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Introduction
The Irish Universities Act of 1908 brought to an end a protracted dispute over the ‘Irish university question’ which had dominated the Irish political agenda at least since the 1850s. Although university access was an issue which affected only a small minority, the politically charged nature of the university question was such that it represented more than simply the provision of an adequate university infrastructure; it was in a way colonised by the more pressing issue of rights for Catholics and ultimately by concerns around nationality. The stumbling block for successive governments was the provision of adequate university education for the expanding Catholic middle-classes, whilst at the same time adhering to a non-denominational policy agenda. Although the settlement reached under the Irish Universities Act was presented as one based on the principle of non-denominationalism, it was a clever compromise, conceding to the demands for denominational education on both sides without overtly supporting it.
 However, 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 in terms of denominational equality for males. To quote Francis Sheehy Skeffington, prominent suffragist and nationalist, ‘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’.
 
Context for Reform

As Moody and Beckett note, ‘the modern university question in Ireland had its beginnings, during the latter part of the eighteenth century, in efforts to obtain a higher education for those to whom Trinity College was closed.’
 Trinity College Dublin, the sole constituent college of the University of Dublin, had been founded in 1592 as part of the Tudor monarchy’s policy of Anglicisation and religious reformation.
 Debate over the university question from the 1780s centred around three possible solutions: the abolition of religious tests within Trinity College; the creation of new colleges within the University of Dublin; and the founding of new universities.
 Under the Relief Act of 1793, religious tests were abolished and hence Catholics and non-conformists were free to take out degrees of the University of Dublin.
 Few Catholics availed of this opportunity, however, their exclusion from the principal emoluments of the college effectively overturning this concession. Furthermore, this concession did not apply to women who were excluded from taking out degrees until 1904. Because of the Anglican ethos of Trinity, the Roman Catholic and Presbyterian churches lobbied throughout the century for state-funded university access according to their particular religious persuasions. However, British policy on university education since 1845 had attempted to adhere to the principle that the state should not endow denominational teaching for the laity and instead a number of alternative strategies were adopted.

The most controversial of these was the proposal in 1845 to establish non-denominational and state-funded colleges in Cork, Galway and Belfast.
 Part of a wider policy of conciliation for Ireland adopted by the Peel administration, and one of a series of reforms aimed at weakening the demand for repeal, it was intended that these colleges would provide higher education to the expanding Catholic middle classes. The establishment of a national system of primary education on the principle of combined secular and separate religious instruction had proved a success and it was hoped that the same principle could be applied at university level.
 However, Rome’s stance on non-denominational education had hardened under Pius IX, and three papal rescripts on the secular colleges were issued between 1847 and 1850. Labelled ‘Godless’ colleges, they were eventually condemned by Rome as perilous to the Catholic faith and the majority of the hierarchy came out in opposition against them. The Catholic hierarchy’s strident and sustained opposition was such that the colleges, particularly in the predominantly Catholic regions of Cork and Galway, were beset with difficulties from the outset. Their progress was also thwarted by the poor state of intermediate education nationally as well as by the onset of a period of severe famine.
 Although women were granted admission to the Queen’s Colleges from the 1880s, few availed of this opportunity, choosing instead to attend denominational women’s colleges. Their admission was nonetheless significant since the Queen’s Colleges would eventually be incorporated into the final university settlement.

Despite government opposition for the endowment of a Catholic university, the hierarchy, under the leadership of Paul Cullen (1803–1878), Roman Catholic Archbishop of Dublin, founded the Catholic University in 1854, modelled on the University of Louvain in Belgium.
 John Henry Newman (1801–1890), theologian and cardinal, was appointed as first rector of the university. Although the university’s medical school (the Catholic University School of Medicine, Cecilia Street), built up a considerable reputation, the university itself experienced difficulties from the outset. It had no charter from the state to confer degrees and had to depend entirely on voluntary contributions. It also lacked the support of the educated Catholic laity who questioned the need for a Catholic, let alone a clerical, university.
 Following Newman’s departure in 1858, it struggled in the face of government indifference, financial difficulties and lack of any formal recognition of its work. 

The Catholic hierarchy’s continued opposition to the Queen’s Colleges and their demands for a charter for the Catholic University meant that the university question remained high on the political agenda throughout the 1860s and 1870s. In 1873, a further attempt was made to settle the issue with the introduction of a bill by Gladstone which proposed one federal university for Ireland, the University of Dublin, consisting of various colleges, to include Trinity College Dublin and the Catholic University. Unacceptable to all parties, it was narrowly defeated by three votes, contributing to the fall of Gladstone’s government. Subsequent efforts to use Trinity as the anchor upon which to base a university settlement also proved unsuccessful. According to R.B. Haldane, (1856–1928) who played a key role in brokering the final university settlement, Trinity College was like ‘the Ark of the Covenant: for a politician to put his hand upon it was to perish’.
 

The Emergence of a Network of Women’s Colleges and the Founding of the Royal University of Ireland

Successive blueprints proposed from the 1780s to manage the university question all stemmed from the perceived need to provide for a framework of university education which would ensure denominational equality for males. Effectively excluded from the wider university debate, women activists established women’s colleges from the late 1850s in which middle-class girls would receive an academic education. An important development, these colleges, closely influenced by the high school movement in England, broke with the tradition of teaching ‘drawing room accomplishments’ such as music, drawing and ornamental needlework which had heretofore characterised the education of middle-class girls.
 Instead they promoted a rigorous academic curriculum, including instruction in classics and mathematics, a proficiency in which was critical for entry to the professions as well as for university matriculation examinations. The pioneering women’s colleges emerged out of Dublin and Belfast, large urban centres in which middle-class women were already active in the suffrage movement.
 Margaret Byers, Isabella Tod and Anne Jellicoe were amongst the key protagonists to drive the campaign for higher educational reform. Byers was the central figure behind the Ladies’ Collegiate School (known as Victoria College from 1887), founded in 1859 to provide girls with ‘the same opportunity for sound scholarship that was given to their brothers in the best boys’ schools’.
 Tod was secretary of the Belfast Ladies’ Institute established in 1867 to provide middle-class girls with instruction ‘in some business or profession, by which they could acquire a competency, and in which industry, forethought, and ability could obtain their due regard’.
 Both women were also actively involved in the suffrage movement and strong temperance advocates. Jellicoe, prominent Quaker and educationalist, was the vision behind Alexandra College Dublin, founded in 1866 ‘to supply defects in the existing education of women; and to afford an education more sound and solid, more systematically imparted, and better tested, than [was] at present easily to be obtained by women of the middle and upper classes in this country’.
 Based on the model of Queen’s College London, it benefitted from the patronage of Richard Chenevix Trench, Church of Ireland Archbishop of Dublin, and was strongly supported by Trinity College Dublin. The Central Association of Irish Schoolmistresses (CAISM), established in 1882 to represent the interests of women in any university settlement, emerged out of the nucleus of Alexandra College. A highly significant association, particularly in the early decades of the campaign, the CAISM worked closely with the Ulster Association of Schoolmistresses on all issues relating to the higher education of Irish women.
 It was also at the centre of the campaign to admit women to Trinity College Dublin.

The sphere of activity of the women’s colleges was significantly strengthened following the passing of the Intermediate Education (Ireland) Act, 1878.
 Marking the first direct intervention by the state in the area of intermediate education, this act provided a financial framework for funding intermediate education on a payment-by-results basis. It also led to a standardised curriculum for males and females and to greater numbers of both males and females participating in intermediate education. More significantly still, the inclusion of girls within the Intermediate scheme created an expectation that they would be accommodated in any settlement of the university question, which remained high on the political agenda. 

A temporary settlement of the university question was brokered by Disraeli’s Conservative government in 1879 with the passing of the Universities Education (Ireland) Act.
 This act brought about the dissolution of the Queen’s University of Ireland, the degree awarding body of the Queen’s Colleges, and the establishment of the Royal University of Ireland (RUI). Similar to London University, the new RUI was a non-denominational examining body, but not a teaching university, which from the outset placed a question mark over its status as a university. Established in the main to appease Catholic interests, it was widely viewed as ‘the first official measure which recognised the grievances of Irish Catholics in the matter of university education.’
 Although non-denominational, the new university was provided with an annual grant for the allocation of fellowships, which were attached to the various colleges connected with the new university, the Catholic colleges becoming the main beneficiaries of the fellowship scheme. The act thus effectively provided an indirect subsidy to the various Catholic colleges in the form of salaried fellows.

Although widely viewed as an interim settlement, the RUI was important on a number of levels. Firstly, its amorphous character, which would eventually prove the overriding factor in bringing about its demise, was such that it proved acceptable to the majority, at least in the early stages. As Patrick Semple, future Professor of Latin at University College Dublin (UCD), noted:

The Royal University was recognised from the beginning as an institution which by its very nature could not be permanent. Its faults were obvious and no effort was ever made to conceal or palliate them, yet like many threatened things it contrived to live a long time- for thirty years.
 

For women, it was highly significant since it was the first university in Ireland to admit them to degrees, rendering further reform inevitable. As Mary Macken, a pupil of Loreto College, St. Stephen’s Green and subsequently Professor of German at University College Dublin noted:

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.

However, although included with men under the charter of the new university, women were excluded from membership of the Senate and Convocation. The most significant aspect of their discrimination was arguably their exclusion from Fellows’ lectures. As Macken further observed ‘as Senior Fellows, paid out of University funds, constituted an indirect endowment of the College, it was reasonable to assume that women should benefit equally with their male competitors from their lectures.’
 Women were thus expected to source their own teaching without any support from university authorities, giving rise to a parallel but distinct women’s higher educational base. 

Noticeably absent at this point in the campaign was any organised presence among Catholic women. Despite the Catholic hierarchy’s determination to secure equality of university access for Catholics, its position regarding higher education for Catholic women was at best ambivalent. In part, this was due to the fact that their focus was firmly on securing a settlement for lay Catholic males and they did not wish to detract from this fundamental aim. However, it was also because of their opposition to the fundamental change in the direction of education for females which, they argued, threatened traditional roles. Allowing women to mix freely with men in a co-educational university setting and facilitating women’s entry to the professions ran counter to the church’s position on the natural role of women in Irish society. The proliferation of secondary schools opened by religious orders in the decades following emancipation may also have contributed to the view that the hierarchy was doing its part to cater for the educational needs of Catholic women. 

However, when it became evident that Catholic women were prepared to attend Protestant establishments such as Alexandra College Dublin to pursue their studies, the Catholic hierarchy was forced to re-visit its policy.
 Alarmed that ‘if higher schools be not opened for Catholic young women, they [would] seek collegiate and university courses in institutions that [were] non-Catholic,’ the Catholic hierarchy, under the able direction of William Walsh (1841–1921), Roman Catholic Archbishop of Dublin, endorsed the development of a network of Catholic women’s colleges from the 1880s.
 Crucially, the establishment of these colleges ensured that girls in attendance at intermediate schools under Catholic management, who wished to become nuns, could be educated to the highest level. 

The Dominican, Loreto and Ursuline orders, already involved in providing intermediate education for middle-class girls, were pioneers in establishing Catholic women’s colleges. The Dominican College Eccles Street was founded in 1882, its original objective being to provide for the maintenance and education of orphan daughters of the middle and upper classes who could be trained in the profession of governessing.
 However, as a result of the mounting pressure on Catholic schools and colleges to prove themselves against their Protestant counterparts in the public examination arena, Eccles Street began preparing students for the examinations of the RUI from 1885. Hanna Sheehy, prominent suffragist and nationalist, was among the first students to attend. St Angela’s High School, Blackrock Cork opened in 1887, under the auspices of the Ursuline order. Mary Ryan, later Professor of Romance Languages at University College Cork, was one of the first students to enter. In 1890, turning its attention towards university education, it began preparing students for the examinations of RUI and changed its name to St Angela’s College and High School. Recalling the significance of the initiative, Ryan noted: 

The then up-to-date system of Irish secondary education had been established by the Intermediate Education Act of ten years earlier; and the Bishop, Dr O’Callaghan, O.P. had decided that some stable provision should be made within it for the Catholic girls of Cork. He invited the Ursulines to open a school in the city. Mother Louisa Hoey responded, and sent a group of young and enterprising nuns to start it; though such a departure from the established order provoked extreme disapproval among the older members of the Blackrock Community.
 

In 1893, partly in response to the competitive nature of the public examination system and the way in which Catholic and Protestant schools and colleges were being compared in the national press, two of the most prestigious Catholic women’s colleges were opened, St Mary’s University College, under Dominican management, and Loreto College St Stephen’s Green. The former, founded with the express intention of rivalling the prestigious Church of Ireland Alexandra College, set out to provide Catholic women with ‘an equal share in those educational advantages which [had] been the monopoly of other denominations’.
 The latter was similarly set up with the direct aim of luring Catholic women away from Protestant institutions where it was argued attendance at lectures would ‘take the bloom of faith off their souls’.
 However, despite their opposing ethos, the women’s colleges, whether Protestant or Catholic, had more in common than not. They were established with the purpose of targeting the more prestigious and valuable domains of knowledge, which resulted in participating women students having access to a range of high prestige cultural and social capital. They provided teaching 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 student societies, advancing women’s capacity to fulfil a more public and active role in nineteenth-century Irish society.
 
Efforts Intensify to Find a Settlement to the University Question

The widely held view that the RUI was an interim rather than a final solution had created the expectation that a more permanent settlement would be brokered. The search for a solution intensified in the late 1890s following increasing dissatisfaction with the existing model. While initially acceptable as a mechanism for widening university access, the RUI came under considerable criticism. Its inadequate financial structure was such that it lacked even the most basic facilities, including a library.
 The fact that it imposed no attendance requirement, except for those students pursuing degrees in medicine or surgery, earned it the reputation of an ‘examination bureau’. 
 Accusations that students of the Catholic University received preferential treatment from RUI examiners who were also their teachers resulted in widespread condemnation.
 The possible dissolution of the RUI was of course critical for women who depended on its existence for the award of their degrees. Conscious of their tentative status within the higher education arena and of the need to maximise their opportunities for equality, women activists began to consider the future role the women’s colleges would play in any university settlement. It was at this point that fundamental differences emerged regarding what leading figures considered the best outcome in what appeared to be an imminent settlement of the university question. The key issue on which activists disagreed was whether or not it would be best for women to attend endowed women’s colleges or be accorded full equality within co-educational universities.

In preparation for a landmark commission on university education, the findings of which it was felt would fundamentally inform any reorganisation of the university sector, women graduates moved to found a new organisation ‘for the purpose of protecting their interests.’ 
 While the CAISM had proved effective in the early stages of the campaign, their members were now publicly at odds over the best solution to the university question, coupled with the fact that repeated efforts on their part to gain access for women to Trinity College Dublin had all failed. The Irish Association of Graduates and Women Graduates (IAWG) emerged in 1902 with a brief to ‘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’.
 The emergence of a second organisation with more or less the same brief as the CAISM was indicative of a certain loss of confidence in the CAISM, the growing demands and confidence of women graduates, and the accelerating pace of developments regarding the university question.
 With Alice Oldham, an Anglican, and Mary Hayden, a Catholic, at the head of the organisation, it marked the transition to a more pluralist and feminist campaign. Oldham (1850–1907), one of the first women graduates of the RUI and a lecturer at Alexandra College had been Honorary Secretary to the CAISM, a position she had held from its foundation until 1905. A formidable woman, she was at the centre of the negotiations over the admission of women to Trinity College and was regarded as the ‘zeal and initiative’ behind the IAWG.
 Hayden (1862–1942) was one of the most prominent figures in late nineteenth and early twentieth century Irish society. A Junior Fellow of the RUI, she played a key role in negotiating rights for women in the settlement of the university question. A member of the executive of the Gaelic League, she was also influential in the Irish cultural revival movement.
 

The Robertson Commission was established in 1901 to look once again at the beleaguered university question. Fearing strong Protestant opposition, Trinity College Dublin was excluded from the remit of the commission, which meant that its investigation and subsequent findings were rather artificial. The simmering debate among the women’s lobby regarding support for single-sex women’s colleges versus unequivocal access to the university domain under the co-educational model had its most public expression at this commission. While with earlier interventions, activists had presented a unified and coherent case, the Robertson Commission exposed the fractures now in evidence at the heart of the women’s campaign. Henrietta White, Margaret Byers, and James Macken speaking on behalf of Loreto College, all favoured the retention of the women’s colleges. Mary Hayden, speaking on behalf of St Mary’s University College, Alice Oldham on behalf of the CAISM and Annie McElderry and Agnes O’Farrelly on behalf of the IAWG all supported co-education.
 The diametrically opposed views of a previously unified group are particularly evidenced in the testimony of Byers and McElderry. Byers, so instrumental in the initial stages of the campaign, showed herself to be rather out of touch with the views of a new breed of women graduate. Commenting on the ‘revolution’ witnessed in the higher education of women in recent decades, Byers noted:

Those who have been observant of the spread of a more thorough education, intellectual and moral, among the women of the North of Ireland during the last thirty or forty years must have noticed that it has produced its most important effect in the higher tone it has introduced into family life. If rightly directed and pursued, it is in the home life of the middle classes of Ireland that this spontaneous, persistent and successful movement among women themselves for a better education may be expected to secure the greatest collateral influence in the development of intelligence, industry, self-reliance, self-respect, and high-toned character.
 

With regard to the vexed question of single-sex versus co-education, she added:

It is not the absorption of women’s into men’s Colleges that is demanded, or that will meet the necessities of the case if we would deepen and extend education at our great centre. Women’s educational work is in immediate need of such surroundings and support as have given dignity and prestige for centuries to the education of men of the same class. It is perfectly patent from the statistics already laid before the Commission of the efficient work done by the women’s Colleges in Dublin and Belfast that to absorb them into any other existing Colleges would be a serious loss to women’s education generally. 

However, despite her rather conservative attitude, Byers’ admonition that the advent of co-education would mean that women would be ‘crushed out of the higher appointments as teachers’ displayed considerable foresight. The evidence of McElderry, Principal of Rutland School, Dublin, although less polished than that of Byers who had more experience in the public eye, was passionate. In plain language, she made a strong plea for equality for women noting ‘we simply want to claim equality for women, that exactly the same advantages which are open to men should be open to the women.’
 Indicative of the strategic alliances which the IAWG had forged, and placing their argument within the international debate over women’s admission to universities, McElderry submitted a letter written from W.B. Harris, Commissioner of Education in the United States, in which he noted the widespread support for co-education:

I have had all the material bearing upon the subject carefully investigated, and the evidence, both from printed reports and from an extensive correspondence with the superintendents of school systems and the Presidents of Colleges and Universities, is entirely favourable to the policy of co-education in our schools and higher institutions… As an indication of public sentiment in this matter it is sufficient to note that during the decade 1891–1901 the proportion of higher institutions (Colleges and Universities) that had adopted co-education rose from 65.5 percent of the total number to 71.6 per cent.
 

The final report of the Commission, which emerged after two years, was inconclusive, revealing fundamental differences among the commissioners themselves. Broadly, the report recommended the reorganisation of the Royal University into a teaching university with constituent colleges, viz., the existing Queen’s Colleges and a new Roman Catholic college in Dublin.
 In a resounding endorsement of the views put forward by the IAWG, it observed that the case presented on behalf of women could not be stated ‘more clearly or more succinctly’ than in the recommendations of the IAWG. The report recommended all degrees and other privileges of the university should be open, without distinction of sex. It further recommended that the existing women’s colleges be converted into residential halls in connection with the various universities.

The findings of the Robertson Commission were, however, overshadowed by developments regarding the admission of women to Trinity College. Prior to the issuing of its final recommendations, Trinity had finally capitulated and agreed to admit women. 
Although college authorities had mounted strident opposition to a number of high public requests to admit women to the college from the 1870s, by 1904, capitulation proved the only viable option. The opening of universities to women in Britain and the United States
 as well ‘a rising sympathy with the claim for women’s admission’
 both within the college itself and among the wider public left the authorities with no option but to concede. Indicative of the general sense of apprehension and even fear regarding what this admission might bring about, a set of regulations was drawn up which limited and controlled women’s activities within the college. These included the stipulation that women were obliged to wear cap and gown in the college squares and parks, and were prohibited, unless accompanied by a chaperon, from visiting private rooms. The allocation of specific cloakrooms, a common room and an administrative office at No.5, Front Square, underscored the efforts made to marginalise women from the main activities of college life. As Parkes notes, women’s exclusion from the campus after 6 pm reinforced this marginal status and minimised disruption to the male academic life of the college.
 Mary Ellen Murray, a student of UCD in the 1920s, commenting on the relative freedom of UCD women students in comparison to women attending Trinity, noted:

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.

Lucy Gwynn, daughter of John Gwynn, Regius Professor of Divinity, was appointed first lady registrar in February 1905. As Olive Purser, first woman scholar of the college who entered in Michaelmas term 1904 remembered, 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’.
 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’.
 However, ‘determined to give the enemy no cause to blashpheme’, they applied themselves to their studies, generally sitting in the front in classes and sharing benches on one side of the room in laboratories.
 Women accounted for about 15 per cent of the student cohort by 1914, coming predominantly from Protestant middle-class and professional families.  

One of the most immediate effects of the opening of Trinity College to women was to highlight the invidious position of Catholic women students, denied access to University College, the former Catholic University. The IAWG was of the view that Trinity’s decision to admit women had put William Delany, President of University College, in a difficult position and hence petitioned the authorities of the college to admit women.
 Delany had, in the face of growing criticism of the Catholic University’s policy regarding the inclusion of women students, agreed to allow women attend a series of ‘public lectures’ organised in 1901.
 However, he was opposed to the further integration of women into the ‘cloistered halls and forbidden staircases’ of University College.
 The IAWG’s memorial, along with a supporting memorial organised by Francis Sheehy Skeffington, college registrar, were rejected on the basis that the accommodation of women students was neither practically nor financially viable. 
The lack of action or clarity which emerged following the Robertson report necessitated the establishment of a second commission in 1906 with a brief to examine ‘the present state of Trinity College, Dublin, and of the University of Dublin… and the steps proper to be taken to increase their usefulness to the country’.
 The thorny question of single-sex versus co-education was rehearsed once again with leading activists again in opposition. Henrietta White, adamant to protect the interests of Alexandra College, whose fortunes were already in decline following a flood of its students to Trinity College Dublin, once again made a case for the recognition of Alexandra as a recognised college of the University of Dublin. White based her claim on social propriety rather than on educational grounds, her supporting documentation unconvincing.
 Lucy Gwynn, in her evidence, acknowledged the significant role which Alexandra College had played, however, reminded the commissioners that it had ‘joined with others in asking to have this University opened to women students’.
 When asked by Douglas Hyde if she felt the admission of women to Trinity College had been ‘carried out with complete satisfactoriness of all sides’, she responded:

Yes I think the women graduates who fought the question are very well satisfied with the conditions now prevailing for their younger sisters. The women students are perfectly satisfied themselves, and I think that the gentlemen who have lectured and examined them would bear cordial testimony both to the good conduct and the industry and ability of our women students.

Agnes O’Farrelly used the opportunity of the commission to highlight the invidious position of Catholic women, still ignored by the authorities of University College. Although reminded on a number of occasions that the actions of University College did not fall within the remit of the commission, O’Farrelly would not be silenced on the issue:

It is a grievance of the majority of the women of Ireland with regard to University education, that when Trinity opens its advantages to women we are told, as you can see in the reply to our memorial from University College, that as they have not the same endowments as Trinity they cannot provide accommodation. Of course we recognise that they are labouring under difficulties, but at the same time we have asked that the advantages which they receive, such as they are, should be open to us; and then we go on to ask you here to recommend that no Charter or Endowment should be given to any University of University College which does not provide specifically for the inclusion of women.
 

As was the case with the Robertson report, the final report of the Fry Commission, published in 1907, was less than conclusive. The majority of commissioners favoured opening up the University of Dublin into a federal university to include five colleges, Trinity College, the existing Queen’s Colleges and a new college in Dublin. While they supported the admission of women to Trinity College, they recommended that ‘a watchful care’ was required in the execution of this scheme. However, within a few days of the publication of the Fry Report, James Bryce, Chief Secretary (1905–1907), announced his own plan for the reorganisation of the university system. He proposed a similar plan to that put forward in 1873, namely the enlargement of the University of Dublin to include Trinity College, the Queen’s Colleges of Belfast and Cork and a Catholic college in Dublin.
 Queen’s College, Galway, Maynooth College and Magee College, Londonderry were to be associated with the university as affiliated institutions. The proposal resulted in a ‘Hands Off Trinity’ campaign led by Provost Anthony Traill, which was supported by Queen’s College Belfast and a number of universities across Britain. Bryce resigned in 1907 to become British Ambassador to Washington leaving the university question unresolved.
 
The Irish Universities Act
A final solution to the university question emerged under Augustine Birrell, Chief Secretary 1907–1912, who with the Irish Universities Act of 1908 closed the deal on ‘a problem that had baffled government after government.’
 Ignoring the recommendations of both the Robertson and Fry Reports, the act left Trinity College intact, dissolved the Royal University of Ireland and established two new universities, Queen’s University Belfast and the National University of Ireland, with their respective seats in Belfast and Dublin.
 The latter was to be a federal body, comprising University College Cork, University College Galway, the former Queen’s Colleges, and a reconstituted University College Dublin. Non-denominational and state-funded, there was a prohibition on religious tests and ‘no test whatever of religious belief’ was to be imposed on professors, lecturers, fellows, scholars, exhibitioners, graduates or students.
 However, although in theory a solution based on the principle of non-denominationalism, the act was essentially a shrewd compromise which catered to the demands for denominational education on both sides without overtly supporting it. As Pašeta notes, ‘covertly sectarian’, the act ensured that Queen’s University Belfast catered for Presbyterians, while the NUI catered primarily for Catholics.
 As one Member of Parliament noted, the act was responsible for ‘making the universities a dividing and not a unifying force and that was a deplorable result.’
 Confident of their ability to ‘catholicize’ the new university, the Catholic hierarchy finally accepted the NUI as the best settlement they could expect.

The status of the women’s colleges changed fundamentally following the passing of the Irish Universities’ Act. Victoria College Belfast and the various Catholic women’s colleges suffered the same fact as Alexandra College Dublin had four years previously and lost their students to QUB and the NUI. St Mary’s University College and Loreto College, St Stephen’s Green did attempt to gain recognised college status, no doubt motivated out of the desire to provide for higher education for their own nuns, however, their efforts proved unsuccessful.
 Both Walsh and Birrell were keen to limit the number of recognised and affiliated colleges in order to safeguard the status of the new university.
 Thereafter, the women’s colleges had to content themselves with tenuous links with a higher education framework to which they had once been so central, principally through their involvement in teacher training, the provision of intermediate education and the operation of university hostels. 

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 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 was, along with her close colleague Agnes O’Farrelly, also appointed to the Governing Body of UCD and to the Chair of Modern Irish History in 1911. A number of high profile women were also appointed to senior posts in the other NUI colleges. At University College Cork, Mary Ryan was appointed Professor of Romance Languages in 1910, while the first three professors of education were also to be women – Elizabeth O’ Sullivan (1910–35), Frances Vaughan (1936–48) and Lucy Duggan (1949–62).
 At University College Galway, M.J. Donovan O’ Sullivan was appointed Professor of History in 1914, while Emily Anderson was appointed Professor of German in 1917.
 At QUB, Maude Violet Clarke deputized for F.M. Powicke, Professor of Modern History, from 1916 until 1919.
 Nonetheless, 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. 

Women’s status within the university framework was by 1908 secure. Moving from a position of relative obscurity in the 1870s when they were excluded from all universities, to one where by 1908, they had been admitted to all degrees and offices of QUB and the NUI, represented a major victory. Their campaign had benefited from being part of the political ‘university question’ and they used the charged nature of this issue strategically to promote their cause. However, while welcomed as a victory in feminist circles, the admission of women to the NUI and QUB in 1908 brought with it a different set of problems. While in principle, women were entitled to the same rights and privileges as men within a co-educational structure, efforts intensified to limit and restrict their access and integration into significant areas of university activity. The opportunities for leadership and advancement enjoyed by women in the single-sex women’s colleges were not forthcoming under the new regime, and women students and academics had to fight for meaningful inclusion under the co-educational model.
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