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Contextualizing the Reform Agenda 

The reform of higher education for women in Ireland during the nineteenth century mirrors international patterns, being most closely informed by the movement in Britain. Education became embedded in a wider movement for women’s economic, political, and social autonomy. This broadening and deepening of the reform agenda was paralleled in most Western democracies and is described by Evans as “the history of a progressively widening set of objectives.”[endnoteRef:1] The most public expression of the reform movement in Ireland can be traced to Dublin and Belfast, with the greatest support base emerging from middle-class women who were already active in philanthropic work.[endnoteRef:2] As the debate gained momentum, the push for education, as for suffrage, would emanate and proliferate from these large urban centers.[endnoteRef:3] Although Protestant men and women initially led the reform agenda, gradually Catholics, more restricted in their capacity to publicly agitate for reform, joined their Protestant counterparts in questioning the dominant hegemony that challenged women’s advancement.  [1:  Richard J. Evans, The Feminists: Women's Emancipation Movements in Europe, America and Australasia, 1840-1920 (London: Croom Helm, 1977), 34.
]  [2:  Maria Luddy, Women and Philanthropy in Nineteenth-Century Ireland (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995).]  [3: 
 Myrtle Hill, Women in Ireland: A Century of Change (Belfast: Blackstaff Press, 2003).] 

Settlement of what was euphemistically called “the Irish university question” dominated the Irish political agenda from the 1850s. The complexity of the question lay in the provision of adequate university education for the expanding Catholic middle classes, while at the same time adhering to a nondenominational policy agenda. However, Catholic leaders were adamant that a Catholic university be established for the higher education of Catholics: “We ask for Catholic education for Catholics; and being confident that this is a right, and that it is necessary for the preservation of our faith, we can consent to nothing less. No other measure will satisfy us.”[endnoteRef:4] Various attempts, the majority of which led to little success, were made over the course of the century to reach a compromise on the university question. However, efforts intensified throughout the latter half of the century, the issue of providing university education for Catholics becoming more pressing. As one member of the Catholic hierarchy observed, “The political centre of gravity in Ireland has shifted towards the Catholics.… It is a dangerous thing to have them uneducated.”[endnoteRef:5]  [4: 
 Irish Ecclesiastical Record, vol. V, 1869, 502.]  [5: 
 Evidence of Rev. Dr. O’Dwyer, to the Royal Commission on University Education in Ireland, Appendix to the First Report, Minutes of Evidence, 1902, p. 25.] 

Despite the highly charged nature of the Irish university question, the subject of women’s place within any university settlement received scant attention. The issue of providing for a more egalitarian model of university education was narrowly understood and essentially viewed as the need to provide for higher education for Catholic males.[endnoteRef:6] Francis Sheehy Skeffington, prominent suffragist and nationalist, observed that “in all the history of the Irish University Question, it is astonishing how little attention has been given to that aspect of it which concerns the position of University Women, and how generally it is assumed that the matter is one for discussion and settlement by men only.”[endnoteRef:7]  [6: 
 Judith Harford, The Opening of University Education to Women in Ireland (Dublin and Portland, OR: Irish Academic Press, 2008).]  [7: 
 Francis J.C. Skeffington, A Forgotten Aspect of the University Question (Dublin: Gerrard Bros, 1901), 5.
] 


Tentative Beginnings

The path toward coeducation was a gradual and arduous one not just because the institutional framework was not favorable to women, but also because their own capacity to engage in higher education was severely limited by their experience of secondary schooling. Secondary schooling for girls was narrow in its curriculum and in its propensity to concentrate on students’ accomplishments. The following advertisement for St. Mary’s Boarding School for “Young Ladies,” Kingstown, Co. Dublin (1882), is indicative of the kind of curriculum to which girls at this time were exposed: “The Course of Education in this Establishment comprises the English, French, Italian and German Languages; Music; Singing, Drawing, Painting &, with all the accomplishments necessary to complete the Education of a young lady.”[endnoteRef:8] [8:  Freeman’s Journal, 1 September 1882, National Library of Ireland. ] 

Convent schools were particularly noted for their focus on accomplishments. Mary Hayden, one of the first graduates of the Royal University of Ireland (1879), and subsequently professor of modern Irish history at University College Dublin (1911), reflected on the typical educational experience of a girl attending a convent school at this time:
A girl of 18 leaving a convent knows usually a bare outline of English History and a still barer one of Roman and Grecian (her knowledge of the two latter might be summed up on two leaves of a copy book) a little Geography, Arithmetic up to proportion about, she has heard of the big names in English literature and read short extracts from the works of some of them, can write and spell knows a little French Grammar and can read an ordinary easy French book, but has never read even one of the works of any great French author, plays and possibly sings and draws more or less well according to her natural capacity for such accomplishments.[endnoteRef:9]  [9: 
 Mary Hayden Diaries, 20 September 1883, MS 16,637. National Library of Ireland.] 

Throughout this entire period, only a handful of middle-class women had the social and cultural capital to engage in higher education. Women of the lower classes were largely unaffected by higher educational reform, and evidence has shown that the issue of social class remains the single greatest barrier to progression through the education system.[endnoteRef:10] Nonetheless, education was and continues to be a most powerful means of socializing males and females into their expected roles in society. The reform of education brought with it significant potential for the transformation of women’s role in society. [10: 
 Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron, Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture (London: Sage, 1977); Kathleen Lynch, The Hidden Curriculum: Reproduction in Education, A Reappraisal (Lewes: Falmer Press, 1989).] 

 Excluded from the university domain, women attended “women’s colleges” that emerged from the late 1850s in an effort to provide a more rigorous and scholastic education for middle-class women. The pioneering women’s colleges—notably the Ladies’ Collegiate School (1859), renamed as Victoria College Belfast (1887), and Alexandra College Dublin (1866)—catered predominantly to Protestant women. Catholic women’s colleges emerged from the 1880s in response to the growing demands of Catholic women for higher education in a Catholic setting.[endnoteRef:11] The most prominent were the Dominican College Eccles Street (1882), St. Angela’s College Cork (1887; operating under the auspices of the Ursuline Order), St. Mary’s Dominican College (1893), and Loreto College St. Stephen’s Green (1893). The women’s colleges, both Protestant and Catholic, endeavored to provide women with an experience that mirrored university learning for men, although for financial reasons, the colleges also provided secondary education. They were established with the purpose of targeting the more prestigious and valuable domains of knowledge, which resulted in women students having access to a range of high-prestige cultural and social capital. The colleges provided instruction in the liberal arts, exposing women for the first time to a rigorous academic curriculum and to participation in the public examination arena. They also promoted participation in a range of student societies, advancing women’s capacity to fulfill a more public role in nineteenth-century Irish society.[endnoteRef:12]  [11: 
 Judith Harford, “The Movement for the Higher Education of Women in Ireland: Gender Equality or Denominational Rivalry?” History of Education 34, no. 5 (2005): 497–516.]  [12: 
 Harford, Opening of University Education; Harford, “An Experiment in the Development of Social Networks for Women: Women’s Colleges in Ireland in the Nineteenth Century,” Paedogogica Historica 43, no. 3 (2007): 365–81.
] 

Prominent graduates of the various women’s colleges included Mary Hayden, first woman professor of Irish history at University College Dublin and vice president of the Irish Association of Women Graduates (1902); Agnes O’Farrelly, professor of modern Irish at University College Dublin and cofounder of Cumann na mBan (the Irish Women’s Council); and Hanna Sheehy Skeffington, prominent suffragist and nationalist. Although initially these social and intellectual spaces satisfied the rather conservative needs of women who embraced the opportunity to engage in higher education in separate colleges, they did not keep pace with the evolving university landscape. For many students, these spaces came to signify the segregation of women and the marginalization of their needs. The debate over single-sex versus coeducation dominated from the 1880s and in many ways divided and weakened the women’s lobby. 

Gradual Access to the University Preserve

A compromise to the university question was reached in 1879 with the establishment of a nondenominational university, the Royal University of Ireland (RUI). An examining body and degree-awarding non-teaching university, the RUI provided a temporary solution to the university debacle but more importantly a turning point in the path toward equality of provision for women. Although its status as a university was clearly dubious, its decision to admit women advanced their cause to such a degree that further reform was inevitable. Following the establishment of the RUI, the Queen’s Colleges, the Catholic University, and Trinity College Dublin were all obliged to make concessions to women students. Commenting on the significance of the admission of women to the RUI, Mary Macken, one of the first female professors at University College Dublin and a former pupil of Loreto College, Dublin, observed:
Our sex was well without the walls until, in 1879, the “Royal” following the example of London in the previous year, gave us entry with cap and gown into the citadel. That it was a restricted entry seems to have gone without comment at first. I would not willingly cast aspersions on the Royal, to which I belonged before the National took over. It gave us women our first chance. But I was always, somehow, aware of its Victorian character, other traces of which I myself may have retained as my male colleagues on the Academic Council sometimes laughingly suggested. The particular expressions of that character to which I now refer was [sic] the refusal of the Royal to admit women to the Senate or to Convocation with its important rights of election to the Senate, an otherwise government-nominated Body.[endnoteRef:13]  [13:  Mary Macken, “Women in the University and the College: A Struggle within a Struggle,” in Struggle with Fortune, ed. Michael Tierney (Dublin: Browne and Nolan, 1954), 142.
] 

The first female graduates of the RUI were conferred in 1884, nine in total. Public interest in the first cohort of women graduates was strong as, in the words of Margaret Byers, principal of Victoria College Belfast, “university training for women was still on trial.”[endnoteRef:14] Recording the historic occasion in her diary, Mary Hayden noted: [14:  ‘The Crescent Literary Society, Address by Mrs Byers,’ Ladies’ Collegiate School Magazine (May 1887): 30. Victoria College Archives Belfast.] 

There was an awful crush, and only after a regular battle we succeeded in forcing our way in, and getting places on the second row in the gallery.… There was some music first, which I did not much attend to, and at last the procession of the graduates entered two and two, first the school of Law, then of Medicine, then of Engineering, then the Arts graduates, the girls coming last. As soon as they appeared at the door there was a burst of applause. They looked exceedingly well in their black gowns, hoods lined with white fur and tasselled caps.… There was a great deal of applause of course, then the Duke made a rather long speech; he referred to the girls at some length, and quoted that hackneyed old line about “sweet girl graduates.”[endnoteRef:15]  [15: 
 Mary Hayden Diaries, 22 October 1884, MS 16, 641.] 

The vast majority of women taking examinations in the RUI presented in arts, with a minority presenting in medicine and law.
Simultaneously, women were gaining access to the Queen’s Colleges and to the Catholic University. The former nondenominational and state-funded colleges had been founded in 1845 but proved highly controversial. Based in Belfast, Cork, and Galway, they hosted faculties in arts, law, and medicine. With low fees and generous scholarships, the colleges would hopefully provide higher education to the expanding Catholic middle classes. However, they proved anathema to the Catholic hierarchy who regarded them as a vehicle for granting “the minimum of concession to Catholic principles and sentiments.… leaving undisturbed and undiminished the ascendancy which the Episcopalian Protestants enjoyed in Trinity College and Dublin University.”[endnoteRef:16] Despite the outcry that the colleges generated, it was not until the 1880s, almost forty years later, that women gained access.[endnoteRef:17] Women secured admission to Queen’s College Belfast  in 1882, to Queen’s College Cork  in 1885, and to Queen’s College Galway  in 1888. Florence Hamilton, mother of C.S. Lewis, was one of the first women to enter Queen’s College Belfast. In his autobiography, Lewis recalls: [16: 
 Irish Educational Review, 1907, 73.]  [17: 
 Harford, Opening of University Education.] 

My mother had been a promising mathematician in her youth and a B.A. of Queen’s College, Belfast, and before her death was able to start me both in French and Latin. She was a voracious reader of good novels, and I think the Merediths and Tolstoys which I have inherited were bought for her.[endnoteRef:18]  [18: 
 Clive Staples Lewis, Surprised by Joy: The Shape of My Early Life (London: Bles, 1995), 12.] 

The presence of women students evoked considerable interest. Q.U.B., the college magazine, observed:
The front seats are usually occupied by a few members of the fair sex, whose elegant blouses of diverse brilliant colours contrast well with the most sombre attire of the male students. These damsels are invariably late for lectures, and usually come quietly sauntering into the room at about five minutes past the hour. Sometimes, indeed, wonderful to relate, two or three of them actually manage to get in in time; but as the ladies always seem to consider that they must occupy the same seats, this very often complicates matters. The late comers in due course arrive, and as they are of course precluded from stepping over the forms by reason of their dresses, the few early arrivals have to march out into the middle of the floor in order that their long expected sisters may pass along to their accustomed places.[endnoteRef:19]  [19: 
 Queen’s College Belfast, vols. 5-7, 1905–7, cited in Hill, Women in Ireland, 28.] 

Women’s admission to the Catholic University was more controlled. The Catholic University had been established in 1854, and John Henry Newman (1801–90) took on the role of rector. Although the university attracted students from both Ireland and abroad, it had no charter from the state to confer degrees and was dependent on voluntary contributions. Following Newman’s departure in 1858, it struggled in the face of government indifference, financial difficulties, and lack of any formal recognition of its role. The administration of the university was handed over to the Jesuits in 1882, and William Delany began his long and influential reign as president. Although fundamentally opposed to the admission of women, Delany was forced to make some concessions to the increasingly powerful women’s lobby. As a token gesture, he offered a room in the RUI buildings for the Fellows to repeat their lectures to interested women students. He subsequently arranged “public lectures” that women students could attend. Separate apartments were provided, with cloakrooms, a waiting room, and a female dean of residence for this purpose. Hanna Sheehy Skeffington, Agnes O’Farrelly, and the writer and literary critic Mary Maguire (later Colum) were among the first women who attended. Commenting on her move to Dublin to pursue a university education, Colum noted:
The Summer that I was eighteen, after I had left boarding school, I got ready to go to study for that university degree that was supposed to represent some security in life for you. “If you have a university degree” it was urged, “you can always earn a living.” As in an earlier day young women were trained in piano playing, drawing, needlework, and a little French as an insurance against indigence, so in the first decade of the twentieth century the new-fangled higher education for women was considered the appropriate thing for me. What female relatives I had were against the scheme and considered that a suitable arranged marriage would be better security for my future, but the men of the family, even my grandfather, were strongly for the four years’ training in Dublin.[endnoteRef:20]  [20: 
 Mary Colum, Life and the Dream (Dublin: The Dolmen Press: Macmillan, 1966, revised edition), 75.] 


Defying Expectations: The Advent of Coeducation

Over a relatively short period of time, women had gained significant access to the university preserve. Confident in their collective success, they now focused their energies on securing full admission to Trinity College Dublin, the oldest and most prestigious Irish university. Although Trinity College had in many ways taken the lead in opening its examinations to women in 1870, the period between 1870 and 1904 witnessed staunch resistance, in particular from the college’s board. In the year of the college’s tercentenary (1892), a memorial signed by over ten thousand Irish women requesting the admission of women was presented to the board. The memorial was organized by the Central Association of Irish Schoolmistresses (CAISM), a Protestant pressure group that had its nucleus in the elite secondary school and women’s college, Alexandra College Dublin. After three years’ debate during which the college agreed to accept a deputation of men, but not of women, presenting the women’s case, the request was refused on legal grounds.[endnoteRef:21] The legal advice provided to the college at the time was that the Latin words in the statutes, studentes and studiosi, were male nouns and could not as a result be applicable to women students. Responding to further requests for the admission of women, the board, through its counsel, articulated the following position in 1895: [21: 
 Susan M. Parkes, “A Danger to the Men? Women in Trinity College Dublin in the First Decade, 1904–1914,”  in Have Women Made a Difference? Women in Irish Universities, 1850–2010 , eds. Judith Harford and Claire Rush (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2010),55–76.] 

Trinity College must be regarded as a foundation established for the education of male students only.… The admission of women as students of the College … would appear to be calculated seriously to weaken and disturb the discipline of the College[,] and the maintenance on the part of the male students of that decorum and sense of propriety towards the opposite sex which are essential features in a liberal education … would be wholly inconsistent with the Charters & Letters Patent constituting the foundation of the College.[endnoteRef:22]  [22: 
 TCD Mun/P/I/2489, 19/2/1895, Trinity College Dublin Library.] 

As Parkes observes, the college’s reluctance to admit women was related to the “social dangers” of coeducation:
With regard to teaching, the Board are of the opinion that it cannot be suitably conducted within the walls of an Institution intended for the residence of men. Parents who place their sons in residence in Trinity College, Dublin, do so in the persuasion that their morals will be subject to some supervision.… It has been suggested that female students should be required to be attended by chaperones; but it could not be left to the discretion of gate-porters to determine whether of two women passing the gate, one was of sufficient age to be a suitable guardian to the other. If a female had once passed the gate, it would be practically impossible to watch what buildings or what chambers she might enter, or how long she might remain there.… Even if no worse evil occurred than that parents found the son whom they sent here entangled in an imprudent marriage, they would not consider that evil small.[endnoteRef:23]  [23: 
 TCD (Mun/P/I/2526[3], 1895), quoted in Parkes, A Danger, 57.] 


Undeterred, the CAISM continued to agitate for reform under the capable leadership of Alice Oldham (1850–1907). Oldham was a leading proponent of coeducation and a cofounder and first president of the Irish Association of Women Graduates and Candidate Graduates, which was established in 1902 to “promote the interests of women under any scheme of University Education in Ireland, and to secure that all the advantages of such education shall be open to women equally with men.” More radical than many of her contemporaries, Oldham argued that “what a woman generally wants is, not merely to write BA after her name, but to obtain employment.”[endnoteRef:24]  [24: 
 Royal Commission on University Education in Ireland, Appendix to the First Report, Minutes of Evidence, 220.] 

Between 1895-1903, attitudes within Trinity College had evolved and a number of younger, more liberal men had gained leadership positions within the College.[endnoteRef:25] In 1903, the board again sought legal advice on the admission of women and was advised that the Latin words studentes and studiosi were in fact generic nouns, thus allowing women access. The first women students, Marion Johnston, Averina Shegog, and Ellen Tuckey, entered in Hilary term, 1904.[endnoteRef:26] The “real beginning” came in Michaelmas term, when forty women entered.[endnoteRef:27] The majority were Protestants, the daughters of Dublin and Belfast professional and merchant families and of Church of Ireland rectories.[endnoteRef:28] Most of them took arts courses, in particular courses in modern languages.  [25: 
 Lucinda Thomson, “The Campaign for Admission to TCD 1892–1904,” in A Danger to the Men: A History of Women in Trinity College Dublin 1904–2004, ed. Susan M. Parkes (Dublin: Lilliput Press, 2004), 19–54.
]  [26:  Susan M. Parkes and Judith Harford, “Women in Higher Education in Ireland,” Female Education in Ireland, 1700–1900, eds. Deidre Raftery and Susan M. Parkes (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 2007), 105–144. ]  [27: 
 Olive Purser, Women in Dublin University, 1904–1954 (Dublin: Dublin University Press, 1954), 5. ]  [28: 
 Parkes, A Danger, page? 62. ] 

Despite their admission to the college in 1904, however, women continued to encounter entrenched institutional opposition and were in fact not recognized as full members of the college until 1968. Women students were nonresidential, but were required to live in “approved Lodgings.” They had to leave campus by 6 p.m. each evening, “dress soberly,” and use separate offices and dining facilities just inside the main college gate.[endnoteRef:29]  Lucy Gwynn, daughter of John Gwynn, Regius Professor of Divinity, was appointed first lady registrar in February 1905. Olive Purser, first woman scholar of the college who entered in Michaelmas term 1904  recalled that an integral part of Gwynn’s role was “to control our movements to some extent and to protect the College and the students from criticism.”[endnoteRef:30] The image of women students in cap and gown visible to the general public through the front gate was, according to Purser, a source of “stimulating gossip.… [D]etermined to give the enemy no cause to blaspheme,” however, they applied themselves to their studies, generally sitting in the front in classes and sharing benches on one side of the room in laboratories.[endnoteRef:31]  [29: 
 Ibid., 60.]  [30: 
 Purser, Women in Dublin University, 9.]  [31: 
 Ibid., 5–6.] 

Regulations governing the behavior of women students were drawn up in 1905 and included the following: 
Except when entering or leaving the College, they shall wear their College Caps and Gowns in the College Squares and Parks, unless accompanied by a chaperon. They will not be expected to remove their Caps in saluting the Provost and Fellows, nor required to do so during lectures.

Ladies (undergraduates and others) shall not visit at private rooms in College unless accompanied by a chaperon, except with the Provost’s sanction in exceptional circumstances.

Women Students shall not attend Lectures, unless resident either with their family in town, or in a Hall or lodging approved by the College authorities. They should communicate with the Lady Registrar at least once a week before the commencement of lectures.[endnoteRef:32] [32: 
 Regulations which Women Students of Trinity College are Expected to Observe, 1905, Dublin University Calendar, 1905.] 

These regulations remained official until the 1960s, although by then were less actively policed. Whilst the time of leaving the campus was extended until midnight, in the 1950s women were still obliged to sign in and out at the front gate after 6 p.m.[endnoteRef:33] One of the first women students, Marion Weir Johnston, who realized the worst fears of the college authorities by marrying one of the younger fellows, Stephen Kelleher, recalls her early experiences as a student: [33: 
 Parkes, A Danger.] 

I had to keep my terms by examination and was not allowed to attend lectures. Dr Salmon had said that women would only enter TCD over his dead body, and when I arrived in Dublin in 1904 I was informed that as he had died that day, the examination had been put off until after the funeral. The second term I had also to take by examination. Then in the summer I was joined by Miss Tuckey and Miss Shegog.… We were made to sit in the front row, right away from the men. My first examinations were held upstairs in the East Chapel building, with Miss Barlow, sister of the then vice provost, sitting in the room as a chaperone, and a porter at the foot of the stairs to stand guard…[endnoteRef:34] [34: 
 Anon, A History of Trinity College (Dublin, 1966), quoted in Parkes, A Danger, 61. ] 

A residence for Trinity women students was established in 1908 in Dartry, a residential suburb of Dublin.  The first warden was Elizabeth Margaret Cunningham, and she held the position for thirty-two years. Educated at Girton College Cambridge, Cunningham was determined that Trinity Hall would mirror the intellectual and social milieu of Girton. An ardent cultural nationalist, she was close to both W.B. Yeats and “A.E.” George Russell, who were often invited to dine at Trinity Hall. For some students, the residence proved rigid and restrictive, requiring them to ask permission to stay out late and discouraging mixed company, but for others, it represented a safe and secure transition from home to college.[endnoteRef:35]  [35: 
 Parkes, A Danger.] 

Much frivolity was associated with the admission of women students, with T.C.D: A College Miscellany running a series of satirical articles following their admission. The editorial in June 1904 noted:
On entering College chapel last Sunday morning we were filled with amazement at the unusually large attendance, many faces which we had never before observed inside the sacred precincts and the possessors of which the Junior Dean had long given up fining in despair beamed with expectancy from the corded pew. The Bishop of Derry must be the attraction, we thought; however, we were speedily disillusioned, for on passing through the doorway, the first thing that met our gaze was a notice “Lady Undergraduates” affixed to the nearest pew. This, then, was the explanation. Many questions at once presented themselves to our mind. Will they be fined for non-attendance? Will they keep their caps on? What kind of surplice will they wear? Will they sing in the choir? Alas, as no fair maidens ventured to appear our questions remained for the time unanswered.[endnoteRef:36] [36: 
 A History of Trinity College Dublin (1966), quoted in Parkes, A Danger, 80.] 

Q.C.B., the  student magazine for Queen’s College Belfast, also mocked the admission of women students:
Who is it comes to town to swot,
And fill her head with awful rot,
And soon believes she knows a lot?
The Queen’s Girl!

Who is it reads the “Suffragette,”
And class old Christabel a pet,
And thinks men are a silly set?
The Queen’s Girl![endnoteRef:37] [37: 
 Q.C.B., 16, no. 4 (February 1915), quoted in Jennifer FitzGerald, “‘The Queen’s Girl’: Helen Waddell and Women at Queen’s University Belfast, 1908–1920,” in Have Women Made a Difference, eds. Judith Harford and Claire Rush (Oxford, Peter Lang, 2010), 77.] 

The success of women students, however, was clearly a cause for concern in some quarters. The same magazine observed:
Now a good few of us know all about the cleverness and the brains of the women folk about Queen’s, and some of us are even prepared to admit that the woman student is almost on an equality with the man, and a few even go as far as confessing “in many cases her superiority.” But somehow or other we old-fashioned old-world people don’t like a girl telling it herself, much less publishing it abroad in a magazine.
Given that Trinity College had opened its doors to women, it was inconceivable that a newly configured national university infrastructure would not support coeducation. A final solution to the protracted “university question” emerged via the Irish Universities Act of 1908, which closed the deal on “a problem that had baffled government after government.”[endnoteRef:38] The act created two new universities, Queen’s University Belfast (QUB) and the National University of Ireland (NUI), with their respective seats in Belfast and Dublin. The latter was to be a federal body, comprising University College Dublin, University College Cork, and University College Galway. Although the solution was based on the principle of nondenominationalism, it was essentially a clever compromise conceding to the demands for denominational education on both sides without overtly supporting it. As Pašeta observes, “covertly sectarian,” the act ensured that Queen’s University Belfast catered to Presbyterians, while the NUI catered primarily to Catholics.[endnoteRef:39]  [38: 
 Richard Burdon Haldane, An Autobiography (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1929), 129.]  [39: 
 Senia Pašeta, “The Catholic Hierarchy and the Irish University Question, 1880–1908,” History 85, no. 278 (2000): 282. ] 

Unlike the restrictions applied to women entering Trinity College Dublin, women were admitted to all degrees and offices of both the NUI and QUB in 1908. The senate of both universities was required to have at least one woman member nominated by the Crown. Margaret Byers, principal of Victoria College Belfast, and Mary A. Hutton, prominent Celtic scholar, were nominated to the first senate of QUB, while Mary Hayden was nominated to the senate of the NUI. Hayden, along with her close colleague Agnes O’Farrelly, was also appointed to the governing body of University College Dublin (UCD) and to the chair of modern Irish history in 1911. A number of high-profile women were appointed to senior posts in the other NUI colleges. At University College Cork, Mary Ryan was appointed professor of romance languages in 1910, and the first three professors of education were also women—Elizabeth O’ Sullivan (1910–35), Frances Vaughan (1936–48), and Lucy Duggan (1949–62).[endnoteRef:40] At University College Galway, M.J. Donovan O’ Sullivan was appointed professor of history in 1914, and Emily Anderson was appointed professor of German in 1917.[endnoteRef:41] At QUB, Maude Violet Clarke deputized for F.M. Powicke, professor of modern history, from 1916 until 1919.[endnoteRef:42] Despite the appointment of a number of high-profile women to senior positions, the overall number of women appointed to academic posts as a proportion of the entire university staff was small. Moreover, all senior appointments were in the Faculty of Arts, and this remained the trend for some time.[endnoteRef:43]  [40: 
 Parkes and Harford, “Women in Higher Education,” 137.]  [41: 
 Timothy P.  Foley and Thomas A. Boylan, eds., From Queen’s College to National University: Essays towards an Academic History of QUG/UCG/NUI, Galway (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1999), 410. ]  [42: 
 Mary O’Dowd, “From Morgan to Mac Curtain: Women Historians in Ireland from the 1790s to the 1990s,” in Women and Irish History, eds. Maryann Gialanella Valiulis and Mary O’Dowd (Dublin: Wolfhound Press; Niwot, CO: Irish American Book Company, 1997), 50.]  [43: 
 Harford, Opening of University Education.] 

Unlike those women who entered Trinity College in 1904, women entering UCD and QUB were part of a new beginning. They were less subject to the kind of rigorous monitoring and control to which Trinity women were subjected. Mary Ellen Murray, a student of UCD in the 1920s, recalls the fervor and excitement of being a student there in the early days:
Grafton Street in the 1920s was a pedestrian precinct and during the fashionable hours it was crowded with smartly dressed people strolling along at a leisurely pace, window shopping, stopping to chat with acquaintances, and dropping in for afternoon tea to one of the many cafes. During term a considerable portion of the throng was composed of university students from both U.C.D. and Trinity College. The Trinity students on parade were almost exclusively male. The reason for this may have been that the Trinity Hall of Residence for women was in Dartry, a considerable distance from the college, but there was also the fact that at this period Trinity was very much a male preserve and women were excluded from many college activities. The Trinity men students were easily distinguishable from their U.C.D. counterparts. They were usually better dressed, seemed more mature and self-confident, and many of them spoke with an English accent. We eyed them with interest and curiosity as if they belonged to a different species![endnoteRef:44] [44: 
 I am grateful to Conor Ward, professor emeritus of social science, University College Dublin, for providing me with a copy of his first cousin’s recollections of her time at University College Dublin.
] 

As Murray notes, the location of the women’s residence and its proximity to the college was a key factor in the experience of women students. When it officially opened in November 1909, UCD was divided across buildings at Earlsfort Terrace, St. Stephen’s Green, and Cecilia Street, all within walking distance of Dublin city center. The majority of women students attended lectures at St. Stephen’s Green, where the Faculty of Arts was located, and Cecilia Street, where the Faculty of Medicine was located. A reading room, cloakroom, and sitting rooms for female students were also provided at 82 St. Stephen’s Green. The majority resided at either Loreto Hall or St. Mary’s Dominican Hall, both located on St. Stephen’s Green and hence just a short distance from the hive of university activity. In her autobiography, Mary Colum comments on the excitement of arriving at her residence, St. Mary’s Dominican Hall, following her education at St. Louis convent boarding school, Monaghan. She noted that education “was regarded as a means of fitting our souls for God rather than as a preparation for life.” 
Arrived at the residence house, I found a couple of my boarding-school companions. The girls, varying in age between seventeen and the early twenties, were from various well-known Irish schools; the older ones were studying for masters’ degrees. The residence house was in charge of nuns, though no nuns actually lived there; there were other residence houses in the city, some Catholic, some Protestant, some grander and more expensive than this one, but I had been told before I came that this one had a freer and more liberal atmosphere than the others. At the same time university education for women was not as usual as it is now, and we were far from being as unhampered in our movements as American college girls. On my arrival I was told the rules by a sort of chaperone who was domiciled in the residence house. No going out after supper - supper was tea and bread and butter - without express permission from various nuns… For the first-year students, no going downtown at all without permission.[endnoteRef:45]  [45:  Colum, Life and the Dream, 31.] 

Colum’s university experience coincided with the Irish literary revival. She remembers how “between Abbey Street and College Green, a five minutes’ walk, one would meet every person of importance in the life of the city at a certain time in the afternoon.”[endnoteRef:46] Colum founded the Twilight Literary Society, later the Celtic Twilight. As president, she was prominent in literary and artistic circles. Kate O’Brien (1897-1974), novelist and playwright, also recalls the significance of being a student at this period in Irish history. Many of the early academics and students would significantly shape the consciousness of the emerging nation and become, in O’Brien’s words, “strong torches, across the dark field of this extraordinary period.”[endnoteRef:47]  [46: 
 Ibid., 95.
]  [47:   O’ Brien, K. (1955). ‘As to university life’. University Review  I, No 6. pp. 3-11, University College Dublin James Joyce Library. ] 

Although subject to less rigorous control than women attending Trinity College, women attending UCD were constrained by a strict code of discipline designed to safeguard propriety in the coeducational university. A “Lady Superintendent,” E.H. Ennis, was charged with responsibility for students’ “general conduct outside the precincts of the College.”[endnoteRef:48] Within lecture settings, a “Sunday school atmosphere” and a “frigid decorum of behaviour” were said to prevail.[endnoteRef:49] A series of rules was also drawn up to monitor the movements of women students. These included the following: Students were forbidden from organizing or attending any entertainment in lodgings that could encourage the attendance of both men and women; and women students not residing with their parents were required to obtain permission of their officers of residence before accepting invitations to dances “or similar entertainments.” Men and women students were not permitted to reside in the same lodging house, except in the case of members of the same families, and in cases approved by the officers of residence.  [48: 
 University College Dublin Calendar, 1911, 83.]  [49: 
 National Student, May 1910.
] 

Poking fun at the code of discipline, the National Student, the college magazine, in its December 1915 edition proposed alternative rules for students: “No Lady Student is to have hair the same colour as any male student,” “no Lady Student is to have feet of the same size as any male student,” “Lady Students are debarred, under penalty of rustication, from appearing without at least four chaperons within three miles of St Stephen’s Green,” and “If a Lady Student sees a male student in the College she is to do penance in sackcloth and ashes for the space of the calendar month.”[endnoteRef:50] Despite the frivolity of the editors of the National Student, the code of discipline was strictly enforced. Students who breached the rules of discipline, particularly in relation to the unauthorized mixing of male and female students, were immediately reprimanded. Mary Colum recalls, [50:  Ibid., December 1915.] 

The elders who trained and educated us were broad-minded intellectually and politically and in theory generally, but they had a tight-bound code of behaviour, not exactly a narrow one, but one that had been developed in a small world, and anyone who did not behave according to that code mentally, morally, and socially was looked down upon.[endnoteRef:51]  [51: 
 Colum, Life and the Dream, page 81.] 

Across the board, women gravitated toward the arts, modern languages in particular. As Mary Colum noted, “Myself and nearly all my fellow students among the girls were going in for the same sort of degree in modern languages and literatures - the girls at the time in Dublin rarely went in for a classical or mathematical degree.”[endnoteRef:52] Not all parents, however, viewed an arts’ degree as an appropriate choice of discipline for their daughter. Mary Lavin, short story writer and novelist, a student of UCD in the 1930s, recalled her father Tom Lavin bringing along “a big wad of cash” when enrolling her. On hearing what the arts degree fee was, he reputedly asked, “What kind of a degree is this arts anyway, Mary, if it’s so cheap?”[endnoteRef:53] Women continued to dominate in the arts and later in the social sciences, a field that emerged in the 1960s. The propensity of women to gravitate towards arts and shy away from fields such as engineering and architecture reflected the long-term legacy of the gendered nature of the curriculum, both formal and hidden. Quite a significant number of the women graduates went on to work as teachers. Teaching was an obvious career choice for female graduates in arts, as it was in many ways a continuation of the nurturing role.[endnoteRef:54] A teaching diploma had been introduced at the Royal University of Ireland in 1899, and the other universities similarly followed suit.  [52: 
 Ibid., 81.
]  [53:  Carolina Walsh, “Mary Lavin (1912–1996),” in The UCD Aesthetic: 50 Years of UCD Writers, ed. Anthony Roche (Dublin: New Island, 2005), 123.]  [54: 
 Jill Blackmore and Jane Kenway, eds., Gender Matters in Educational Administration and Policy: A Feminist Introduction (London: Falmer Press, 1993). ] 

The initial fervor surrounding the opening of coeducation ensured active engagement from interested women. In 1915–16, the academic year in which Riddel Hall at Queen’s College Belfast opened its doors to women, women made up one-third of the student body. The majority (63 out of a total of 153 students) were enrolled in the Faculty of Arts. By comparison, out of the 300 medical students, 35 were women.[endnoteRef:55] Women represented 34 percent of the student population at Queen’s College Belfast by 1924, but this figure fell to 25 percent a decade later.[endnoteRef:56] Similarly, the number women students at UCD increased until about the mid-thirties when it peaked at 36 percent A downward trend ensued. By 1949, there was only one female professor on the UCD staff, Kathleen Cunningham. Some scholars ascribe this diminished presence of university women to the general ideology espoused in independent Ireland, where social conservatism was the outcome of a powerful alliance between the state and the Catholic Church.[endnoteRef:57] Indeed, many of the women who had experienced the higher education movement, now politicized and more confident in their capacity to agitate for wider social and political reform, campaigned against the gender ideology espoused under the Irish Free State. In particular, they rallied against the familial ideology evidenced in the 1937 Constitution, which recognized the “family as the natural and primary fundamental unit group of Society” and highlighted a special position for women: [55: 
 Gillian McClelland and Diana Hadden, Riddel Hall and Queen’s University Belfast (Belfast: Ulster Historical Foundation, 2005), 23. ]  [56: 
 Brian Walker and Alf McCreary, Degrees of Excellence: The Story of Queen’s, Belfast, 1845–1995 (Belfast: Institute of Irish Studies, 1994), 66.]  [57: 
 Jennifer Redmond and Judith Harford, “One Man One Job: The Marriage Ban and the Employment of Women Teachers in Irish Primary Schools,” Paedagogica Historica 46, no. 5 (2010): 639–54.] 

In particular, the State recognises that by her life within the home, woman gives to the State a support without which the common good cannot be achieved. The State shall, therefore, endeavour to ensure that mothers shall not be obliged by economic necessity to engage in labour to the neglect of their duties in the home.[endnoteRef:58]  [58: 
 Article 40.2, 1937 Irish Constitution.] 


Conclusion

Women’s admission to Irish universities at the end of the nineteenth century heralded one of the most significant developments of the twentieth century. It empowered women by allowing access to valued forms of social and cultural capital and provided them with the educational and professional validation to publicly challenge the dominant hegemony. The successful narrative of women’s access to university education ran parallel to the campaign for their presence in the public sphere. By the early years of the twentieth century, Irish women had secured not only the right to vote but also to hold property within marriage and to enter the professions of law and medicine. 
The promise and potential of coeducation, however, did not provide the opportunities for women that many had expected. Although securing the same rights and entitlements as their male counterparts in co-educational universities, women soon found that they were often marginalized in a male-hegemonic context.  In her analysis of women’s admission to Trinity College Dublin, Parkes argues that “the institutional life of Trinity College changed little and the women were assimilated into the male routines.”[endnoteRef:59] The initial euphoria surrounding the opening of universities to women was followed by a period in Irish history that espoused, through an alliance between the state and the Catholic Church, a gendered ideology that placed women firmly within the home sphere. Numbers of women attending university fell significantly and did not rise again until the late 1970s. Although today women represent almost 40 percent of faculty and more than 50 percent of the student body, they continue to remain underrepresented at the senior management level.[endnoteRef:60] As experience has shown, male-dominated structures do not easily share power, and universities are no exception Women’s underrepresentation in leadership roles appears to be a universal phenomenon.[endnoteRef:61] Hence the significance of Margaret Byer’s prescient warning in 1902 that women would be “crushed out of higher appointments as teachers” reverberates today.  [59: 
 Parkes, A Danger, 70.]  [60: 
 Pat O’Connor, “Gender and Organisational Culture at Senior Management Level: Limits and Possibilities for Change,” in Have Women Made a Difference? Women in Irish Universities, 1850–2010, eds. Judith Harford and Claire Rush, 139–62 (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2010). ]  [61: 
 Liisa Husu, Sexism, Support and Survival in Academia: Academic Women and Hidden Discrimination in Finland (Helsinki: University of Helsinki Press, 2001).] 


Notes
