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 Academic Women's Studies

 in the Republic of Ireland

 Anne Byrne

 As a postgraduate or diploma-granting interdisciplinary option
 taught within academic institutions, women's studies has only recent-
 ly emerged in the Republic of Ireland. This article briefly summa-
 rizes the current provision of women's studies classes, offering
 information on their number and status. In examining the dis-
 cipline's development, we note that courses have grown along the
 lines of least resistance, often shaped by institutional requirements,
 resources, and available (though often not very generous) facilities.
 As a result, women's studies' success in its initial phases has been
 largely dependent on voluntary labor. It is no accident that the third-
 level (post-secondary or college-level) institutions in which programs
 currently exist have either an active women's studies center or a loose
 network of interested persons providing the energy, dedication, and
 expertise needed in inaugurate the programs.

 We then look at a number of pedagogical and ideological issues
 based on the author's six years of experience with women's studies
 undergraduates, both within the disciplines of political science and
 sociology and as part of an interdisciplinary course available to all
 faculty of arts students. Teaching women's studies confronts the "acti-
 vist" instructor with a number of issues calling for examination with-
 in the discipline. The relationship between "teacher" and "student,"
 for example, needs reworking so that both engage actively in learn-
 ing. We privilege discussion time in tutorials and seminars to en-
 able participants to grasp the unique challenges of the field. Since
 feminist pedagogy critiques values and norms that the dominant
 ideology continually reinforces, students often begin by rejecting the
 reconceptualization of gender relations, thus requiring extensive
 coaching on the basis of female oppression. Feminist research and
 theory function as the essential underpinning in the growth of wom-
 en's studies programs.

 Versions of this article were presented as papers at the GRACE seminar on Women's
 Studies: Toward a European Strategy, 18-19 March 1991, in Brussels and at the Euro-
 pean Feminist Research Conference 18-22 August 1991 in Aalborg, Denmark.

 15
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 16 Women's Studies Quarterly 1992: 3 & 4

 Within academia, however, much of our time is spent in daily con-
 tact with students and in the active process of teaching. How do we
 teach women's studies? Are there inherent contradictions in teach-

 ing feminism within an academic setting, within the confines of a
 rigid institution that defines pedagogy? As feminist activists work-
 ing within such structures, we need to address the teaching of wom-
 en's studies and consider the primary purpose of our activities. In
 so doing we also confront issues of strategy, such as choosing to set
 up women's studies either as an autonomous discipline or as an in-
 tegrated part of existing disciplines. Is our task educational reform
 or large-scale social change? We must decide, for otherwise our
 methods and developmental strategies will decide for us.

 Background to Women's Studies Programs in the
 Republic of Ireland

 Women's studies programs have emerged within a context of other
 changes for women in Irish society, such as the introduction of equal
 pay, equal employment opportunity legislation, improved access to
 contraception, the establishment of two government commissions
 on the status of women, and the initiation of social welfare schemes

 for women. The past decade has witnessed a countrywide boom in
 voluntary women's groups enjoying partial state funding for their
 single-issue campaigns or services within the community. Examples
 include rape crisis centers, daytime education for adults, freedom
 of information committees, divorce action groups, and many others,
 all of which were largely organized by women for women. Some of
 these, particularly the voluntary daytime education groups, have
 provided short courses examining historical or contemporary issues
 in relation to women. Within the formal third-level education sys-
 tems, "extramural" courses on "Women in Irish Society," "Assertive-
 ness Training," and "Personal Development for Women" reflected
 the activist movement and were enthusiastically subscribed. Health
 boards and state training agencies also funded classes with a partic-
 ular focus on personal development, retraining, and employment
 opportunities for women.

 Yet none of these initiatives can be characterized as a women's

 studies program that seeks to immerse students in a rigorous exami-
 nation of gender relations exploring connections between the op-
 pression of women and their status within the broader political,
 social, and economic structures. St. Patrick's College, Maynooth,
 however, has offered an extramural certificate in women's studies
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 Women's Studies Quarterly 1992: 3 & 4 17

 since 1986 and now occupies a unique position in the republic as
 the only third-level college with a certificate course in women's
 studies which admits students lacking the graduate qualification nor-
 mally demanded. The Department of Continuing and Adult Educa-
 tion in University College Cork provided a very successful and
 popular certificate in women's studies, but this has been replaced
 by postgraduate degree courses. Women's studies centers may be con-
 centrating their efforts on providing postgraduate rather than cer-
 tificate courses because of financial necessity, the politics of academic
 status, or their appropriateness for intensive study, but the policy
 actively excludes the majority of women who have not fulfilled the
 prerequisite entry degree requirement. I believe we need to ques-
 tion this development and scrutinize the consequences of our choice
 of strategy.

 The first postgraduate program offering a diploma in women's
 studies was initiated at the University of Limerick in 1990. Since then
 the women's studies centers at both University College Dublin and
 Trinity College Dublin have established courses at the postgradu-
 ate level. Other groups of interested staff at universities such as Cork
 and University College Galway are planning to provide programs
 from October 1991 onward. The table in the appendix to this arti-
 cle describes the current availability of postgraduate and certificate
 women's studies courses in third-level institutions in the Republic
 of Ireland.

 Postgraduate programs are characterized by their interdisciplinary
 content and team teaching by lecturers drawn from many different
 departments within a college. Course tutors, also drawn from out-
 side the institutions, are mainly activists with experience in some
 aspect of the movement or in establishing counterinstitutions that
 provide women with help, support, and advice not available from
 the state.

 Apart from these postgraduate programs, undergraduates may do
 women's studies within departments at a number of colleges. The
 Women's Studies Centre in University College Galway (UCG), for
 example, is currently offering an interdisciplinary course on "Gender
 Culture, and Irish Society." Within their own disciplines other staff
 teach classes such as "Women and Literature," "Feminist Theory,"
 "Women in Irish Society," "Women and the Family," and "Women
 in History." Within the next two years the Women's Studies Centre
 at UCG plans to provide an undergraduate course in women's
 studies, contributing to the continuing education program for adults
 within the college.
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 Learning from the Lessons of Others

 Two strategies seem to characterize the launching of women's studies
 as a legitimate option within academia in the republic. The most
 common approach has been by means of staff (academic and ad-
 ministrative) and students establishing a women's studies center with-
 in third-level institutions to introduce feminist ideologies into the
 public domain and provide a forum for seminars, discussion groups,
 publications, and conferences. By interacting with institutions in
 Europe, inviting speakers of global repute, making Irish and inter-
 national feminist research available to students through college
 libraries, and encouraging feminist postgraduate research, women's
 studies has come to be accepted as a scholarly discipline. Social
 science programs at the undergraduate level can no longer afford
 to be "gender blind," nor indeed can many other disciplines, if they
 are dealing with contemporary issues in Irish society. Undergradu-
 ates are interested in pursuing feminist research and reading to the
 postgraduate level. Women activists working for women's groups and
 persons involved in the social services are keen to spend time con-
 tinuing their education in this area. Others who have reared fami-
 lies and are looking for retraining or further educational options
 want to learn more about the position of women in Irish society.
 These are the students for whom the few postgraduate degree and
 diploma courses are being provided on a full- or part-time basis.
 It is important to point out that, initially, underfunded courses

 at women's studies centers depended on part-time or already over-
 burdened full-time staff. Programs tended to receive no allocation
 of extra posts or finances to facilitate development. In the startup
 phase coordination and administration usually fell to full-time
 faculty, fully supportive of the initiative but with little personal time
 or energy to devote to their additional duties. This "bottom-up" strate-
 gy, based on the enthusiasm of persons within the institution, their
 dedication to feminist pedagogy, and their awareness of participants'
 needs, was vital in launching women's studies programs but will not
 suffice as a strategy for survival, maintenance, or future development,
 nor should academic fees be considered an important income source.
 While students' tuition may be used to fund and put a women's
 studies course in place, high rates exclude a large number of poten-
 tial applicants.
 The other strategy adopted by providers has been to lobby top

 administrators to fund a "chair" in women's studies whose budget
 would cover research and teaching expenses at the postgraduate

This content downloaded from 212.129.76.9 on Thu, 09 Apr 2020 15:36:54 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Women's Studies Quarterly 1992: 3 & 4 19

 level. This approach, being used in one institution, is possible only
 because of the groundwork already prepared by women's studies
 centers in other universities. As a strategy, however, it recommends
 itself to those of us attempting to provide women's studies programs
 on a shoestring budget with little or no institutional support in terms
 of posts and resources. Yet voluntary effort by overworked staff urged
 to lobby for meager returns cannot be sustained over time. In order
 to develop women's studies further we must look in other directions.
 Within my institution the three-year-old Women's Studies Centre has
 just been provided with premises and a renewable budget of £3,000,
 but no coordinator nor any staff to run it. I doubt whether the center
 will grow on voluntary effort and goodwill. If our objectives are to
 be met, we need extensive funding, but to receive it we must now
 devote ourselves to competing for moneys from within the institu-
 tion and to political lobbying to tap external sources. The survival
 of the Women's Studies Centre depends on the successful outcome
 of our lobbying efforts. Is this the way forward?

 Women's Studies as an Academic Discipline

 Many heated words have boiled over women's studies taking root
 on campus, conservative academics and feminists often agreeing in
 their resistance to its implantation. Placing a dynamic entity in an
 enclosed space may of course be risky, but, if we consider feminism
 an ideology and praxis striving toward social change, academic in-
 stitutions do constitute potential sites for feminist activity.1
 Yet, while we work to set up women's studies courses in the ivy,

 we sometimes lose sight of objectives, spending little time interrogat-
 ing the relationship between our feminist activities on campus and
 social and political change for women. We can also forget institu-
 tional objectives, neglecting to ask whether women's studies should
 be an autonomous center for scholarship, a new academic discipline,
 or a contributor to traditional scholarly fields. Each of these develop-
 mental routes is separate from the other, and each is informed by
 often conflicting perspectives. Different viewpoints also lead to vary-
 ing definitions of women's studies programs and different uses of
 the centers.

 Some commentators assert that women's studies programs have
 no recognized agenda; they are, however, mistaken. Particular issues
 may arouse disagreement, but "woman-centered study" certainly
 shares a theoretical framework identifying gender as its subject.
 Feminists assume that relationships, based on inequalities in social
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 structures, are problematic. Nor is equality or inequality a natural
 state but, rather, one constructed and reinforced through the
 dominant ideology. Women's studies maps the field for feminist
 research and contrasting theoretical explanations of the origins and
 causes of female oppression.2 We need to clarify the direction wom-
 en's studies should take within our own institutions, at the national

 level, and within a European context. At the moment little is being
 said at the national level in the Republic of Ireland about the over-
 all development of women's studies as a discipline. But the field's
 influence on educational reform, its status as a new discipline and
 as the academic partner of the women's movement, and its research,
 theory, practice, and teaching beg to be talked about. We need to
 create an environment conducive to teaching women's studies at the
 undergraduate as well as postgraduate and certificate levels. Euro-
 pean funding for existing courses and for additional teaching and
 research facilities would provide support for these developments.
 In the past a national Women's Studies Association provided a forum
 for such discussion and was an important source of support for those
 who established women's studies centers. Theoretical debates have

 lost priority, however, as members' needs to concentrate on provid-
 ing courses within their individual institutions intensify. Members
 are unable to commit themselves to both activities at the same time.

 The shrinking of the Women's Studies Association's national role
 is a measure of the burden placed on the "enthusiastic core," who
 are attempting to develop women's studies in their home academies,
 either alongside teaching commitments within their disciplines or
 as part of an autonomous women's studies center. But the conse-
 quences for collective action and support are also a matter of con-
 cern. The lack of a strong, representative association coupled with
 the existence of an unfocused women's movement weakens our po-
 litical and social impact, impeding our development. We need a vis-
 ible national and international women's force to reflect the ideas,

 analyses, and debates initiated in the women's studies classroom.

 Teaching Women's Studies at the Undergraduate Level

 Teaching women's studies both at the post- and undergraduate levels
 brings together many of the issues previously discussed. In evaluat-
 ing six years of undergraduate feminist teaching within a political
 science and sociology department, I am forced to confront a num-
 ber of these aspects and to question the process in which I am en-
 gaged. In the classroom I encounter the many debates and dilemmas
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 women's studies writers and organizers are currently considering
 worldwide.3 Some of my concerns and experiences follow.

 Courses have to be devised ab initio. Decisions on their content

 are based on the reading material that I know to be available, my
 own research interests, and my knowledge of contemporary debates.
 The course content, therefore, is largely at the discretion of the
 provider. Furthermore, women's studies classes are offered as "op-
 tional" in addition to the "core" of political science and sociology.
 Feminist Theory, for example, may be taken by third-year students
 but is not taught as part of required Sociological Thought or Politi-
 cal Philosophy courses. Whis is more desirable - integration or au-
 tonomy?4

 My second concern addresses a contradiction. While the thrust
 of the education system in Ireland is meritocratic, encouraging stu-
 dents to compete with one another, women's studies seeks to under-
 stand the process of oppressive leveling. Hence, the objectives of the
 system and the course are incompatible. We still believe women's
 studies can be taught within academic institutions without becom-
 ing institutionalized, yet are we justified in judging the strategies
 we adopt as most conducive to keeping the discipline "pure"?

 Third among matters of concern is the women's studies classroom,
 which opens up new areas of scholarship by promoting critical think-
 ing and mutually nurturing relationships. Teaching women's studies
 is a form of "activism" which alters interactions between students and

 teacher, especially with adult learners present. A tension can develop,
 however, between women's studies and a student's other courses as

 participants are exposed to conflicting teaching styles and different
 expectations. Although I determine the content and physical organi-
 zation of the course, for example, students choose the type of exam
 they would prefer or the topic to discuss in the following session.
 This can create malaise for those who prefer to be told what to do
 and how to relate to those who teach. Further, we need strategies
 to counter many students' reluctance to enroll in women's studies
 options, often viewed as "soft" subjects, "for women only," or "talk-
 ing shops."

 Fourth, you might ask, how do I make the choice between being
 a fully immersed feminist scholar in a women's studies program and
 remaining within a mainstream academic discipline? I take on a dou-
 ble burden in the latter as I am expected to be both expert within
 women's studies and within political science and sociology. My per-
 spective on teaching women's studies also demands feminist com-
 mitment from the provider. My teaching style is participatory so that
 any interaction in the classroom determines the match between how
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 I teach and what I teach. Working within a mainstream discipline
 requires that I take charge of general courses in political science and
 sociology, many of which have no direct bearing on women's studies.
 How do I bring "participatory learning" to other courses? Is the func-
 tion of women's studies scholarship to reform the male-based cur-
 riculum?

 A fifth concern relates to resources. As women's studies scholars

 produce more and more books, course reading material becomes
 increasingly available to lecturers and students, but the publication
 of Irish feminist and gender-based research lags behind that of other
 countries. On an international level language barriers restrict the
 use of relevant scholarship, so that, for example, we Irish do not read
 much French or German work.

 Sixth, we turn to theory. Feminist thought is making a contribu-
 tion to theoretical discussion in sociology, political science, educa-
 tion, and literary criticism. Do we develop feminist theory as a body
 of theory in its own right, which will expose and redress the oppres-
 sion of women, or do we develop it as a base from which links are
 made to established canons of thought? Each of these strategies re-
 quires a different course of action.

 Seventh, in teaching women's studies we need to encourage stu-
 dents' engagement as political activists in order to make sense of what
 they are being taught. This became particularly relevant to me last
 year, when a number of them organized a "Reclaim the Night" march
 for the local rape crisis center and made a detailed submission on
 the position of women to the second Government Commission on
 the Status of Women. These activities raised a number of issues rele-

 vant to the classroom. Initially, those students who participated in
 setting up the Reclaim the Night march found it difficult to accept
 the idea that the demonstration was for women only. When they
 brought up their concerns at an organizational meeting, I felt that
 they did not really understand the symbolic significance and collec-
 tive power in a "women-only" event. They were upset and undecided
 about continuing with the activity. The source of their difficulty lay
 in explaining to female and male friends why men who claimed to
 be supportive of the rape crisis center could not participate in the
 march. Furthermore, they wished to avoid being identified as
 "feminist" and therefore "against men." As the group of students be-
 came more involved in the event, however, I listened to them de-

 fend the principle of women only to other women's studies students
 in the classroom, all of whom were female. What had happened to
 bring about this swing in attitude, belief, and opinion? Upon inquiry
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 I discovered that none of the students had ever experienced a
 women-only event and so were biased against the idea. Once a group
 of them had participated in the organization of a very joyful, loud,
 determined, and happy gathering of women in the streets of our
 town, they discovered the political and personal significance of the
 action and thus were comfortable in advocating the principle of wom-
 en only. The Reclaim the Night march provided a much needed con-
 text within which to discuss the classroom material. It also pointed
 out to me how fundamentally different women's studies is from other
 academic courses, both in how learning occurs and in the conse-
 quences of such learning.
 A ripple effect of this event was also felt in a Feminist Theory

 course, which consisted of a different set of students, both female

 and male. The issue of women only had been avoided in this group
 until one of the male students brought it up for discussion. He felt
 he held the position of "privileged insider," listening to women talk
 personally about sexuality, politics, divorce, contraception, abortion,
 pornography, and a wide range of other topics, but admitted to feel-
 ing "voyeuristic" in relation to women's oppression. Of the few fe-
 male students who reacted to his disclosure, all were happy with his
 presence because, they held, if he listened to how they felt, he would
 understand and therefore refrain from chauvinistic behavior him-

 self. The male student had also revealed, however, that he did not
 know how he would use the information and insights gained. To me
 as the teacher this raised a number of powerful dilemmas concern-
 ing my own classroom role and opened questions about admitting
 men to women's studies courses. Of course, I do not reveal my bias
 to students and cannot adopt a women-only strategy within a state-
 funded academic institution.

 These are only some of the questions and experiences common
 to many women's studies teachers. We need to discuss and write
 about the issues they raise.

 European Links

 The development of the Women's International Studies Europe
 (WISE) initiative should provide a structure in which some of these
 concerns can be addressed. Stated aims for WISE are "promoting
 Women's Studies teaching, research and publication; initiating and
 facilitating exchange among and between members; defending the
 interests of women's studies on a European level."5 Seminars such
 as the meeting organized by GRACE/GRIF in Brussels in the spring of
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 1991 also provide a forum for the exchange of ideas and a vehicle
 to promote collective action within the European Community (EC).
 At the Brussels gathering discussion centered on teaching women's
 studies in academic institutions and compared resources, structures,
 relationship of programs to host institutions, strategies for gaining
 additional posts/chairs, and alternative methods to promote wom-
 en's studies. Participants reported on the history and present status
 of the field within their own countries, and an account emerged high-
 lighting varying rates of development, conditions, curricula, levels
 of activity, organizational structures, strategies, and prognoses for
 further growth. A very uneven pattern characterizes "European" wom-
 en's studies.

 Other agenda items included qualifications required for teaching
 women's studies, expansion into non-arts-based disciplines, and the
 relationship between women's studies and equal opportunities poli-
 cies. A proposal to formulate a resolution for the Council of Ministers
 supporting the development of women's studies in member states
 was put to the meeting, but we were advised to consider the possi-
 ble consequences of such a resolution. It might lead to increased
 funding for research and discussion of objectives, but it could also
 result in a move to standardized programs, a review of teachers'
 qualifications, and other spin-offs more alienating than beneficial.

 Further recommendations urged that international working
 groups contrast course content, pedagogy, research, and publications.
 Other forums such as the creation of an international women's

 studies summer school or a journal concerned with gender might
 also encourage reopening debate on the field as an academic dis-
 cipline. Most of all, however, we need to learn survival strategies from
 one another. Conserving our energies and devoting time to estab-
 lishing women's studies within our own institutions may be neces-
 sary at first, but only a view to the broader context can lead to steady
 growth.

 NOTES

 1. For an in-depth discussion of the deradicalization of feminism, see Dawn
 Currie and Hamida Cuzzie, "Academic Feminism and the Process of De-
 Radicalization."

 2. In "Feminist Values: Guidelines for a Teaching Methodology in Wom-
 en's Studies," Nancy Schneidewind states that "women's studies courses
 analyse (1) scholarship by and about women in the traditional disciplines
 and in the interdisciplinary forms, (2) the structures and conditions of
 the oppression of women and contrasting models of, and processes for,
 self-determination, and (3) the relationship between the personal sub-
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 ordination of women and broader political, economic and social struc-
 tures, including examples and visions of egalitarian alternatives" (in Bunch
 and Pollack, Learning Our Way).

 3. The list of references which accompanies this paper contains many arti-
 cles describing various models of women's studies within academic insti-
 tutions and offering a valuable account of the debates and issues raised
 by women's studies practitioners.

 4. See Gloria Bowles and Renate Duelli Klein, eds., Theories of Women's Studies,
 for a summary of this debate.

 5. See WISE, "Introduction and Report of Funding Conference, 9-1 1 Novem-
 ber 1990."
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 APPENDIX

 Women's Studies in Third-Level Institutions, Irish Republic, 1991

 Institution St. Patricks College, Maynooth
 Name of Course Extramural Certificate in Women's Studies

 Entry Requirements None
 Status of Course Part-time

 Duration One or two years
 Qualification Received Extramural certificate
 Fee £65 (negotiable)
 Contact Person Mary Ryan, Adult Education Dept.,

 Maynooth, Co. Dublin
 Start-up Date 1986

 Institution University College Limerick
 Name of Course Graduate Diploma in Women's Studies
 Entry Requirements Primary degree
 Status of Course Full-time or Part-time

 Duration One or two years
 Qualification Received Postgraduate diploma
 Fee £940, year 1. £800, year 2
 Additional Post One staff appointment
 Funding for Fees EC Technical Skills Programme
 Contact Person Evelyn Mahon, Dept. of Humanities, UCL, Limerick
 Start-up Date 1990

 Institution Women's Education Research and Resource Centre,

 University College Dublin
 Name of Course Master's Degree and Diploma in Women's Studies
 Entry Requirements Primary degree
 Status of Course Full-time or Part-time

 Duration One or two years
 Qualification Received Master's degree or postgraduate diploma
 Fee £831, year 1. £346, year 2
 Additional Post Half-staff appointment
 Contact Person Ailbhe Smyth, WERRC, UCD, Belfield, Dublin 4
 Start-up Date 1990

 26
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 Institution Centre for Women's Studies, Trinity College Dublin
 Name of Course Master of Philosophy in Women's Studies
 Entry Requirements Honors degree or equivalent qualification
 Status of Course Full-time

 Duration One year
 Qualification Received Master of philosophy
 Fee £1900

 Additional Post Half-staff appointment
 Contact Person Margret Fine Davis, Centre for Women's Studies,

 TCD, Dublin 2

 Start-up Date 1990

 Institution University College Cork
 Name of Course Master of Arts in Women's Studies

 Entry Requirements Honors degree or equivalent qualification
 Status of Course Full-time

 Duration One year
 Qualification Received Master of arts
 Fee £830

 Contact Person Aveen Henry, Dept. of Social Policy, UCC
 Start-up Date 1991

 Source: Thank-you to Women's Studies Coordinators for the above infor-
 mation.

 Anne Byrne teaches sociology and women's studies and contributes to the
 Master's Programme in Community Development at University College, Gal-
 way, Ireland. In the past ten years she has worked with statutory, voluntary,
 education, and women's groups on a wide variety of issues, but particularly
 those relating to women and poverty. Anne has undertaken research work for
 the Council for the Status of Women, the Combat Poverty Agency, and the
 European Community.
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