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Abstract 
 

 

This thesis analyses and compares two historic commemorations in Northern Ireland 

with two in New Zealand, in the period from 1940 to 1990. These commemorations 

are the Twelfth of July and Remembrance Sunday in Northern Ireland, and Waitangi 

Day and Anzac Day in New Zealand.  

 

Examination of these commemorations has revealed several patterns. In the 

commemorations studied in this thesis, levels of public adherence generally depended 

on the extent to which the values that the commemoration symbolised were seen as 

threatened or highly needed. The commemorations which reaffirmed compelling 

values tended to enjoy higher levels of public support than those expressing values 

which were seen as either unnecessary or unthreatened. In both countries, historic 

commemorations were capable of uniting communities behind core values. However, 

in cases where there was no general agreement on what those values were or what 

they meant, commemorations frequently became sites of division and conflict. All 

four commemorations were regularly used by organisers and participants to express 

views on contemporary political and social issues and, on several occasions in both 

countries, different groups battled for the control of particular commemorations. In 

both countries, increased levels of social conflict often led to the increased use of the 

past as a rhetorical device.  

 

The main conclusion to be drawn from this study is that these historic commemora-

tions derived more of their meaning from their contemporary context than from the 

historical events which they commemorated. In particular, how the public viewed and 

understood the values symbolised and reaffirmed by the commemorations strongly 

affected their levels of support. People were most likely to observe the commem-

orations when they were seen as symbolising values which were widely adhered to 

and seen as threatened or urgently needed. The historic commemorations examined in 

this thesis were often strongly affected by contemporary events which were seen as 

relating, positively or negatively, to the values which the commemorations embodied. 
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