ulster to begin his ecclesial ministry in the region.
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Cannon Rogan78, parish priest at St Patrick's Roman Catholic Church, 

grew up in the Downpatrick-Killough region and remembers going on 

pilgrimage to Slieve Patrick on St Patrick’s Day as a child:

The bishop would have been there and busses...The hill would have 
been black with people at that time. Sadly it fell out of favour for 
some years there, but it has been restored this year again actually 
(Rogan, 2011).

The symbolic importance of Slieve Patrick was significant for Catholic 

public ritual in the area.

Today the Church of Ireland pilgrimage is considered an 

ecumenical or inter-church one. Many of the local clergy participate in 

the pilgrimage, either in the walk or at the inter-denominational service at 

the cathedral. Indeed the local clergy in Downpatrick meet on a regular 

basis to pray and have fellowship together. Reflecting on the origins of 

the Church of Ireland pilgrimage in Downpatrick, Joy Wilkinson, the 

Down Cathedral Administrator, recalled the establishment of the 

pilgrimage by Bishop Mitchell in the late 1950s.79 She gives the history 

of the pilgrimage as she remembers it. In her view the reclamation of 

Patrick by the Church of Ireland revived an Anglican interest in the Saint, 

but also helped to depoliticize the day. ‘You couldn’t have gotten in here’

78 Cannon Sean Rogan, is Parish Priest of St Patrick’s Roman Catholic Church in 
Downpatrick. Rogan, born in Belfast in 1927 and moved to Killough, Co Down with his 
aunt, during the Second World War, after his family home was destroyed in the Belfast 
Blitz. He served in eleven different parishes in the Diocese of Down and Connor; mostly in 
Belfast, Coleraine and Downpatrick. When he was in Twinbrook he intervened in an 
attempt to prevent an IRA punishment attack. He is Chair of Downpatrick Churches 
Together, an inter-denomination group with local clergy in the Downpatrick area.
79 Joy Wilkinson, was the first fulltime Cathedral Administrator and guide for The 
Cathedral of the Holy Trinity of Down (Down Cathedral), a position which she still holds. 
She has lived in Downpatrick since 1980, but has been associated with the cathedral all her 
life. She attended the first number of pilgrimages and retains a lot of the oral history of the 
cathedral and often key interviewees singled her out as someone to verify certain facts.
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she said, ‘there were busses from all over Ireland, you know.... He 

[Mitchell] sort of started claiming Patrick back if you know what I 

mean....so that is really what started this and so it became a thing in the 

Church of Ireland.’ 1 asked ‘was much interaction between the churches 

in this celebration?’ 'Oh yes' she replied.

We had Monsignor Maguire who was the parish priest here during 
that time [1980s and 90s]. He was the first Roman Catholic priest 
to preach in here [1984] since the time of the Reformation and that 
was at that time. And in the 1980s as well we had three Roman 
Catholic bishops of this diocese, Bishop Walsh, Dalton and 
Farquhar, they were here on three successive Patrick’s Days’ 
(Wilkinson 2011).

From her account the ecumenical focus was a later phenomenon. She 

also told me that during the troubles the then Church of Ireland bishop, 

Bishop McMullan, used to invite victims' families of those who were killed 

during the troubles from both sides of the community. This as she saw it 

was a reaching out to the stranger, as she states, ‘Patrick was a stranger and 

we welcomed him‘. She acknowledged that the Roman Catholic Church was 

also doing its share in welcoming the stranger.

The pilgrimage continued during the Troubles albeit in a scaled down 

version, because the numbers were reduced substantially from earlier 

decades. Bishop Harold Miller reinvigorated the dwindling pilgrimage when 

he became bishop of the Diocese of Down and Dromore in 1997.80 He 

states,

80 Bishop Harold Miller is the current Church of Ireland bishop of the diocese of Down and 
Dromore. Although baptised a Methodist, he joined the Church of Ireland during his time 
at Trinity College, Dublin. He has always had an ecumenical heart. Having spent part of his 
ecclesial ministry in England and the Republic of Ireland, he considers himself to be part of 
the Irish Church and embraces the Irish culture as a Northern Irish Protestant.
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! think it is true to say that in the course of the Troubles, it stopped 
happening....the pilgrimage was gradually reduced down, and when 
I came to the diocese in 1997.... the Troubles were really coming to 
an end and eh the Good Friday Agreement was coming into place 
the next year and so forth. So it was a very important moment and 
1 felt that I wanted to re-establish the pilgrimage aspect as well.... 
and in my head the pilgrimage was from Saul to Downpatrick 
which is about two miles, from the place where St Patrick planted 
his first church in a barn in 432 AD, to the place where he is laid to 
rest (Miller, 2011).

Miller sensed that the cessation of violence provided an opportunity to 

revitalize the pilgrimage and stress the unity of both traditions in Patrick. 

Several key interviewees explained that the walk from Saul to 

Downpatrick happened every 3-4 years, not every year; however, since 

the revitalisation of the pilgrimage in 1997, the walk is an annual event.

In an interview Rev Henry Hull, the Dean of Down Cathedral, 

described the format of the pilgrimage from the Holy Communion service at 

Saul, to the walk, and culminating in the inter-denominational service at 

Down Cathedral. He said that all those events were open to other 

denominations. He also explained that the Roman Catholic Church held 

mass in St Patrick's Church in Downpatrick simultaneously with the service 

at Saul.

And the service then in the cathedral’ he said, ‘is again an 
ecumenical celebration, so all the churches are invited, 
representatives of the whole community are invited and it is a 
religious celebration, but we're celebrating Patrick and we often 
find themes from Patrick's life or ministry that we ya know, build 
around. Em this year, this coming one, we're practically looking at 
‘A Shared Past and a Shared Future. ...[W]hen we look back 
everyone sees a common identity in Patrick bringing the Christian 
message to Ireland, and then the question is how can we as 
Christian church play a part in a shared future? So we have em eh 
a service, an ecumenical service here, after that we go out to St 
Patrick’s grave where we say prayers and lay a wreath, and then we
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have a lunch in a marquee with Irish music and Irish stew. Em 
now, that's officially the end of our day, but usually some of the 
local clergy have gone em to the St Patrick's Day parade and joined 
the councillors and walked in the parade*' (Hull 2011).

We hear in Hull’s narrative of the pilgrimage, the important of the history of 

the pilgrimage, his involvement in it and the ecumenical dimension it now 

manifests. He also stresses that the events are open to people from the 

whole community.

Having discussed the history of pilgrimage and tradition of the 

pilgrimage in Downpatrick, attention now turns to the ethnographic 

narratives of those who take part in pilgrimage.

Walking with the people: Narratives of the pilgrimage today

This section takes into account the narratives of people who participate in 

the pilgrimage today. The following themes emerge from the interviews: the 

idea of invented tradition, the connection to landscape and place, and 

finally, the importance of religious memorialisation of the feast day. These 

narratives are based on nineteen interviews with thirty participant pilgrims 

from 2011-2013. There is a perception that this is ancient pilgrimage, 

however, it is also a twenty first century religious event. The following 

interviews offer an account of worship today. The representative interviews 

offer different perspectives. Before delving into the narratives this first 

segment gives a descriptive account of the pilgrimage.

81 Dean Henry Hull is Dean of Down Cathedral since 2006. He is the Secretary of 
Downpatrick Churches Together. Like, Bishop Miller, he is very proud of his Irish cultural 
roots and his church’s link with the Early Irish Church.
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The current pilgrimage varies somewhat from earlier celebrations. The 

venue for assembly is the little church which seats about one hundred 

people. It stands on the site of St Patrick's first church in Ireland 

overlooking Strangford Lough, the presumed location of the Saint's arrival 

in Ireland as bishop. Pilgrims arrive via cars or shuttles bus from outside the 

Down County Museum on English Street. Cars dot the narrow road around 

Saul church making the path even narrower. Harold Miller, bishop of 

Dromore, and Dean Henry Hull of Down Cathedral welcome the pilgrims.

The first service of the day begins at 9:30a.m. In the 1960s between 

Saul Memorial Church and Down Cathedral as many as nine services were 

conducted to accommodate the large crowds, with the principal service 

taking place in the evening at Down Cathedral. Today, there are just two: 

the Holy Communion Service at Saul in the morning and the inter

denominational celebration at the cathedral at noon. The pilgrim walk or 

procession to the cathedral takes place after the morning service. This 

evidences the reduction in numbers attending the events and the increasing 

decline of religious practice.

The Holy Communion ritual consists in several prayers followed by 

a hymn and the distribution of shamrock to participants. Then a sermon is 

delivered by an invited speaker and that is followed by the communion 

service in which all are invited to participate. The speaker at Saul in 2011 

was Dominic Breen, a teacher at Assumption Grammar school in 

Ballynahinch, Co. Down, and a member of the inter-church community of 

prayer that meets at Saul. The latter opened his reflection by recalling how 

God called Patrick in a vision or dream to return to Ireland.
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Following the morning ecumenical communion service at Saul, pilgrims 

from diverse backgrounds and localities huddle outside the small stone 

church before forming a procession.82 The flag of St Patrick flutters over 

them from the flagpole outside the church. Currently the procession is led 

by the Bishop of Down and Dromore, Bishop Miller, along with various 

other religious leaders from the main Christian Churches in Downpatrick. It 

often happens that the Roman Catholic priest in Downpatrick. Cannon 

Rogan, is unable to join in the pilgrimage walk due to mass in Irish 

beginning at the same time. He does however, join in the service at Down

83Cathedral later in the day.

Mounted police accompanies the procession the entire way. The group 

pauses at various intervals for prayer, scriptural readings and references to 

the Saint along the route. The master of ceremonies for the pilgrim walk is 

Rev Chris Bennett, a young and energetic minister. The first stop along the 

route is just up the hill from Saul Church on Saul Road; pilgrims are asked 

to look back at the little stone church, the site ‘where the word of God first 

made an impact on this country' (St Patrick's Day Pilgrimage Downpatrick, 

201 1). The pilgrim is encouraged by the leader to soak in the landscape and 

imagine Patrick living and working in that locality.

Taylor's description of the narrative of the landscape being a "physical 

archive' could fittingly apply to the people from the Downpatrick area and 

those who take part in the pilgrimage.

82 Most pilgrims come from Belfast, Bangor, New York State, Downpatrick and the 
surrounding region.
83 Mass at the Roman Catholic Church in Downpatrick takes place at 10a.m. making it 
difficult for Roman Catholics to attend the celebration as St Patrick’s Day is a holy day of 
obligation in Ireland. For that reason, Roman Catholics who do attend, tend to be from 
elsewhere, or attended mass earlier that day or the evening before.
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My neighbours.... lived in the midst of their history - a physical 
“archive” surrounded them.... that past was in fact living in the ruins 
and in the natural features of the landscape - for narratives and 
memories were “attached" to what seemed like every bump and 
hillock, every piece of wall or one-time field (Taylor 1995: 27).

The importance of St Patrick linked to the landscape of Struell Wells, Inch 

Abbey, Saul, the Mound at Down, Slieve Patrick, St Tassagh's Church, 

Raholp, Strangford Lough - these places embody the very memory of St 

Patrick and his ecclesial link to that locality. So too, the pilgrimage on St 

Patrick’s Day from Saul to Downpatrick; pilgrims as they walk are 

encouraged to drink-in the landscape and imagine St Patrick walking along 

with them, as they journey. It gives the pilgrim a sense of direct contact 

with not only the past but with specific personages from the past. This 

echoes Turner’s (1967) understanding that we live in ‘a forest of symbols’. 

A couple in their forties from Newry, Co Down who occasionally 

participate in the pilgrimage, reflected, Mt’s a ritual and a pilgrimage, 

because we are very conscious that eh this was Patrick's first church in 

Ireland’ [Extract Pilgrimage, 2012],

The faint sound of footsteps continued to be heard as pilgrims walk in 

unison on their way along the two-mile stretch from Saul to Downpatrick, 

fhe journey is not arduous thanks to the gentle undulation of the landscape. 

In olden days pilgrims dressed in their Sunday best rather than in more 

comfortable clothing and sensible footwear. Most people walk without a 

pilgrim's staff, symbol of the mediaeval pilgrim. Bishop Miller often leads 

the procession with a gold processional cross, handing it on periodically to
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fellow pilgrims willing to take the lead. Along the route, strangers greet one 

another with a friendly smile or occasional pleasantry.

It was my experience that about half of those walking were on their 

first pilgrimage. I worked my way through the crowd, interviewing people 

along the way. The participants numbers about one hundred, young and old 

but mostly middle aged and older. In 2012 there were about twenty young 

people from the Church of Ireland who were about to make their 

confirmation. They had come along to participate in that year’s procession. 

The Diocese of Albany, New York, has a link with the Diocese of Down 

and Dromore since 2000. Around a dozen Anglicans from that diocese 

come to Northern Ireland annually to participate in St Patrick’s Day 

celebrations in Saul and Downpatrick. They see it as it is an opportunity not 

only to see Ireland but to celebrate St Patrick’s Day with a different 

emphasis, a religious one, not one they are used to celebrating back home, 

in America. It was their minister’s fourth visit to Downpatrick for St 

Patrick’s Day. His group partakes in all of the major celebrations from the 

pilgrimage to the parade. When asked, 'What does St Patrick's Day mean 

to you? Why do you come on this pilgrimage? He replied,

I come because it refreshes me every year to do this. And it’s 
especially refreshing to come over here and to be where St Patrick 
was....the actual spots where St Patrick is associated with, from 
Saul where he first landed to the cathedral where he’s buried. 
(Extract 6: Pilgrimage 2012)

This minister remarks that the sites related to the Saint serve as 

important points of remembrance. In his narrative he characterizes 

pilgrimage as the stepping outside the ordinary, journeying to a place
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associated with a saint and partaking in ritual events (Coleman and Eisner 

1995: 6). These moments provide a space for the pilgrim to step outside the 

ordinary. This is a good illustration of what Turner (1967) calls ‘liminality’, 

as discussed in Chapter 3. These events often leave the pilgrim exhausted 

but refreshed.

In the next three pilgrim narratives we hear the narrators describing 

their reasoning for attending the pilgrimage as religious. These pilgrims 

come, they tell me, ‘to walk in the footsteps of St Patrick’. A middle-aged 

woman and her sister tell me that this is their twelfth pilgrimage. When 1 

asked them why do they come? One sister responded, 'St Patrick is the 

Patron Saint of our country and because we are Christians, maybe we owe 

him a great debt for coming here in the first place’ (pilgrimage on-street 

interview 2011). In this extract, we hear the importance of the religious 

dimension and also the linking of the Saint with the country.

This next excerpt is from a minister, in his early thirties, who 

comments when asked about the meaning of St Patrick’s Day and the 

purpose for his being on the pilgrimage:

I suppose it’s a big deal for the church and the Church of Ireland in 
this part of the world especially with the Patrick connection at the 
cathedral. So, this is something 1 do most years, I enjoy the walk, 
the service and the worship and I just think it’s a fantastic 
celebration. I think St Patrick is a great uniting figure in Ireland, 
maybe; but I’m glad that there’s a religious connection to this part 
of the day at least before everything else, you know (Extract 4: 
Pilgrimage 2012).

His narrative reveals pride in the connection of St Patrick with his locality 

and to the Church of Ireland. He also observes that it is good to begin St
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Patrick’s Day with a focus on the religious dimension before engaging in 

other celebrations, namely, the parade which takes place in the afternoon.

Several pilgrims talked about the idea that Christians can be united 

through Patrick, precisely because he pre-dates the Reformation and indeed 

the Great Schism in the mid eleventh century. A local woman, who was on 

her first pilgrimage and indeed her first public participation in St Patrick’s 

Day in Downpatrick, shared her thoughts about what St Patrick’s Day meant 

to her:

Well, 1 think it’s just a celebration of the fact that St Patrick was 
the first person to bring Christianity to Ireland and to this part of 
the world. And 1 live locally and I feel great, 1 feel it's nice to share 
in the spirit with everyone else on the day....‘it's back to basics 
(Extract 1: Pilgrimage 2012).

For some pilgrims, partaking offers them a sense of comradery and 

connection, or what Turner and Durkheim call ‘collective effervesce'. This 

shared experience can act as a unifier creating.

Several of the pilgrims 1 spoke with came from Bangor, Co. Down 

and are part of an inter-church group. They wished to support the on-going 

ecumenical relations in Downpatrick. Whilst these pilgrims may come from 

different localities, they come for one reason, to commemorate St Patrick, 

the man, in a religious way. When I asked a Bangor man in his late forties 

or early fifties his reasoning for coming on the pilgrimage, he replied.

The main reason I'd be here is because it’s an ecumenical grouping 
and 1 think that's terribly important in Northern Ireland at this time 
maybe. 1 think there is a great need for people to emphasize their 
unity, rather than their disunity (pilgrimage on-street interview 
2012).
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This narrative discloses the importance of ‘unity' between the two 

Christian traditions in Northern Ireland, Roman Catholic and Protestant.

He believes that by focusing on what people have in common - Patrick 

in this instance - then perhaps in time, there would be less disagreement.

Along the pilgrim road, between the breaks for prayer, people talk 

freely. A Church of Ireland youth minister in his late twenties or early 

thirties, from Northern Ireland, had been on this pilgrimage for the past 

several years. As a minister who works with young people in Belfast, he 

liked the combination of religious, civic and cultural blend that is the 

Downpatrick pilgrimage. When asked why it attracted him he said that.

When you come to someplace like Downpatrick and South Down 
which has all that kind of tradition you just get taken into it.... You 
know, for St Patrick faith was a massive thing for him and he 
brought it to Ireland and we have that heritage. There's a quote, it's 
an amazing quote, which says, “we see further because we stand on 
the shoulders of giants.’- So everything we do is built on the people 
who have been before...and that heritage...and I suppose St Patrick 
brings that, as part of faith as part of eh of Christianity.

For him, the pilgrimage offers continuity with the early Christian tradition 

in Ireland. The memory of this past heritage is transmitted in the doing in 

what Connerton (1989) calls ‘the bodily practice-. Connerton (1989: 3) 

acknowledges that ‘our knowledge of the past- is predicated ‘upon images 

of the past’, but he argues that ‘the present social order’ is ‘sustained by 

(more or less ritual) performance’ (Connerton 1989: 3-4). Echoing Bell 

(1992), rituals aid in maintaining a certain control.
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In a similar vein, a number of the pilgrims felt that by participating, 

they were in essence keeping a tradition, as this next narrative reveals. A 

woman in her fifties from Northern Ireland, who was on her first visit 

responded to the question, ‘Why are you here today?’ by saying, "Because I 

want to do my bit for in years gone by this was always done, and St Patrick 

did it.’ For this woman, she was participating in part of an unbroken 

tradition with the past. As previously stated, Connerton's How Societies 

Remember (1989) is echoed here, that is, for Connerton ‘habit memory’ is 

transmitted through bodily or physical activity. For example, reliving a 

historic or relevant event through physically imitating the actor. This 

woman believes that St Patrick walked this road on his own pilgrimage, but 

whilst St Patrick may have lived and worked in that area, there is no 

evidence of him making a pilgrimage from one site to the other. Certainly 

from the historical evidence, both Saul and Downpatrick are linked to 

churches which he started; however, there is reason to believe as this 

woman does, that he made a pilgrimage between the two locations. Her 

understanding of how her participation is linked with a historical past is 

something that has most assuredly been handed down to her.

Between pauses for prayerful reflection and personal interviews I 

scarcely notice the time pass until suddenly Downpatrick is looming. As we 

enter the town the excitement begins to build. Leaving Saul Street the 

procession passes into Saul Road, crosses over to Scotch Street, English 

Street and into the Mall. From the vicinity of Denvir’s Hotel, the spires of 

the Down Cathedral come into view and soon we are at our final 

destination, the Cathedral itself.
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Unlike the parade which will be discussed in Chapters 5 and 6, there 

are no revellers lining the route and traffic is reduced to one lane. The 

Media await the pilgrimage's arrival at the front of the Cathedral and there 

is a great cheer as the procession makes its entrance onto the Cathedral 

precincts. Irish music played by a multiplicity of musicians, set the scene 

and the tone for the interdenominational service. Dignitaries, both civic and 

religious, together with the awaiting crowd give the pilgrims a round of 

applause. Once the group has settled the main interdenominational service 

begins. The Dean of the Cathedral gives a formal welcome to the several 

hundred attending the interdenominational service, the majority of whom 

have not taken part in the pilgrimage procession. Since the inclusion of 

denominations and religions other than Anglican, the communion service 

has been omitted at the cathedral.

The service is launched with a performance by Irish Dancers, and 

followed by a congregational rendering of the ever popular hymn ‘St 

Patrick’s Breastplate’. An opening prayer is offered by the Church of 

Ireland Bishop and then the guest speaker offers a reflection, given in 201 1 

by the invited speaker Norman Hamilton, then Moderator of the 

Presbyterian Church in Ireland. His theme, ‘A Shared Past, A Shared 

Future'84, was using the metaphor of the Good Samaritan. As the service 

concludes, the Dean invites all gathered to attend the free luncheon of Irish 

stew, apple tart and tea, in the adjacent marquee. Before the serving begins,

84 ‘The Shared Future Document - Policy and Strategic Framework for Good Relations’, 
was published by the Office of First Minister and Office of Deputy First Minster of 
Northern Ireland in 2005. It failed to be accepted as policy; however, community relations 
groups such as church bodies have continued to use the language in promoting cross
community or cross-cultural sharing. 
http://www.ofmdfmni.aov.uk/asharedfuturepolicv2005.pdf
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however, wreaths are solemnly laid at St Patrick’s grave. The numbers 

participating in this significant ritual are small because space does not allow 

a large gathering. Although the ritual appears to be staged for the media, it 

is in reality a symbolic gesture uniting religious and civil life, thus recalling 

Carmichael's observation that in the Celtic worldview a sense of unity 

■permeated everything - blending and shading into one another like the 

colours of the rainbow’ (Carmichael 1928: xxxiii).

When discussing the ritual of laying a wreath at the Saint's supposed 

gravesite, Bishop Miller acknowledges the impact that ritual has had on 

those taking part. He can't quite understand what ail the media hype is 

about. Nevertheless, he acknowledges that ‘there seems to be something 

about the moment of laying a wreath on St Patrick’s grave that is strangely 

powerful for people. It’s not a tradition you could easily drop, let's put it 

that way’ (Miller, 2011). What lay behind the wreath laying initiative was a 

complaint made in the mid 1950s by an Irish American from Illinois who 

criticised the Church of Ireland for the poor upkeep of the Saint's grave. She 

began the tradition of sending a wreath yearly, asking it to be laid on St 

Patrick’s Day on behalf of ‘Our Irish Exiles in Springfield’ (The Down 

Recorder, 20 March 1954). The tradition was adopted by civic and religious 

authorities.

The religious leaders then divest themselves of their liturgical 

vestments and join the main assembly at the luncheon. The marquee is 

packed with about three hundred people eating and chatting with the civic 

and religious leaders while young musicians play Irish music in the 

background. Bishop Miller in summing up the day’s celebrations in
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Downpatrick said, ‘it’s not just a spiritual occasion, though at it’s very heart 

it is a spiritual occasion, but it's also a brilliant social occasion for St 

Patrick's Day’ (Miller, 201 I).

The pilgrimage is certainly open to all faith traditions although the 

participants in the pilgrimage walk are almost exclusively Church of 

Ireland. Almost invariably the reason for this has to do with the timing and 

scheduling of other religious services. In the Roman Catholic tradition, St 

Patrick's Day is a Holyday of Obligation, thus requiring Catholics to attend 

and participate in mass, which is at ten o’clock - the same time as the 

service at Saul. However, solemn Catholics make alternative arrangements 

so that they can also be at the Saul Service. Others visit the Saint’s grave at 

a suitable time during the day.

Having prayed at the saint’s grave three young Franciscan friars from 

Derry spoke to me of their reasons for being there on the feast day. One was 

from the Donegal/Derry border, another from Limerick, and the third from 

California. It was their first visit to the site. For them St Patrick epitomised 

Christianity on this island and that the faith he proclaimed still lives on 

today in the hearts and minds of the people even though many young 

Catholics they work with does not practice. For them collectively and 

individually, the day is about celebrating that faith, keeping it alive and 

passing it on to the next generation. They all commented on the great 

missionary zeal of the Irish monks who followed after Patrick bringing the 

faith to the rest of the world. They had not taken part in the pilgrim walk, 

nor the inter-denominational service. They explained that they were on 

pilgrimage from Derry to Dublin for a parish mission and stopped off in
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Downpatrick at the grave to pray for his blessing on their mission. All said 

that they had been to mass prior to coming to the grave and would do so 

annually on St Patrick's Day as part of a celebration. When I asked how 

they celebrated St Patrick's Day in their younger days, one monk from 

Limerick commented,

I remember when I was, I'm only 34, so it’s not that long ago, the 
whole place shut down, everything stopped. Nobody worked, 
everybody went to mass and we particularly liked to go to the mass 
where they had a bit more Irish...but then afterwards there was a 
pilgrimage to St Patrick’s Well and usually a parade somewhere, I 
think in the afternoon (Extract 7: Pilgrimage 2012).

The narrative of this young monk demonstrates a linkage with a time 

when on St Patrick’s Day in Ireland ‘everything stopped’. The focus of the 

day was religious, attending mass and a holy well, but also with room for a 

playful aspect of the parade after the religious rituals were completed. 

Perhaps the mixture of religious and playfulness is more common to Roman 

Catholic pilgrims.

In the act of the pilgrimage ritual in essence all pilgrims - political 

or social larders, ordinary citizens and religious - are the same, no matter 

their societal status. We might say that the pilgrimage offers a kind of group 

camaraderie in what Turner (1966) calls ‘structure’; it is within the rubric, it 

is formulaic and structured. Whereas, the parade provides in what he terms 

‘anti-structure’, that is, this ritual allows for a release from the rigidity of 

structure (see Turner in Ehrenreich 2007: 10-11).

The symbolic importance of Patrick as the one who brought faith to 

this island rings true for both religious traditions. In 2012 as part of an
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ongoing ecumenical approach to St Patrick’s Day, an ecumenical candlelit 

vigil processed between Slieve Patrick, a Roman Catholic pilgrim site and 

Saul Church. Both major denominations participated in the event.

Conclusion

By way of conclusion, it appears that the focus for most celebrants of St 

Patrick’s Day is not in the religious memorialisation of the Saint, but rather 

the enjoyment of the carnivalesque and commodified festival, with little 

direct connection to historical St Patrick. Underlining this conclusion is the 

rather striking fact that Downpatrick is perhaps the most important Patrician 

site in Ireland and yet, the religious focal point of the day, the pilgrimage, 

only draws about one hundred people. I have analysed this pilgrimage 

because it offers an alternative and comparable ritual to the parade which 

typifies St Patrick's Day as a secular celebration.

For this purpose the chapter provided a broad description of how the 

pilgrimage aspect has been celebrated among Christians, across the island or 

Ireland over the centuries, and then moved on to focus on the pilgrimage on 

St Patrick's Day in Downpatrick to provide narratives from modern 

pilgrims.

The next chapter gives an overview of the parade in Downpatrick, 

providing a history of the event, and how that ritual functions, by presenting 

it in its current context.
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Chapter 5

Parading St Patrick in Downpatrick

'St Patrick’s Day is about being Irish and celebrating being Irish, 

and having a few drinks' (parade on-street interview 2012).

We have already concluded that St Patrick's Day is a religious feast, but 

how does it relate to the civic celebration? The historical background of St 

Patrick's Day and the transmutation of the religious feast into a national 

civic holiday were discussed in Chapter I. In the civic realm parading on St 

Patrick's Day developed as an Irish Protestant and Irish-American day but 

the day has been accorded such prominence, especially across the English- 

speaking world that it appears to have lost all religious definition because of 

the complexity of its evolution over recent centuries.

On March 17lil 2013, an estimated crowd of twenty thousand people 

assembled in Downpatrick for the annual St Patrick’s Day parade. The day 

itself is founded on the memory of the Saint’s death, but what accounts for 

such a large gathering in this country town is the ritual of parade, because 

rituals provide a medium for expressing group identity, and a parade is the 

ultimate ritual event in that it is a public spectacle communicating a specific 

message. The floats entering in the parade range from Chinese dragons to 

vintage cars. To make sense the motley array one has to look through the 

lens of this ritual and see how the three themes around which this thesis 

revolves - religion, national identity and commodification - can all be seen 

to operate in tension.
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The present chapter begins with a concise history of parading in 

Ireland and specifically in Northern Ireland. It is followed by an historical 

synopsis of the St Patrick's Day parade in Downpatrick, from its inception 

as a civic week event in the 1960s, to its present status as a ‘model cross- 

community' parade in the early twenty-first century. Against such an 

historical background the chapter offers narratives from revellers who 

attended the parade in 201 1, 2012 and 2013. Finally, the chapter concludes 

by looking at the Saint Patrick's Centre in Downpatrick, assessing what role 

it plays in the construction and reconstruction o St Patrick as a commodified 

product in the post conflict period.

A Brief history of the Parading Tradition in Northern Ireland

As outlined in Chapter 1, the history of processing on St Patrick’s Day goes 

back to pre-Christian ritual events. Ehrenreich (2007) traces the origins of 

outdoor street celebrations to the Church festivals of the Middle-Ages. She 

argues that the movement from churches to the streets is a phenomenon 

linked to the suppression of dancing in Christian churches in the eleventh 

and twelfth centuries. She asserts, that festivities included dancing and 

drinking were frowned upon by church authorities, but were tolerated as 

long as they took place outside the church building. The church, according 

to Ehrenreich could not suppress ‘festive behaviour outright', so they 

tolerated it temporarily. These festivals, now outside the church buildings 

became secularised (Ehrenreich 2007: 94-95). These celebrations 'became 

the festivities that filled up the late medieval and early modern Church
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calendar’ and can be still seen in carnival celebrations today in the remnants 

of certain feast days (Ehrenreich 2007: 78).

Correspondingly, Watanabe-O'Kelly (2002) focuses on court and 

civic festivals in the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries, and makes a 

distinction between two kinds of festival: ceremony and spectacle. She 

contends that ‘ceremony" refers to the displaying of power structures, such 

as the state, but also these ceremonies have the capacity to ‘bring power 

structures into being" (2002: 15). Watanabe-O'Kelly gives the example of a 

monarch being crowned. It is at the moment of the coronation that the 

monarch is legally and ritually inaugurated. Equally, a bride and groom at a 

wedding are considered legally married when the pledging of their love is 

witnessed in front their guests (2002: 15). It is the very fact that the event is 

public, therefore publically ‘witnessed’, that makes these events effective. 

On the other hand 'spectacle" is a dramatic performance or theatrical event. 

She maintains that ‘[w]hile ceremonies create power structures, spectacles 

act them out and present them symbolically, often showing how they can 

better operate (Watanabe-O’Kelly 2002: 16). She stresses that audience 

participation is crucial, although they may have different purposes in a 

ceremony or spectacle. As we shall discover, in the development of the St 

Patrick's Day parading tradition, both of these elements are operative.

Fraser (2000) provides a comprehensive account of The Irish 

Parading Tradition, noting that the parading in Europe finds its beginnings 

in the religious processions and trade guilds of the Middle-Ages.

These rituals were used to display the power, wealth and prestige of
the institutions concerned. They were also expressions of solidarity.
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ways in which participants could feel a sense of identity and common 
purpose (2000: 2).

He argues that as the nation-states of Europe developed, parading became 

an integral part of displaying the nation (Fraser 2000: 2). Obvious examples 

of this exhibition include Bastille Day parade in France; Independence Day 

in the United States; and St Patrick’s Day in Ireland. Whilst he recognizes 

that nation-states utilize parades to display power, they can also be used as a 

means of protest and 'expressions of cultural identity' (2000: 3). Parading in 

Northern Ireland comes out of this European context and has been used in 

these varied capacities by both communities as a means of displaying state 

power, as a form of protest, and as a means of expressing identity.

In his account of Material Conflict: Parading and Visual Displays in 

Northern Ireland, Jarman (1997) presents an overview of the parading 

customs of the Catholic and Protestant communities resident there. Parades 

are vehicles of expression for all kinds of things. Referring back to Cohen’s 

(1983) description of the ambiguity of symbols, and indeed Turner’s treatise 

that symbols are multivalent and gain importance by situating them within a 

ritual such as a parade, Jarman asserts:

Parading remains 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 (Jarman 1997:79)

As Jarman stresses, parading is an important way of asserting political 

control in Northern Ireland; conversely, parades offer a vehicle in which 

people can express their contempt for authorities. In the first chapter of this
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thesis 1 outlined a brief history of parading on St Patrick’s Day, from its 

genesis in the United States to the practice in Ireland. Meanwhile, the 

Orange Tradition set down its own markers for marches and the symbols 

that went with them. These Orange expressions I shall presently set in 

context.

The Politics of Parading in Ireland

To understand the importance of St Patrick's Day parades as a mode of 

expressing power, identity and protest requires some knowledge of the 

relationship between the islands of Great Britain and Ireland. In the pre- 

Christian and during the first Christian millennium both islands pursued 

their own internal affairs. In the twelfth century with the approval of King 

Henry II of England the Normans invaded Ireland. Their fortunes ebbed and 

flowed during the next two centuries but their attempt to conquer the 

country failed leaving them with an enclave along the east coast known as 

the Pale. In the sixteenth century Tudor monarchs, especially Queen 

Elizabeth I set about gaining tighter control of the Island (Jarman 1997: 31). 

By 1583 the powerful Palatinate of Desmond in Munster was brought to 

heel. At the other end of the country the Gaelic Lords of Ulster put up 

resistance but were defeated at Kinsale in 160185. The chief Lords of Ulster 

went to the Continent seeking help but none was forthcoming. Their lands 

were sequestered to the Crown and their departure in 1607 is frequently 

referred to as The Flight of the Earls. Elizabeth’s successor, James I of

83 Hayes-McCoy (1979) states that the Cross of St Patrick was first introduced during this 
period. The flag
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England (VI of Scotland) followed up with the Plantation of Ulster at the 

beginning of the seventeenth century. The planters who displaced the native 

Roman Catholic population were of Scottish and English origin - the former 

Presbyterian in religion and the latter predominantly Anglican (Jannan 

1997: 31-33; Bryan 2000: 30).

The 1640s was a particularly troubled time on both Islands. The 

1641 Rising in Ulster failed to dislodge the planters, the War of the Roses 

played itself out in England with the execution of the king and Oliver 

Cromwell the Puritan leader crossed the Irish Sea to Ireland. His brutal 

campaign solidified the conquest of Ireland and ultimately led to the 

establishment of Penal Laws on the local population. King James 11 having 

converted to Roman Catholicism took the throne in 1685 and reinstated the 

English monarchy to Catholic hands. He ‘began to restore Roman Catholics 

to public positions' (Jarman 1997: 32). Frightened and angered by this 

move, King William of Orange (William III), son-in-law to James II, was 

summoned to mount an opposition. This led to the eventual defeat of James 

II at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690 (Hill 2008: 171). This event was seen 

as a watershed moment in Irish history when the protestant King William of 

Orange defeated his father-in-law, the Roman Catholic King James II.

Because of the nature of political alliances the victory of William III 

at the Boyne was a victory for the pope who greeted the news of King 

William’s glorious victory. In Ireland, however, the battle was a sore defeat 

for the Irish Catholic faithful. At the Treaty of Limerick (1691) King 

William pledged protection to Protestant landlords and guaranteed religious 

liberty to Roman Catholics. The guarantee was short-lived. In 1697 the
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Protestant parliament in Dublin imposed a strict penal code (Penal Laws) on 

those who were not of the established (Anglican) faith. The members of that 

creed annually marked the anniversary of the Boyne by parading. The Loyal 

Orange Order, a fraternal organisation established in 1795 added the fourth 

day of November - King William's birthday - as another occasion for 

parade, a factor that added to the unease among the Catholic community 

(Hill 1984: Bryan 2000: 36).

The Catholic community was not alone in experiencing an increase 

of tension. Dissenters86 too were restive because they too suffered as a 

result of the penal laws. The sectarian nature of these laws gave the 

advantage in political and commercial matters to the Anglican community 

in Ireland. As the labour market in Ulster began to increase in size with the 

growth in the linen trade, Catholics began joining the workforce. Their 

presence in the labour market gave rise to tensions with working class 

Protestants. It was with the establishment of the Ribbonmen - who 

followed the in the footsteps of the Defenders87 - in the nineteenth century, 

an Irish Catholic organisation set up to fight for the rights of tenant farmers. 

It is Jarman's view (1997: 50) that due to becoming embroiled in conflicts 

with Organgeism, the custom of parading also grew more popular amongst 

Catholics. He maintains that the Ribbonmen used parades as a mechanism 

of political force. Like the Orange Order, the Ribbonmen utilised the visual 

displays such as banners and flags within the parades, to display their 

message. Jarman (1997: 49) argues that it was the institutionalisation of

86 Dissenters were those of the Protestant faith who were not from the Anglican tradition.
87 The Defenders were a secret Roman Catholic organisation set up in Armagh in 1784 to 
defend Catholic linen workers from sectarian attacks by Protestant Peep O’Day Boys 
(Bryan 2000: 33-34).
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‘triumphal arches’ placed between two fixed structures, [which] marks the 

beginnings of the visible sectarianisation of space.

Influenced by the American and French Revolutions, the United 

Irishmen tried to form a representative body across all religious and 

sectarian divides by encouraging egalitarian reform and Catholic 

Emancipation. They launched a rebellion against English rule in 1798; and 

were defeated in that same year. In 1801 the Act of Union was passed in the 

Dublin and London parliaments, thereby establishing the United Kingdoms 

of Great Britain and Ireland, also known as the United Kingdom. Reaction 

to these events resulted in an increase in membership of the Orange Order 

(Bryan 2000: 35). The Irish Catholic political leader Daniel 0'ConnellSN 

sought to repeal both the penal laws and the Act of Union. Catholic 

emancipation was finally delivered in 1829, but his campaign for repeal of 

the Act of Union isolated sympathetic Presbyterians. Consequently the gap 

between the religious denominations began to widen and faction fighting 

increased between Protestants and Catholics during this period.

The famine had a devastating affect on the poor populations. 

Catholics suffering the worst. With the easing of the penal laws and the 

winning of the Catholic Emancipation, positions within the normal political 

and commercial life of the country were open to Catholics. One way of 

asserting their politics was through street parades. Bryan (2000: 56) argues 

that the Ancient Order of Hibernians (AOH), whose lineage comes from the 

Ribbonmen tradition, ‘appears very much as a Catholic version of the

88 Daniel O’Connell was an Irish Catholic lawyer in the nineteenth century. He is known as 
the ‘liberator or emancipator’ for winning emancipation for Catholics in Ireland. For more 
information see http://multitext.ucc.ie/d/Daniel_OConnell
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Orange Order, organising parades, wearing green sashes and carrying 

banners/ Their presence in the public arena did not go unnoticed. As Irish 

nationalism began to grow over the years it became entangled with the 

predominantly Roman Catholic tradition just as the Orange and Unionist 

traditions had already coalesced. The AOH utilised St Patrick’s Day 

parades and the fifteenth of August to express their opposition to the 

treatment of Catholics (Jarman 1997: 56; Jarman and Bryan 2000: 96).

The Party Processions Act of 1832 placed a ban on parading for 

roughly forty years (repealed in 1872) due to the widespread occurrence of 

violence at certain parades.84 Jarman and Bryan (1998: 6) argue ‘[ajlthough 

small parade continued to be organised, the anniversary celebrations were 

largely reduced to the display of party colours and social gatherings in clubs 

and halls’. Once the ban was lifted, there were massive demonstrations of 

various kinds in the public square. The nature of public space was changing. 

Participants in these demonstrations utilised music through bands, they also 

carried banners and placards displaying their given slogans, be it the AOH, 

Masonic Lodges, Orangemen, Home Rulers, the Temperance Movement. 

Jarman and Bryan (1998: 7) maintain that ‘nationalist parading flourished’ - 

with the primary drive for Home Rule - in the period between the repeal in 

1872 right up until the beginning of the First World War in 1914.

In the 1870s, the Irish Parliamentary Party under the leadership of 

Charles Stewart Parnell, formed an alliance with Michael Davitt’s Land 

League and campaigned for Home Rule in Ireland. It proved to be a

89 Organeman, William Johnston of Ballykilbeg, Co Down, is credited with establishing a 
mass movement of support against The Party Processions Act of 1832, and ultimately led to 
its repeal, Jarman and Bryan (1998: 9).
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divisive issue between unionists and nationalists. However, the third Home

Rule Bill introduced into the British parliament was passed in 1912 but its 

implantation was postponed due to Orange/Unionist opposition and the 

outbreak of World War I. Ulster Unionists under the leadership of James 

Craig and Edward Carson strongly opposed Home Rule as they felt that it 

would leave Unionists (Protestants) in the north vulnerable.911

James Craig drew up the Ulster Covenant, a document with close to 

half a million signatories all pledging allegiance to the Union with Great 

Britain and resistance to Home Rule at whatever cost. That was in 

September 1912. Four months later, in January 1913 a Unionist militia 

called the Ulster Volunteer Force was established for the purpose of 

defending the province of Ulster against Home Rule. As a reaction, in 

November 1913 Irish nationalists formed the Irish Volunteers, under the 

leadership of Eoin Mac Neill. In response to the unstable political situation, 

both Unionists and Nationalists began importing arms - first the Unionist 

"Larne gun running" and then the Nationalist "Howth landing". However, by 

1914 World War 1 had broken out and troops were needed at the front.

Both sides committed men to the cause in the hope that their side 

would be rewarded at the end of the war. John Redmond's pledge of troops 

met with resistance from Eoin Mac Neill whose goal was not Home Rule 

but the establishment of an Irish Republic. The disagreement led to a split in 

the Irish Volunteers.91 The 1916 Rising in Dublin took place in April 1916, 

and two months later began the Battle of the Somme in Belgium, for more

90 Carson’s amendment to the Bill was to only include six of the nine counties of Ulster 
from Home Rule as these counties had the largest Protestant majority.
91 For more on this split, see ‘Movements for Political & Social Reform, 1870-1914’, 
http://multitext.ucc.ie/d/Militarism and Separatism.
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on this noteworthy period see Foster (1988); Graham and Shirlow (2002); 

Loughlin (2002); McGarry (2011); Bartlett (2011); McCarthy (2012).

These two events, the Easter Rising which lasted a week and the four 

and a half month Battle of the Somme, are pivotal in unionist and nationalist 

ideology and remembrance. The Irish War of Independence was fought 

between 1919 and 1921. In 1920 the Government of Ireland Act created the 

structures of a partitioned Ireland and the creation of a Northern Ireland 

state. The signing of the Anglo-Irish Treaty between Dail Eiream and the 

British government in 1921 saw the acceptance of a partitioned country and 

the establishment of the Irish Free State. Partitioning underlay the Irish Civil 

War between the Pro and Anti-Treaty factions. The Free State forces won 

the day but left a cataclysmic political rift embodied to this day in the make

up of the two principal parties in Dail Eireann, namely. Fine Gael and 

Fianna Fail.

The Boundary Commission drew up the border between The Irish 

Free State and Northern Ireland. In spite of resistance to the division of the 

island, the two states coexisted alongside one another in a hesitant 

stalemate. In Northern Ireland unease began to grow amongst the Catholic 

population who suffered structural inequities resulting from the new 

political structures. Between the 1920s and the early 1960s, there was 

relative unease within the Catholic population against their rank within 

Northern Ireland. However, due to the restrictions on Catholics 

demonstrating public demonstrations were kept at a manageable level. They 

began to organize themselves and coalesced with the Civil Rights 

Movement in the 1960s to challenge the apparatus of the state. Disgruntled
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unionists and loyalist attacked several of these marches. The awakening of 

Catholic discontent, coupled with sectarian skirmishes eventually led to the 

outbreak of the Troubles in the late 1960s. In the background, paramilitary 

groups formed on both sides of the divide to protect their communities. The 

chaos that ensued brought the British armed forces onto the streets of 

Northern Ireland. The period of conflict between both communities lasted 

until 1998 when the Good Friday Agreement brought a fragile peace. 

Tensions between the two communities and political ideologies remain.

Parading in context

The partitioning of Ireland led to a re-balancing of power in Northern 

Ireland in favour of the Protestant unionist majority. Parading in the new 

political context proved volatile. Jarman and Bryan (2000) maintain that 

‘[pjarades were always an important part of the nationalist calendar, but the 

right of nationalists to demonstrate was contingent on the local balance of 

demography and power' (Jarman and Bryan 2000: 95). Yet, they maintain 

that whilst nationalists organised parades, the practice of parading was much 

stronger within the unionist culture. The ITibernian tradition of parading 

after partition was confined to Catholic areas, whilst the new Northern Irish 

state was more tolerant of Orange parades. This was partly due to the 

collapse in the popularity of the AOIT in Northern Ireland, particularly after 

the rise of Sinn Fein in 1918. According to Jarman and Bryan (2000: 96) the 

Special Powers Act of 1922 allowed ‘the Protestant community to hold 

parades and demonstrations when they wished and at the same time impose
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restraints on political expressions of the nationalist community’. Therefore 

due to the relatively minute nationalist tradition of parading- dwarfed as it 

was by their counterparts - these outings were restricted to local Catholic 

areas.

The Public Order Act of 1951 allowed parades to be 're-routed or 

impose conditions on a parade if there was a possibility of serious disorder’ 

(Jarman and Bryan 2000: 101). The Flags and Emblems (Display) Act 

(Northern Ireland) of 1954 was enacted to limit symbolic content. Section 1 

of the Act stipulated that 'it was an offence to interfere with the display of a 

Union Jack by a person on her or his own property, while Section 2 

authorised police to remove or require the removal of any emblem the 

display of which might lead to a breach of the peace’ (Bryson & McCartney 

1994: 144-156; Morris 2005: 202). It was obvious that section 2 was written 

with the intention of limiting the display of the Irish Tricolour. One of the 

most controversial examples was in 1964 when Dr Ian Paisley’s threatened 

to remove the Irish Tricolour hanging in the window of the republican 

election headquarters on the Falls Road in Belfast, prompted police to 

remove it the following day (Jarman and Bryan 2000: 105; Morris 2005: 

2004). Morris argues that ‘[b]y attempting to stamp out the tricolour, 

however inconsistently, the Northern Ireland government succeeded only in 

making it an important symbol of defiance within the nationalist 

community’ (Morris 2005: 204). The Civil Rights Movement provided 

opportunities to challenge 'the state's control of public space' (Jarman and 

Bryan 2000: 107).
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As outlined in chapter 1, the growth of Irish nationalism at home and 

abroad through the middle and late nineteenth century worried the British 

establishment. Nationalists used public ceremonies and celebrations as a 

means of expressing their rhetoric. There are numerous accounts of violence 

breaking out between Orangemen and Patrician revellers, as the Orange 

Order parades were banned during this period (Bryan 2000; Cronin and 

Adair 2002: 54). Cronin and Adair (2002) explain that between 1860 and 

1914 there was an 'upsurge in the popularity of St Patrick's Day parades in 

Ulster amongst Catholics. Previously, parades were either Protestant 

organised, such as that in Downpatrick or else were localised Catholic 

observances constantly under threat' (Cronin and Adair 2002: 56). They 

note that the increase in St Patrick’s Day parades in Ulster began to concern 

authorities at Dublin Castle. In 1874 the Castle determined that the most 

appropriate response was to monitor them, so they asked the Royal Irish 

Constabulary to observe sixty parades using a series of nine questions with 

the following criteria: What was their social makeup? Was there any kind of 

political content, in speeches or otherwise? What symbols were displayed in 

banners and fags? What kind of music was played? And finally, did any 

violence occur as a result of the parade? Observers, Cronin and Adair note, 

used their own judgement in reaching any decision.92

The majority of parades were peaceful. However, the Castle was 

anxious about the number of Catholics assembling on St Patrick's Day to, in 

their view, 'sing disloyal songs, carry seditious banners and flags, and then 

close the day with political meetings. The assessment of the 1874 report

92 ‘Dublin Castle Records: Circular replies regarding party demonstrations on St Patrick’s 
Day 1874’, CO 904/182, Public Records Office, London.
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concluded that these “green walks” were “organised by Fenians’” (Cronin 

and Adair 2002: 57). Fearing an outright ban would cause public disorder, 

the Castle kept a watchful eye on parades. As Cronin and Adair observe, 

toward the end of the nineteenth century, St Patrick's Day celebrations in 

Britain became more palatable as fraternal organisations began to host 

Patrician events indoors rather than on the streets. The respectability of both 

the events and their organisers shifted the public mood, with the result that 

St Patrick's Day becoming a public holiday in Ireland in 1903.

This historical background sheds light on St Patrick’s Day parades 

today, by showing that these parades came out of a specific context and that 

they still function to express certain messages. In the next part of this 

chapter, I will provide a summary of the origins of St Patrick’s Day parades 

in Downpatrick.

Origins of the Parade in Dow npatrick

Putting St Patrick’s Day parade in Downpatrick under the microscope there 

are a number of forms in which it reflects the overall tradition of celebrating 

the day. As covered in the previous chapter, the morning is given over to 

various religious services, beginning with the Church of Ireland communion 

service at Saul Church. Mass in Irish is celebrated at ten o’clock in St 

Patrick's Roman Catholic Church, and the pilgrim walk from Saul to Holy 

Trinity, the Church of Ireland Cathedral in Downpatrick. The festivities 

culminate in a cross-community carnival parade down the main street of the 

town.
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Due to the religious overtones of the day and the connection of the 

Saint to the town, St Patrick's Day celebrations are comprised of the Church 

of Ireland's annual pilgrimage. It was the church that initiated the recent 

public memorialisation of the day. However, with the examples of The 

Irishman claiming that twenty thousand people processed in Downpatrick 

on St Patrick’s Day in 1822 and the mention of the parade in 1874 being 

orchestrated by Protestants (Dublin Castle Records; Cronin and Adair 2002: 

56), it is obvious that there was an ongoing tradition of Patrician 

celebrations in the town, prior to the pilgrimage. More recent examples of 

the parade will now be discussed.

The parade has undergone three phases in its current evolution: Civic 

Week from 1968-1975, St Patrick's Festival 1976-1992, and the Carnival 

Parade 1993-the present. The first phase of the parade’s development finds 

its origins in Civic Week celebrations from 1968-1975. Civic Week 

celebrations which began in 1968. the momentum for this was to promote 

tourism in the local area. As the Down Recorder reported,

Civic Week was established to further the interests...of 
Downpatrick....to foster community relations and to blend the 
community. This is not to impose conformity from without or 
above, but to give expression to the spirit of healthy co-operation in 
the community which has happily always been commonplace 
locally. The real value of an exercise like Civic Week is that it 
enables people of all shades of opinion to participated in a common 
endeavour without in any way compromising their own sincerely 
held political or religious views. This is because the programme is 
concerned with civic and cultural matters which takes place on the 
common ground of involvement in activities of the local 
community and affection for the town. It would be a pity if any 
political overtones or undertones were allowed to overshadow this 
principle (The Down Recorder, 22 March 1968).
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As this quote demonstrates, the emphasis in Civic Week was to unite 

the communities, highlighting a cross-community approach, and that focus 

carried over to St Patrick's Day events. By a curious coincidence the timing 

of this emphasis on community was just prior to the outbreak of the 

Troubles in 1969. The religious memorialisation of St Patrick's Day was 

still strong. The subsequent excerpt from The Down Recorder expresses the 

public satisfaction that the religious tradition was still intact in the town and 

that it had not been overtaken by another focus: ‘While band parades and 

gaiety featured prominently in the celebration of St Patrick’s Day by Irish 

people in many parts of the world, here in Downpatrick the festival was 

largely a religious one’ (The Down Recorder, 21 March 1969). It was in this 

period that the flag of the Cross of St Patrick was chosen by Maurice Hayes 

and the council to represent Downpatrick. Hayes used the flag in 

celebrations of Civic Week because he believed the flag, rather than the 

Union Jack, best represented both communities (Hayes 2012). With the 

success of the Civic Week celebrations, local councillors felt that by 

enhancing the link between St Patrick and the locality would have the added 

benefit of encouraging tourist to visit Downpatrick and its environs.

The second phase of the parade moved from Civic Week celebrations 

to a Cultural Festival, which ran from 1976-1990. The first mention of a St 

Patrick's Day parade in Downpatrick - since the introduction of the 

pilgrimage - is noted as being in 1976. It was organised by the 

Downpatrick and District Community Committee, now the Down District 

Council. The Committee inherited and retained the tradition of using the 

flag of St Patrick from the Civic Week. With an observant eye on the
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success of the pilgrimage, the council also felt that it would be politic to 

reach out to the Church of Ireland and offer a combination of events. 

Therefore for some years before embarking on this venture the Council 

hosted a lunch for religious dignitaries at Denvir’s Hotel on St Patrick’s 

Day. The Down Recorder emphasised that religious services continued to 

draw people, but an article on 25 March 1976, described the financial 

difficulty the Down Cathedral was under due to the lack of tourists coming 

because of the Troubles, and pined for bygone days when tourists flooded 

the town. That same year, 1976, also saw the timing of the pilgrimage 

transferred to the morning from the traditional afternoon slot in order to 

accommodate the parade in the afternoon. Pilgrim numbers certainly had 

declined but there was an increase in the numbers attending the parade. The 

early parade attendance was estimated at about two to three thousand but by 

1991 The Down Recorder was boasting a crowd of upwards of ten thousand 

(The Down Recorder, 20 March, 1991); and by 1998. it had risen to about 

fifteen thousand (The Down Recorder 1 1 March 1998).

A heading in the Down Recorder article on 11 March 1976 read, ‘A 

Far Cry From Peaceful Local Scene’, the accompanying article described 

the attempt to transform St Patrick's Day celebrations from ‘an authentic" - 

presumably a religious celebration - to a cultural festival. Such a notion had 

already been suggested as early as 1965 (The Down Recorder, 19 March, 

1965). Up to that point there had not been a parade for decades and 

celebrations on the feast day were inclined to focus solely on the religious 

aspect of Patrick. The attempt to focus on a cultural festival parade was met 

with caution as this excerpt shows:
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High kicking drum majorettes will step out in another New York 
St Patrick's Day parade next week. The 12 Yiddish Sons of Erin 
will be there along with the Songs of the Ancient Kingdom of 
Kerry and the Friends of the Sons of the Shillelagh. All will be 
vying for the applause of the crowds eating green marshmallows 
and leafing through their Irish newspapers. A far cry from the 
more peaceful St Patrick’s Day scene in Downpatrick - although 
things could be changing. For years St Patrick’s Day in the town 
that boasts his burial place has been the time for religious 
celebration. We have the annual pilgrimage to Saul while the 
Dean of Down lays the wreath on the Saint’s grave. Now one 
group have taken the commemorative celebrations a step further 
and for the first time a small festival will be held (The Down 
Recorder 1 I March 1976).

It appears that by the time the author of this piece was writing, the 

memory of a heritage of St Patrick’s Day parades in the nineteenth 

century had been forgotten and the focus was solely religious.

Upon his election as chairman of Downpatrick District 

Community Council. Sean Kelly wished to promote tourism in the area 

and determined that St Patrick's Day offered the best potential. Thus, a 

cultural festival was organised. The Down Recorder newspaper 

reported.

within the space of ten days, although most events will take 
place on March 17, the public can enjoy an art exhibition, an 
historical lecture and tour, two concerts...and some drama. Not 
much you might say compared to New York where they eat 
green potatoes washed down with green beer and even seven 
foot farmers from Arkansas call themselves Paddy for the day. 
But how does Sean Kelly see it? ...."We hope people realise that 
it should happen in a bigger way. If we can give the impression 
that something is happening, then we are succeeding,” he says.... 
The aim is to test reaction for a bigger event and lay the base for 
future celebrations. Through time Sean would like to see some 
sort of cultural festival evolving. "Not too high brow, something 
for everyone. If any other area in Ireland had this sort of heritage 
to boast about they would put it to good use,” he argues. Down 
Council’s Tourist and Recreation Officer, Mr. Bryan Coburn,
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shares the idea of a cultural festival. He can envisage music and 
drama tests.... An off-season festival could put Downpatrick 
back on the map {The Down Recorder, 1 1 March 1976).

In this quote we hear the chairman of the Council stress that this cultural 

festival should offer something for everyone, focusing on the heritage of the 

town. The Downpatrick and District Community Committee organised the 

parade festival the first two years before handing over the planning in 1978, 

to the Down Council’s arts committee and local societies. This arrangement 

continued until 1990 {The Down Recorder, 9 March, 1978; 9 March, 1979; 

21 March 1990). The idea was to promote the local area through culture and 

the historical links of the town to the Saint. The festival split from St 

Patrick's week in 1977 and took place in the month of May.

Civic Week in 1968 was the embryo from which the St Patrick’s 

Festival in the town developed in May 1979 and lasted until 1983. This was 

a cultural, musical and historical ‘carnival’93 (The Down Recorder, 22 

March, 1979). Shifting the Patrician celebrations to the month of May was 

met with some confusion as the following report evidences.

The annual parade on St. Patrick’s Day was an uplifting sight but 
it's a pity that more holiday events are not arranged to coincide 
with the Patron Saint’s Day. After ail, Downpatrick and Lecale 
is at the very heart of St Patrick’s country, and as such, March 17 
should be one of the high points of the year here. St. Patrick's 
Day should be more of a family occasion, with plenty of events 
to interest all ages. Would it not be an idea, for example, to 
stage the St. Patrick's pageant depicting his landing in the area 
on the Saint's Day, rather than two months later during the 
festival week? Or even better still, why not stage the whole of

93 It is rather noteworthy that the term ‘carnival’ is being used to refer to the parade at this 
early point, a term that is widely used to describe several festivals across Northern Ireland 
on St Patrick’s Day now.
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the festival over the St Patrick’s holiday period? (The Down 
Recorder 24 March 1983).

A letter by Noel McCann, then chairman of the St Patrick's Festival, to the 

Editor on March 31, 1983 asked ‘Why St Pat’s Festival is not held in St. 

Patrick's Week.’ McCann was responding to an editorial in the newspaper 

the previous week which questioned the positioning of the festival in May 

rather than March. The editorial stressed three points: there is more daylight 

in May; the weather is usually warmer; and the Downpatrick Races are on, 

so there are tourists already in the town. By 1983 the May festival had been 

reintegrated into St Patrick’s Week in which the parade was the central 

focus. Because this festival was about promoting local identity and culture, 

it often featured displays of nationalism such as the Irish Tricolour. Those 

displays carried over into subsequent parades and due to the growing 

tensions arising from the political turmoil happening at that time, it was not 

uncommon for minor disturbances to occur.

The two major events, the Civic Week established in the late 1960s 

and the St Patrick's Festival in the late 1970s and 1980s were crucial to 

evolution of the cultural and cross-community focus that shaped St Patrick's 

Day celebrations in the 1990s. This third phase from 1990 to the present 

emphasised a cross-community approach. With the success of Civic Week 

celebrations, a festival highlighting St Patrick and his connection to the 

locality was introduced. It went from taking place in or around the Saint’s 

day, to separating out on its own to May, and finally reincorporated back in 

St Patrick's week. These events were all stepping stones for what is now 

viewed as the 'model' parade. Like the human process of maturing it had
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over three decades gone through painful phases of confusion, separation, 

and subsequent reintegration with St Patrick’s Week and eventually 

emerging as the ‘model' parade. The Council decided that the best option to 

limit tensions was to use the symbol of the Cross of St Patrick and the flag 

of the Council (greater discussion will be given to the symbolic display in 

Chapter 6). Meanwhile we note in a 2004 issue of The Irish News that.

The now-famous event is the biggest cross-community parade in 
Ireland, its organisers claim, and that aspect was very much in 
evidence yesterday. There was a carnival-like atmosphere as the 
procession got underway just after 2:30pm, with the first of 
around 40 floats and more than 20 bands starting their long walk 
from the assembly point on the Ardglass Road to the Market 
Street car park. Bands from the Orange and Hibernian traditions, 
and from no tradition at all, marched side by side in the parade, 
with its theme of starting journeys. As in previous years Down 
Council handed out free flags bearing the cross of St Patrick and 
the district colours to ensure the parade - the climax of a five-day 
festival - represented all traditions (‘Sun shines in saint's home 
town', (Irish News, 18 March 2004).

The term ‘ideal model’ was applied to the Downpatrick parade by a 

2006 Monitoring Report, because of its success in involving both traditions 

and the relative lack of nationalist emblems, unlike its counterpart in 

Belfast. The Report stated, ‘[tjypically, articles from a unionist perspective 

reject the event as exclusive, draw parallels with Downpatrick as the ideal 

model of a neutral and Tricolour free event, or highlight other events which 

subvert the nationalist interpretation of St Patrick (e.g. Orange Order 17th 

March celebrations)' (Bryan, Monitoring Report, 2006: 33).

Informants tell me that the success of the parade becoming an ‘ideal 

model’ for cross-community participation can be linked to the vision of the
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parade organiser, Damien Brannigan.'4 lie began his involvement in parade 

and overall festival organisation in 1993, in an interview in November 2010 

he commented.

Around about 17, 18 years ago I was asked to organize the 
parade on behalf of the Council, because the group that looked 
after it disbanded. And em, because 1 was appointed as a 
Community Relations Officer in 1990, my role and my view was 
that em that’s the approach that should be adopted to the parade; 
organised on a cross-community basis. So the parade is a cross
community event (Brannigan 2010).

They praised Brannigan’s work in transforming and maintaining the parade 

as a cross-community one. They admired his tenaciousness in seeking to 

keep a balance between celebrating culture, identity, location, and the Saint, 

by all communities and traditions. Brannigan’s connection with a wide- 

range of community groups has assisted in his efforts.

The striving for cross-community participation was not only a civic 

undertaking but an ecumenical one as well. Canon Sean Rogan told me that 

he returned as parish priest to Downpatrick in 2006 and suggested to his 

fellow clerics in Downpatrick that they become a visible witness to 

Christian unity by joining in the parade.

I became very friendly indeed with the Rev. Hull. [Dean of Down 
Cathedral], and the other ministers as well. We’ve a great relationship 
here. But, I suggested that when it came to the first St Patrick's parade 
when I was here as a parish priest, I suggested to them, ‘why don't the 
ministers come together as a group and group walking together, to be 
a witness of Christian ministers ya know, eh respecting each other’s 
traditions; respecting that Patrick for all Christians is a symbol of

94 Damien Brannigan is a Community Relations Officer and Development Manager for the 
Down District Council. He joined the council in 1990 and has been the chief organiser of 
the St Patrick’s Day Carnival Festival since the mid-1990s.
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spirituality; of Christian living, eh you know, it would be a good 
witness to be seen to be together. So we did that and that has 
happened every year since.

The ministers, view their engagement in the parade as linking them back to 

the religious roots of St Patrick’s Day, but also to show their support of 

Brannigan and the local council’s initiative.

These three phases have shown the progression of the celebration, 

from a provincial one to one that attracts attendees from far and wide.

The parade today

On the surface of it, the St Patrick’s Day parade in Downpatrick looks like 

many other St Patrick’s Day parades, with their marching bands, floats, Irish 

dancers and shamrocks. But upon closer inspection, the most noticeable 

difference is the absence of the Irish Tricolour from the procession since 

1976, and its replacement with the flag of the Cross of St Patrick and the 

Down District Council Flag. In addition to this symbolic gesture, religious 

leaders from the various churches in and around Downpatrick walk in 

procession along with civic leaders. There is very little on-street drinking 

with the exception of a few individuals gathered outside Brendan's Pub on 

Market Street to watch the parade pass. Only once at the 2012 parade, did I 

observe the police removing alcoholic beverages from a group of teenagers 

in the green beside the St Patricks' Centre.

Parade organisers attempted to stress a cross-community emphasis to 

the parade creating a list of rules and regulations, which were supposed to 

keep the event non-controversial (see Appendix 5), mainly by prohibiting
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alcohol and political symbols. (Chapter 6 offers a broader discussion on 

these regulations). However, whilst these regulations applied to participants 

- float entrants - they did not apply to those watching the parade on the 

sidelines. Thus many participants who came to watch the parade brought 

with them nationalist and republican symbols. Sideline participants were 

encouraged by the council and event organisers to leave their Irish Tricolour 

flags at home and replace them with either the Council or St Patrick’s Cross 

flags. So while the intention of the parade was supposed to be cross

community in actual fact, a small number of bystanders broke with that 

intention. Additionally, several local shops in the town sold Tricolours and 

various accoutrements with the colours of the Republic or Ireland on them, 

thus giving the perception of a dominant nationalist narrative.

I attended the St Patrick's Day parade in 201 1,2012 and 2013. The 

content was much the same in the three years that I attended. A combination 

of a costumed St Patrick, local councillors carrying the Cross of St Patrick, 

clergy leading the parade, followed by a multiplicity of floats and bands 

following behind. The viewing crowd comprised a mixture of age, class 

and religious persuasion. For the most part the parade is a family orientated 

event. Some revellers carry Irish Tricolours instead of the Cross of St 

Patrick and the Down District Council Flag. Although the parade and the 

pilgrimage happen separately, there is a crossover of attendance at both 

events. Unionists often point to the proceedings as ‘a model' for organizing 

a cross-community and shared event (Bryan 2006: 33).
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The depiction of St Patrick is of a barefooted man, dressed in simple

clothing, carrying a staff, with a wooden pectoral cross around his neck

leads the parade. This depiction of the Saint is a far cry from the mediaeval

image of a Patrick kitted out in green and white vestments under a mitred

head.1" But there is something evocative from the Middle Ages to the

present; not Guilds as such, but representatives of committed community

groups and services that maintain the commercial and cultural life of all

communities. That is, the guilds take on a new form in the contemporary

community representations. The multicultural aspect of Irish life is not

missing either as witness the presence of many nationalities and religions

not familiar to the inhabitants of these islands. The Chinese dragons, always

95 The depiction of St Patrick dressed in ecclesial attire dates from engravings in the 
seventeenth century Messingham by an Irish priest, Thomas Messingham. See Cunningham 
and Gellispie 1995: 90). O’Riordain maintains that ‘[f|rom the beginning of the 20th century 
folk art had drawn on Messingham’s engravings as its primary inspiration for imaging the 
National Apostle’ (O’Riordain 2011: 12).
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emote excitement from the crowd; the colours from the various floats and

flags stimulate the senses and the atmosphere is such that only the super

sensitive are prepared to cavil at the occasional sighting of a Tricolour. Most 

problems with the use of the Tricolour had been already offset by the 

distribution of two flags to each participant: the Cross of St Patrick 

(depicting a red + against a white background, underneath which is written, 

‘Happy St Patrick’s Day) and the Down District Council flag (a central + 

against a purple and green background). The distribution of these flags was 

terminated in 201 I.

The parade has a different theme each year and floats and costumes 

are made to correspond with that subject. There is no obvious connection 

with the given theme and St Patrick. Therefore, in 2011 the theme was 

‘Flora and Fauna'; in 2012 it was ‘Legends and Global Icons’ highlighting 

the Olympics, and in 2013 it was ‘Name that Tune?’ which was to support 

Derry’s bid for the 2013 City of Culture. These themes frequently tell more 

about the influence of media and consumer culture than about the root of the 

celebration.

Each year the parade assembles on the Ardglass Road, travels down 

Edward Street, to John’s Street, to Irish Street, before turning onto Market 

Street. The parade makes its way down to Market Street, where the majority 

of the crowd watch from the sidelines, and finishes up in the car park behind 

the bus station at Grove Street Shopping Centre, (see figure 13).

173



Figure 12. Market Street and corner of St Patrick’s Avenue, 2012. Photo
taken by the author.
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Figure 13. Map of Downpatrick Parade Route.
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1 Down County Museum
2 Down Arts Centre
3 Disabled Parking and Viewing Area, South Eastern Regional College
4 Down Cathedral & St Patrick’s Grave
5 Festival Stage, St Patrick's Square
6 Downpatrick & County Down Railway
7 Finish Area for Parade
8 Down Leisure Centre
9 Dizzylands Funfair
10 St Patrick's Church
11 The Saint Patrick Centre & Downpatrick Tourist Information Centre46

Figure 14. Crimson Arrow Pipe Band from Newcastle, Co Down parade up 
Market Street in Downpatrick, 2011. Photo taken by the author.

Map taken from St Patrick’s Day Festival website, http://www.st- 
patricksdayfestival.com/map.php
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Figure 15. St Patrick’s Square, St Patrick’s Day 2011. Flash Harry on 
stage. Photo taken by the author.

The parade is billed as a ‘family friendly’ event and ‘cross- 

community carnival parade’ it certainly draws many people with young 

families. The parade begins at 2p.m. on the Ardglass Road. Traffic is 

diverted from the area between approximately 1:30p.m. and 4p.m. Popular 

music is streamed out from a public address system as roughly eighty floats 

process from their starting point at Ardglass Road. Participating individuals 

and groups include pipe bands, pupils of Naiscoil Naomh Padraig (an Irish 

language school), a Manchester United Football supporters club, Irish 

dancers, tractors, antique cars, scouts, the Chinese, Pilipino and Indian 

communities, Special Olympics representatives and salsa dancers. Entry 

floats must submit their content for review to parade director, Brannigan, he 

and his committee assess if the float fits the criteria required for entry; i.e.,
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that they have cross-community message and that they are free from regalia 

and insignia that would cause offense (see Appendix 5).

The masters of ceremonies (in 2011) were George Jones and Julian 

Simmons, and in 2012, Pamela Ballantine and Frank Mitchell, presenters 

from Belfast radio U105. They are on stage in St Patrick’s Square in front of 

the St Patrick’s Centre just off Market Street, ready to begin their afternoon 

of entertainment. It is at this time, too, that revellers begin to assemble along 

Market Street when the entertainment beings in the square. Vendors lay out 

their stalls along Market Street, their wares predictable enough - Guinness 

hats, Irish Tricolours, green foam or glittered hats, green beads, ‘Kiss me 

I’m Irish’ T-shirts. Among other designs, face painters offer shamrock and 

Tricolour. Food stalls in St Patrick’s Square were doing a brisk trade in 

coffee, burgers, and sandwiches, and numbers were so great that no threat 

was posed to established traders such as Subway Restaurant and Doc's Fish 

and Chip Shop.
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Figure 16. Vendor selling popular regalia on Market Street, 2011. Photo
taken by the author.

Prior to the pageant, a series of musicians and Irish dancers from 

Belfast based Celtic Storm, take to the stage to warm up the waiting crowd. 

Overall, the line up differs from year to year although the pattern has tended 

to comprise a modern band, Irish musicians and an Irish dance group. 

Festival attendees crowd St Patrick’s Square around The St Patrick’s Centre 

eagerly awaiting the various acts.
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Figure 18. Badge worn by a middle-aged woman on St Patrick’s Day 2011, 
Downpatrick. Photo taken by the author.

Figure 19. Man in the parade wearing a sprig of shamrock, St Patrick's Day 
2011. Photo taken by the author.

Young and old gather to celebrate their patron Saint. The different 

symbols carried by each participant tell something of what the day means to 

them. A group of young people standing on the steps adjacent to the St 

Patrick's Centre are draped in Irish Tricolours. A young family standing 

next to them wave the flags of the Down District Council and the St
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Patrick’s flag; the children have shamrocks painted on their faces. An older 

couple has shamrocks affixed to their coats. Several people are wearing 

Irish Rugby jerseys.97 There are several young people wearing Glasgow 

Celtic tops and various GAA jerseys, but for the most part, people are 

dressed in their ordinary street clothes. A few tourists and locals are 

bedecked in the stereotypical paddywhackery now associated with the 

celebration: green foam hats, fake platted ginger hair, Guinness 

paraphernalia and various other sorts of accoutrements. The wearing of 

such regalia by onlookers helps them feel connected - that they are part of 

the in-group - believing themselves as Gellner (1983: 7) and (Hogg 2006: 

111) state to be part of a shared culture. Geertz (1973: 89) states that the 

transmission of that culture is done through symbols. Additionally, the need 

to purchase such items to evidence that one belongs to the in-group shows 

how identity has been commodified. One curious float displayed a boxing 

ring. The contest was a match between St Patrick dressed in green and gold, 

and his opponent a snake. The scene was set against a large Celtic cross 

outside the ring and a Dolmen providing a humorous note to one of the 

myths associated with St Patrick.

97 On St Patricks’ Day 2011, Ireland played England in the RBS Six Nations rugby 
tournament. Anytime these two teams meet in any sport, there is an air of old rivalry.
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Figure 20. St Patrick’s Square on St Patrick’s Day, 2012. Photo taken by
the author.

The 2012 St Patrick’s Day parade featured floats with an Olympic 

theme - as the Olympics were held in Britain in July of that same year; and 

the Titanic - as it was also the one hundredth anniversary of the ships 

sinking that year. Float entrants included a rather elaborate gymnastic float, 

a gigantic Olympic athlete with the Olympic flame, a javelin thrower on 

stilts, cheerleaders, a replica of the Parthenon, and a very impressive 

reconstruction of the Titanic.

That same year, there was a couple that had brought their pet snakes 

along for people to mollycoddle. These snake enthusiasts had clearly 

thought about the symbolic connection of the snakes to the feast day. 

Coincidently, in the council’s float entry. Green Party Councillor, Cadogan 

Enright, following the reptile idea had a green plastic snake wrapped around
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his shoulders. On his left shoulder he had affixed the new council flag he 

developed in lieu of the St Patrick’s Cross flag.

Figure 21. Parade Participants displaying the Olympic theme, 
2012. Photo taken by the author.

All these understandings and displays of what St Patrick’s Day 

means are blended together as participants join to celebrate the parade. The 

day is a mixture of consumption, nationalism, international cultural 

influences and a general carnival atmosphere, with the religious as a minor 

part of the mix. One on-street interviewee informed me that for him, St 

Patrick’s Day,

...is the celebration of the Patron Saint of Ireland, the National 
Saint. I suppose it's the celebration that encompasses all things 
Irish, it’s a celebration of Irishness and Irish culture, Irish 
nationhood I suppose, so for the whole Irish people and for the 
Irish diaspora. It’s a celebration of who we are and what we are,
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what we believe in and what we stand for (parade on-street 
interview 2011).

In 201 1, the parade had an air of tension as the Irish Tricolour was 

carried near the head of the parade. This rather symbolic act caused 

many celebrants to stay away, whilst encouraging other more 

nationalistic minded people to come along. The above extract 

demonstrates one viewpoint. We hear this informant talking about the 

meaning of St Patrick's Day being tied up with a national identity. This 

narrative captures Kertzer's (1088: 9) understanding that rituals allow 

those on the sidelines to become active participants. It also underscores 

that national holidays reinforce the idea of the nation (Comerford 2003; 

Anderson 2006: 7-8: Cronin and Adair 2002: 2).

In a comparable vein, when I asked a couple from Portaferry, Co 

Down came to the 2013 parade, the husband responded,

‘Just eh, proud to be Irish on the day, like ya know. You don't get 
many days to be Irish like.... when Catholic’s get together to 
celebrate, it’s so one day a year, so you might as well make the 
most of it' (parade on-street interview 2013).

When 1 asked them if the day was also about the Saint, they both 

responded, ‘Just the Irishness’. This extract reveals quite a bit about the 

couple. They are obviously Catholic and have come to Downpatrick to 

celebrate ‘their day’. But what is interesting is that parade in 

Downpatrick is projected as a cross-community or inter-communal 

event, however, they view it as a day out for Catholics.
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When I approached a couple in their late thirties standing outside 

a pub on Market Street, holding their pints in plastic cups, to ask them 

why they attend the parade, the woman answered, 'oh to celebrate St 

Patrick, the Patron Saint of Ireland and Downpatrick. It’s a Irish 

festival. It comes every year, so I don’t miss it’ (parade on-street 

interview 2011). Probing if either of them had noticed any religious 

content in the parade entrees, the man answers, ‘it’s more of a party 

atmosphere really’. So whilst they understand the day to be about 

celebration St Patrick, for them the day is about celebrating their 

Irishness in a party-like environment. This evidences what Cohen 

(1983: 15) says about symbols having the ability to communicate a 

multiplicity of meanings.

Contrast their understating with that of a man in his mid-thirties, 

originally from Belfast but living in Downpatrick, with what the day 

meant for him.

I suppose for most people it’s a Christian festival, but eh, I don't 
have any Christian beliefs at all. So I suppose it's a day of 
national identity, as 1 say, like Bastille Day or the 4lh of July in 
America. This is our 4th of July, (parade on-street interview 2012).

This interviewee understands that the day carries many meanings for those 

who participate in it, but also is quite specific about what it means to him. 

He completely disassociates the day from its religious origins and focuses 

specifically on it as a national holiday. When 1 asked an older man in his 

early 80s why he was at the parade he told me.
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Wei! it means a terrible lot to me because I was born down the bottom 
of Church Street. And in 1932 they built the big statue at Saul; and 
ever since that, my father come from Saul and would have gone out to 
the celebrations out there. And they’ve sort of stopped that now, it’s 
very quiet out there (parade on-street interview 2012).

This gentleman went on to tell me that he was a Catholic and part of his 

ritual practice on St Patrick's Day was to attend mass. He makes reference 

to Saul and his familial memories of attending events there because of his 

father’s connection. However, he speaks about going to Slieve Patrick, not 

to the Church of Ireland site - Slieve Patrick's proximity to the small church 

at Saul is roughly one mile. Tay lor’s (1995) description of the narrative of 

the landscape - as discussed in Chapters 1 and 3 - can be heard in this 

description, that is, that the landscape holds a particular memory for him.

This blending of symbolic perceptive is perhaps most obvious in the 

following extract. Returning to the concept of pattern days being an 

ambiguous interplay between religion and consumption.^ a man in 60s 

wearing shamrock tells me.

For most people, it’s a day off work, a day of enjoyment and 
remembering the place where Patrick was the Saint of Ireland, the 
patron saint. I think the religion had gone out of it....I don't think 
there's anything religious about it anymore, ya know....It was 
more of a mass [as in Catholic mass] celebration when I was 
younger. The world is changing, so you know (Parade 2013, 7).

Although this man is saddened by the lack of a religious dimension on the 

day, and he goes on to tell me, he has no problem crossing over into the

98 The pilgrimage to Slieve Patrick was reintroduced in 2011.
99 By consumption, I mean the economics of the parade, the materials bought and sold by 
festival goers.
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commodification part of the celebration. ! made reference to his wearing of 

shamrock and he replied ‘Oh yes, I'll be drowning that later on' (Parade 

2013, 7). The tradition of drowning the shamrock is quite old and one that is 

still practiced (Danaher 1972: 58). However, his description reveals how 

commodification works - there is a symbol that can be consumed and is 

turned into a consumable product and sold.

The commodification of St Patrick is epitomised in the Saint Patrick’s 

Centre. While the parade is the main focus of celebrations on St Patrick’s 

Day in the town, the Saint Patrick’s Centre offers a focal point for the 

general commodification of St Patrick in Downpatrick throughout the year 

and truly comes alive on the 17lh of March. It serves some central functions 

such as being Festival office location as well as housing the main Saint 

Patrick's Exhibition. Further it offers a number of activities on the 17th of 

March, including Irish traditional music, story telling, arts and crafts and an 

evening concert that serves as the culmination of the day’s civic events.

Saint Patrick Centre, Downpatrick

The origins of the Saint Patrick Centre in Downpatrick lie in the Down 

County Museum which was established in 1981 in the shell of the old goal. 

‘The first phase of the museum was completed in 1984’ with the 

establishment of‘the St Patrick Heritage Centre in the restored gatehouse of 

the old goal' (Wilson 1997: 222). The earliest manifestation of the centre 

was a permanent exhibition within the museum, which stayed there from 

1984 until Saint Patrick's Centre was opened in 2001. The 6.3 million
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pound centre was a Millennium Project financed from the National Lottery 

Fund. In its first year (2001) the St Patrick’s Centre received eighty 

thousand visitors (BBC News 2002).

The purpose in building the centre was to stress the importance of the 

common heritage, which both traditions in Northern Ireland share around the 

story of the Saint. On foot of the Good Friday Agreement new projects 

were being initiated across Northern Ireland with the same intention of 

emphasizing commonality rather than division and the Downpatrick project 

typified such a measure. It was believed by those who advocated the 

building of the centre that it would serve as a platform for ongoing dialogue 

and debate about Saint Patrick and the common Christian heritage shared in 

him (Campbell 2011, Turner 2012). In the video that brings the exhibition 

to a conclusion are voices of those who believe in that shared Christian 

heritage; the most prominent of which is that of the protestant Dr. Ian 

Paisley.

The centre has grown exponentially since its humble beginnings. 

Today it is highly modern, with a permanent exhibition entitled ‘Ego 

Patricius' (T, Patrick'). The interactive exhibition traces the history of the 

Saint and the influence of Christianity not only in the region but also 

throughout Europe in the medieval period.

The visitor enters the exhibition by crossing over a small footbridge, 

on which are several illuminated signs marking various time periods from 

2000 BC up to 500 AD. The sound of running water is played over the 

public address system and the dimly lit passageway is choreographed to 

help the visitor enter into a contemplative spirit. Above the entrance at the
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bridge is a banner bearing the opening words of Patrick’s Confession. The 

Latin text reads, ‘Ego Patricius peccator rusticissimus et minimus omnium 

fidelium et contemptibilis sum apudplurimos, ’('I am Patrick, a sinner, most 

unlearned, the least of all the faithful and utterly despised by many.’)

Each visitor is given a touch-screen digital device displaying three 

options: ‘Continue Tour' i.e., proceed to next section; 'Replay' offering a 

replay of the previous section, and ‘Find Out More’ which gives 

supplementary information concerning the subject in hand. The self-guided 

tour officially starts once the visitor has crossed over the footbridge and the 

visitor is invited to step into fifth century Ireland ruled, as it was by petty 

kings and druidic religious practice. Meanwhile, illustrated pictures of pre- 

Christian Ireland are beamed onto white canvas sheets on the wall. The 

exhibition states ‘the history of Ireland begins with Patrick'.

Then, walking over a small footbridge the visitor enters a room which 

displays a sculpted picture of St Patrick’s capture and subsequent slavery. A 

male voice speaking the words of Patrick from the Confession draws the 

visitor into the story of Patrick’s enslavement in Ireland. A series of 

connected rooms display large pictorial and sculpted imagery and these with 

the aid of several reconstruction video scenes trace Patrick’s enslavement up 

to his escape and freedom.

The next part of the exhibition shows a reconstructed video of 

Patrick's return to his family and eventual decision to return to Ireland as a 

missionary. Patrick, now a bishop, returns. The visitor walks up a narrow 

passageway - subtly illuminated by green and white lights transferred on to 

white sheets - along a curved wall on which are written a series of lines
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from St Patrick's Confession, alongside several Celtic art motifs. Then 

comes a series of glass panels with several screens each screen revealing the 

image of a male's mouth. These are the mouths of St Patrick's accusers, 

fellow clergymen who ordained him and who now declare him unfit for the 

Irish mission. They accuse him of a past sin, which he reveals in his 

Confession, and they accuse him of taking bribes. The narrator on each 

screen is using words from Patrick’s own Confession. Painted on the large 

glass panels are Celtic designs; behind the panels are several pre-Christian 

symbols (Boa Island's bilateral figure. Ogham Stone, Tandragee Idol and 

the Turoe Stone). The words of Patrick’s accusers and his own response end 

the narrated confession.

After the series of glass panels, the visitor is led to another footbridge 

crossing into two small video theatres. Beside the bridge an unobtrusive 

sign reads ‘And so Patrick died, but his words flow through the centuries 

from Ireland to Dark Age Europe and Beyond’. The first theatre shows 

Tirechan, Muirchu and Jocelyn of Furness, the hagiographers of St Patrick 

and their respective perspectives on him. The second theatre opens up 

contemporary Patrician debates by use of interviews with several key 

academic historians of St Patrick.

The final exhibit covers the connection of St Patrick to Strangford 

(Downpatrick) area as well as the influence he had on other Irish saints, and 

finally, two kiosks give further data on the life of Patrick. These interactive 

displays are placed in a waiting area to engage visitors prior to the final 

video of the exhibition that brings the tour to a close. This concluding video 

is projected on a 3D screen. It traces the influence of St Patrick across the
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world, connects all the threads of Patrick’s life together and associates his 

life and legacy with Ireland in general and Northern Ireland in particular. 

The commercial value of the centre is further enhanced by encouraging 

visitors to follow the ninety miles of the St Patrick’s Trail. Once the video 

is over the visitor emerges from the darkness of the exhibition amphitheatre 

and conveniently returns to the light of the gift shop.

The centre’s website boasts, 'The Saint Patrick Centre is the only 

exhibition in the world about Ireland’s Patron Saint,’ and what better place 

to house it than the town which is closely associated with him? The centre is 

situated in the middle of Downpatrick at the base of Cathedral Hill and just 

a few hundred yards from the Down Cathedral and the Saint’s grave. There 

is a meandering path that connects the sites.

An educational initiative was developed by the centre to teach young 

school children about St Patrick and their common historical tradition. The 

education officer’s job was to liaison between school groups and the centre 

with the purpose of building community relations. The centre's director. Dr 

Tim Campbell, started an innovative programme called the ‘Young 

Ambassadors Program’. The intent of the programme is to attract young 

American university students to Downpatrick to learn about St Patrick and 

Northern Ireland, with the intention of having them return to their various 

cities and states to spread the message of St Patrick and ideally, start a 

partnership programme called 'Friends of St Patrick' between the various 

cities and the centre. The St Patrick's Centre publishes an annual journal 

called Friends of Saint Patrick Journal which promotes the work of the 

centre through articles relating to St Patrick and projects and presentations
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that the centre and Friends groups are involved in. This is not simply a 

publicity project; it also helps aid in financial support from these various 

Friends' projects for the centre.

In addition to the permanent exhibition on St Patrick the centre also 

houses the Downpatrick tourist office, cafe and craft shop. On St Patrick's 

Day the centre is filled with local and out of town visitors all of whom are 

coming to participate in some of the various events on offer."10

Only one year after the centre opened it faced financial difficulty 

(BBC News, 2002). At the time, the director Dr. Tim Campbell (still 

director in 2014) urged local politicians to promote their regional 

connections to St Patrick on his Feast Day instead of leaving the region to 

promote the Saint in the Irish Diaspora. He argued, “Everybody must take 

responsibility because there is no point in going to America and wrapping 

Patrick's flag around you if you are not going to support Patrick at home” 

(BBC News 2002). Indeed in recent years too, the centre has struggled 

financially to make a profit, and has even been faced with possible closure. 

The Down District Council voted to reduce the annual grant to the centre by 

twenty thousand pounds and lifted the overdraft protection. In 2012 at the 

same time as the new multi-million pound Titanic Visitor Experience was 

being opened in Belfast, the centre faced yet another potential closure. 

Basil McCrea of the UUP MLA, stated, ‘[i]t should be borne in mind that St 

Patrick as a brand is just as big - if not bigger - than the Titanic’ (Purdy 

2012). During that same time, the Downpatrick centre issued a statement to 

the council and MLA’s at the Stormont Assembly appealing for help.

100 Visitor numbers to the Saint Patrick Centre in 2012 were 91,780. In 2013 the number of 
visitors had risen to 97,043, according internal records from the Saint Patrick Centre.
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It is ironic in the week that Northern Ireland is on the world stage with 
the opening of the Titanic centre, Down District's only international 
attraction is effectively being closed by Down Council.... The St 
Patrick’s Centre costs the council £135,000 a year and last year 
attracted over 70,000 visitors to the area (McKeown 2012).

The reduction of the council's funding each year is their attempt to pay back 

the £100.000 loan the centre received from the council when it initially 

opened. The Down District Council agreed to offer financial assistance to 

keep the centre afloat. In January 2013, McLaughlin (2013) stated that the 

‘Saint Patrick Centre is now back in profit'.

When the centre initially opened there were concerns amongst the 

council and within the community whether such a large project would be 

able to sustain itself without the support of tourists; in other words would 

the local community keep going to the centre if the same display was always 

on offer? In an attempt to maintain the interest of the local community, the 

centre has put on concerts, art exhibitions, cultural projects for schools, and 

a Narnia themed exhibition at Christmas time. These events have helped to 

maintain the local connection with the site. Despite its financial struggles, 

the centre's managers state that it contributes to the local economy with the 

large amount of tourists who visit the site each year, stating that in 2012, 

two hundred and sixty (260) busloads of visitors visited the site 

(McLaughlin 2013; Fleming 2013).

Because the St Patrick's centre is situated in the St Patrick's square, 

which serves as a hub for the main events on St Patrick's Day, the centre is 

a focal point for revellers. On St Patrick's Day, the centre is packed with 

revellers who come to view the events taking place within the centre, be it a 

concert, an exhibition, lecture or simply to buy something in the shop or
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cafe. The centre serves as a main focal point of the celebrations of the 

patron saint. In 2011, the centre hosted a Peace Conference which the then 

President of Ireland, Mary McAleese, attended. In her address she urged the 

people of the island to look back on St Patrick's life and experience to glean 

inspiration for peace-building, as he himself was a peace-builder (Mourne 

Observer 2011). In 2012, the centre organised a cross-community charity 

dinner hosted at Montalto House in Ballynahinch, at which the new 

President of Ireland, Michael D. Higgins, the First and Deputy First 

Ministers of Northern Ireland attended. In his address, President Higgins 

commented, 'I look forward to a time in the near future when St. Patrick's 

Day is a time of celebration for all the people on all parts of this island' 

(Colhaun 2012).

One could argue that the commodification of St Patrick is trying to be 

addressed in this centre, in the retelling of the story, and yet, the largest 

visitor base is in the draw of North American tourists. It is the hope of those 

who envisioned the project that in re-emphasising the common links the 

people of this island have in St Patrick that a new narrative can develop of 

commonality, rather than divisions.

The Centre exemplifies a multipurpose space which allows it to be 

presented to different groups and communites in a diffferent light. For 

example, the Down District Council wishes to stress the cross commmunity 

aspect of St Patrick; but it also serves as a tourist hub with a commercially 

run gift shop and cafe; further it offers a historical and religious summary of 

the Saint's life and impact.
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Conclusion

What this chapter shows is that St Patrick's Day is a catch-all day. From the 

on-street interviews, what modern parade attendees seem to suggest, is that 

the focus is less about the Saint and his connection to the locality, and more 

to do with Irish identity as a cultural marker that has been turned into a 

commodification of that culture and an attraction to entice tourists from 

abroad with the purpose of reinvigorating the Northern Ireland economy.

Although it has religious origins, the day has moved away from 

religious celebration to a festival with a carnival-like atmosphere at the 

parade, changing from the religious to the civic. Despite the religious 

affiliation with the town, the parade overshadows the pilgrimage and 

religious aspect of the day. There is more attraction to the pub, than the 

pulpit. This is not what we would expect in a town where the Saint is 

claimed to have been so dominant. Despite the efforts at maintaining the 

Downpatrick parade as cross community and an attempted multicultural 

event, it has been misused by one Sinn Fein politician for promoting a 

nationalist agenda.

The history of parading in Northern Ireland is complex as this chapter 

has illustrated. Parading on St Patrick’s Day in Downpatrick has had a 

changing history; from religious, to nationalistic, to consumerist. Thus 

illustrating multiple invented and reinvented traditions. The symbolic 

content used in the parades has varied over the years signifying the tensions 

that surface from time to time.

One might argue that St Patrick was resurrected, post-conflict, as a 

cross-community symbol. However, as this chapter and the previous
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chapter illustrate, in the case of Downpatrick the Saint was used long before 

the Good Friday Agreement, even if the symbolism of what he represents 

has changed over time. That being said, the Saint Patrick's Centre was 

opened in 2001 with the expressed intention of serving a cross community 

unifying purpose.

The next chapter will look more in-depth at the tensions around the 

display of symbols and emblems in Northern Ireland. Focusing on the 2011 

parade in Downpatrick, I will demonstrate the complexities of staging and 

participating in such cross community events.
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Chapter 6

A Model Parade? - ‘Sometimes if You want to get it Straight 
You have to Cut it Crooked’.

As an anecdotal parable, John Moriarty, the Kerry writer and philosopher 

tells a story about a tradesman in Connemara who was laying down a carpet 

in the parlour of an old country house. As often happens in such 

undertakings the wall measurements were not always exact, an inch or two 

short here and a bulge there. When the tradesman was cutting the carpet the 

lady of the house noted that he was cutting it crooked and told him so. 

‘Well Mrs' he replied. 'Sometimes if you want to get it straight you have to 

cut it crooked’. There are many situations in Northern Ireland where that 

wisdom can guide individuals and communities to a satisfactory 

resolution.1"1

There was great furore on St Patrick’s Day 2011 in Downpatrick 

when the parade was led by an Irish Tricolour. Revellers stood in awe, 

anticipation and anger as they watched Sinn Fein Councillor Eamonn Mac 

Con Midhe march in the parade with Hag in hand. Given the political 

history discussed in the introduction to the previous Chapter, this episode of 

processing an Irish Tricolour in a St Patrick’s Day parade in Northern 

Ireland created controversy. To understand why, it is important to appreciate

101 This colourful illustration of how one might sometimes arrive at a practical solution to a 
problem is taken from a lecture given by Moriarty at the School of Personal and Pastoral 
Development, Cluain Mhuire, Galway, Summer 1987.
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the context of flags and emblems within Northern Ireland in relation to 

political policy and legislation.

This Chapter will evaluate the 2011 parade from a policy and 

legislative standpoint and then assess public reaction to the incident through 

various interviews with key informants and parade goers. Although I am 

primarily interested in the debate over religion, nationalism and 

commodification, 1 cannot ignore the role of policy and how the parade 

functions as a result. It is beyond the remit of this research to go into great 

detail on these specific regulations; rather the intention is plainly to provide 

an overview.

Since the mid-1990s the Downpatrick parade was looked to as ‘a 

model'102 for how to achieve a cross-community or shared event; because it 

apparently offered a unique example of cooperation among the various 

groups (Bryan 2006: 33). Part of the reason for the successful cooperation 

was the management of the parade as well as the restriction of contentious 

symbolic content. As Jim Wells103, former DUP Councillor for 

Downpatrick stresses, the Downpatrick parade had the reputation of being 

an inter-communal celebration.

Down Council, about 20 years ago decided to sit down and see if 
there’s a way we could make this a non-threatening, non- 
confrontational celebration. And therefore, the council put

102 Much of the material in this chapter is taken from an article I wrote entitled ‘Contesting 
St Patrick’s Day in Downpatrick’ for the Canadian Journal of Irish Studies. 37(1/2) 
(Special Issue) Culture and ‘Out of Placeness’ in Post Celtic Tiger Ireland, 2008-2013, pp. 
209-222.
103 Jim Wells is a member of the DUP from South Down. He is former speaker of the 
Northern Ireland Assembly as well as serving as a councillor for Down District Council 
(DDC) from 2001-2011. He was a member of the DDC during the flags dispute involving 
Eamonn Mac Con Midhe.
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considerable money into making the parade ‘neutral’; in the sense that 
neither the Protestant nor Catholic community would feel threatened 
by it.... Indeed, I as a unionist would rightly say to my colleagues 
elsewhere, who had problems with this, “come to Downpatrick and 
see how it’s done”. Because [in] places like Newry, Londonderry and 
Belfast it became entirely one community. Now, I have to be fair, in 
Downpatrick, the vast majority of those who attended were from the 
Catholic/nationalist persuasion. But, there was no difficulty 
whatsoever with those Protestants who decided and went. And I’ll 
give you a for instance, local bands who would be from the unionist 
tradition would lead the parade (Wells 201 I).

As this quote demonstrates, those of the Protestant persuasion viewed 

the parade as a welcoming event because it was not imbued with 

problematic political symbolism. The attempt by civic and religious leaders 

in Downpatrick to create an alternative to parades with sectarian overtones 

found elsewhere was welcomed."4 And due to its success other towns and 

cities across Northern Ireland are attempting to emulate it. That ideal 

‘model’ would be disputed on St Patrick’s Day 2011 exposing that even in a 

place like Downpatrick, where cross-community events have been 

successful, tensions still exist regarding public celebration.

Parades are the archetypal type of public celebration on St Patrick’s 

Day. They provide an avenue for the pomp and pageantry of public 

celebration to be enacted. Ritual is an important way of expressing group 

identity. Bell argues that.

[r]itualisation cannot turn a group of individuals into a community if 
they have no other relationship or interests in common.... Ritualisation 
can, however, take arbitrary or necessary common interest and ground 
them in an understanding of the hegemonic order (Bell 1992: 222).

104 Contrasting with the Belfast parade in 2006, the Belfast Telegraph, 18th March and 
News Letter article 18lh March, make reference to the Belfast St Patrick’s Day parade as 
‘unwelcoming’ for unionists.
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St Patrick’s Day has become a rather open symbol - in that its 

meaning has oscillated between religion, nationalism and commodification, 

and therefore has lost much of its original meaning. It has now become a 

‘catch-all’ day. Part of that ambiguity is how those various meanings are 

expressed in the parade in Northern Ireland.

Perhaps the idea of ‘symbolic capital' can help us make sense of this 

situation. Given that St Patrick is a shared symbol in Downpatrick, the 

Saint was used in this struggle for what Bourdieu calls ‘symbolic capital’ 

(Bourdieu 1986, 46-58; Grenfell 2008, 101-117; Harrison 1995, 268-269). 

Bourdieu views ‘symbolic capital' as a system of exchange whereby capital, 

i.e. cultural power, is acquired based on 'prestige'. He similarly, views 

‘social capital’ as ‘a useful recourse available to an actor through his or her 

social relationships' (Field 2008, 26).Thus for example, a member of 

Sinn Fein has symbolic authority when speaking about the Irish Tricolour. 

As will later turn out. Councillor Mac Con Midhe’s use of the Irish 

Tricolour in the 2011 St Patrick’s Day in Downpatrick was using symbolic 

capital to define what St Patrick's Day is about and to persuade the Down 

District Council to remove the Cross of St Patrick or the Cross of St Patrick 

for its St Patrick's Day events.

As we have already concluded, both sides of the community 

recognize St Patrick as a common influence and both sides celebrate the 

Saint, which is quite unusual for a place such as Northern Ireland where 

many symbols are contentious. Cohen’s (1983:14-15) understanding of how

105 Putnam offers a similar example. He views capital in two ways, social capital as 
‘bringing’ and social capital as ‘bonding’. While ‘bonding’, ‘...tends to reinforce exclusive 
identities and maintain hegemony... Bridging social capital... tends to bring people together 
across diverse social divisions’ (Putnam in Field 2008, 36).
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communities are ‘symbolically constructed’ is apt here. The community is 

held together or ‘symbolically constructed’ in the common belief in the 

symbol of Patrick. Correspondingly, Nagle (2010) states that ‘[b]y focusing 

on the religious ministry of St Patrick the different religious denominations 

were able to share this event (Nagle 2010: 145-47). However, as we shall 

see, the utilisation of this example shows that once one ideological group 

tried to affix a specific meaning or claim ownership on the symbol of St 

Patrick by seizing it as their own or ascribing it to an opposing group, it was 

clear that the shared understanding was lost. This is precisely what Harrison 

(1995: 255-272) describes by ‘symbolic conflict’. He argues that symbols 

can be manipulated or appropriated to gain what Bourdieu calls ‘symbolic 

capital’, meaning they gain exclusive use of an idea or symbol. So that by 

appropriating a symbol, an individual or group can gain a hegemonic 

vantage point. Furthermore, Harrison (2002: 11) reinforces his claim, that 

whilst a group may share a symbol in common, the divergent 

understandings are exacerbated when one group tries to claim 'proprietary 

rights’ over a symbol. Therefore, by appropriating a symbol a group or 

individual can gain control over St Patrick’s Day. In this particular instance 

some have claimed that a Sinn Fein Councillor used the opportunity to 

claim St Patrick's Day for an Irish nationalist agenda.

By way of background, the political make-up of Down District 

Council has, in the recent past, largely remained a nationalist council, 

generally with an SDLP majority; with the UUP and DUP following closely 

behind. However, since 1998, on the nationalist front, the number of Sinn 

Fein (SF) councillors has increased putting pressure on the SDLP, the
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moderate nationalist party as is evident from the table of political landscape 

set out below.1"'1

Presently, the SDLP and SF hold the majority of seats. In the 1993 

elections the SDLP won 13 seats, the UUP 7, the DUP 3 and SF 0. Four 

years later in the 1997 local elections, the SDLP won 12 seats, UUP took 6 

seats, Sin Fein and the DUP won 2 each. The gradual trend towards a 

change in the political scene continued in 2001. Of the 22 seats available the 

SDLP took 10, Sinn Fein 4, UUP 6, DUP 2. In the 2005 poll the SDLP 

retained 10 seats with SF moving up to 5. Between them the UUP and DUP 

retained 8; and finally in 2011 the SDLP won 9 seats, SF 5 seats, UUP 3 

seats, and the DUP 3 seats.'"7

Parties DUP UUP SF SDLP Independent Green

2011 3 3 5 9 0 1

2005 3 4 5 10 0 1

2001 2 6 4 10 1 0

1997 2 6 2 12 0 0

1993 3 0 13 0 IT'

106 This South East Down constituency, which encompassed Downpatrick, had only two 
seats. In the 1950s Unionists held the majority in the Council, led by Captain Lawrence 
Percy Story Orr, from 1950 up to the 1970s, with the Irish Labour Party claiming 37% of 
the vote in 1950 and the Independent Nationalist party, led by a prominent protestant 
candidate Gerald Annesley, winning 42% of the vote. Sinn Fein polled the other seat 
through 1955-1966, but with the outbreak of the Troubles, their popularity diminished. 
http://www.ark.ac.uk/elections/dsd.htm
107 These figures are taken from Elections Northern Ireland, 
http://www.ark.ac.uk/elections/lgdown.htm.
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The politics of the council makes clear the situation which unfolded in 2011. 

But before I examine the crisis, I wish to spend some time discussing how 

policy has affected public celebration across Northern Ireland.

I have explained the history of the Downpatrick parade in the 

previous Chapter. We look now at the broader context of Northern Ireland 

and see what forces influence the shaping of Downpatrick parade and how it 

has come to have the present structure. Significant to that understanding is 

an examination of current policy and legislation in relation to flags and 

emblems in Northern Ireland. As has been already stated, Downpatrick was 

held up as the ‘model’ cross-community parade, because of the effort to 

reach out to both communities. Event organisers in opting to do so chose to 

limit obvious symbols of political identity employing the flag of the Cross 

of St Patrick, that was, until 2011.

Policy and legislation relating to flags, emblems and shared space

This section of the Chapter is devoted to reviewing policy and legislation 

relating to the use of shared space (and the symbol and emblems displayed 

therein), with the purpose of assessing how that policy and legislation 

effects the public celebration of St Patrick’s Day. Key legislation and policy 

developed since 1998 relating to the display of symbols and emblems, as 

well as shared space may be found in Appendix 4.

Individuals and communities exhibit their identity through symbols 

and emblems. In Northern Ireland where symbols are negotiated and 

contested, flying the Irish Tricolour at a St Patrick's Day parade is 

contentious because it is a powerful marker of identity. Bryan (2006) states
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that, ‘[t]he parading of the Irish Tricolour or the Union Jack can, provoke 

offence in certain contexts, by acting to exclude groups who may view the 

symbols as threatening. They are not simply national flags’ (Bryan 2006: 

14, 3.1 I). Events and parades are where those identities are expressed. Due 

to the socio-and-ethno-political conflict in Northern Ireland expressions of 

identity have been managed very carefully. The expression of Irish 

nationalist identity in the symbol of the flag of the Irish Republic has 

undoubtedly caused discomfort to the larger Protestant/Unionist and loyalist 

community. As a result public expression of that identity has been perceived 

by nationalists to have been limited. Because the parade is a public event 

run by a civic body (the Down District Council), it is theoretically open to 

everyone. Equally, since these types of parades are connected to national 

identity, given the historical context previously discussed, they necessitate 

regulation and monitoring.

As recent events in Belfast in 2013 have shown, dispute over parades 

is still an ongoing issue in Northern Ireland, and that is why the policy and 

legislation was introduced in the first place (Bryan 2006; Hamilton 2007). 

Since the parades have entered into the public sphere, legislation and policy 

is needed to limit certain symbolic content. As the parade takes place in 

civic space, it is theoretically open to all persuasions. However, the nature 

of civic space in Northern Ireland means that there is a need for rules and 

regulations regarding displaying of identities. Due to policy and legislation
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stemming from the Northern Ireland Act 1998'08, there have been increased 

efforts on behalf of civic bodies to share public space.

A closer examination of some of the pertinent legislation and policies 

documents throws light on the St Patrick's Day events in Downpatrick. The 

Good Friday Agreement 1998|IW acknowledged the political and cultural 

rights of both traditions in Northern Ireland, and gave assurance to those 

expressions. Perhaps more fundamentally the Agreement placed a strong 

emphasis on 'equality and human rights' (Komarova 2008: 5). Section 75 of 

the Agreement deals with two issues: Equal Opportunity and Good 

Relations. The document states:

75. (1) A public authority shall in carrying out its functions relating to 
Northern Ireland have due regard to the need to promote equality of 
opportunity-
(a) between persons of different religious belief, political opinion, 
racial group.
age, marital status or sexual orientation; (b) between men and women 
generally;
(c) between persons with a disability and persons without; and (d) 
between
persons with dependants and persons without.
(2) Without prejudice to its obligations under subsection (I), a public 
authority
shall in carrying out its functions relating to Northern Ireland have 
regard to the desirability of promoting good relations between 
persons of different religious belief, political opinion or racial group.

108 The Northern Ireland Act 1998 (November 1998) ‘gave legal force’ to The Good Friday 
Agreement (April 1998), http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/Visit-and-Learning/History-of-the- 
Assembly/.
109 This document has several names, often referred to as The Good Friday Agreement (for 
the day in which the Agreement was signed), The Belfast Agreement, or simply The 
Agreement.
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Although equality and good relations policy preceded the Northern Ireland 

Act 1998110, this new legislation gave it firmer legal standing. It states that 

public authorities have a legal responsibility to ‘promote equality’ and a 

‘desirability to promote good relations.’ The distinction between the terms 

‘need to' and ‘desirability to’ promote necessitates further examination. 

The ‘need to’ suggests a requirement, whilst ‘desirability’ implies 

something that should be striven for, something worth seeking. Each public 

body in Northern Ireland is required under Section 75 to provide proof of 

complying with these instructions to the Equality Commission"1 (Equality 

Commission 1998:2010).

If we take the case of the display of the Tricolour in the St Patrick’s 

Day parade in Downpatrick in 2011, we can see how this is worked out. 

Using the example of Belfast’s St Patrick’s Day parade, the Laganside 

Corporation1" who owned and operated the Custom House Square location 

argued, that by treating the public space of Custom House Square in Belfast 

as ‘a working environment’, you can apply the Fair Employment and 

Treatment (Northern Ireland) Order 1998; which states that discrimination 

‘on the grounds of religious belief and political opinion unlawful both in the 

workplace an in the provision of goods, facilities and services’ (FETO 1998:

110 Equality legislation regarding pay, sex, disability and race discrimination dates back to 
the 1970s in some form or another, it was the Fair Employment and Treatment (Northern 
Ireland) Order 1998 which gave it precedence. For further examples of equality legislation 
please refer to The Equality Commissions list of Equality law,
http://www.equalit\ ni.or»/sections/default.asp?eins=\our%20riulits equalitv%20law&cmsi
d=2 52&id=52&seeid=2
111 Equality Commission for Northern Ireland, ‘Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 
1998: A Guide for Public Authorities’, April 2010.
http://www.equalityni.org/archive/pdf/S75GuideforPublicAuthoritiesApril2010.pdf
112 The Laganside Corporation was an agency charged with the redevelopment of the area 
around the Lagan River in Belfast’s City Centre. They operated as an organisation from 
1989-2007. The Custom House Square property is now in the hands of Belfast City 
Council, who have continued to adopt the policy of treating the space as a work 
environment. See http://www.laganside.com/.
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1.1.2 in Bryan 2006: 4.1, 4.2, 4.7). By doing so, they argued that this 

legislation justifies the removal of any symbol or emblem that does not 

'promote a good and harmonious environment’ (Fair Employment and 

Treatment (Northern Ireland) Order [FETO] 1998: 5.2.2; Bryan 2006: 4.2). 

What this has done, is applied a model from the working environment to the 

public sphere. Employers under The Code of Practice" ’ of the FETO are 

required to,

prohibit the display of flags, emblems, posters, graffiti, or the 
circulation of materials, or the deliberate articulation of slogans or 
songs which are likely to give offence to, or cause apprehension 
among, any one section of the population.

If the same rules apply to the public arena as they do to the workplace, then

the use of that civic space must also be required to have the same

constraints. In effect, this means that civic bodies are also required to abide

by such practice.

Stemming from this legislation several policy documents were 

drafted. The Community Relations Council in 2001, for instance, created 

Guidelines for a Cultural Diversity Policy: an Advocacy Document"4 for 

Cultural Diversity Events, which suggested the following criteria: ‘The use 

of neutral venues’; representation from all communities in the locality; 

promoting of cultural diversity; ‘avoidance of displays that may be regarded 

as offensive or triumphalist’; ‘event management and stewarding according 

to best practice standards’ (CRC 2001: 1-40; Bryan 2006: 4.3).

The above legislation and policy in turn led to civic bodies creating 

Good Relations Forums to both assure and monitor that such practice was

113 http://www.equalityni.Org/archive/pdf/fecopfinalwebversion@09.07.pdf
114 http://www.comm unity-relations.org.ukyfs/doc/CRC_Cultural_Guidelines.pdf
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maintained. Government then produced The Shared Future Document in 

2005ll:>, making each District Council responsible to the Office of First 

Minister and Deputy First Minister (OFMDFM) when it came to instituting 

good relations. The vision of this document was of a ‘shared society’ in 

Northern Ireland. Thus by creating a place of ‘tolerance, and mutual trust 

and the protection and vindication of human rights for all....founded on 

partnership, equality and mutual respect as a basis of good relationships’ 

(OFMDFM 2005: 3). This was to happen through 'supporting cultural 

projects [like St Patrick's Day] which highlight the complexity and 

overlapping nature of identities and their wider global connections' 

(OFMDFM 2005: 1.2.2). The language influenced the public discourse. The 

legal context and a policy context and the outworking of discussion on 

‘Shared Space’ (2.2) show that this has an influence on how councils are to 

run public events. The document stipulated that every effort should be 

made to make shared space more accessible by removing from ‘the public 

realm [any] threat [of] aggression and intimidation, while allowing for 

legitimate expression of culture’ (OFMDFM 2005: 2.2.3). This ambiguous 

statement does not stipulate clearly which items are permissible and which 

are not. Are flags symbols of aggression and intimidation or legitimate 

expressions of culture?

The hope that Northern Irish society would move toward a more 

tolerant society based on equality and trust, initially set out by legislation 

and policy, is still an aspiration. This Direct Rule document became central 

and has been heavily criticised by Northern Ireland both by politicians and

115 Office of First Minster and Deputy First Minster, ‘A Shared Future Document’ 
http:/''www.ofmdfmni.gov.uk-'asharedfuturepolicv^OOS.pdf.
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community representatives for the confusing language used, for debates of 

ownership over policy, and for opposition to social engineering. The 

criticism emphasises that despite every best intention, it could remain 

nothing more than a ‘liberal’ idealist "pipe dream' (A Shared Future 2005: 

4; Graham and Nash, 2006; Hayward 2012). We will now assess how this 

translates into effective policy.

The Good Friday Agreement 1998 states that there must be sensitivity 

regarding the use of “symbols and emblems to ensure mutual respect.” But 

as Simon Flarrison (1995: 269) in his article on “Four Types of Symbols” 

suggests, displays of flags and emblems can have a variety of meanings 

differing from that which was intended. For example, flying an Irish 

Tricolour in Dublin is not the same as flying one in Northern Ireland, just as 

a French Tricolour being flown in Marseille is not the same as one being 

flown in Algeria.

For Downpatrick’s St Patrick’s Day celebrations, this meant that 

whilst allowing for public expression, limiting possible problematic content 

of the parade was deemed necessary. This can be seen in Appendix 5 which 

gives an overview of Down District Councils, St Patrick's Day Rules and 

Conditions of Entry for their Cross Community Carnival Parade. The rules 

stipulate that due to the cross-community nature of the parade no political 

parties are allowed; no display of symbols or political messages that would 

‘be considered inappropriate at a cross-community event’; and finally, up to
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2011, the ‘only flags an entrant was allowed to carry in the parade, were the 

Cross of St Patrick and the Down District Council Flag'.11(1

It so happened that in the 2011 St Patrick's Day parade in 

Downpatrick, the Tricolour117 led the parade. Unionists and Loyalists 

objected to its presence. For many unionists and loyalists, the Irish Tricolour 

is associated with the Republic of Ireland, dissent from the British 

establishment, and a symbol equated with the Irish Republican Army. Yet 

for republicans/nationalists it is the flag of the Irish Republic, and because 

St Patrick is the patron saint of Ireland, it makes logical sense carrying the 

Irish Tricolour at a St Patrick's Day parade. Unionists too recognize St 

Patrick's contribution to the whole island and to Ulster in particular, and 

therefore object to the use of the flag of the Irish Republic to commemorate 

an all-island saint (Quinn 2003; Masson 2012). For these reasons, St 

Patrick's Day parades in Northern Ireland are not led by an Irish Tricolour. 

The trend has been to classify it as a contentious symbol and limit its use. 

Flowever, there has been considerable disagreement on this issue by 

nationalists and republicans who claim that this limitation is a violation of 

parity of esteem.

Parity of esteem, discussed under Section 75 of the Human Rights Act 

1998 emphasised that there should be ‘impartiality’ with respect to differing

1 6 This incident has echoes of a former parade. The Irishman 22 March 1822, states that 
‘Not less than twenty thousand men marched in procession on the Patrick’s day of 1821; on 
the last Patrick’s day (though on Sunday) not a man was seen unless at their own 
am usement—no parading—no processions—no display of numbers—no party colours—no 
party banners—no party tunes. It is interesting that this still has significance for today’s 
parade.’
117 The Irish Tricolour was also used in the Ancient Order of Hibernian parades in the late 
nineteenth and twentieth century’s; and given their opposition to the Orange Order, the flag 
was and indeed is, primarily viewed as a nationalist symbol.
118 The Irish Tricolour is viewed as a symbol of the IRA for several reasons: firstly, it was 
draped over IRA coffins at funerals; secondly, it was used in as a symbolic marker in their 
campaigns; and thirdly, it represents the Irish Republic, which the IRA was fighting for.
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‘identities and traditions’ (p.2). Councillor Mac Con Midhe used the 

principle of 'parity of esteem" in 2011 by arguing that the representation of 

the Irish Tricolour in the parade was a deliberate attempt to illustrate the 

unfair bias in Northern Ireland in favour of unionist symbols (Bryan 2006: 

10.5, expressed a similar concept).

The concept of parity of esteem was adopted by the Social Democratic

and Labour Party (SDLP) as an outgrowth of the Opsahl Commission of

1992-93 to recognize a nationalist culture in an otherwise dominant unionist

one. It was taken up by Sinn Fein later on (Hennessey and Wilson 1997, 6).

At present, 'parity of esteem’ implies that both sides of the community in a

tit for tat acquire the same levels of funding. If one side receives any

funding, the others will demand matching funds. This, however, does not

create a shared anything. In essence, the principle has led to separate

cultural spaces, or a space shared by different cultural groups at different

times (St Patrick’s Day for the nationalist community and 12 July for the

unionist). Unfortunately, the intended goal of this approach, namely, to

create shared respect and understanding for both traditions, has instead led

to further separation. Graham and Nash (2006) maintain that ‘[cjritics have

argued that ideas of parity of esteem and mutual respect in the Agreement

have effectively reinforced the hegemony of the "two traditions’” (275). In

addition, it fails to take into account multicultural and multinational groups,

other than the 'two traditions/communities' notion (Hennessey and Wilson

1997; Finley 2006, 8-17). The principle of parity of esteem may have been a

119 The SDLP is an Irish nationalist and social democratic political party. Like Sinn Fein, 
its republican counterpart, it too seeks reunification of Ireland, however, through peaceful 
democratic and constitutional means. The SDLP was the largest Irish nationalist party in 
Northern Ireland from 1975 until 2001, when Sinn Fein overtook it. The SDLP along with 
the UUP were the main brokers of the Good Friday Agreement.
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creative idea and perhaps it did help to highlight discrimination in services 

and communities. However, it has not promoted boundary crossing into 

sharing and celebrating together.

Sharing Space

By looking at the debate of shared space vs. neutral space 1 consider how 

the implementation of such policies has affected celebrations. The initiative 

of shared space came out of the Shared Future Document (OFMDFM 2005). 

For the purposes of this discussion, when referring to ‘shared space’, 1 rely 

on Gaffikin and McEldowney’s (2008a: 5) definition of space, where all 

communities have the potential for their voice to be heard and their identity 

to be expressed. ‘Neutral space’ was used to refer to legislation in the 

workplace, whilst shared space has come to mean, the space is ‘shared out' 

as if in what I call ‘joint custody’, rather than shared (Bryan and Gillespie 

2005, 3:10-3:13; F.quality Commission 2010, 75:2). The idea of shared 

space event is not necessarily to have everyone come along to an event, but 

to allow competing voices to be heard in that space at the same time.

Wallach, (2011: 4) focuses on ‘Shared Space in pre-1948 Jerusalem’. 

Shared spaces are ‘sites of encounter, which resist easy categorisation as 

belonging, territorially, to a single ethno-national group'. His article 

provided a memoir of how people in Jerusalem pre-1948 understood the 

spaces they occupied in their city. He looked at civic and workspaces in that 

period as ‘sites of encounter.’ During the Ottoman period argues Wallace, 

both Jew and Christians saw themselves in these spaces as equal members
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of an Ottoman political community alongside the Muslim citizens’ (Wallach 

201 1: 22).

Graham and Nash (2006) consider the process of how public policy is 

made in Northern Ireland, with a specific focus on the way the Shared 

Future consultative initiative, which led to the Shared Future document, was 

handled. They argue that the difficulty of implementing a shared policy in 

Northern Ireland where neither community can agree on what is shared 

means that the process of implementing a blanket approach is itself 

problematic.

Komarova (2008: 3) assesses how shared space is understood in a 

divided city like Belfast by investigating debates about ‘good relations’ and 

‘communal identities’, particularly as they relate to urban planning and the 

built environment. By scrutinizing several reports which followed the 

release of the Shared Future document regarding the idea of transforming 

Belfast’s ‘urban space’ into ‘shared space’, Komarova shows ‘how shared 

space is being envisaged and created in Belfast’ post-Agreement (Komarova 

2008: 4).

Neutral space is a contested term because of the difficulties in 

conception and practice. It seems that the terms shared and neutral have 

become empty signifiers because they are defined in so many different 

ways. Scholars such as Bryan (2006) Gafflkin and McEldowney (2008), 

Komarova (2008), argue that the difficulty around defining shared and 

neutral space prompts many dilemmas. Some have come to believe that 

‘shared’ should mean there is no identity displayed, whilst others perceive 

‘shared" as inherently neutral. Neutral in Northern Ireland has come to mean
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that neither Orange nor Green. However, al! spaces have meaning. How 

one defines the meaning of that space depends on where he or she is coming 

from. That raises the issue of how people can participate in shared events 

without divesting themselves of their identity markers.

In an effort to reduce political symbols within the Downpatrick 

parade, the Down District Council had placed restrictions on what symbols 

were allowed to be displayed in the hope of keeping the parade 'politically 

neutral'. The problem with that rhetoric is that people cannot identify with a 

symbol to which they cannot attach meaning. The Council’s effort to limit 

political symbols and emblems has produced a sanitizing effect rather than 

one of inclusion. Gaffikin (2008b: v) argues that trying to ‘sanitize' the 

identity issue does not confront the differences that are apparent here. 

Although both the Roman Catholic and Protestant communities recognize St 

Patrick as a common symbol, their only way of laying claim to him is 

through the symbolic markers of their respective communities. However, 

displaying those identifications with him can prove problematic, as they 

tend to be solely representative of their particular group.

This policy is encapsulated in the flags moment in 2011, something to 

which greater consideration will now be given. Policy defined what Mac 

Con Midhe could and could not do. The space that appeared to be neutral 

was contested, and the following example shows how contested it is.

In Downpatrick, the carnival parade takes place in and around the 

town centre, in what I consider to be ‘shared space' (GFA 1998). Because 

of its shared nature, this space provides a place for differing symbolic 

content to exist (shops, banks, St Patrick's Centre, libraries, taxi ranks all
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operate in this space). The carnival parade is billed as ‘cross-community’; 

and the symbolic content of the parade has been limited by parade 

organisers and the Down District Council so that it can function as such 

(Down District Council Community Relations Unit).'21’ That had been the 

aim, until 2011, when Sinn Fein Councillor, Eammon Mac Con Midhe, 

raised the question of the displaying of certain symbols.

Figure 22. Eamonn Mac Con Midhe carrying the Tricolour, on his shoulder 
is a large bunch of shamrock, his Irish wolfhound walks beside him. As a 

contrast, in the background the top of the St Patrick’s Centre and the 
Cathedral can be seen.

120 St Patrick’s Day Festival Downpatrick, http://www.st-patricksdavfestival.com/. accessed 
on 2 January 2010.
121 Eamonn Mac Con Midhe would describe himself as a practicing Catholic. He spent 
nine and a half years in prison during the Troubles, several of which were on the Blanket 
protest in the Maze. He retains his republican and nationalist ideology and argues for the 
use of the Irish language and culture to be generally promoted and admitted into the parade.
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Flagging St Patrick’s Day

On St Patrick’s Day 2011 in Downpatrick, as revellers were waving the flag 

of St Patrick, Sinn Fein Councillor Mac Con Midhe emerged near the front 

of the parade carrying an Irish Tricolour. This action brought the entire 

cross-community nature of the parade into question. Simply because 

Councillor Mac Con Midhe was seen to be using symbolic capital - that is, 

power and prestige - in his role as a public representative (Harrison; 

Bourdieu). Mac Con Midhe claimed that on that particular day he was 

acting as an ordinary citizen in the parade, not in his capacity as a 

community representative.

This was not the first time that the parade had encountered 

controversy. The 1986 St Patrick’s Day parade was cancelled on the 

advice of the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) due to ‘extremist’ 

bands wishing to take part in the parade. The concern was over 

loyalist bands that applied to take part in the parade. Then Down 

District Council Chairman, Eamonn O'Neil , commented on the 

decision:

Because of an open invitation in relationship to the St. Patrick’s 
Day parade, it became obvious that some bands of an already 
well-established extreme political nature were going on parade.
Since this event is a community event it was decided that it 
should not be jeopardised in any way and a decision was made to 
cancel it. (The Down Recorder 19 March, 1986).

From a loyalist perspective, the event was billed as a cross-community 

event, but the objection, as they saw it, was that a nationalist

122 Curiously, Eamonn O’Neil was Council Chairman again in 2011 during the Mac Con 
Midhe incident.
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representation was allowed to take part whilst a loyalist was not. This 

incident occurred at a time when there was heightened unionist anger 

over the signing of the Anglo-Irish Agreement" in November of the 

previous year. There was also mention in the newspapers of Orange 

parades wishing to march through the town centre on the 12th July (The 

Down Recorder, 19 March 1986). Contrast this event with 2011, when 

a decision was made go ahead with the parade despite the potentiality 

for violence. What we can conclude from this is that the context in 

which these two events took place, had a profound impact on the 

outcome. Due to the new political dynamics in Northern Ireland, the 

parade was able to go ahead despite Mac Con Midhe carrying the 

Tricolour. However, it is unlikely that the parade would have 

proceeded had it been fifteen or twenty years earlier. In other words, 

changing political circumstances have certainly affected the shift in 

thinking about inclusivity. Today the parade is billed as all-inclusive, 

with perhaps a stronger tint of green.

Mac Con Midhe was not the first Sinn Fein councilor to dispute the 

absence of the Irish Tricolour at a St Patrick's Day parade. In 1998, Sinn 

Fein Councilor, Paddy McGreevy objected to the council’s decision not to 

fly the Tricolour. He was quoted at the time in the Down Recorder as 

saying,

in Downpatrick, the resting place of our patron saint, not a trace of 
“green, white and gold” is seen...This is a day to be celebrating our 
common Irishness. St Patrick was neither Catholic nor Protestant, he 
belongs to us all’ (Down Recorder, 18 March, 1998).
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As a protest Sinn Fein handed out miniature Irish Tricolours, {Irish News 18 

March, 1999). As a historical backdrop, the Good Friday Agreement was 

about to be signed and an emphasis on inclusion of both communities’ 

cultures was stressed in the document.12’ Under the Rights and Safeguards 

section of the Good Friday Agreement regarding symbols and emblems it 

states, ‘to ensure that such symbols and emblems are used in a manner 

which promotes mutual respect rather than division'(OFMDFM 2005: 3).

Returning to our example, by eliminating political symbols from the 

St Patrick's F)ay parade, the Down L^istrict Council was hoping to keep the 

parade ‘politically neutral’. Speaking about the limitation of contentious 

symbols O’Neil explains,

We always wanted it to be cross-community because that's how 
we viewed Patrick and I think that’s how Patrick should be seen.
And in order to do that we thought it would be very significant if 
we could desensitize it politically. And the way to desensitize a 
situation...in our view, was to remove those objects and symbols 
that will cause division and conflict, and cause one side or the 
other to get annoyed to see them. Remove them from the parade 
as far as was humanly possible to do.... And that led on to our 
policy then of not having any national flags involved in the 
parade, and to provide flags, we provided the St Patrick’s Flag 
and they Council Flag (O'Neil 201 1).

One of the ways they sought to do that was to limit contentious symbols by 

only allowing the Cross of St Patrick and the local council flag to be used 

(See fig. 23).

123 This was also the first year that Belfast City was to hold the first St Patrick’s Day parade 
in the city centre.
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Figure 23. Cross of St Patrick's flag distributed at the St Patrick's Day 
parade, Downpatrick, 17 March 2011.

ST. PATRICK S DAY
CROSS-COMMUNITY CARNIVAL PARADE 

DOWNPATRICK

Figure 24. Down Council Flag. Distributed at the St Patrick's Day parade, 
Downpatrick, 17 March 2011.

The history of the Cross of St Patrick’s flag’s use in Downpatrick is slightly 

older than most interviewees perceived. The flag was first adopted by the 

Church of Ireland for their pilgrimage celebrations in the late 1950s. The 

flag was later used in Civic Week celebrations in the 1960s, as Hayes 

(2012) explained, to find an alternative to the Union Jack. The tradition of 

using the flag continued in the St Patrick's Day festival and later cross

community parade. This trend continued until 2012, when a new flag was
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adopted by the Council. Maurice Hayes justifies his reasoning for initially 

introducing the flag of St Patrick back in the late 1960s to mark Civic Week,

But the flag thing ... arose in a context which started Civic 
Weeks...1 think we had [Terrance] O’Neil coming to them 
actually, the governor to another one, the second one. Em you 
know, I eh managed not to have rows because every public 
building in the place had a Union Jack on it, and eh, the eh I 
mean this is where the Sinn Fein people have got it wrong... The 
idea of the St Patrick's Flag was to prevent the ubiquity of the 
Union Jacks around the place, which some people might take 
object to or make an excuse for not participating and all the rest 
of it. So, i went round all the people who had flagpoles and we 
bought a supply of the flag of St Patrick and we said look 
“because it’s St Patrick's town and all the rest of it, would you 
fly this one?” And they did. That became the flag, you know. 
Then to find it now being spurned seems a bit...odd (Hayes 
2012).

In the same interview 1 went on to ask Mr Hayes if he, as a Catholic on the 

Council, was saying ‘that flag doesn’t represent me.’ To this he replied, 

‘No, the argument was that it represented us better than a Union Jack.’ So 

here you have a prominent Roman Catholic leader on the council 

introducing the use of the St Patricks’ flag, not a Protestant, as has become 

understood in the current context.

Equally, Brian Turner, former director of the Down Museum in 

Downpatrick who started the St Patrick Heritage Centre, commented on his 

choice of continuing to use the St Patrick’s flag on St Patrick's Day at the 

Museum in the 1980s,

It was at that stage that I hung out the St Patrick’ Flag for St 
Patrick’s Day, when we had the St Patrick’s Heritage Centre. I
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always thought that ! was the first person to have done that but 
Maurice Hayes always tells me that in the Civic Weeks in the 
1960s, he tried to do it, or did do it; but I didn't know that. The 
same idea occurred twice. I suppose it was to attract attention to 
the front of the building really and to make it something special 
on that particular day. But 1 couldn't think of a better flag really. 
1 mean subsequently Eamonn Mac Con Midhe would talk about 
it, it’s the same victim thing, because it's in the Union flag it's 
trying to oppress me; regardless of the fact that the Catholic 
Confederation flew it in the 1640s or whatever. The point about 
it is not the history of the flag anyway, it’s what it’s intended to 
mean now. And I think it was generally accepted by the 
community as meaning a reconciliatory point and I think it 
worked very wel 1 as that (Turner 201 I).

Bell’s (1992) understanding of ‘how this domination involves a negotiated 

participation and resistance that also empowers,’ is applicable to how the 

ritual of the parade changed because the accepted symbolic content was 

disrupted. This idea of negotiated participation and resistance underlines 

this disagreement.

Mac Con Midhe describes how the council took over the running of 

the parade from local businesses in Downpatrick in the early 1990s and 

made it cross-community. He then went on to describe his reasoning for 

carrying the Tricolour in the 201 1 parade.

the council then tag this cross-community and then they had this 
what, ‘controversial’ thing we had this year [his parading of the 
Irish Tricolour], this St Patrick's flag wherever it come from 
which we [Sinn Fein] did find out was part of the Union Jack... is 
a British military flag, is from ascendency right. And for years 
you know the people of Downpatrick did not like it, ya know what 
I mean, and seen it as that, even though it was pushed by the 
council at the time. We, we didn’t use this flag; we always use 
Irish representation, and they did say you couldn't participate in 
the St Patrick's Day parade if you carried a Tricolor which was, 
we didn’t. But instead of having a vote we just said, bring your
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children along and ... dressed the children up in the national 
colors. (Mac Con Midhe 201 I).

For Mac Con Midhe, St Patrick’s Day is clearly about being Irish and 

celebrating that Irishness. His challenge of the use of the Cross of St 

Patrick violated paragraphs 9 and 10 of the Rules and Condition for 

Entry in the Downpatrick parade, stating that the flag's representation in 

the Union flag did not characterize nationalists in Northern Ireland (see 

Appendix 5).

DUP Councillor Jim Wells, who at the time was a member of the 

Down District Council, and former Deputy Speaker for the Northern Ireland 

Assembly, expressed a unionist view:

now for some reason which I haven’t yet been able to establish, a 
group of people took umbrage at this Cross of St Patrick. And no one 
has been able to explain to me why this is such an anathema to, 
because for the previous 27 years, they seemed perfectly happy to 
march behind the flag of St Patrick. And indeed when they [SF] 
became chairman, Willie Clarke was chairman of the council, he was 
more than happy to lead the parade with this massive St Patrick's flag 
ah at the top of it. So therefore out of nowhere Eamonn Mac Con 
Midhe said "the St Patrick's Flag is no more appropriate, let's tly the 
Tricolour'. In a desperate attempt to try and resolve this, we said ok if 
its "St Patrick flag that you are not happy with, we'll tly the Council 
flag'. And they [SF] said no, they insisted on flying the Tricolour. 
And then it became extremely controversial because not only was it a 
Tricolour, it was a Tricolour the size of a football pitch, it was a 
massive thing, and eh but 1 think he got himself on a limb and he 
couldn't get off it. We even offered to you know, unionist councilors 
offered to march beside him carrying the council flag, if that helped 
him get off the hook, but he couldn't. And the difficultly was then on 
the day of the parade we couldn’t take part, obviously because of this. 
(Wells 201 1).
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Figure 25. SF Councillor Mac Con Midhe at the start of the parade, The 
Irish News, March 18, 201 1. Photo taken by the author.

According to both my respondents, the DDC minutes and the Down 

Recorder newspaper, there were closed door negotiations in the council 

before the 201 1 parade to develop an alternative symbol, all of which 

Councillor Mac Con Midhe refused.

Discussions were also held within the Down District Council and the 

Good Relations Forum regarding what kind of policy to implement about 

flags in public spaces (Down District Council Good Relations Forum, Draft 

2010). The concern regarding the use of the St Patrick's flag was brought to 

the Council from the Good Relations Forum, a sub-group of the DDC for 

review in October 2010 (DDC Minutes, 25 October 2010); although the 

DDC sought local opinions regarding the issue of flags (Down Recorder, 

December 2009). There was a decision taken by a privy council, (the Good 

Relations Forum) - a committee on which Mac Con Midhe sits -dealing
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with the issue of flags and monuments, to table the further discussion of the 

flags issue until after the May election that year (DDC Minutes, 7 March 

2011). Mac Con Midhe maintains there had been a decision taken by the 

Good Relations Forum on 17 January 2011, which stated that, the St 

Patrick’s flag would not be flown, only the Council flag. When Mac Con 

Midhe heard Chairman O'Neil had gone against that decision and opted to 

use the existing flags of the Council and the Cross of St Patrick, Mac Con 

Midhe chose to fly the Tricolour out of protest. Nonetheless, Council 

minutes from 7 March 20! 1 state that Mac Con Midhe had not attended the 

prior Good Relations Forum meeting in which the decision was reached 

(DDC Minutes, 7 March 2011). The Council minutes indicate that the 

meeting on the 21 February of the Good Relations Forum in which the 

decision was made not to table the flags discussion until after the elections 

(which were to occur in May of that year), record that Mac Con Midhe was 

absent from that meeting. The Good Relations Forum therefore, decided that 

the decision to wait until after the May elections,

had superseded those decisions.... Councillors were concerned 
that the minutes of the Good Relations Forum were not ratified by 
Council and that any decisions on such matters should be made by 
the full Council.... It was AGREED on the PROPOSAL of 
Councillor McGrath [SDEP] SECONDED by Councillor O'Boyle 
[SDLP] that previous arrangements for flying flags on St Patrick’s 
Day remain for the current year.
It was also AGREED that a consultation exercise take place to 
determine the impact on visitors numbers etc, if the National Flag 
of Ireland was to be flown on St Patrick’s Day. (DDC Minutes 7 
March 2011).

It appears obvious from these minutes that the Good Relations Forum 

had decided to wait until after the May elections to make any crucial
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decision on the use of the National Flag of Ireland. Mac Con Midhe 

maintains a different view; he was sure that Chairman O'Neil had acted 

against the Council’s decision. However, the minutes reveal an 

alternative account.

Newspaper reports prior to the incident describe attempts to calm the 

fears of councillors and the local people in Downpatrick regarding the 

potential for violence erupting as a result of the symbolic content. In the 

South Down Sinn Fein News, Councillor Mickey Coogan claimed that the 

‘St Patrick’s Day flag row' was 'being deliberately sensationalised...it is 

important to make clear that St Patrick's Day in Downpatrick is both a 

celebration of our Patron Saint and an expression of our Irishness.’ He went 

on to say that his party would be 'respectful and mindful of the sensitivities' 

relating to the display of flags’ {South Down Sinn Fein News, 16 March, 

2011). The media’s handling of the issue angered him, claiming that The 

Down Recorder had misquoted Eamonn Mac Con Midhe, saying ‘Sinn Fein 

does not care if Unionists attend the St Patrick’s Day parade’. The Mourne 

Observers feature article on 16 March 2011 entitled, ‘Parade Protest’, 

highlighted the anger of the Protestant community towards Sinn Fein and 

towards Councillor Mac Con Midhe in particular, stating that ‘flying the 

Irish Tricolour could drive a wedge between the two communities’. In the 

same article, DUP Councillor William Walker stated, ‘why go to the bother 

and expense of drawing up another flag when we have the St Patrick’s flag, 

which isn't antagonistic toward the unionist community’ (McLaughlin 

2011). Mac Con Midhe was quoted in the Mourne Observer before the 

parade, ‘I have always wanted to fly the Irish flag and I believe it should be
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done. There is a lot of disconnect in the community about the flying of the 

St Patrick's Flag.... In all my years as a councillor 1 have not heard one 

positive word about it; it does not represent St Patrick' (McLauglin 201 1). 

These newspaper reports reveal the varied opinion on the subject.

Gauging a Response

On the day of the incident in 2011, I arrived into the town from the 

pilgrimage celebrations early. This allowed me ample time to 

interview parade attendees before, during and after the parade, in order 

to gauge the response to the flags dispute. Standing on Market Street 

opposite St Patrick’s Square stood a Downpatrick man in his forties 

and his two teenage children, holding two flags: the Irish Tricolour; 

and the other, an older Irish Flag, a green flag with a gold harp. The 

Irish Tricolour was quite large and dwarfed smaller ones being flown 

along the route.1’4 I asked him why he had the two flags. He told me 

that the green flag is the old Irish Flag1’^ and pre-dates the Irish 

Tricolour, which was first hoisted on the General Post Office in Dublin 

in 1916.126 We continued to talk as we awaited the parade to enter the

4 It might be worth mentioning here that as Bryan and Gillespie (2006) point out, the flags 
distributed by the council are very small, roughly 4X6 inches, compared with a typical 
national flag, roughly 3X5 feet. Regarding the Fair Employment and Treatment (Northern 
Ireland) Order 1998, Brennan v. Short Brothers (1995) speaking about displays of identity 
in the workplace state, ‘It is not about the size of flags or the precise manner in which 
religious beliefs or political opinions are demonstrated - it is about the effect which things 
have whether intended or not’ (Brennan vs. Short Brothers in Bryan and Gillespie 2006: 3: 
10).

125 This flag is also called the Maid of Erin Flag and has connections with the United 
Irishmen and the Home Ruler Movement in Ireland.
126 Thomas Francis Meagher invented the Irish Tricolour flag, inspired by French 
Revolution and the flag of France.

225



bottom of Market Street; he explained his reasoning for bringing the 

flags along.

Well you see the Irish flag for me encompasses, I know it has 
been obviously it’s a political symbol, yes, but, the Irish flag for 
the Irish nation and celebration of Irishness is a lot wider and 
bigger than that. It's obviously the colours of it, the green, the 
white and the orange celebrate if you like a peace, a truce between 
the two major traditions in Ireland, the Orange tradition and I 
suppose if you want to term it, the Catholic or the Gaelic/native 
tradition and that peace between the two. So 1 don't see it as eh, I 
know there are a lot of people maybe view it as a controversy, but 
I don't view it as a controversy. I view it as a genuine flag of 
peace between people, so, a flag of reconciliation if you like. 1 
know that maybe seems an odd way to put it, but that’s the way 1 
would look at it. The Orange Tradition in Ireland is as strong and 
is as much a part of Ireland as the Green and why shouldn't there 
be a peace between the two? Isn't that what it’s all about? (on
street interview with flag bearer 201 1).

I went on to ask, ‘Do you have any objection to the Cross of St 

Patrick being flown?’ "Not at all. No, not at all,’ he said. ‘But people 

say it’s part of the Union Jack’ I persisted. His reply was measured.

Well 1 mean look, you could be pedantic about it and say you 
know the crosses origins maybe have their origins somewhere 
back in the mists of time with the way in which symbolism in 
Ireland came about when all of Ireland was under British rule, but 
I mean at the end of the day, no I mean I personally don't. If you 
go to the Royal Irish Academy in Dublin they still have it on their 
crest, ya know, I personally don't have any objection to it. I mean 
some people, I don't know, maybe some people do find it 
offensive, but it doesn't offend me, it doesn't bother me. It's not, 
and I have to be honest with you, it's not a substitute for what 1 
would see as Ireland’s national flag, but yes, for St Patrick on St 
Patrick's Day I have no difficulty with it (on-street interview with 
flag bearer 201 1).
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My interviewee was obviously a man of diplomacy and in a friendly 

conversational tone I went on to inquire, ‘How do you think this flags 

controversy is going to be sorted?’

Well, [he replied] it’s about people genuinely accepting that 
when you carry a flag, it’s the reason behind why you carry the 
flag 1 think that’s important. I mean, if you carry a flag to wave 
in somebody’s face, to put somebody down or to make 
somebody feel less, then that’s wrong and that is controversial. 
But if you carry a flag in the genuine spirit of friendship, 
harmony, peace and reconciliation and it’s your national, what 
you believe is your national flag and you believe your flag can 
do that then I don't see why it should be offensive or why it 
should be controversial. In fact the opposite, I think it should be 
something that people accept in that spirit of celebration, ya 
know. That's the way I view it, that's my personal view but I 
know not everybody thinks like that but 1 think that’s what we 
should all aspire to. Are they bad aspirations to have? I don’t 
think they are (on-street interview with flag bearer 2011).

This gentleman came from Northern Ireland and considered himself an 

Irish nationalist. Therefore, for him the symbol of the Irish Tricolour 

was not an offensive symbol. He appeared to have a great deal of 

knowledge about flags and their historic origins. His comment about 

the intentionality of why people carry a flag is important; the difficulty 

with his answer is, of course, that although you may intend to have 

your symbolic display read one way, it is almost invariably perceived 

in another (Cohen 1985; Harrison 1995, 2002).

In the next extract we hear what Harrison (1995; 2002) 

describes as ‘symbolic conflict’; indeed it can be understood by what 

Kertzer (1988) speaks about symbols defining boundaries. A woman 

with her husband and daughter shared her view on the flag issue, 

‘Well, when it’s their [Protestant] celebrations they can fly their flags;
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so I fee! that we should have a right to do the same if it’s chosen to’; 

this sentiment was echoed by many nationalists to whom I spoke.

Margaret Ritchie, MP and MLA for South Down, and then leader of 

the SDLP shared her views after the flags dispute:

Downpatrick St Patrick's Day Parade was never marred by that 
in a festival where good community relations prevailed, where 
the community came together as part of the festival exhibiting 
what they had done in the past year and emphasizing whatever 
the theme was of that festival, in fact the bands come from right 
across the community.127 And it's been very anxious, the school 
children, the schools pulled out because of what was happening. 
It was the politicisation of St Patrick's Day and we've always 
tried to keep it a community festival. And there is a distinct 
difference (Ritchie 2011).

O'Neill (2011) explains that the St Patrick's flag had been in place as an 

impartial flag for many decades prior to this situation:

This was a well recognised symbol and it had been accepted for 
hundreds of years as the Flag of St Patrick, and that is why it was 
adopted and it was always seen by everyone as the Flag of St 
Patrick. The fact that it was incorporated into the Union Jack is a 
secondary matter. It was always looked upon as the Flag of St 
Patrick.... The Tricolour to me is the flag of my country as 1 see 
it and it shouldn't be dragged through the mud, and should be 
used in a way that celebrates; it should not be used in a 
confrontational way to mark out, nor should it be used to mark 
out territory or in a defiant way and should be celebrated in some 
other way along maybe, maybe there is a case for using it along 
with the Patrick flag and maybe having something that marries 
both of them together... because I think all kinds of flags are 
used here, whether it’s the Tricolour, whether it’s the Union flag 
or whether it's the Ulster flag and then the use of paramilitary 
flags, and I'm sure that’s a study in itself, the use of flags in 
history and their political development (O'Neil 2011).

127 There are several pipe bands in the parade from the unionist tradition. According to 
Witherow (2006; 20! 1) and Casserly (2012) whilst flute bands are more popular, the pipe 
band tradition is more rural and deemed by those from the parading tradition in Northern 
Ireland as being more respectable and of a higher standard musically. They are less likely to 
carry banners of contestation, making it more palatable for inter-communal events.
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O’Neil’s point that he, an Irish nationalist, views Mac Con Midhe’s actions 

as disrespectful both to the Unionists, who were dissuaded from attending 

the parade, and to other nationalists who hold an allegiance to the flag. He 

felt that Mac Con Midhe was pushing a particular agenda, not respecting the 

inter-communal nature of the celebrations.

Understandably, there was great frustration in the local community 

regarding the flying of the Tricolour in the parade as came through in the 

newspapers. Here is a flavour of some of those reactions. The response in 

the local newspapers, The Down Recorder, The Mourne Observer and other 

sources testify to the frustration people felt by both sides in the wake of Mac 

Con Midhe’s actions. The Belfast Telegraph also featured the story in their 

newspaper. One article stating that Mac Con Midhe ‘needed to learn the 

flag’s history’ and had only carried the flag as part of an ‘election stunt’ 

{Belfast Telegraph, 22 March 2011). Several online blogs discussed the 

situation. Slugger O’Toole, for example, posted a reflection on his blog 

entitled, ‘A Shared St Patrick’s Day in Downpatrick’. It begins by declaring 

that the compere, Julian Simmons, on the day of the parade, ‘handled the 

situation well when he called for the crowd to give an applause for the 

wolfhound!’. He went on to say,

Honestly, 1 counted two persons and one family who brandished 
tricolours from the crowd.... In my opinion. Councillor McConvey 
may have prevailed with his right to express his political opinion, but 
thankfully the greater public audience of near 20,000 just wanted to 
enjoy the festivities (Slugger O'Toole, 18 March 201 I).
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DUP MLA, Nelson McCausland blogged on 19 March 2011, regarding the 

debate. He reminded Mac Con Midhe of the historical connection of the 

Cross of St Patrick to such groups as the Blueshirts, Catholic Boy Scouts of 

Ireland and Irish Freemasons. McCausland also compared Mac Con Midhe 

to Sinn Fein's Caitrona Ruane, who brought a legal challenge against 

Belfast City Council in the early 2000s over the flying of the Irish 

Tricolour.128

Moreover, if Councillor Mac Con Midhe, here is going to follow 
Caitrona’s [Ruane] line and condemn flags because of their 
associations, he might reflect on the fact that the Irish tricolour, 
which he carried in the parade, was formerly known as the “Sinn 
Fein Flag” and was used by IRA terrorists (Nelson's view, 19 
March 2011).

In an article in the Irish Independent Maurice Hayes, a retired 

senior civil servant from the Downpatrick area blamed Mac Con 

Midhe, but he also blamed the Down District Council for taking ‘the 

eccentric’ decision to emphasise the flag as ‘a symbol of protestant 

ascendency and colonial oppression; a proposition advanced, it 

appears, by the SDLP in an attempt to outdo Sinn Fein in competitive 

rhetorical republicanism' (Hayes, 2011). He credits the local clergy for 

maintaining balance by focusing on religious characteristic of the 

saint.

128 McCauland made a similar statement in his interview with me (1st August, 2011).
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Figure 26. Political cartoon depicting Sinn Fein Councilor, Mac Con 
Midhe, rejecting St Patrick and his flag, according to the Down 

Recorder, March 2011.

Party politics certainly came into play in this debate. In it there was an 

ideological disagreement between Sinn Fein and the SDLP. One reliable 

source informed me that prior to the parade Sinn Fein had hundreds of mini

tricolours ready to hand out if Mac Con Midhe had gotten the public 

support.129 When it became clear that the public was not behind him, Sinn 

Fein changed its mind. Although this allegation was made, 1 was not able to 

get Sinn Fein to confirm or deny it. Another reliable source who was not 

impressed with Mac Con Midhe’s actions commented,

not only did he carry the flag, but he took an Irish wolfhound 
with him....Ah sure for heaven sake, he thought he was the

129 In Downpatrick in 1999 as a protest Sinn Fein handed out miniature Irish Tricolours, 
(Irish News 18 March, 1999).
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prince coming out of the romantic Celtic past to take over his 
rightful kingdom or something. I don't know. He’s away with 
the fairies (anonymous interviewee 2011).

In this statement, the commentator was blaming Mac Con Midhe rather than 

the political party to which he belonged.

When 1 interviewed Brannigan, the parade organiser on the morning 

of the controversial parade, he was still attempting to work as an 

intermediary. He was convinced that the town's people and the councillors 

would see Mac Con Midhe’s actions as rogue and would continue to show 

their cross-community support; at the time when unionist and nationalist 

relations were moderately good. He was right; however, he told me in a 

second interview later that year (2011) - after he had some space to reflect 

on the event - that the incident had the potentiality to pose a real danger. He 

got quite emotional thinking about the idea that the parade could have 

turned violent, and he stated that he would never have been able to live with 

himself if a child or anyone had gotten hurt.

A New Flag: Finding Common Ground?

Following the disagreement of 201 1, the Council decided that the flags issue 

needed to be given serious consideration. The Community Relations Forum, 

established by the Down District Council was charged with trying to find a 

solution to the Hags dispute. It was decided that the Cross of St Patrick flag 

would no longer be used on St Patrick's Day. Independent Councillor 

(former Green Party member) Cadogan Enright who chaired the committee, 

proposed a new flag, replacing the Cross of St Patrick’s Flag which he
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perceived was ‘linked to the Union Jack’ {Down Recorder 2012: 8). In an 

interview with Enright regarding his objections to the St Patrick’s flag, he 

told me,

There have been attempts to normalize the St Patrick's Flag over 
the years by praising it from all points of view representing it. 
But the truth of the matter was, it is, if you do the research on 
it.... I can only describe it as a flag that, a conquistador flag, you 
know. And it was representing the, representing Ireland as being 
part of the UK....Possibly em, I think it certainly at one stage 
would have been the flag of the ascendency and 1 suppose it 
would have been during the ascendency years that the real 
problems in Ireland came in. Em you know, the dispossession of 
the natives of their land, you know, that sort of thing, do you 
follow me? So very, very few people would be aware of that sort 
of history. And em, certainly Protestant Churches wouldn’t have 
been that conscious of it (Enright 2012).

Councillor Enright's comments here are pertinent. He makes the point that 

the St Patrick's flag is a "flag of the ascendency' and as such has colonial or 

as he puts it, conquistadoresque qualities. As an independent councillor, one 

would assume he w'ould be rather impartial or at least take a middle of the 

road view. He states that very few people are aware of the flag’s historic 

baggage, but if that information became common knowledge it would 

further aggravate or inflame the situation. Hence, there was logic in the 

policy of Mac Con Midhe and Enright to pre-empt potential violence by 

having the flag removed altogether.

The Good Relations Forum committee allowed for alternatives to be 

suggested. In the end, a flag invented by Enright, bearing the symbol used 

by the Northern Irish Tourist Board for the St Patrick's Trail. It portrays a 

bishop's mitre and crosier, with the inscription "Downpatrick" on one side 

of the flag and Dim Pddraig on the other, (see fig. 27 below). The
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committee put the new flag to a vote before the council where it won a 12-4 

approval and voted to be used in the 2012 parade.

Downpatrick 
Dun Pddraig

Figure 27. New flag for Downpatrick parade, introduced by the Down 
District Council in 2012.

Councillor Enright stated that at the time attempts were being made to 

resolve the flags dispute, legislation on the Irish language was being pushed 

through the Council. Enright believes that the language legislation had a 

secondary effect on the flags dispute, namely, in consequence of the 

proposal to recognize the Irish language, the flag created by Enright had 

Irish in it. Enright, an enthusiastic gaelgoir himself, specifically outlined 

the use of Irish in the creation of the flag. He defended his position by 

stating that this new symbol was an attempt to move away from national 

flags and focus instead on St Patrick's linguistic connections to the local 

area (Enright in the Down Recorder 2012, 8).

Unionist councillors expressed their anger at the use of the Irish 

language on the flag and called on the Council to reinstate the Cross of St
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Patrick, which had been traditionally used. They claimed that St Patrick had 

been "hi-jacked by nationalists’ and that the parade is no longer cross

community. They claimed that if the dispute was not resolved in time for the 

2013 celebration, they would join with the Orange Order to stage an 

alternative parade in one of the local towns (DUP Walker, Down Recorder 

Feb. 29, 2012).

The anger expressed by unionists was not over the use of the 

ecclesiastical symbols of the mitre and crosier, symbols connected to the 

Roman Catholic and Church of Ireland churches, but in the use of the Irish 

language on the flag (Down Recorder 22 February 2012: I, 8, 9, 14, 33). 

When 1 interviewed Enright about the flags origins, he told me that it had 

been developed by a suggestion from Dean Hull from Down Cathedral. In 

reality, it looks more like a council flag then a St Patrick's Day flag. 

Additionally, Nelson McCausland objected to the symbolism of the mitre 

and crosier as representational of the St Patrick's Trail emblems 

(McCausland interview, 2011). Bishop Donal McKeown also echoed 

McCausland, by stating that "RC and COI which are both Episcopal they 

can live with portrayals of Patrick in a crosier and mitre, Patrick the bishop 

is an acceptable symbol; it wouldn't be in the reformed tradition as easily' 

(interview 30lh August 2011). David Hume, Director of Services for the 

Grand Orange Lodge of Ireland (Belfast), said that whilst some Orangemen 

do participate in celebrations on St Patrick's Day, ‘in the psyche of the 

organisation (Orange Order), 1 don't think Patrick looms large' (interview 

with Hume, 20l11 October 201 1).
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There was no sign of Mac Con Midhe or the Irish Tricolour in the 

2012 parade, although he did attend the interdenominational service at 

Down Cathedral. I spoke informally with Mac Con Midhe after the St 

Patrick’s Day service in 2012. He said ‘he had made his point and gotten rid 

of "that" flag' (meaning the Cross of St Patrick).

Figure 28. This picture shows the complexities of the parade, the newly 
issued Hags, contrasted over and against the Irish Tricolour visible across 
the street, with the St Patrick's Centre and the old St Patrick's Cathedral 

juxtaposed in the background. Photo taken by the author 2012.

When 1 interviewed people on-street at the 2012 parade about the new 

flag they were indifferent towards it. Those who were in favour of the Irish 

Tricolour being flown had no difficulty with the flag of the Cross of St 

Patrick per se, but they also wanted to see the Tricolour being flown. One 

man shared his views,

I think in the north it’s a little bit different. Eh and the flag has 
been abused in the past. The tricolour has been abused as a
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political symbol for one-upmanship rather than unity as it's 
supposed to be intended. But I think being the Patron Saint of 
Ireland, there should be no contention with an Irish Hag flying at 
it or being presented at it (parade on-street interview 2012).

When I asked whether he harboured any objections to the newly 

developed flag, he responded: ‘No. Not at t'alf. Inquiring if he had 

been content with the flag of St Patrick, he told me, ‘Yes, to be honest, I 

think it was just as good as anything. It is His festival’. He explained 

that in his opinion, most people were not deterred by the flags row and 

saw it as political ‘one-upmanship’. The historical background in the 

southern portion of County Down he maintained has always had a 

unique history of ‘unionists consider themselves Irish, albeit maybe 

union with Britain, but there’s still that Irishness, historical connection I 

think. And [there is] a big United Irishmen history down here too’ 

(parade interview 2012).130 This view of Irishness is much more fluid 

than what Mac Con Midhe’s stance suggests.

130 In 1803, Thomas Russell, (memorialised in poetry as ‘the man from God knows 
where') co-founder of The Society of United Irishmen was hung in Downpatrick 
Goal for taking part in the United Irishman Rebellion (1798) his body is interred in 
the graveyard of the Church of Ireland (Wilson 1995: 141-143). The town is proud 
of this United Irishman history, and the Down County Museum - ironically in the 
buildings of the old goal - has a permanent exhibit dedicated to Russell. Indeed 
when I interviewed SF Councillor Eamonn Mac Con Midhe. he insisted we visit 
Russell’s grave.
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Figure 29. Councillors, MLA Margaret Ritchie and several members of the 
clergy follow behind St Patrick Day, 2012. Photo taken by the author.

St Patrick has been used by nationalists to combat symbolic capital 

held by the unionist hegemony. By declaring the saint as part of your 

community, you are using him to maintain the values of your community. 

As Bryan and Stevenson stress after the 1994 ceasefires, ‘symbolic 

contestation became even more intense and a principle means for the two 

sides to express differences’ (Bryan and Stevenson 2009, 73). Nagle (2006, 

33) furthers this debate by claiming that St Patrick was resurrected by 

certain politicians post-agreement as a possibility for shared identity 

celebrations, with a particular focus on St Patrick’s Day parades.

Harrison and Nagle point out that, ‘shared cultural symbolism" 

can promote a rivalry over "ownership". Consequently, just because the 

Saint is understood by both communities to be a common symbol, that 

does not mean individuals have the same understanding of that symbol 

(Harrison 1995, 262-263). Whilst there may be discrepancies over ‘who
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owns the Saint', it is clear that both sides of the divide perceive Patrick 

in their own image and wish to display him in their own likeness. 

Adopting and encouraging shared symbols in Downpatrick to be 

displayed in the parade has been an experimental strategy, although, as 

it turns out, it is not without its problems.

St Patrick’s Day celebrations across the globe are typically 
characterised by profound intra-community acrimony - by battles 
over power, fights over who gets to retell the story, and from which 
position. This is contrary to its common image as a benign, 
cosmopolitan, and inclusive celebration of community and identity, 
as evidenced in the oft-quoted statement, “on St. Patrick's Day 
everybody is Irish for the Day” (Bryan 2006, 3.1: 11).

Bryan (2006) is right to point this out, however, it is not simply ‘intra' 

it is also ‘inter' community fractures and disputes. The reality is the ‘inter’ 

community disputes get greater attention because of hegemony between 

unionists and nationalists debates; whilst the ‘intra' is more subtle, it gets 

lost in the disputes between politics and the ecumenical understandings. 

Belfast fits into the ‘inter’ community debates, whereas, Downpatrick offers 

the "intra', between the SDLP and Sinn Fein. In as much as those I 

interviewed in Downpatrick wish that to be the case, however, this research 

has shown that the situation it is much more complicated. Given the 

historical baggage attached to the Saint, the struggles over ownership 

remain.
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Conclusion

What this incident demonstrates is the emotive power symbols have, the 

power people give them and how difficult it can be to introduce new 

symbols, which confront established traditions. When placed in a 

circumstance where they can be challenged, the meaning or at least 

perception of the symbol changes. Thus in trying to sanitise contentious 

symbols the Council actually created the situation under which their 

preferred meaning of the event could be challenged. Actually trying to keep 

symbols fixed makes them more easily malleable to opposing parties. 

Although both communities may recognize St Patrick as a common symbol, 

their only way of laying claim to him is through the symbolic markers of 

their community, and displaying those identifications with him proves 

problematic.

Northern Ireland is still a long way from being an integrated society. 

In relation to symbols, this tells us that moving toward an inclusive society 

is extremely difficult when there are still serious disagreements over what 

symbols can be displayed. The success of the St Patrick's Day celebrations 

in Downpatrick as ‘a model' was predicated on an inter-communal 

celebration and a general acceptance of the Cross of St Patrick. As we 

discovered, that successful model was challenged in 201 1. This single act of 

defiance changed the common perception. Yet, by eliminating one flag and 

replacing it with another, has not brought unity. This example reinforces 

Cohen’s (1985) understanding of symbols holding a multiplicity of 

meanings and indeed Harrison's (1995; 2011) argument of valuation 

contents, and shows the fragility of contested symbols.
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St Patrick could provide a golden opportunity for how to achieve 

shared celebrations. Although Downpatrick is a place where community 

relations have tended to be successful, flags still pose a problem. However, 

if we negotiate the historical narrative we can see that there is shared 

ground. To echo Hayes (2011), the challenge is how to participate in a 

shared event, without losing one’s identity. ‘Sometimes if you want to get it 

straight you have to cut it Crooked’.
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Chapter 7

St Patrick’s Day, a Broader Perspective

‘St Patrick’s Day is celebrated in more countries around the world than any 
other national festival.... [yet] global traditions are only powerful when they 

are locally relevant’ (Cronin and Adair 2002: 242).

The aim of this chapter is to situate Downpatrick in a larger narrative of St 

Patrick's Day. The chapter is divided into two parts. Firstly, it will begin by 

providing a short comparison between Dublin and Belfast to illustrate how 

celebrations are performed in these cities; and secondly, it will provide a 

short survey of the effect commodificaton has played in the promotion of 

this feast day as a globalised event.

To offer some variety of how St Patrick’s Day is celebrated 1 present a 

comparison between Dublin and Belfast, the principal cities of the Republic 

of Ireland and Northern Ireland respectively. Geographically, politically and 

culturally divergent from one other, they together give a glimpse of the 

diverse perspectives of celebration. In the conduct of the differing 

ceremonies, the tensions of religion, nationalism and commodification 

function. Dublin's parade resembles an American tradition of parading and 

pageantry, whilst the Belfast parade has strong overtones of Irish 

nationalism.

Due to the historical and political background described in the 

previous chapters, Belfast’s St Patrick’s Day parade was revived during the 

course of the peace process and has struggled to throw off the political
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baggage attached to Irish nationalism, later shifting away from the political 

and emphasizing a shared celebration. It later shifted away from the political 

and emphasised a shared celebration. In the process it went through four 

major changes: Firstly, Pre-1988 parades were rather parochial and typically 

consisted of the local AOH lodge marching to and from the Catholic chapel. 

Secondly, from 1988-1998 the parade took place in nationalist West Belfast 

and were organised by the West Belfast Festival Committee. Thirdly, from 

1998-2005 the parade entered the city centre and ended outside Belfast City 

Flail. Initially it was sponsored by the West Belfast Festival organisation 

and later taken over by the St Patrick’s Day Carnival Committee. Finally, 

the post-2006 the parade was funded by Belfast City Council and takes 

place down Royal Avenue, along by City Flail towards Custom House 

Square (Bryan. 2006: 67).131 This changing history was the result of 

developments in Northern Ireland relating to nationalist parades.

Prior to 1998, a very local St Patrick’s Day parade celebrations took 

place in West Belfast, organised by the West Belfast Festival committee, 

now Feile an Phobail. That organisation was set up in the area to counter 

communal rioting on the ninth of August; a day associated with the 

introduction of internment in 1971. That date was subsequently used as an 

occasion for the nationalist community to hold marches. As their website 

explains:

Feile an Phobail was established in 1988 as a direct response to 
the conflict in the north of Ireland. Its purpose was to celebrate 
the positive side of the community, its creativity, its energy, its 
passion for the arts, and for sport.. .(Feile an Phobail).

131 That route changed in 2012.
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Consequently, in 1998, when the first St Patrick’s Day parade organised by 

the West Belfast Festival Committee was held in Belfast city centre, it 

reflected a republican ethos in character and makeup; even though it 

purported to be a cross-community event. Although parade organisers had 

banned political paraphernalia from the parade, spectators attending the 

event paid little heed; and according to the 2006 Monitoring Report, gave 

the ‘impression that this was a republican celebration' (Bryan, 2006\ 21). 

Media reports from both nationalist and unionist persuasions gave 

conflicting viewpoints. Martin O’Muilleoir132 wrote in the Andersontown 

News:

Tens of thousands who turned Belfast city centre black with green 
on Tuesday were doing more than scribbling footnotes, more than 
even contributing chapters to our history. They were shedding the 
pages of past wrongs, binning the Belfast of the pogroms and 
second-class citizenship, erasing the painful memory of too many 
Twelfths on the wrong side of the swagger stick ... and profoundly 
painting their own prologue: we’ve arrived (‘Glorious Green 
Gridlock’ Andersontown News, 21 March 1998 in Cronin and 
Adair 2002, 192-193).

This article expressed a republican sentiment that for ‘too long’ nationalists 

had been excluded from Belfast city centre. For nationalists and republicans 

the 1998 St Patrick’s Day parade was about a reclamation of space - the city 

hall - and an opportunity to express their Irish identity in that space. Thus, it 

was obviously not p to be cross-community. The unionist orientated News 

Letter reported on the republican flags displayed at the event (Saoirse [the

32 O’Muilleoir is a Sinn Fein member of Belfast City Council, and is the current Lord 
Mayor of Belfast, a position he will hold from June 2013 to June 2014.
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flag used for republican prisoners] and Irish Tricolour) explaining that this 

was unsettling to many unionists {The News Letter, 18 March 1998).

The St Patrick's Day parade occurred in the run up to the Good Friday 

Agreement, signed on the April 10th 1998. Those days and weeks were 

times of great hope - but also anxiety -for the province. Acknowledging 

that there was room for improvement, the Belfast City Council133 and the St 

Patrick's Day Coordinating Committee (STPDCC) went into talks with 

various interest groups in May to discuss planning for the 1999 event, 

particularly with an eye to improving the tourist side of the day. Obviously 

the issue of the use of the Irish Tricolour and the Saoirse flags in the parade 

sparked wide discussion. The Council minutes from that meeting noted 

that.

It was agreed that to censor flags, of any type, could be 
counter-productive and nugatory but it was agreed that the 
official flag for the carnival should be a St Patrick's flag with 
Belfast City Council tourism promotion logo superimposed. 
These flags would be distributed to participants and spectators 
as a promotional item for the event. As was the case this year 
no political slogans or emblems would be permitted in the 
parade. (Belfast City Council Minutes E657; Bryan 2006: 21).

It was thought that the principle of no flags should be censored would 

eventually lead to public acceptance of the Tricolour. The STPDCC agreed 

in principle to the BCC's proposal to fly the council flag (Bryan 2006: 21). 

From the unionist perspective, the superabundance of Irish Tricolours on 

display in the 1998 St Patrick's Day parade led the Belfast City Council to

133 The politics of Belfast is more contested than Downpatrick. Downpatrick is led by a 
SDLP majority, whereas in Belfast, the politics between the DUP and Sinn Fein is played 
out in the debates. Sinn Fein had its first representative elected (Alex Maskey) to the BCC 
in 1983, see Murray, Gerard; Tonge, Jonathan (2005). Sinn Fein and the SDLP: From 
Alienation to Participation. Dublin: The O'Brien Press, 153.
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amend their view regarding the use of flags displayed in the parade. Belfast 

City Council's meeting of the Policy and Resources Committee held on 

January 21st 1994, agreed to the flying of the Cross of St Patrick’s Flag from 

Belfast City Hall. In addition, to capitalize on tourism, the council decided 

to expand celebrations over several days and change the event from a 

festival to a carnival (Bryan 2006: 21).

As Cronin and Adair (2002: 193) and Gillespie (2005) argue, the St 

Patrick's Day parade dispute could be viewed within a larger context over 

symbolic and political disputes, such as the one at Drumcree. Another likely 

explanation was the underlying association with nationalism and indeed 

republican causes. Thus unionists were unable to perceive this as an 

‘inclusive event' (Gillespie 2005: 2).

Given its origins, the parade initially had republican overtones. 

Unionists felt excluded from participating but that has since improved. 

However the struggle for cross-community participation remains an issue. 

The attempt to sanitize the parade and make it ‘inclusive’ by excluding 

displays of Irishness -particularly the Irish Tricolour - on the feast day of 

Ireland’s patron saint, has been perceived by Nationalists as ‘anti-Irish’. 

Unionists disagree and wish to focus primarily on St Patrick himself and 

disassociate themselves with ethno-national displays (Bryan 2006: 67-8). 

The debate on acceptable symbols and displays of identity has become 

increasingly vocal since the Good Friday Agreement when the parade
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entered the public arena.^ Consequently the use of policy and legislation 

has been used to justify these positions as we discovered in Chapter 6.

Sinn Fein’s influence on the parade and the symbols chosen to 

represent Irishness, such as the Tricolour, also helped contribute to unionist 

discomfiture with the ‘supposed’ cross-community parade.10 The image 

below demonstrates the tension between the BCC and the STPDCC. The 

image reveals a republican viewpoint on the left with their Irish Tricolours 

and traditional symbology over against a unionist display of Ulster Scots, 

Union Jacks and an overall ‘anti-Irish’ exhibition.

Figure 30. Drawing given to me by Caitrlona Ruane in June 201 1, showing 
the tension in the Belfast City Council over the funding of St Patrick's Day

celebrations.

134 The majority of this material comes from council minutes, Monitoring Reports of 2006, 
2007 and various media reports.
135 It is worth noting that the first ever republican event to take place in Belfast’s city centre 
(at city hall) was in 1991 and again in 1993, a protest advocating for republican prisoners 
rights, it was a reclamation of city hall, by republicans, who perceived it to be a unionist 
stronghold (Bryan 2009b: 10). In keeping with this tradition, O’Muilleoir maintained that 
having a celebration that epitomizes Irishness i.e. St Patrick’s Day) in the city centre and 
perhaps more importantly, at City Hall, was ‘re-writing history’ and claiming this 
hegemonic territory. See ‘Glorious Green Gridlock’ Andersontown News 21 March 1998.

247



Wanting to capitalize on the GFA’s promises for ‘parity of 

esteem' Sinn Fein held a meeting in July 1998 between their 

representatives and various organizations from both communities as 

well as from the Northern Ireland Council for Ethnic Minorities. On 

the twelfth of August 1998, Belfast City Council along with ‘the 

Tourism and Promotion of Belfast sub-committee, met and decided to 

create ‘a Steering Committee composed of representatives of roughly 

equal numbers of organisations from Protestant and Catholic areas’ 

(Bryan 2006: 22). They also promised to allocate £50,000 for the 

1999 carnival parade. Unable to reach any agreement about what 

‘cross-community’ meant, unionist groups withdrew. However, 

‘nationalists did not consider the committee dissolved and continued 

with the meeting’ and preparations (Bryan, 2006: 5, 22). On I 

February 1999, the Council withdrew their promise for funding, 

leading nationalists to 'launch the carnival independently’ (Bryan,

2006: 23). Lee Reynolds, co-chair of the committee suggested the 

implementation of Downpatrick’s St Patrick’s Day guidelines, that is, 

the use of the Cross of St Patrick and council flags, to try to curtail 

emotive symbols being displayed.

With the republican overtone to the celebration, unionist groups in 

1999 established the ‘Saint Patrick's Heritage Committee' around this time 

to 're-image' Saint Patrick away from nationalist rhetoric and hold 

alternative festivals for unionists on St Patrick's Day (Bryan 2006: 23;
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Bradley 2010; Lucy 2010). The Saint Patrick's Heritage Association's1’6 

chair, Lee Reynolds, commented on the Irish Protestant reservations to 

identifying with St Patrick:

St Patrick has been identified as an icon of Irish nationalism and 
Irish Catholicism and that has led to people not identifying with 
him. We thought by challenging this imagery and changing it we 
could get more people to identify with the memory of St Patrick 
(Irish News, 18 March 2000).

This highlights the tensions operating at that time between the council 

and the STPDCC and more importantly the conflict over shared 

ownership and representation of that ownership in public displays and 

rituals.

The Irish News (24 January 2000) carried a story by Ruane entitled 

‘St Patrick's is a symbol of Irishness’, which claimed that ‘unionists 

conspired to politicize the 1999 parade and destroy it. They did this by tying 

it up in discussions about flags and emblems to bog it down in the political 

mire’.

By way of contextualizing the issue, the GFA had been signed and 

the realities of that agreement were being ironed out. Disagreement over 

how to express a nationalist identity in ritual and symbol was under 

consideration both in the Executive and in local councils. At the end of 1999

136 Saint Patrick’s Heritage Association is an organisation established in the late 1990s, 
with close connections to the Ulster-Scots Community Network, to counter the Irish 
nationalist message that St Patrick’s Day is about ‘Irishness’. Their aim is to offer a 
Protestant perspective of St. Patrick. They have released several small publications and 
brochures on St Patrick. In 2000 the organisation applied for funding to hold an alternative 
St Patrick’s Day parade in Belfast, this during the time of Council’s dispute over funding 
for the parade, see ‘Celebrating Patrick: A Report into attitudes within the unionist 
community of Belfast to celebrating Saint Patrick’ March 2001; Belfast City Council 
Development Committee Minutes 2146, 15 September, 1999.
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David Trimble, then leader of the UUP, joined the Executive with Sinn Fein 

(Gillespie 2008: 271). Billy Mitchell, senior UVF and PUP figure at the 

time stated.

Many unionists regard the event that has taken place on the 
previous two St Patrick’s Days as being a celebration of 
nationalist cultural identity. Many nationalists, on the other hand, 
regard unionist opposition to their carnival as being an attempt to 
suppress their Irish identity....The focus of the controversy 
appears to me to be on the clashing identities of the two main 
communities rather than on the person, mission and legacy of 
Patrick. If St Patrick’s Day is to be celebrated in a manner worthy 
of the life of St Patrick surely the focus should be on that life and 
not on the political differences that divide us today. A celebratory 
event that seeks to be inclusive of all citizens of our city, and 
which seeks to honour the life and mission of Patrick, should 
emphasize those things that we have in common {North Belfast 
News with Billy Mitchell ‘A Loyalist Perspective’ 18 December 
1999).

Mitchell argued that the difficulty for unionists with the carnival parade and 

the visibility of the Tricolour was not about being ‘anti-Irish', but rather 

‘about differences in political identity and constitutional aspirations'. There 

are many comparisons made by Ruane and the STPDCC about flying the 

Irish Tricolour on St Patrick's Day and the Union Jack on 12th July.

The newspapers at the time suggest some argument between the 

STPDCC, the SDLP and Alliance. In 1999, the SDLP abstained from 

voting at a BCC council vote to approve funding because two groups, the 

STPDCC and the St Patrick's Day Heritage Committee both applied for 

funding for separate parades that year. Acknowledging that fact, SDLP 

council group leader stated, ‘but the SDLP believes that a reasonable way 

forward would be to ask the organising committees to demonstrate 

inclusiveness of both traditions’ (Andersontown News, 6 November 1999).
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The STPDCC meanwhile accused the Alliance Party of being ‘unionists 

puppets' (Mervyn Jones, leader of Alliance Party, 2000).

The editor of North Belfast News (1999 or 2000) wrote a piece entitled 

‘St Patrick’s Day Hag fury', dealing with BCC's suggestion that the Cross 

of St Patrick be used as a common symbol as opposed to the Irish Tricolour 

as is the case in Downpatrick. Nelson McCausland [then a member of the 

BCC] in the same piece described "people who find...the Cross of St Patrick 

as offensive, as 'half-wits’. Ruane stressed ‘we want St Patrick’s Day to be 

a celebration of all cultures....We want this carnival to be a coming together 

rather than a vehicle for division, is that too much to ask’ (The North Belfast 

News).

The stalemate between nationalists and unionists over the St 

Patrick's Day Carnival continued in 2000, therefore no monies were 

paid to either side by Belfast City Council.

The Council decision faced a legal challenge from the 
STPDCC on the grounds that it was contrary to Article 28 of 
the Fair Employment and Treatment Order (1998). The court 
found that the STPDCC had failed to show that they had been 
treated less favourably than the Saint Patrick's Heritage 
Association and the claim was dismissed (Bryan, 2006: 23).

In 2000 the STPDCC extended an invitation to all councillors on the BCC 

and even took out a centre page add with the invitation in the Irish News. A 

BBC News story titled ‘DUP rebuff parade invite’ on 15 January 2000 

quoted then DUP Councillor, Sammy Wilson as saying,

If they really wanted to be inclusive, they would have made it a 
genuine Saint Patrick's Day event. The fact that they have
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encouraged people to fly the Irish tricolour at the event is an 
indication that they don’t intend it to be inclusive....! am not 
really into celebrating Saint Patrick but this is nothing to do 
with celebrating Irish republicanism, and I don't think that the 
organisers really expect any self-respecting unionist to join 
with them {BBC News ‘DUP rebuff parade invite’ on 15 
January 2000).

The STPDCC argued that the BCC was withholding funding from the 

carnival parade on the grounds of’anti-Irishness’; unionists complained the 

carnival parade was ’exclusive’, not cross-community.

In March 2001 The Saint Patrick’s Day Heritage Association 

published a report entitled Celebrating St Patrick: A report into attitudes 

within the unionist community of Belfast to celebrating Saint Patrick. The 

report's aim was.

to document the unionist community's experiences...of the 
recent St. Patrick’s Day celebration in Belfast....to examine 
attitudes towards the celebration among the unionist 
community....and to contribute to a future strategy in which the 
unionist community is involved in the celebration of St Patrick’ 
(Saint Patrick’s Heritage Association, 2001:1).

The publication stressed the necessity to focus on St Patrick's 

Christian mission to Ireland, and criticised Caitriona Ruane and the 

STPDCC's for ’hijacking' St Patrick's Day. Ruane, then chair of the 

STPDCC committee described the report as ‘disturbing, selective and 

sinister’ {Irish News 14 March 2001).137

1 ’7 When I met with the Ulster Scots Society in Belfast in 2010, they gave me a copy of this 
report along with two other brochures on St Patrick. Curiously, the report is over a decade 
old now and the carnival has moved on quite considerably toward a more inclusive cross
community carnival, yet, they still view this as relevant material to describe what’s 
happening on St Patrick's Day.
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The mistrust continued and the 2002 carnival parade had an added

controversial element in its makeup, with the presence of,

...men dressed in black berets and dark glasses, a form of garb 
worn by the IRA at funerals and demonstrations....The men 
waved to the crowds in Belfast city centre as they drove along 
in a white car marked “Garda” on the side. Although the stunt 
was good-humoured, it added a deeper shade of green too an 
event which has largely failed to appeal to Protestants' {News 
Letter 18 March 2002).

As a result of the ongoing dispute regarding symbolic displays in the parade 

and elsewhere, Belfast City Council in February 2003 adopted a 'Good 

Relations Strategy’ which stated,

The implementation of the code of practice would seek to 
ensure that the events would be non-threatening and that the 
organisers would have to illustrate that they included an 
opportunity for input from both the major communities and 
other groups within the City. The selection of a neutral venue, 
the availability of safe access and ensuring that there was a 
planned welcome for all visitors could make the event 
inclusive (Monitoring Report 2006: 23-4; BCC Good 
Relations Document February 2004: 42).

On 12 December 2003, it was suggested by the Council's Good 

Relations Steering Panel Policy and adopted by the Policy and 

Recourses Committee that "St Patrick's Day funding should support an 

indoor concert and provide grant aid for small scale community events 

(eventually totalling just over £22,000)' {Monitoring Report 2006: 

24).

In January 2004, 'Belfast City Council ratified the policy 

adopted by the Policy and Resources Committee in December'
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(Monitoring Report 2006: 24). The St Patrick's Day Carnival 

Committee went ahead with the annual parade. The event was 

successful for the most part, but news reports of clashes between 

youths after the event put a damper on the occasion. Shane 

MacGowan, former front man for the The Pogues, put on a concert at 

City Hall. Ilis 'on stage drinking' was off-putting to many families 

who had brought along children to the 'family friendly parade'. 

Gillespie (2005) argues that the St Patrick's Day events were 

advertised as ‘family friendly’; however, MacGowan's behaviour was 

a significant factor in causing Sinn Fein to rethink the tone of future 

parades. Disagreement within the Council regarding the celebration of 

'Irishness' and the use of the Tricolour continued to be at an impasse 

(BCC minutes B2966-2967; Monitoring Report 2006: 24). That same 

year, 2004, the Orange Order held a St Patrick’s Day parade at 

Slemish (the traditional site of the saint’s enslavement). Then South 

Antrim UUP MP David Burnside stated,

too often St Patrick appears to be synonymous with green 
nationalism. He is the patron saint of Ireland, whether you are 
from the Protestant reformed tradition as we are, or whether you 
are Roman Catholic, so we should be prepared to go out and 
celebrate this (Irish News 15 March 2004).

The Belfast Telegraph (2004) editorial noted, 'Just as the Twelfth is 

an occasion for some to flaunt the Union Jack, so St Patrick's Day is an 

excuse for others to wrap the tricolour around them’ (‘Finding common 

cause on March 17* Belfast Telegraph 19 March 2004, in Gillespie 2005). A 

‘debate over the flying of the tricolour and what was an appropriate
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celebration of “Irishness” on St Patrick's Day’ broke out once again in the 

city council’s meeting of the Policy and Resources Committee on 24 

September' (BCC minutes B2966-2967, Gillespie 2005). From 2004 small 

grants up to £1,000 were available through the Belfast City Council's Good 

Relations Unit to groups in and around Belfast wishing to hold 'events and 

activities associated with the celebration of St. Patrick's Day' (BCC, 2004).

Figure 31. Multicoloured Shamrock flag distrubtued to Belfast Parade
attendees, 2005.

In 2005, the Carnival organisers introduced a multicoloured shamrock 

flag (shown above) as a symbolic step which might lead towards greater 

inclusion of other communities. However, doubts regarding authentic 

inclusion persisted within the Council. Despite PUP Councillor, Billy 

Hutchinson's attempt to support the St Patrick's Day Carnival, his 

intervention was not enough to secure the allocated funding from the Belfast 

City Council. Again, consensus could not be reached on funding of the 

Belfast St Patrick’s Day Carnival in 2005, because parties had become
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entrenched on the issue of how the day might be celebrated as a ‘genuine’ 

cross-community event. The News Letter proposed that Belfast replicate the 

Downpatrick celebration as a ‘model’ that limited the use of controversial 

flags. It stated that the Tricolour, ‘provocatively flaunted by people 

attending the event ... and until these divisive trappings are removed the 

event will not be representative of the various traditions in the city as a 

whole' (News Letter 16 February 2005). Funding for the carnival was 

finally approved in 2006. The approval was granted due to a more inclusive 

membership on the St Patrick's Day Carnival Committee; the change in 

location of the event from Belfast City Hall to Custom House Square, and 

the placing of the St Patrick’s Day event in a larger ‘programme of events’ 

made this possible (Gillespie 2005). The 2006 St Patrick's Day event was 

sponsored by a contribution of £70,000 from Belfast City Council and one 

of £25,000 from Arts Council - so a total of £95,000.

The St Patrick’s Day Outdoor Event 2006 Monitoring Report 

undertaken by the Institute of Irish Studies at Queen's under Dr Dominic 

Bryan offered an evaluation of that event. The report recommended several 

key suggestions in relation to planning, media, symbols and an 

encouragement to make St Patrick's Day a public holiday in Northern 

Ireland (Bryan, 2006: 6-7). The Report concluded that the first carnival 

parade sponsored by BCC in conjunction with the Beat Initiative was 

deemed to be a success but with room for improvement. The lack of 

participation by Protestant groups and attendees was of concern, the media 

coverage tended to focus in on ‘the negative element of the symbols
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controversy at the expense of the core issue of the potential inciusiveness of 

the event (Monitoring Report 2006, Section 13.6-13.10).

The Belfast City Council's Good Relations Strategy, 2004 maintained:

Our vision of this Good Relations Strategy is for a stable, tolerant, 
fair and pluralist society, where individuality is respected and 
diversity is celebrated, in an inclusive manner....Public bodies, 
including the Council, have largely accepted this reality and have 
developed a systematic response to living with division, creating a 
neutral work environment and providing services according to 
traditional community boundaries. This, however, inevitably 
results in the embedding of these divisions in an institutional form 
(BCC, 2004).

For some nationalists this statement was a step in the right direction. They 

were still angered over the suppression of the Irish Tricolour and questioned 

how one can have a Tolerant, fair and pluralist society, where individuality 

is respected and diversity celebrated’ when certain expressions of identity 

are blocked.

Under Belfast City Council's Terms and Conditions of Entry to 

Events, ‘symbols flags, emblems or paraphernalia of a political, sectarian, 

racist or partisan nature will not be permitted on site. The Equality 

Commission for Northern Ireland's Annual Report for 2006-2007 

acknowledged Belfast City Council for their efforts in making St Patrick’s 

Day in Belfast more inclusive (The Equality Commission, 2007: 5). The 

reorganisation and re-management of the event by the Beat Initiative and the 

Council’s Events Unit have transformed the carnival from a ‘perceived’ 

nationalist event towards a more cross-community affair.

257



Millward Brown Ulster conducted an evaluation of the 2006 parade 

to gauge the economic benefit it had on tourism for BCC, and found that the 

majority of those attending the parade were local families, and although 

‘overall the event was viewed slightly less positively than in previous years 

nevertheless 69% viewed the event positively’ (Millward Brown Ulster, in 

Bryan, 2006: 61).

What this appears to imply and what the vast amount of publications 

on the topic seems to reveal, is a struggle between rival groups and 

individuals, whether civil or religious, to gain hegemony. To this end. they 

strategically make use of policy and legislation to gain symbolic capital. 

The legislation whilst implemented with good intentions, has created a fight 

over resources, rather than a sharing of resources. This trickles down into 

every aspect of communal and political life and is worked out in rivalry over 

public space.

To some extent the degree of controvesy in Downpatrick and Belfast 

have come closer, in the sense that Downpatrick is now inundated by 

controvery over symbols and emblems, whilst Belfast is moving toward a 

more cross-community celebration. This change reveals the real tensions 

which still exist in Northern Ireland around expressions and displays of 

culture and identity, despite all the legislation and policy that has been 

written.

In contrast to Belfast, St Patrick’s Day is a national holiday in the Irish 

Republic and Dublin plays host to the country’s largest and most colourful 

parade in the saint's honour. Conceivably the most obvious difference is the 

prominence of the national flag of Ireland. The parade is led with the Irish
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Tricolour Hag and is flanked by the defence forces.1’s Because of the 

present stress on drawing tourists, there is a tendency to overemphasise 

paddywhackery. However, juxtaposing the paddywhackery, the military 

tradition of parading is still vibrant. There is little sign of any religous 

elment remaining in the Dublin parade.

Dublin’s St Patrick’s Day parade has undergone several transitions 

since the establishment of the Irish state.139 State celebrations, defunct since 

independence, began to re-emerge after the Second World War. Prior to 

I960 the parade was almost exclusively religious and civic in focus. The 

events were typified by a public Mass at the Pro-Cathedral in Dublin (at 

which all members of the Dail were required to attend) followed by the Irish 

Army processing past the cathedral. From the mid-1940s up to 1970 the 

parade’s emphasis was centred on agricultural and industrial pageants 

moving down O’Connell Street. Then from 1970-1995 the focus shifted to 

tourism and reconnecting with the Irish Diaspora as Dublin Tourism took 

over the running of the parade. This style of parade was modelled on the 

American technique of parading. There is a strong emphasis on drawing 

marching bands from the Irish Diaspora, primarily from America. Perhaps 

the greatest change happened in 1995 with establishment of the St Patrick's 

Festival. In founding this organisation, the Irish government wished to find 

‘a new direction' for the parade (Cronin and Adair 2002: 188).

138 According to military tradition, it is the duty of the defence forces to protect the flag, 
http://www.military.ie/info-centre/df-ceremonial/the-national-flag/
l3t> Cronin and Adair 2002: 184-190; see also, Edelle Moss of St Patrick’s Festival, Dublin, 
“History of Dublin’s St Patrick’s Day parades”, email message to author, 23 April 2010.
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Figure 32. Guinness Float entering O’Connell Street, St Patrick’s Day, 
Dublin, 1965. Courtesy of Guinness Archives, St James’s Gate, Dublin.

Figure 33. Guinness Floats entering O'Connell Bridge, St Patrick's 
Day, Dublin, 1970. Courtesy of Guinness Archives, St James's Gate,

Dublin.

The St Patrick's Festival, established in I99514" hosted its first parade in 

1996. St Patrick’s Day celebrations around the world had trumped those in

140 St Patrick’s Day Festival, ‘History’, http://www.stpatricksfestival.ie/index.php/about
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Ihe home country.141 This embarrassment led the Irish Tourist Board in 

collaboration with the Irish government to take over the running of the 

parade, eventually turning it into a four day carnival. Its goal was to 

stimulate tourism, as well as to highlight the beauty, creativity, diversity and 

commerce of the island (Cronin and Adair 2002: 241-242).142

Consequently Dublin's parade in 1996 was an attempt to distance 

Ireland from the ‘paddywhackery' of the United States parades (Cronin and 

Adair 2002: 242). Whilst this might have been a hope, it was not realised in 

its totality because the paddywhackery associated with North American 

parades has found its way onto the streets of Dublin again. Green hats, 

Guinness paraphernalia and an array of other accoutrements can be found in 

almost every souvenir shop on the island. What was presumed to be 

authentic turned consumeristic. As the St Patrick’s Festival, Dublin’s 

website states,

[t]he audience of the Festival today, do not just come to watch, they 
come to take part, they celebrate. They arrive in costume, faces 
painted, hair dyed, they bring their own view platforms. The 
enormous sense of celebration, fun and good will is tangible.

141 BBC Special Report, “The Day the World Turns Green”, March 14, 1998. 
http:, "ne\vs.bbc.co.uk/l hi/special report, 1998/03/98/paddv/64867.stm (accessed 28 March, 
2010).

I4' St. Patrick’s Day Festival website,
http: wvvw. st Patricks Festival .ie/cms/aboutus historv.htm I. accessed on 15 November,
2009.
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Tourism and Consumption

The second point of this chapter revolves around how tourism and the 

commodification of St Patrick's Day have influenced local and global 

celebrations. Undoubtedly one of the biggest influences on celebrations of 

St Patrick’s Day has been the use of the event for the promotion of tourism. 

The tourist industry's interest in such a global celebration has in many ways 

dictated sponsorship, packaging and branding of the day. It could be argued 

that the consumer and tourist industries have capitalised on the popularity of 

the day, and indeed made it the global event it is today. This is most evident 

in the parade itself, where floats are themed around the Irish Diaspora 

returning to their homeland and the concept of‘cultural tourism’. Indeed, in 

the 1950s a large tourist campaign in Ireland called An Tostal (The Pageant 

in English). ‘The impetus for the An Tostal idea was a Department of 

Tourism and Transport response to a Pan American Airways request that it 

be permitted to stage a ‘Come Back to Erin’ month in the weeks 

surrounding St Patrick’s Day’ (Cronin and Adair 2002: 177). In Dublin this 

is most obvious, whereas in Northern Ireland there seems to be some focus 

on the saint's connection to the province juxtaposed with Irish nationalism.

This commercialisation of St Patrick’s Day developed in the United 

States in the late 1950s and 1960s when businesses began to sponsor events. 

As radio advertisement gave way to television, business people across the 

world began to see the potential for visually advertising their business or 

product. Cronin and Adair (2002: 165) stress, ‘[t]he commercial

opportunities of such blanket coverage were not lost on American 

businesses, so sponsorship duly became part and parcel of the St Patrick’s
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Day parade’. Under the heavy influence of commercialisation the event 

itself began to change. It became less and less about celebrating being Irish 

in America and more focused on who was sponsoring the event. It grew 

into a commercial and political battleground of sponsorship. Pundits began 

to jostle each other for placement within the parades. This had a domino 

effect in the celebrations of St Patrick’s Day in Ireland. Previously, St 

Patrick’s Day parades in Ireland had been rather parochial events confined 

to local rather than national celebrations. As Cronin and Adair explain, in 

the post-war years celebrations of St Patrick’s Day began to take on a new 

character. The National Agricultural and Industrial Development 

Association had the foresight to transform St Patrick’s Day parades in 

Ireland into a mirror image of those in the United States. This was 

accomplished by “staging an annual industrial pageant in Dublin”, in order 

to “showcase Irish produce and industry, and thus to encourage people to 

"buy Irish,”’ instilling in participants a sense of pride in being Irish (Cronin 

and Adair 2002:152).

The sponsorship of parade floats by Irish businesses in part 

unshackled stereotyped images of Ireland. By having a fixed annual parade 

in Ireland centred on trade and tourism, Americans would be drawn to visit 

and get a better perspective on what Ireland was like, thus drawing back the 

'green curtain' that had embedded stereotypes of quaint old Ireland. While 

all this may be seen as a positive development, Cronin and Adair (2003: 

155) argue that "by implication [it] rejected long-standing images of Ireland
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as simple and rural; and. given the time of the Irish Week143, the 

contemporary relevance of the national apostle and the tradition of St 

Patrick's Day itself.” Picard and Robinson (2006: 153) stress that 

increasingly the focus began to shift away from traditional representations 

of St Patrick in the parades to market-driven consumer goods thus creating a 

spectacle celebration rather than a focus on anything in particular. The 

parades became more focused on highlighting Irishness than on the Saint 

himself.

Miller (2005) describes how religious symbols and objects are used 

by consumer culture and their use is often void of context. Miller's (2005) 

in Consuming Religion: Christian Faith in a Consumer Culture assesses 

how 'religious beliefs and practice have been transformed by the dominant 

consumer culture in the West’. When referring to a “cultural object”, such 

as St Patrick. Miller (2005: 28) points out that there is a disconnect between 

belief and practice. For Miller (2005: 30), ‘consumer culture encourages a 

shallow engagement with elements of religious irad'xUon....Consumer 

culture refers to these cultural habits of use and interpretation that are 

derived from the consumption of commodified cultural objects.’ Often 

religious objects are appropriated by consumer culture to symbolize a nation 

and national identity. St Patrick is no exception here. The change in

143 Cronin and Adair note that Irish Week was developed by the National Agricultural and 
Industrial Development Association (NADIA) as a week-long festival timed to coinciding 
with St Patrick’s Week, in which ‘Irish goods were promoted with missionary zeal, 
instilling in locals the message that wherever possible they should only buy Irish’ (Cronin 
and Adair 2002: 152). They claim that this created a nationalistic sentiment within the 
festival, which was also reflected in the major event, the St Patrick’s Day pageant, as the 
next quotation demonstrates. ‘The industrial pageants of the 1950s and 1960s were 
principally about displaying a nexus between nationalism and modernism; they sought to 
venerate the commercial and technical progress of the post-war Irish Republic’ (Cronin and 
Adair 2002: 153).
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emphasis in the parades from religious to consumerist highlights this point. 

For the churches, this may represent a problem of growing proportion.

Places, as well as objects help create communal identity. They offer a 

location where like-minded individuals can meet and transmit their stories. 

The pub is such a locus for this transmission. Pubs provide a meeting place 

for people to socialize and where stories and music can validate group 

membership (Wilson 2005: 10). Celebrations of St Patrick's Day are 

constantly linked with imbibing a pint of “the black stuff’ (TSegra 2006; 

Wilson 2005: 57; Grantham 2009). Understandably, the focus on the 

consumption of alcohol is problematic for churches: for instance, one 

interviewee stated, "I think it gets difficult for the churches when people go 

into excesses of drink and all the rest, and that’s the bit where maybe the 

church people withdraw from’ (Duffy 2011). Whilst the majority of those 

interviewed were critical of the overconsumption of alcohol, they 

begrudgingly accepted it as part of the celebrations. Consumption is now a 

defining feature of St Patrick’s Day’s celebrations.

Intangible though it is, identity transmutes into another form of 

consumption. It is sold in the form of commercialised goods under the 

heading of Trishness’. It is in fact a simplified and stereotyped 

understanding of how Irishness is portrayed in the diaspora. Natasha Casey 

relies on Sam Binkley’s redefined concept of ‘kitsch’ to reduce so called 

‘tackiness’ often associated with Irish memorabilia to nothing more than 

dustbin fillers (McCrone 1995). However, without casting them into the 

dustbin too quickly, it must be noted that these objects have a function. 

These cheaply made and readily available plastic objects ultimately become
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symbols. They create a link between the consumer and Ireland. Even if it is 

only an imaginary conception of Ireland, it is nevertheless their symbolic 

representation of the place. What Casey terms 'ancillary consumers' are 

looking for is a place of belonging and of identity, and participation in and 

celebration of something like St Patrick's Day allows consumers to feel 

connected.

The packaging and selling of identity, and in this case, Irish identity, 

has become hugely inflectional in redefining Irishness. However, these 

objects serve a function in creating a link between the consumer and 

Ireland; even if it is only an imaginary conception of Ireland. Binkley 

crucially notes that,

kitsch reduces all the complexity, desperation and paradox of human 
experience to simple sentiment, replacing the novelty of a revealed 
deeper meaning with a teary eye and a lump in the throat (Binkley in 
Casey 2006: 91).

Cronin and Adair (2002) argue that nationalism as a symbolic part of 

St Patrick's Day is an important part of the process of nationhood, 

consumption and control. Their analysis is important to this research 

because it highlights the problems of representation of nationhood. They 

argue that even in the 1960s the St Patrick's Day parade in New York, there 

was a struggle and tensions between marketing and authenticity.

Many people involved in the parade, especially at the organisational 
and executive level, felt that the day should be kept as an “authentic” 
celebration of Irishness in America, and thus not be sullied by 
marketing ploys and gaudy memorabilia (Cronin and Adair 2002: 
165).
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What is exported as being ‘Irish’, therefore, is in fact a simplified and 

stereotyped understanding of what it means to be Irish in the Diaspora. A 

perfect example of this is the food consumed on St Patrick's Day by Irish- 

Americans. Irish-American's think that St Patrick's Day would not be 

complete without a meal consisting of corned-beef, cabbage and potato; 

whereas in Ireland today, it may be closer to a Chinese takeaway or fish and 

chips slurped down with a cup of tea or a pint (Cronin and Adair 2002: 213-

4).

A perfect example of how national identity can be bought and sold as 

a commodified product lies in the following example. In 1982 Guinness 

decided that due to the 1981 Hunger Strikes and the IRA’s bombing 

campaign, advertising their drink as “Irish”, was having a negative impact 

on their brand and considered classifying Guinness as an “English” 

company. In a meeting with the Irish Embassy in London,

Mr Guinness remarked that an association with Ireland was part of 
the Guinness image. When he or Mr. Kerrigan went to large 
functions, for example, the band would invariably strike up “When 
Irish Eyes are Smiling”. He was no longer sure that this association 
with Ireland was helpful. They were encountering a lot of resistance 
to the Irish angle and this could force them to emphasise facts such 
as that Guinness was an English company which had its base at Park 
Royal [London].144

144 A file from Department of Taoiseach dated 28 August 1982, released in December 2012 
reveal that Guinness was going to relinquish its connection to Irishness because of the 
negative perception of Ireland being projected by the IRA bombing campaigns in 1982, 
National Archives. Deaglan De Breadun, ‘Guinness wary of Falklands backlash’, Irish 
Times, (28 December 2012) http://www.irishtimes.com/news/uuinness-warv-of-falklands- 
backlash-1.5150. accessed on 8 March 2013; ‘Guinness nearly ditched Irish links over 
IRA’, Irish Examiner, (28 December 2012)
http://www. irishexam iner.com/ireland/guinness-nearlv-ditched-irish-links-over-ira-
218020.html, accessed on 8 March 2013, see also The Journal (28 December 2012), ’30 
years ago: Guinness contemplated cutting the Irish connection’, 
http://vvww.theiournal.ie/uuinness-ireland-brand-721369-Dec2012/. accessed 8 March 
2013.
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It is no secret that people associate Ireland with drinking. It is widely 

perceived that tourists travel here to partake in our pub culture. New 

‘trendy’ cultural districts like Temple Bar in Dublin and the Cathedral 

Quarter in Belfast, have been developed to draw locals and tourists alike 

back to the city centre pubs. Wilson sees drinking as part and parcel of a 

culture. Societal treatment of drinking tells a lot about that culture. The pub 

culture in Ireland is second to none. Wilson perceives the stereotyping of 

drinking in Ireland to be over-exaggerated, producing a false sense of 

Irishness. Nevertheless, he is not denying that a drinking culture does exist 

in Ireland; however, to overemphasize it, creates enforced stereotypes 

(Cronin and Adair 2002: 164-168; Wilson 2005: 48-52; Skinner 2009: 14). 

What this suggests is that drinking is widely perceived as an important part 

of Irishness, with the culture of pubs as a social outlet and a microcosm of 

community, as was stressed in a series on drinking in Ireland by Des Bishop 

called ‘Under the Influence'145. Wilson (2005) argues that in Ireland, pub 

life strongly contributes to a sense of nationhood, because it acts as a 

meeting place where stories can be told and retold.

Perhaps the most recent example of how commercialisation and 

branding have shaped culture is the recent invention by Guinness of 

‘Arthur's Day’ a day set aside to celebrate Guinness’ founder, Arthur 

Guinness. It was initially invented to mark the 250th anniversary of the 

founding of Guinness in 2009, but has become an annual event with a focus 

on getting people to buy Guinness by creating musical performances

145 A four part series on RTE by Des Bishop, called ‘Under the Influence’, aired in 
February 2013, dealing with the real and perceived culture of drinking in Ireland. See 
http://vvww.rte.ie/presspack/2013/02/28/des-bishop-under-the-innuence-3/ , accessed on 26 
March 2013.
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(McCann 2013). Celebrations happen at a very specific time, September 23 

at 17:59 when revellers raise a pint and chant 'To Arthur'.14(1 The time,

17:59 indicates the year that Guinness was established, 1759. An ingenious 

advertisement campaign by Diageo, present owners of Guinness has made 

this day an annual event on the global market. McCann (2013) argues that 

‘[t]he idea was to use an instantly recognisable, stereotypical image of 

Ireland to create a phony occasion of celebration for branded export around 

the world’. In 2013, two quite prominent musicians, Christy Moore and 

Mike Scott have written satirical songs regarding the popularity of Arthur's 

Day. The lyrics in Mike Scott's147 song read. 'We’ll show the world were 

drinkers on Arthur’s Day. Not gentlemen or thinkers on Arthur’s 

Day....We’ll reinforce the stereotype on Arthur’s Day’ (McCann 2013). 

Christy Moorel4x offers a similar tenor in his lyrics: 'Diageo, Diageo 

mounted a crusade to create Arthur’s Day and sucker us into their charade.... 

Happy, happy, happy, happy Arthur’s Day. Happy, happy, clappy 

advertisement schemes...to help them flog their porter...’ Clancy argues that 

globalisation through branding has the capacity to reinvent national identity 

(Clancy 2009: 23-30). It would be accurate to say that Guinness (Diageo) is 

having the same affect on St Patrick’s Day and how Ireland is branded 

globally.

146 In 2009 Arthur’s Day took place on 24 of September, in 2010, September 23; and in 
2011, September 22.
147 Mike Scott is the lead singer of the band, The Waterboys, 
http://vvww.mikescottvvaterbovs.com/waterbovs-news.phr). 12 September, 2013.
148 Christy Moore is an Irish folk musician. He has written many political songs over the 
five decades of his career. Performing a new song about Arthur’s Day at the Bord Gais 
Theatre in Dublin, on February 2, 2013, http:"www.youtube.com/watch?v=l IdZddmJSOY. 
accessed 21 August 2013.
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Acknowledging the importance of consumption and branding, the 

tourist industry has taken full advantage in shaping how tourist boards 

promote their localities. Picard and Robinson's (2006) argue that tourists 

are often viewed as transient people who pop in and out of the reality of a 

culture without discovering what that culture is about; in other words, they 

are grazing tourists, rather than critically engaged with the culture they are 

observing. National and local tourist boards are just as guilty of this; they 

create occasions or festivals which highlight their community or country at a 

particular high point. However, the observer gives only a snapshot of a 

community in a particular context, not an accurate picture. That is, they are 

only being shown what the tourist board wishes them to see. Often, tourists 

are imbibing in, what Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983) refer to as ‘invented 

traditions’. The potential for festivals to construct and express the cultural 

identities of place and community means that cultural tourists in search of 

an authentic engagement with the locals can expect to find this within a 

festival' (MacLeod in Picard and Robinson 2006: 229). Similarly, tourists 

are attracted to come and celebrate St Patrick’s Day in his native land, 

where they are promised “mighty craic”.

However, the point Picard and Robinson wish to make is that the 

entire tourism industry should be taken seriously by locals and tourists alike; 

because tourists go back and report their findings to the people where they 

come from, thus reinforcing or transforming perceived stereotypes of that 

place. Tourists can no longer be seen as authentically ‘value neutral’ (Picard 

and Robinson 2006: 26). Their perceptions and understandings shape the 

way it affects the symbols and traditions of that place.
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When festivals and other special events are consciously 
developed and promoted as tourists attractions, there is a risk 
that commercialisation will detract from celebration; that 
entertainment or spectacle will replace the inherent meanings 
of the celebrations (Getz in Picard and Robinson 2009: 230).

A perfect example is ‘The Gathering 2013'l4y, created by Failte Ireland and 

Tourism Ireland as an advertisement strategy, with the aim of inviting the 

Irish Diaspora to ‘come home to Ireland’ to reconnect with their ancestry 

through a series of cultural events.

Increasingly the focus moved away from traditional representations 

of St Patrick in the parades to market-driven consumer goods, thus creating 

a celebration based on spectacle rather than a focus on any one particular 

theme (Cronin and Adair 2002: 154). The parades have become more 

focused on highlighting Irishness than on the Saint himself.

The impact of tourism in Northern Ireland, especially cultural or 

heritage tourism in Northern Ireland post-Agreement, has taken on a rather 

interesting dimension. Kelly’s (2006: 36) work on ‘Heritage Tourism 

Politics in Ireland", focuses on how museums select, display and curate 

heritage. She focuses specifically on the display of heritage, by looking at 

the Ulster American Folk Park in Omagh, Co Tyrone, and assessing how 

Diasporic representations are interpreted. Thompson argues, Tn Northern 

Ireland, culture is one of many terrains on which political struggles can be 

fought, the interests of one's own national community advanced, and those 

of the other retarded' (Kelly 2006: 37).

149 The Gathering httpAwww.thegatherinaireland.com/. accessed on 03 March 2013.
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A more recent example is what to do with the former Maze Prison site 

in Northern Ireland. This site once housed many paramilitary prisoners 

during the Troubles and has particular resonance with former nationalist 

prisoners, as it is where the ten hunger strikers died in 1981. The question of 

what to do with the former site has been the topic of much debate in recent 

years. Nagle (2012: 31) evaluates the relationship ‘Between Trauma and 

Healing: Tourism and Neoliberal Peacebuilding in Divided Societies’, by 

assessing how this type of what Skinner (2012) describes as 'Dark 

Tourism’, is packaged for tourists who come to places like Belfast in pursuit 

of an understanding of the conflict. However, Nagle argues that the debate 

about what should and should not be included in such musings is a constant 

dispute between unionists, nationalists and commerce. ‘How tourism, as a 

generator of income to the region’s economy, has come to be viewed as a 

major part of neoliberal solutions to ethnic conflict’ (Nagle 2012: 31).

The 2008 launch of the Saint Patrick's Trail through counties 

Antrim, Down and Armagh.1"" is based on the conjectured route the saint is 

thought to have travelled during his sojourns in Northern Ireland. There are 

fifteen primary stop-offs at various sites along the route; places like 

Slemish. Downpatrick, Strangford Lough, Saul, Struell Wells, Armagh. 

Former SDLP leader. Margaret Ritchie, has approached the Irish Taoiseach 

regarding a cross-border linkage of Patrician sites between the Republic and 

Northern Ireland.1"1 Her hope is that such a connection would further

150 Northern Irish Tourist Board, ‘St Patrick’s Christian Heritage Experience’, 
www.nitb.com/FileHandler.ashx7idM234
151 There is another St Patrick’s Trail in Co Carlow which focuses on early Irish saints in 
the area, ‘St. Patrick’s Trail in the northern part of the county covers a distance of 77km (48 
miles)’ http: tcsinfoland.Ireland.ie/Conteiit/multimedia/attachnients/87803 71916 Carlow-
TrailsoftheSaints.pdf. accessed 12 August, 2013.
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promote the idea of St Patrick's connection with the entire island, not just 

one province. The linkage of a cross-border pilgrimage would - in Ritchie's 

mind - present a wider appeal. There may be some resistance to this idea 

from unionists, who view Patrick as primarily an Ulster Saint. Apart from 

Ian Paisley Jr., those Unionists/Protestants whom I interviewed (particularly 

Nelson McCausland 2011) did not appear convinced on the idea of a St 

Patrick's Trail in Northern Ireland; so linking it with the Republic of Ireland 

seems a stretch. Nelson McCausland believes that St Patrick was 

exclusively based in Ulster (McCausland, interview 2011). For him, 

therefore, any suggestion that the saint moved beyond this region is absurd. 

The difference between Northern Irish Tourism and the Republic of Ireland 

as it relates to St Patrick, is that Northern Ireland focuses on the religious 

aspect of St Patrick, as evidenced by the St Patrick's Trail; whereas, in the 

Republic of Ireland the spotlight is on St Patrick as a cultural icon who 

represents Irish identity; very much a global perspective and less of a 

religious icon (McCausland, interview 2011).

From the local to the global

The slogan that ‘the whole world turns green on St Patirck's Day', rings true 

in the following examples. Sydney Oprea House turns green on St Patrick's 

Day, Chicago dies it’s river green, there is even a facebook page dedicated
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to this strange phenomenon, which reveals many of 'the worlds top

152landmarks' turning green.

St Patrick's day has not just gone global it has gone into the 

universe. In 2011 St Patrick’s Day greetings were transmitted from the 

International Space Station, via Cady Coleman, an Irish American Nasau 

austronaut.1 v’ Coleman played two tunes on intruments donated for the 

occasion by Matt Molly and Paddy Maloney, from the musical group. The 

Cheiftans.

Fergus (1996) and Skinner’s (2006) reserach on Montserrat, the 

‘Emrald Ise of the Carribean' where St Patrick's Day is a public holiday, 

shows just how diverse these celebrations have become. Obviously as 

Cronin and Adair’s (2002) has shown, the largest celebrations take place in 

the Irish Diaporic regions of the United States, Canada, Austrialia and 

England. Wherever the Irish have gone, so too their celebrations. What 

these various global celebrations of St Patrick’s Day express, is that the day, 

whether it is about being Irish or celebrating a fifth century saint, has been 

interpreted by particular peoples in very paculiar places.

152 Facebook page “Flappy St Patrick’s Day! The day the whole world goes green...’, 
https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=a. 10151330153771404.1073741828.11 1926064 
03&type=l
153 St Patrick’s Day Greeting from Space. 2011. http: '/www.voutube.coin/watch?v=vX- 
5n Yc.xcO
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Conclusion

Placing Downpatrick in a larger narrative of St Patrick’s Day celebrations, 

both on the island of Ireland and internationally, has shown that many of the 

forces of nationalism, religon and commodification operate in Downpatrick. 

Some of those elements funcion in other places as well. Contrasting the 

parades in Belfast, Dublin and Downpatrick offers conflicting examples of 

how the day is celebrated. Belfast's parade is a blend of nationalist 

symbolisim and an attempt at commodification in the style of Dublin. 

Dublin on the other hand, is a prime example of the commodificaiton of the 

day attempting to draw in the Irish diaspora. Finally, Downpatrick shows a 

fusion of not only nationalist and commodified overtones, but also a linking 

up with the older pilgrimage tradtion.

What these examples have shown is that the focus of St Patrick’s Day 

appears to be on the shifting sands of time. The influence of tourism and 

the commodification of the day have no doubt contributed to its broad 

popularity. Nevertheless, what these examples reveal is that celebrating the 

day is important to many people around the world, not just Irish; and how 

they choose to celebrate it is largely dependent upon how it has been 

packaged and sold to them.
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Conclusions

This dissertation sought to analyse how St Patrick’s Day, a religous feast 

day, came to be transformed into a civic commodified one. It has examined 

the various forces competing to define the symbol of Patrick and how they 

tried to use it to legitimise their ideology. As a secondary focus there was 

an attempt to understand how the tradtion of St Patrick's Day celebrations 

changed over time and if any detected changes to the celebration 

represented a general trend.

1 explored these issues through the specific case study of 

Downpatrick, a place where one might expect religion, and specifically the 

life and character of St Patrick, to be the outstanding feature of its annual 

ritual pilgrimage and parade bearing his name. It did so by exploring the 

nature of Downpatrick's St Patrick’s Day events through the lens of 

invented tradition. In the opinion of the author, if there is anywhere that St 

Patrick’s Day should be celebrated it is Downpatrick. Given the popularity 

of the day one may wonder why this location is not the epicentre of 

Patrician celebrations not only in Ireland but worldwide.

At the outset of this thesis 1 assumed that the religious aspect would 

be central to Downpatrick, however, this research showed that in actual fact, 

it is only of instrumental importance to community leaders who use it to try 

to garner support for cross community activities. It would seem that St 

Patrick is used to justify certain ideological perspectives and interpretations
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when convenient. The concept of invented tradition is perhaps most evident 

in the debate over the funding of the Saint Patrick’s Centre. However, 

whilst claims to legitimacy or indeed for funding are made in the name of St 

Patrick, civic leaders are not really interested in the Saint as such, but how 

they can use him to their advantage. St Patrick’s Day is a globalised event 

with Diasporic nationalism on the margins, whilst in Downpatrick (as was 

evident in Mac Con Midhe’s carrying of the Irish flag), changing Northern 

Ireland politics have shaped the day.

Main Findings and implications

March 17 is the feast day of the Patron Saint of Ireland. Religious 

memorialisation on St Patrick’s Day can be traced back to the fifth century. 

Down through the generations people have celebrated St Patrick’s life and 

legacy in the context of their own worldview, be it in the form of 

pilgrimage, pattern and more recently through parades. Today the public 

celebrations of St Patrick's Day have very little to do with the Saint. It may 

be contended that there is more attention paid to the pub rather than to the 

pulpit. For most of the length of the celebration of the feast day it was 

treated as a largely religious affair, which began to change in the eighteenth 

century with the introduction of new - invented - traditions.

Downpatrick, despite its strong Patrician history, is not the global 

centre of Patrician celebrations worldwide. This demonstrates that the focal 

point of the modern day is not on the Saint but on other elements such as 

commodification, tourism, and ongoing nationalistic tensions. What is clear
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is that the absence of religious ceremony has made the day into more of a 

globalised idea of being Irish rather than a day that celebrates a Christian 

saint. Tourism and carnival have overshadowed the religious origins.

This global event is based on a saint that according to centennial and 

immemorial tradition is buried in a grave in Downpatrick. But the de facto 

situation is that St Patrick's Day is not about St Patrick at all. It is a 

relatively vague and malleable symbol. That does not mean that it is entirely 

meaningless; on the contrary, it implies that the focus on the Saint is no 

longer the driving force behind celebrations. Devoid of its religious content, 

its original meaning is lost.

Rather than visit the grave of the Saint on his feast Irish politicians’ 

ambitions - both north and south of the border - are to be on the streets of 

New York or jetting off to Washington to greet the American President in 

exchange for a bowl of shamrock and this tells us where the focus of the day 

really lies.

Where does this leave us? What have we learned from the 

Downpatrick case? Despite policy and legislation having defined the 

dominant narrative this does not mean that there are not people who are 

genuinely working towards a more integrated Northern Ireland. Active 

citizens in Downpatrick have been undertaking community-relations work 

since long before the legislators and policy makers wrote strategies of their 

own. I have no doubt that is why Downpatrick has been successful, because 

this activism is not solely driven by money or politicking, but by people 

who sincerely believe a difference can be made. Perhaps putting a human
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face on legislation is what policy makers and legislators need to consider, in 

other words, ask the people on the ground instead of dictating policy.

And yet, what we have learned from the Downpatrick story is that 

even in the place where you might expect the religious part of St Patrick's 

Day to shine through, it does not. There is more of an attraction to the pub 

than the pulpit. To paraphrase Van Morrison, ‘there is little religion, little 

religion’ on St Patrick's Day.

Placing my research within the broader context of St Patrick’s Day, 

this dissertation has sought to contribute to the existing literature on St 

Patrick’s Day, by building upon previous scholarship and offering a 

different angle; namely, highlighting the continuing relevance of the 

religious viewpoint - this is, after all, a Saint’s day - to the process through 

which the traditions of this celebration have been invented and reinvented 

over time. Rather than taking for granted the popular conception of St 

Patrick’s Day as carnivalesque festivity, this dissertation sought to 

determine how St Patrick’s Day became so devoid of religious content, and 

how its religious tradition has been muted by forces such as national identity 

and consumption. To do that, it was important to focus on the whole day, 

not solely on the parade, and analyse how the day is celebrated in 

Downpatrick. I did so by observing and analysing the religious and secular 

rituals of the pilgrimage and parade.

What this exploration has shown is that the focus of St Patrick's Day 

appears to be on the shifting sands of time. This disertation has 

demonstrated how St Patrick’s Day observaces in Downpatirck have been 

shaped by much wider cultural and political forces. The influence of tourism
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and the commodification of the day have no doubt contributed to its broad 

popularity. Nevertheless, what it reveals is that celebrating the day is 

important to many people around the world, not just the Irish; and how they 

choose to celebrate it is largely dependent upon how it has been packaged 

and sold.

What this investigation has shown is that different groups throughout 

the centuries have conjured up St Patrick as a symbol in their own way and 

used him for their own purposes; whether it is for religious hegemony or to 

claim national allegiance, or indeed to brand Ireland as a nation. Recent 

history is no different in that regard. Celebrating Patrick is never a matter of 

simple understanding. As such the thesis is a snapshot of a particular time 

and a particular place and of a very particular version of the Saint.

My study suggests further research on possibilities relating to St 

Patrick’s Day becoming a public holiday in Northern Ireland; additionally, 

how St Patrick's Day might become a catalyst for future shared celebration. 

If the historical narrative is negotiated one (as this research suggests) it 

should be possible to can find or create some shared ground. To echo Hayes 

(2011), the challenge is how to participate in a shared event, without losing 

one's identity. St Patrick's Day in contrast to the 12th of July and the 

Somme celebrations - which have attempted a common celebration - sits in 

a different historical context and offers the potential for a 'real' shared event 

(Bryan and Ward 2011, 70-78).154 Can St Patrick be a focal point of future

154 Whilst the First World War is becoming shared by the state, the Somme however, 
because of its associations with the UVF and the Orange Order, is not as easily shared, as 
with other parts of the First World War, see Dominic Bryan and Stuart Ward, “The ‘Deficit 
of Remembrance’: The Great War Revival in Australia and Ireland”, in Exhuming 
Passions: The Presence of the Past in Ireland and Australia, Katie Holmes and Stuart 
Ward, eds., (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 2011): 163-186.
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rituals and celebrations in Northern Ireland where the event has had a

problematic history?

There have been recent calls by local religious and civic leaders 

across Northern Ireland, including Dr Ian Paisley and Margaret Ritchie, to 

make St Patrick’s Day a public holiday in Northern Ireland. As Dr Paisley 

stated: ‘Maybe they'll celebrate my passing by saying to St Patrick “you can 

have a day to yourself’ (BBC 2008). Ritchie echoed that sentiment in 201 I 

by stating, "Patrick is one thing that we can all. Catholic and Protestant, 

unite around in Northern Ireland.... His legacy unites us all and he is a 

unifying figure in Northern Ireland’ {Belfast Telegraph 2011,15 January). 

Perhaps solidifying it as a public holiday would give legitimacy to the 

notion that Patrick is a Saint for all the people on the island, not just 

nationalists.
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Appendix 1

Interview Questions

* These questions served as a template and some variation of these were 

asked to informants, but there was not a rigid structure to how they were 

asked. Questions were open-ended which allowed the informant to digress if 

they wished. Variations of these questions were asked depending on whom 

I was interviewing. For example, when interviewing a religious leader, I 

might ask them what their churches did to celebrate St Patrick’s Day? Did 

they attend any kind of religious service? Do they partake in the annual 

parade, etc? For a civic informant, I might ask if they attend a religious 

service in conjunction with the parade.

Opening Interview Questions for focus group and semi-structured 
interviews:

1. What does the parade mean to you? E.g. Do you see the day primarily 
based on: consumeristic, civic, religious, identity, heritage, family, or 
nationalistic?

2. Do you attend the event yearly? If so, why? If not, why not?

3. When did you attend your first parade?

4. Flave you noticed any changes in the makeup of the parade since you began 
attending? At what date did you notice these changes taking place?

5. Do you attend any religious service in conjunction on the day?

6. What would you change about the parade if you could?

7. Do you think there is much of a religious element to the parade? Is that a 
good thing or a bad thing?
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On-street Interview Questions:

1. What did the day/parade mean to you today?

2. What is the day about in your opinion?

3. Did you notice any religious elements in the parade?

4. How did you feel about that?

5. If you have attended parades in the past, is it a common theme?

Parade Committees/Civic Organisations

1. In what capacity is your organisation involved with the running of the Saint 

Patrick's Day parade?

2. Tell me what happens on that day and how do you prepare for it?

3. How are floats and organisations chosen to be involved? What is the process 

of selection?

4. What do you think is being celebrated? What is the meaning and purpose of 

the celebrations?

5. Do you think there is much of a religious element to the parade? Is that a 
good thing or a bad thing?

6. Are churches or religious leaders involved in the parade? Have they been in 
the past? When, and in what capacity?

7. Are you satisfied with the celebration as it is?

8. Do you think that there should be room for other/competing viewpoints in 

the parade?

8. Have the celebrations changed over the years? At what date did you notice 
these changes taking place?

9. What factors do you think have contributed to these changes?
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Church or Religious Groups

1. What does the day/parade mean to you? To your church/organisation?

2. How often do you attend the parade? Why do you do so?

3. Do you attend any religious service in conjunction on the day?

4. How do you/ your church, as a Christian celebrate St Patrick’s Day?

5. Do you or your church participate in the annual St Patrick's Day parade? If 

so, how? If not, why not?

6. Do you/your organisation feel included in or excluded from the parade?

7. What do you think is being celebrated? (e.g. consumption, identity, heritage, 

family, religion?)

8. How do you feel about the day/parade being a day that primarily celebrating 

anything other than the saint?

9. Have you tried to work with other churches or parade organisers to offer 

input? If so, what has been your response?

10. In your opinion, how should the day be celebrated?

I I. Have the celebrations changed over the years? At what date did you notice 

these changes taking place?

*For Downpatrick churches: To what extent is the ecumenical ritual part of 

the overall celebration of St Patrick’s Day? How do you see it as relating to 

the parade?
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Interview’s

Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with church and civic leaders 

in each location to explore their relationship to and their participation in 

annual St Patrick’s Day parades in each location.
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Appendix 2

Interview Record and Informed Consent Form

Name of Interviewer: Therese Cullen
Queen's University Belfast: Institute of Irish Studies

Name of Interviewee:

Date of Interview:

Location of Interview:

Organisation (if applicable):

Particination and Termination
Prospective Interviewee: Read this consent form carefully and ask as many 
questions as you like before you decide whether you want to participate in 
this research study. You are free to ask questions at any time before, during, 
or after your participation in this research and you are free to withdraw 
consent before, during or after consent has been given.

Purpose of this Research
The aim of my PhD research is to explore the role of religious ritual and 
symbol in various representations of St Patrick’s Day on his traditional 
Feast Day, 17 March annually. In order to do this, St Patrick’s Day 
celebrations in three locations will be explored: Dublin, Belfast and 
Downpatrick. The goal of this research will be to investigate the 
perspectives of local churches in these areas on the current status, character 
and interpretation of these celebrations in relation to policies, which shape 
public parades and cultural events in each location.

Data Protection and Confidentiality
All the data collected at this interview will be held and processed in 
strict accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998 and, on your 
request, will be made available to you prior to submission of my thesis 
or any other publication for which the data might be used.

Declaration:
Do I have your permission to tape record the interview?

Yes/No
I would like to be identified by a fictitious name? Yes/No
In the case of an organisation's representative:
Do I have permission to use your organisation's name? Yes/No
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/ have read and understand this consent form, and I volunteer to participate 
in this research study. I understand that I will receive a copy of this form. I 
voluntarily choose to participate, hut I further understand that nothing in 
this consent form is intended to replace any applicable statutory provisions.

Signed: Date:
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Appendix 3
Breakdown of Interviews

Table A: 2011-2013
In-depth interviews Pilgrimage vox-pop Parade Vox-pop

24 interviews with 25 
participants

19 on-street with 30 
participants

30 on-street with 54 
participants

Table B: 2010-2012 Interviews
Religious
leaders

Civic
leaders

Other (historians,
members of Orange 
Lodge, Museum
Director)

8 interviews with 8 
Participants

9 interviews with 8 
participants

7 interviews with 8 
participants

Table C: 2011 Downpatrick
Pilgrimage Parade
5 interviews with 7 Participants 6 on-street with 10 participants

Table D: 2012 Downpatrick
Pilgrimage Parade
8 interviews with 13 Participants 11 interviews with 19 participants

Table E: 2013 Downpatrick
Pilgrimage Parade
6 interviews with 10 Participants 13 interviews with 25 participants

Demographics of participants: Female to Male In-dept i Interviews
Overall Religious

Leaders
Civic Leaders Other

4 out of 25 1 out of 8 2 out of 9 1 out of 8
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Demographics of participants: Male to Female On-Street
Pilgrimage Parade
14 out of 26 26 out of 54

Table G: Demographics of participants
Name Location Age Sex Denomination
Rev Grace 
Clunie

Armagh 50s F COl (P)

Bishop Donal 
McKeown

Belfast 50s M RC (C)

Bishop
Harold Miller

Belfast 60s M COI (P)

Cannon Sean 
Rogan

Downpatrick 60s M RC (C)

Bishop
Joseph Duffy

Monaghan 70s M RC (C)

Rev Henry 
Hull

Downpatrick 50s M COI (P)

(Prior)
Monsignor
Richard
Mohan

Donegal 60s M RC (C)

Rev Norman 
Hamilton

Belfast 60s M Presb (P)

Maurice
Hayes

Downpatrick 80s M Former Civil 
Servant

Gordon Lucy Belfast 50s M COI (P)

Roger
Bradley

Belfast 50s M COI (P)

Dr David
Hume, Grand 
Orange
Lodge
Director

Belfast 50s M Pres(P)

Finbar
McCormick

Belfast/Co. Down 60s M (P)

Dr Brian
Turner

Downpatrick 60s M (P)

Cormac
Bourke

Downpatrick/Dublin 50s M ?

Joy
Wilkenson

Downpatrick 70s F (P)

Dr Timothy 
Campbell

Downpatrick 50s M St Patrick’s
Centre

Catn'ona
Ruane

Belfast 40s F SF (C)
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Eamonn Mac 
Conmidhe

Downpatrick 50s M SF (C)

Damien
Brannigan

Downpatrick 50s M Civil Servant

Damien
Brannigan

Downpatrick 50s M Civil Servant

Ian Paisley, 
Jr.

Stormont/Ballymeena 40s M DUP(P)

Margaret
Ritchie

Downpatrick 50s F SDLP(C)

Nelson
McCausland

Stormont 60s M DUP(P)

Eamonn
O'Neil

Down Council/
Castlewellan

60s M SDLP

Eddie Rea Kiliileagh 60s M UUP

Parade Vox 
pop 2011
Parade Vox 
pop 201 1

Downpatrick F

Parade Vox 
pop 201 1

Downpatrick M

Parade Vox 
pop 201 1

Downpatrick F

Parade Vox 
pop 2011

Downpatrick M

Parade Vox 
pop 201 1

Downpatrick M

Parade Vox 
pop 201 1

Downpatrick M

Parade Vox 
pop 201 1

Downpatrick M

Parade Vox 
pop 201 1

Downpatrick F

Pilgrimage 
vox pop 201 I

Downpatrick M

Pilgrimage 
vox pop 201 1

Downpatrick rp-

Pilgrimage 
vox pop 201 1

Downpatrick F

Pilgrimage 
vox pop 2011

Downpatrick F

Pilgrimage 
vox pop 201 1

Downpatrick M

Parade 2012 Downpatrick F

Parade 2012 Downpatrick F
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Parade 2012 Downpatrick M

Parade 2012 Downpatrick F

Parade 2012 Downpatrick F

Parade 2012 Downpatrick M

Parade 2012 Downpatrick F

Parade 2012 Downpatrick F

Parade 2012 Downpatrick M

Parade 2012 Downpatrick M

Parade 2012 Downpatrick F

Parade 2012 Downpatrick F

Parade 2012 Downpatrick F

Parade 2012 Downpatrick M

Parade 2012 Downpatrick F

Parade 2012 Downpatrick F

Parade 2012 Downpatrick M

Parade 2012 Downpatrick F

Pilgrimage
2012

Downpatrick F

Pilgrimage
2012

Downpatrick M

Pilgrimage
2012

Downpatrick M

Pilgrimage
2012

Downpatrick F

Pilgrimage
2012

Downpatrick M

Pilgrimage
2012

Downpatrick M

Pilgrimage
2012

Downpatrick F

Pilgrimage
2012

Downpatrick M
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Pilgrimage
20\2

Downpatrick M

Pilgrimage
2012

Downpatrick M

Pilgrimage
2012

Downpatrick M

Pilgrimage
2012

Downpatrick M

Parade
2013

Downpatrick M

Parade
2013

Downpatrick M

Parade
2013

Downpatrick M

Parade
2013

Downpatrick M

Parade
2013

Downpatrick M

Parade
2013

Downpatrick M

Parade
2013

Downpatrick M

Parade
2013

Downpatrick M

Parade
2013

Downpatrick M

Parade
2013

Downpatrick M

Parade
2013

Downpatrick M

Parade
2013

Downpatrick M

Parade
2013

Downpatrick W

Parade
2013

Downpatrick W

Parade
2013

Downpatrick w
Parade
2013

Downpatrick w
Parade
2013

Downpatrick w
Parade
2013

Downpatrick w
Parade
2013

Downpatrick w
Parade
2013

Downpatrick w
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Parade
2013

Downpatrick W

Parade
2013

Downpatrick W

Parade
2013

Downpatrick W

Parade
2013

Downpatrick w
Parade
2013

Downpatrick w
Parade
2013

Downpatrick w
Pilgrimage
2013

Downpatrick M

Pilgrimage
2013

Downpatrick M

Pilgrimage
2013

Downpatrick M

Pilgrimage
2013

Downpatrick M

Pilgrimage
2013

Downpatrick M

Pilgrimage
2013

Downpatrick M

Pilgrimage
2013

Downpatrick M

Pilgrimage
2013

Downpatrick M

Pilgrimage
2013

Downpatrick W

Pilgrimage
2013

Downpatrick W
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Appendix 4

A list of policy and legislation developed since 1998 relating 
to flags, shared space and parades

Human Rights Act 1998.

The Good Friday Agreement 1998. 
http://archive.niassembly.gov.uk/io/agreement.htm

Northern Ireland Act 1998 Great Britain. Parliament. 
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1998/47/contents

Flags and Emblems

Fair Employment and Treatment (NI) Order 1998 

Flags (Northern Ireland) Order 2000

Guidelines for a Cultural Diversity Policy: an Advocacy Document 2001, 
http://www.community-relations.org.uk/fs/doc/CRC_Cultural Guidelines.pdf

Bryan and Gillespie 2005, ‘Transforming Conflict: Flags and Emblems’

Parading

The Report of the Independent Review of Parades and Marches (North 
Report) 1997

The Public Processions (Northern Ireland) Act 1998

Parades, Protests and Policing: A Human Rights Framework 2001

Hamilton’s 2007 Strategic Review of Parading in Northern Ireland

Shared Space

2005 The Shared Future Document OFMDFM

2010 OFMDFM, Cohesion, Sharing and Integration, is intended to replace 
The Shared Future Document, it still has yet to be finished. 
http://www.ofmdfmni.gov.uk/reformatted_final_print_version_csi_- 
_26.07.10.pdf
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Appendix 5

Down District Council, St Patrick’s Day Cross Community 
Carnival Parade Rules and Conditions of Entry

“DDC means Down District Council.
“Parade’' means the St Patrick’s Day Cross Community Carnival Parade. 
“Float, Entrant or Entry” means all Persons, Vehicles, Machinery, 
Equipment, Animals etc forming an entry for the Parade.

1. Down District Council reserves in its absolute discretion the right to reject 
at any stage an Entrant on such grounds as DDC shall see fit to consider 
without any obligation to disclose such grounds. Political parties and 
Entries of a political nature will not be eligible to enter the Parade.

2. During assembly for the Parade such directions of the Parade Steward shall 
be adhered to and shall be final. In the event of refusal of an Entry for the 
Parade such Entry shall be deemed to have withdrawn.

3. Entrants shall provide on request such information about their Entry as may 
be required by DDC for the purposes of the Parade organisation. This 
includes the completion of the Parade entry form. The maximum 
dimensions of Entries, which shall be allowed to enter the Parade, shall be:

a. maximum length 50 feet
b. maximum width of 10 feet
c. maximum height 10 feet (above the height of the trailer flatbed)

All displays shall be securely fastened to the Entry. Decoration must not 
overhang the Entry. All persons on an Entry must be kept within the width 
of the Entry and must not lean over the side. No Entry which may cause 
damage to the road shall be permitted to enter the Parade.

4. During the Parade and assembly no collection of money or goods, or sale of 
goods shall be made from an Entry or by the Entrant or by his servants for 
charity or otherwise.

5. Entrants shall be responsible for any towing charges or repair charges 
arising from the breakdown of or accident to an Entry.

6. All Entrants and all owners of vehicles provided for use by Entrants must 
advise their motor insurers of their intention to take part in the Parade. 
Entrants should obtain written confirmation from the motor insurers that at 
least the minimum insurance required by the Road Traffic Acts is in force 
for the vehicle being used for the Entry. Adequate provision for third party 
liability must be obtained and Entrants must obtain written confirmation 
from the motor insures that such indemnity is in force.
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7. DDC shall not be liable for any loss of or damage to an Entry, any part or 
equipment of an Entry or the property of any persons on or dispersal 
however caused. Subject to its statutory obligations DDC shall not be liable 
for any loss or damage or inquiry to persons, property or third parties, 
however caused. The Entrant shall indemnify DDC against all actions, 
claims, demands, costs, expenses, and liabilities of whatsoever nature and 
howsoever arising in connection with the Entry at any time during the 
Parade, assembly or dispersal thereof. Public Liability Insurance of at 
least £1 million is recommended.

8. DDC reserves the right to position Entrants in the Parade in such order as it 
sees fit.

9. The Parade attracts the support and participation of the two main 
community traditions in Northern Ireland. In the interest of maintain and 
enhancing good community relations, DDC does not permit any Entrant to - 
(a) carry, wear or display flags, symbols, emblems, banners or any other 
material, (b) play music or (c) behave in a manner - which may (i) be 
considered inappropriate at a cross-community event such as the Parade, (ii) 
give cause for concern or (iii) bring the Parade and the Council's good name 
into disrepute.

10. The only flags an Entrant may display or carry in the Parade are: -
- The Cross of St Patrick. The flag is a red Cross i.e. X on a white 
background.
- The Down District Council flag.

11. Entrants are not allowed to carry, display, consume or be under the 
influence of alcohol at any time during the Parade, assembly or dispersal 
thereof.

12. DDC shall not be liable for any loss or claim other than fees paid in the 
event of cancellation or the Parade for whatever cause.

13. All Entrants accept that the decision of DDC on any of the above rules and 
conditions shall be final. Any variation of the above rules must have written 
consent of DDC.

The above rules and conditions are not intended to be exhaustive in that all 
Entrants must comply with such relevant laws and byelaws as may be in 
force.
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Appendix 6

Belfast City Council St Patrick's Day Concert 2012- Terms 
and conditions of entry

Access to the event will be on a first come first served basis.
No alcohol to be permitted or consumed on site.
Flags, emblems or other paraphernalia of a political, sectarian, racist 
or partisan nature will not be permitted on site. Shamrock Flags 
will be distributed free of charge to the public.
No sports jerseys, for example rugby, soccer or Gaelic sports.
Under I6's must be accompanied by an adult.
Gates open at 12 noon and the event will finish at 3pm approx.
No glass or cans permitted on site.
Food and drink facilities available on site.
No barbeques or naked flames.
Umbrellas will be permitted but their use may be restricted.
Once on site you assume all risk of injury and all responsibility for 
property loss, destruction or theft, and release organisers, sponsors, 
performers, venue and their employees from any liability.
No dogs except assistance dogs.
This outdoor event will happen regardless of weather conditions, so 
please dress accordingly.
No bicycles.
Belfast City Council has the right to refuse admission.
Belfast City Council has the right to refuse entry to those under the 
influence of alcohol and who would be deemed by the organisers to 
be a hazard to themselves and/or others.
If you leave the site you may not be permitted to re-enter, this will 
be at the discretion of the stewards.
Before entering the site you may be subject to a search.
Belfast City Council reserves the right to make any alterations to the 
advertised details for the event.
All those attending consent to filming and sound recording as 
members of the audience.
Smoke effects, strobe lighting, lasers and loud noises may be used at 
this event.
Belfast City Council does not accept responsibility for any omissions 
or changes to the information.
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