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Abstract

This study explores how Seamus Heaney’s poetry engages with the political and social conflicts
of Northern Ireland, particularly during The Troubles (1960s to 1998), through a close reading of
The Tollund Man, Casualty, and Funeral Rites. These poems, while rooted in specific historical
circumstances, transcend their immediate context to reveal the emotional and cultural weight of
living in a divided society. The Tollund Man draws on the image of an ancient bog body to connect
the ritualized violence of the past with the political killings of the present, suggesting that cycles
of sacrifice and revenge are woven into human history. Casualty offers a deeply personal account
of loss, focusing on the poet’s relationship with a fisherman killed during the conflict; it becomes
a meditation on moral choice, individual conscience, and the price of political loyalty. Funeral
Rites examines how communal mourning is shaped and sometimes distorted by sectarian division,
while also imagining the possibility of reconciliation through shared ritual and cultural memory.
Taken together, these poems reveal Heaney’s ability to navigate the difficult balance between
bearing witness to political violence and preserving the dignity of art. Through his fusion of myth,
memory, and lived experience, Heaney transforms the raw facts of conflict into spaces for
empathy, reflection, and the tentative hope of healing.

Introduction

Seamus Heaney’s poetry emerges from a landscape where personal memory and public history are
in constant dialogue, shaped by the turbulent backdrop of Northern Ireland’s Troubles. As a poet
born into a Catholic farming community in County Derry, Heaney witnessed firsthand how
political division and cultural identity could permeate even the most private aspects of life. His
work resists the blunt force of political rhetoric, instead approaching conflict through the textures
of place, the cadences of speech, and the weight of inherited ritual. In doing so, Heaney crafts
poems that are as much about the lived experience of division as they are about the historical events
that fuel it. Among his most compelling engagements with political and social conflict are The
Tollund Man, Casualty, and Funeral Rites. In The Tollund Man, Heaney reaches across centuries
to the image of a preserved bog body, linking ancient ritual sacrifice with the sectarian killings of
his own time. The poem reflects his fascination with how violence becomes embedded in cultural
memory, transcending generations. Casualty shifts the focus to an intimate, human scale, telling
the story of a fisherman whose death following Bloody Sunday becomes a meditation on loyalty,
individual conscience, and the costs of political alignment. Funeral Rites returns to the communal
sphere, using the structure and symbolism of Catholic mourning rituals to explore how grief can
both reflect and perpetuate societal division, while also imagining a path toward reconciliation
through shared tradition. These poems reveal Heaney’s capacity to navigate the fraught space
between artistic independence and political witness. Rather than offering polemic or propaganda,
he uses myth, metaphor, and personal narrative to create what Helen Vendler calls “a space for the
truth of feeling.” In doing so, Heaney addresses the core human experiences loss, loyalty,
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belonging, and the yearning for peace, that lie beneath the surface of political struggle. This article
examines how these three poems embody Heaney’s nuanced response to the political and social
conflicts of his time, showing how his poetry transforms historical and contemporary violence into
moments of reflection, empathy, and, however tentatively, hope.

Literature Review

The poetry of Seamus Heaney has been the subject of extensive critical engagement, particularly
regarding his response to the political and social tensions of Northern Ireland during The Troubles.
Elmer Kennedy-Andrews (1988) and Neil Corcoran (1986) observe that Seamus Heaney’s poetry
cannot be confined to the realm of political propaganda. Instead, Heaney draws on metaphor, myth,
and personal memory to capture the profound human cost of conflict. His work is often seen as a
careful balancing act one that faces the harsh realities of violence while safeguarding the lyrical
beauty and moral depth that define his poetic voice. The Tollund Man has attracted considerable
critical interest for the way it bridges the gap between ancient ritual sacrifice and contemporary
political violence. Helen Vendler (1998) notes that Heaney uses the image of the preserved body
discovered in a Jutland bog as a powerful symbol linking past and present acts of killing, hinting
that such cycles are deeply rooted in human history. Building on this idea, EImer Kennedy-
Andrews (2009) suggests that the poem enables Heaney to engage with the Troubles in a more
indirect way, offering a space for thoughtful reflection rather than immediate political judgment.
In Casualty, Heaney turns to a more intimate form of political witness. Bernard O’Donoghue
(1994) notes that the poem’s portrayal of a fisherman killed in the aftermath of Bloody Sunday
demonstrates Heaney’s concern with individual moral choice in times of collective upheaval. The
poem’s speaker navigates personal grief alongside political pressure, embodying what Henry Hart
(1992) calls Heaney’s “poetics of ambiguity”, a refusal to fully align with any single political
narrative while still confronting the consequences of violence. Funeral Rites has been read as a
meditation on mourning in a divided society. Michael Parker (1993) emphasizes the poem’s use
of traditional Catholic funerary rituals to illustrate how communal grief can both unite and divide.
By invoking the Norse burial of Gunnar, Heaney expands the frame beyond contemporary politics,
offering a mythic vision of reconciliation that transcends sectarian lines. Declan Kiberd (1995)
interprets this move as part of Heaney’s broader project of reimagining Irish identity through a
synthesis of local and universal traditions. Across these three poems, critics consistently highlight
Heaney’s method of layering the personal, the historical, and the mythical. His work does not offer
solutions to political conflict but instead creates spaces for empathy and reflection

Political and Social Elements in “The Tollund Man”

In The Tollund Man, by S. Heaney weaves together political and social undercurrents through a
meditation on violence, memory, and history. The poem draws on the archaeological discovery of
a preserved Iron Age body in a Danish bog, using it as a symbolic bridge between ancient ritual
sacrifice and the sectarian killings of the Troubles in Northern Ireland. By linking these two
contexts, Heaney advocates that violence is not merely a product of his own era but part of a
recurring human pattern.

Heaney himself explained that:

“Unforgettable photographs of these victims blended in my mind with photographs of atrocities,
past and present, in the long rites of Irish political and religious struggles.”

A reflective critic on Reddit captured this powerfully:

“When Heaney contemplated the photo of the majestic, gentle Tollund Man he saw a victim of
ritual killing ... who in some way mirrored or anticipated the sectarian killings going on in
Belfast...”
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A thematic analysis notes that the tomb-like bog becomes a metaphor:
“The viscera and stillness of the preserved body evoke archetypal sacrifice and connect ancient
violence with modern atrocity.”

Socially, the poem resounds with themes of cultural memory and collective pain. The Tollund Man
turn out to be a common symbol of mourning, on behalf of both historical sacrifice and the existing
dead. In this way, the poet discovers how groups carry the burden of their past, and how rituals of
commemoration, whether ancient or modern shape their reply to damage.

Ancient Sacrifice and Modern Political Violence

Seamus Heaney's poem, The Tollund Man, draws a striking connection between ancient and
modern violence. He uses the image of an ancient human sacrifice to illuminate the complexities
of modern conflict. Heaney masterfully links two seemingly disparate forms of violence: the ritual
sacrifices of the Tollund Man and the sectarian killings of the Troubles in Northern Ireland. Despite
the vastly different contexts, Heaney reveals a troubling commonality. Both forms of violence are
driven by deep convictions, fueled by ritual, and tied to identity. Both leave behind a devastating
impact of sorrow and loss for those affected. By drawing these parallels, Heaney challenges us to
confront the complexities of human nature and the ways in which our beliefs and identities can be
used to justify violence. His poem doesn't offer easy answers or tidy judgments; instead, it invites
us to grapple with the nuances of human experience and the darkness that can lurk within us.
Heaney's work acknowledges the complexity of human history, where acts deemed sacred can
exist alongside acts of cruelty, forcing us to confront the multifaceted nature of humanity. In doing
so, Heaney suggests that patterns of sacrifice whether from centuries past or in the turmoil of the
present are threads woven into the long, intricate tapestry of our collective human experience.

The Troubles and the Symbol of the Martyr
In The Tollund Man, by Seamus Heaney is considered as the great symbol of sacrifice and even
more than a relic of history he is taken as influential emblem of martyrdom. During the Troubles
in Northern Ireland, the notion of the martyr carried intense political and emotional weight, often
wrapped in stories of sacrifice for a greater cause. By invoking the Tollund Man, Heaney draws
on this cultural symbolism, but he approaches it with quiet reflection rather than political fervor.
The Tollund Man is taken as a silent witness, stillness both the dignity and the sorrow of lives lost
to conflict. His peaceful occurrence contrasts sharply with the ailment of political viciousness,
serving as a souvenir that behind every reason lies a real person. By presenting this image, Heaney
restructures the idea of the holy death or ransom, not as a banner for political agendas, but as a
way to reflect on the deep human cost of loyalty, belief, and violence. This poem bids a deeper
consideration on how citizens recall their dead, and whether such tribute preserves the series of
encounter or opens a path toward understanding. Heaney’s imagined journey to view the Tollund
Man mirrors the way people in Ireland visited sites of recent killings, acts of remembrance that,
while deeply human, also risk perpetuating the cycle of violence by turning victims into enduring
symbols of a cause. By refusing to name individuals or political affiliations, Heaney gives the
figure of the martyr a universal dimension. The Tollund Man thus stands for all victims of sectarian
violence, ancient and modern, and the poem becomes a reflection on the tragic continuity of
ritualized killing, violence sanctified in the name of identity, loyalty, and historical destiny.

e The Tollund Man’s fate mirrors that of victims in the North, particularly those who suffered

public executions or paramilitary punishments.
e The poet’s journey to Denmark to see the Tollund Man becomes a symbolic pilgrimage
reflecting on political martyrdom.
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Violence, Sacrifice, and Social Commentary in “The Tollund Man”
In The Tollund Man, Seamus Heaney offers a quiet yet piercing meditation on how violence and
sacrifice are often woven together in human history.

Unpacking the Dark Side of Human Nature

In "The Tollund Man,"” Seamus Heaney skillfully navigates the complex and often disturbing
landscape of violence, sacrifice, and social commentary, pushing us to confront the shadows within
human nature. Heaney's poem uses the powerful image of the Tollund Man to expose the repeating
patterns of violence and sacrifice that have plagued human societies for centuries. He sheds light
on how violence can become ritualized and justified, often in the name of identity or culture. By
linking ancient and modern forms of violence, Heaney prompts us to reflect on our own part in
these cycles and consider the deep human impact of our actions. His poetry holds up a mirror to
society, revealing the complex and often contradictory nature of humanity, and challenging us to
think critically about the world. The vivid descriptions of the Tollund Man and the bog landscape
create a haunting atmosphere, with the Tollund Man symbolizing the tragic cost of sacrifice and
suffering.

The Poet’s Moral Position
In "The Tollund Man,"” Seamus Heaney's grants a deeply meditative consideration of human
sacrifice, violence, and the human situation, convincing us to deal with the complexities of
humanity. Heaney's clever use of diction, expertise a nuanced and the slightest consideration of
the Tollund Man's ancient fate, drawing striking parallels to the modern-day violence that ravaged
Northern Ireland during the Troubles. The poem postures central questions about the nature of
sacrifice, the tiresome sequences of violence, and our collective human brittleness. By embracing
the complexity and ambiguity of human experience, Heaney's moral stance invites us to
introspectively examine our own values and responses to conflict, suffering, and the human
condition. His poetry serves as a catalyst for profound self-reflection, urging us to confront the
depths of human nature and our place within it. His poetry becomes a powerful catalyst for
empathy, understanding, and moral contemplation, urging us to consider the human impact of our
actions and the importance of compassion in the face of adversity.

e The intimate tone (“I will feel lost, unhappy and at home”) reflects moral ambivalence

empathy for victims but unease at the persistence of violence.
« Positions the poet as both observer and participant in the collective trauma.

Social and Political Elements in “Casualty”

The Human Impact of Conflict

In "Casualty,” Seamus Heaney masterfully explores the intricate web of social and political
elements that shape human experience during times of conflict. The poem is a poignant reflection
on the human cost of violence, the fragility of life, and the complex emotions that arise when
personal relationships are torn apart by sectarian divisions. Heaney's words capture the quiet
dignity of ordinary people caught in the midst of turmoil, and the ways in which their lives are
forever changed by the harsh realities of war. Through the lens of a single life lost, Heaney sheds
light on the broader social and political forces that drive conflict, and the profound impact it has
on individuals, families, and communities. His poem is a powerful tribute to the human spirit, and
a reminder of the need for empathy, understanding, and compassion in the face of adversity.

Key themes include:
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e Conflict’s reach: The man is a passive casual observer not involved in politics, yet
consumed by it. His death underscores how conflict engulfs even the uninvolved.

« Belonging and identity: The poem probes where one belongs is there safety in neutrality?
The casualty’s "turned back" signals his estrangement from communal identities.

e Violence’s trauma: Heaney references “PARAS THIRTEEN, BOGSIDE NIL” words
scrawled on walls after Bloody Sunday, capturing communal shock and tension.

The Poet’s Moral Dilemma

Exploring the Human Side of Conflict: ""Funeral Rites" by Seamus Heaney

Seamus Heaney's poem "Funeral Rites" is a poignant reflection on the devastating impact of
conflict and sectarian violence on human lives in Northern Ireland. With profound insight, Heaney
captures the emotional weight of living through times of turmoil, and the desperate search for
meaning and dignity in the face of death, loss, and suffering. Heaney's words speak directly to the
suffering, grief, and strength of those affected by violence. He invites us to listen to their stories
and acknowledge the devastating impact of conflict on human lives. Through his poetry, Heaney
emphasizes the need for empathy, compassion, and understanding when faced with adversity. He
also reminds us that healing and rebuilding are crucial after trauma, and that we must work towards
finding ways to do so.

The Unbearable Weight of Sectarian Violence

In "Funeral Rites,” Seamus Heaney positions simple the tragic genuineness of sectional violence
and its overwhelming impression on human subsists. His words convey the unbearable weight of
grief, the crushing pain of loss, and the desperate search for meaning in the face of senseless death.
Heaney's poem is a poignant tribute to the countless lives shattered by violence, and a powerful
reminder of the human cost of conflict. Through his poetry, he invites us to walk in the shoes of
those who have been torn apart by sectarianism, to feel their pain, and to acknowledge the profound
humanity that is often lost in the midst of violence and hatred. By sharing their stories, Heaney's
poem humanizes the victims, and challenges us to confront the trauma and suffering that sectarian
violence inflicts on individuals, families, and communities. Heaney's poem paints a heartbreaking
picture of the devastating impact of sectarian violence on ordinary people. His words cut deep,
revealing the brutal truth of "neighborly murder" — a stark reminder that conflict can turn friends
and neighbors into enemies. The phrase "neighborly murder" is especially jarring, as it highlights
the way violence can shatter the very fabric of community and destroy the relationships that once
brought people together. Heaney's poem is a powerful commentary on the human cost of conflict,
and the ways in which it can erode the bonds of trust, empathy, and compassion that are essential
to building strong, resilient communities.

Part of North (1975), this poem is structured in three sections, each reflecting stages of Conflict
but layered with myth and memory.

1. Private mourning: The poet recalls carrying coffins of loved ones who died naturally, an
initiation into "manhood” through ritual and grief.

2. Public sectarian funerals: The poem shifts to describe funeral processions in violence-
ridden communities funerals become social power plays, reinforcing sectarian identities
rather than bridging them. The image of “ten thousand engines” in line evokes ominous
solidarity.

3. Mythic hope: Heaney alludes to ancient or Christian myths—invoking ancestral burial
practices in a bid to imagine a future freed from sectarian violence.
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A scholarly commentary highlights how these sections contrast personal grief, communal violence,
and mythic possibility each forming layers of social awareness.

Longing for Tradition and Ritual

In the midst of turmoil and violence, Heaney's poem reveals a profound yearning for the comfort
and solace of traditional rituals. He speaks to the deep human desire for predictable funeral rites,
which can provide a sense of structure and meaning in times of grief. This longing goes beyond
mere tradition; it's about finding ways to cope with the emotional pain and trauma that conflict
inflicts. Heaney's words capture the universal human need for rituals that help us process our
emotions, honor our loved ones, and find a sense of closure and healing.

Collective Guilt and Responsibility

Heaney's poem makes a crucial point: we can't truly move forward without confronting what's
happened in the past. He encourages us to acknowledge the lingering pain and guilt that follows
conflict, and to take responsibility for our part in it. By facing the past, we can begin to heal and
work towards a more peaceful future. This message is both haunting and powerful, reminding us
that our actions have real consequences — for ourselves and for others. By learning from our
mistakes, we can create a better future. Heaney's words invite us to reflect on how we can build a
fairer and more compassionate society, and to strive for healing and reconciliation, even when it's
hard.

A Desire for Unity and Reconciliation

Heaney's arguments convey a profound desire for unity and appeasement, a desire to connection
the gaps that rifts us. He blows into our vital human need for linking and togetherness, influences
us to find ways to come together regardless of our differences. In the face of clash and violence,
his poem reminds us that constructing bonds is more important than erection of walls. His words
resound with our universal ambition for peace, accepting, and union, engaging us to think about
how we can create a more symphonic world. His message is exclusively relevant today, as we
work towards building a further serene and inclusive society. He also shows how violence can
damage the very fabric of our communities, eroding the bonds that hold us together. Through this,
Heaney shows how grief itself can be shaped, and sometimes constrained, by the politics of
division. This reveals how even the act of grieving is politicized. Heaney’s imagery of bodies laid
out and processions moving through the streets reflects how public mourning becomes a stage for
community solidarity but also a reinforcement of the “us versus them” mentality that fuels
sectarian conflict. The repeated burials symbolize not only personal loss but the ongoing tally of
casualties in a political struggle. The poem also captures the cyclical nature of sectarian violence.
The repetition of funerals mirrors the repetition of killings, suggesting that without reconciliation
the community will remain trapped in a pattern where one death invites another. The violence is
not portrayed through sensational detail; instead, Heaney focuses on its aftermath, showing the
silent grief, the rituals of washing and preparing the body, and the weight of loss carried
collectively. This approach humanizes the statistics of conflict, making the reader feel the
emotional toll rather than just understand the political context. Finally, Heaney situates this
violence within a broader historical and mythological framework, drawing on ancient burial
customs like that of Gunnar in the Icelandic sagas. By doing so, he places the Northern Irish
conflict alongside other human histories of feud and reconciliation, implying that sectarian
violence is part of a wider human tendency toward division, yet also hinting that dignity, honor,
and peace are possible outcomes if the cycle can be broken. Through this humanized portrayal,
Funeral Rites transforms sectarian violence from a distant political event into an intimate,
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communal wound, felt in the silence of the wake, the heaviness of the coffin, and the longing for
an end to the endless procession of the dead. For Heaney, reconciliation is not just a matter of
political negotiation, it is a necessity for the emotional and cultural survival of a community The
poem also blends the personal with the communal, showing that healing must happen on both
levels. Families should be free to grieve without the burden of political expectation, and
communities must find ways to share grief without turning it into another weapon of division. For
Heaney, reconciliation is not a hopeful ideal, it is the only way to stop the endless procession of
coffins.

Mourning in a Divided Society

In Funeral Rites, Seamus Heaney faces the painful truth that even the act of mourning, the most
human and universal of rituals, can be fractured by political division. Written at the height of the
Troubles in Northern Ireland, the poem reflects on how grief, rather than bringing people together
in shared humanity, can be shaped and restricted by the lines of sectarian identity. Heaney evokes
the imagery of Catholic funerals the gentle washing of the body, the quiet vigil as it lies in state,
and the slow procession to the grave to show how even these deeply personal acts of mourning are
inevitably shaped by the political climate of the time.

Mourning, Ritual, and Division in Funeral Rites

In Funeral Rites, Seamus Heaney reveals on the power and the limitations of mourning in a society
torn apart by sectional clash. At their best, funerals bring wellbeing, dignity, and a sense of ending.
But in the deeply separated Northern Ireland of the Troubles, Heaney shows that even grief is
never fully free from politics. He paints vivid pictures of the traditional Irish funeral wake, the
closeness of family, the warmth of neighbors gathered in a home, the shared sorrow that binds
people together. Yet, in this fractured society, those same gatherings also serve as markers of
difference. Mourners often come only from one side of the community i.e. Catholic or Protestant,
and their presence becomes a quiet assertion of political and religious identity. The funeral, instead
of uniting, often hardens invisible boundaries. Heaney also captures the weary toll of constant loss.
In peaceful times, a funeral is a rare and solemn farewell, marking the natural end of a life. But
during the Troubles, funerals became part of the weekly rhythm, each one the result of another
killing. This relentless cycle drained the healing power from the ritual, leaving behind not peace,
but the dread of the next loss. Instead of focusing on the violent acts themselves, Heaney lingers
on the aftermath, the stillness of the rooms, the slow tread of coffin bearers, and the heavy silence
of a grief that is shared but never fully united. There’s also the haunting reality that in such a
society, death rarely brings reconciliation. In a different context, a funeral might draw together
people who had drifted apart, creating space for forgiveness. But here, each burial often
strengthens the narrative of one community’s suffering over another’s. Heaney’s allusion to the
Norse warrior Gunnar, buried upright, a symbol of dignity and bravery, offers a glimpse of another
possibility: a way to honor the dead that transcends political boundaries, pointing toward courage
without revenge. Through these images, Heaney turns the funeral into a mirror of Northern Irish
society.

The Role of Ritual in Social Healing

In "Funeral Rites," Seamus Heaney beautifully captures the role of traditional funerals in bringing
people together during times of great pain and division. Against the backdrop of the Troubles in
Northern Ireland, Heaney draws on the familiar rituals of mourning to explore how these customs
can provide comfort and structure in the face of death and discord. These rituals, he suggests, offer
a rare sense of unity, a way to bring a fractured community together and find solace in times of
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turmoil. By honoring these traditions, Heaney reminds us that ritual can bring order to chaos,
providing a sense of stability and calm in a world where violence and death can be unpredictable.
The steady pace of a funeral can be a powerful anchor, helping us navigate the darkest moments.
Heaney's poem is a poignant reflection on the human experience, highlighting the enduring
importance of community and tradition in the face of adversity. It creates a moment where grief
can be shared in a structured, dignified way, allowing people to step briefly out of the turmoil of
conflict and into a space of collective respect. The shared acts lighting candles, saying prayers,
walking together in solemn procession give form to sorrow, making it feel safer and more bearable.
This order is not only for the dead; it is also for the living, who need a way to carry their pain
without letting it spill into more violence. Ritual also functions as a bridge between individuals
and the community. A funeral is never a purely private affair; it draws together relatives, neighbors,
and sometimes the wider public. In Funeral Rites, the gathering of mourners embodies the
possibility that even in a divided society, there are moments when people can stand together, if
only to honor the universal experience of loss. Heaney’s descriptions of shared silence and
collective movement suggest that these moments can plant seeds of empathy that might grow into
something larger. Another role of ritual in social healing lies in its ability to connect the present
with the past. In the final section of the poem, Heaney shifts from the modern Northern Irish wake
to the ancient Norse burial of Gunnar. This move into myth situates the community’s grief within
a much longer human story, one in which conflict and reconciliation are recurring themes. By
invoking a figure who faces his enemies with dignity rather than vengeance, Heaney offers a model
for how ritual might help transform a culture of retaliation into one of mutual respect. Ritual in the
poem becomes a way of turning raw violence into something the heart can endure. The careful
tending of the body and the dignified farewell soften the cruelty of the killing, allowing the
community to remember the victim as a person, not just another number in a list of the dead. At
the heart of social healing is the ability to reclaim humanity in the face of violence, to look directly
at the wound without allowing it to define the future. In Funeral Rites, Seamus Heaney shows that
ritual is not a relic of the past, but a living practice that can help restore balance in a fractured
society. By slowing the pace of grief, bringing people together, connecting them to their shared
history, and restoring dignity to those taken by violence, these ceremonies become more than
tradition, they become quiet, steadfast acts of healing.

Conclusion

Seamus Heaney's poetry offers a powerful exploration of the complex interplay between political
and social conflict, history, and human experience. Through a close reading of "The Tollund Man,"
"Casualty," and "Funeral Rites,” we gain insight into the ways in which Heaney navigates the
treacherous landscape of Northern Ireland's Troubles. His poems reveal a deep empathy for the
human cost of conflict, a critique of sectarian divisions, and a longing for unity and reconciliation.
By examining these works, we not only deepen our understanding of Heaney's poetic vision but
also gain a nuanced perspective on the enduring impact of historical and social conflicts on
individual and collective identities. Ultimately, Heaney's poetry serves as a testament to the
transformative power of art to illuminate the human condition and inspire reflection on the
complexities of our shared experiences.
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