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Preface

What a pleasure to meet John Pearson last year. His enthusiasm for, and fond memories of, his days in the 1950s
in the Dublin University Boat Club generated within me
an excitement I had not experienced since my own days
in the UCD rugby club in the 1960s. There was little
doubt in his mind that involvement in team sports like
rowing ‘maketh the man’. And he was very generously
prepared to fund academic research into the role of clubs
and societies in universities in terms of contribution to
student life, academic performance, and later career progression.
A pilot study was agreed at our first meeting,
kindly arranged by Simon Williams of the Trinity Foundation, in typical forthcoming and generous fashion by
John. Two Student Fellowships were established, for pilot work to be carried out in the summer of 2010. Aidan
O’Hare, a graduate in Mathematics and Economics, and
Lisa Keenan, a rising Senior Sophister student of Economics and Sociology, were awarded the Studentships,
and were very kindly housed in the Institute for International Integration Studies (IIIS). Both had an outstanding academic record and extensive involvement in
extracurricular activity at Trinity. Aidan was Assistant
Editor of the Student Economic Review (an undergraduate economics journal produced in the College by and
for students and one of few of its kind in the world) in
2009 and while at College was also heavily involved in
the St. Vincent de Paul Society, including a year on the
Committee as Public Relations Officer.  Lisa was Assistant Editor of the Student Economic Review in 2010. She
also edited Trinity News’s Business Section during the
2009/10 academic year.
It was agreed that their work would cover two
things. First an academic treatise on the links between
extracurricular activity and career progression was to be
prepared, which would inform the main study. This was
duly completed and all of the difficulties with evidence
and direction of causation identified.   A résumé of this
work forms part of the Overview in this Report. The case
of John Pearson illustrates well the dilemma for researchers. Is it people like him – very positive, energetic leadership, and talented – who get involved in extracurricular activity or did this activity in some way contribute to
these characteristics? That conundrum will never really
be resolved, as there is undoubtedly a two-way direction
of causation.

Extracurricular activity, though, whatever its
impact on examination performance and later career
progression, is in itself hugely valued by many students.
It can be the key factor in choosing one university over
another. Like university rankings in terms of academic
performance, its ranking in terms of the ‘student experience’ can be equally  influential,  especially for  undergraduate students, the bulk of the student body in Trinity.
As such, the College should be and is very much concerned with this aspect of student life at Trinity.

Members of the Dublin University Boat Club
(DU Boat Club Archives).
What follows on from the Overview are four
case studies, covering the Dublin University Boat Club,
the University Philosophical Society, the Trinity St Vincent de Paul Society, and the Dublin University Law Society. These four were chosen as they include some of
the oldest and largest student societies in the College, and
also give an indication of the diversity of student societies and clubs in Trinity. In all four cases, the history and
current activities are highlighted and then two interviews
carried out with two former core members of each society/club documented.
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These are almost a ‘compulsive’ read, covering
such a range of hugely successful people, some having
already established fame and others to do so in years to
come.  The interviews give a real flavour of the nature of
the student involvement in each case, and bring ample
anecdotal evidence of the value of such extracurricular
involvement to students. In all cases, there was active involvement as opposed to passive membership. The latter
is clearly not enough, as it is posts of responsibility in the
case of societies to which some of the key benefits of extracurricular involvement apply. Likewise in clubs, it is
success at various sports, and/or leadership roles, rather
than participation per se that are probably the decisive
factors.
Work on this project will now continue for another twelve months, with Dr Johanna Archbold ‘taking the baton’. Indeed, Johanna took the baton several
weeks ago and is responsible for the wonderful imagery
in this Report. John Pearson, in association with Simon
Williams of the Trinity Foundation, will again provide
the funding; Trinity’s Long Room Hub will provide the
research space and facilities. It will cover a much wider
range of clubs and societies, including the societies with
the greatest cultural reach, such as ‘Players’ and ‘Choral’, some of the other large sports clubs, and some of
the lesser-known and more esoteric clubs/societies. It
will also explore the experience in this regard in some
other comparable universities, where reading material
exists, and in particular explore how the links between
Trinity’s clubs and societies with the city of Dublin can
be explored and developed, particularly in the cultural
area. This work then in a sense is a development of the
work undertaken by Johanna, culminating in her widelyacclaimed Report, Creativity, the City and the University: A Case Study of Trinity College Dublin and some
Nearby Cultural Institutions (Long Room Hub, 2010). It
also forms an important input to the Provost’s major new
initiative in the Cultural area; Creative Arts, Technology
and Culture.
John W. O’Hagan, Project Director, September 2010.
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Overview
Possible Benefits of Extracurricular Activity
It has been a long time since universities have been regarded solely as sites of academic learning. These days,
students and universities alike recognise that extracurricular activities are a central part – often the most enjoyable
part – of the college experience (Conway, 2009). University sports clubs have become increasingly diverse in recent times; a quick glance at the list of almost fifty clubs
affiliated with Trinity’s central athletic club (DUCAC),
which is responsible for their funding, shows traditional
sports such as fencing and rugby coexisting with more
modern favourites like kayaking and ultimate Frisbee.
Trinity’s societies are equally diverse. The Higher Education Authority’s definition of college societies captures
the scope of these organisations which are “associated
with cultural, political, and social matters and range from
those engaged in humanitarian, environmental, political
activities to groupings involved in artistic, cultural, and
educational efforts.”
Joining clubs and societies is an important
means of getting to know other students and for settling
into college. Grace O’Malley of the Dublin University
Law Society (LawSoc) explains that the social aspect
of this faculty society is of crucial importance to Law
students: “I came to college not knowing anyone – … I
just got in at the deep end and I just kind of got to know
everyone through the Law Society. That’s how I made
all my friends … [in Law] we only have eight hours a
week so you wouldn’t get to know anyone really except
if you’re in a society. From the social point of view, it
helps a lot of people like that – they make their friends
through the Law Society.” For Declan Meehan of the
Dublin University Philosophical Society (the Phil), what
matters is not just meeting people but meeting different
people and enjoying the college experience: “There [are]
students who just come in and out of college solely for
their course and they never interact with people outside
of their course and they never experience a real college
community atmosphere and feeling,” Meehan says, “The
advantages of society membership is that you really immerse yourself in the college community.”
But joining a college club or society is not just
a means of enhancing the college experience. Various
studies have found that participation “aids academic performance, helps students to develop certain skills…improves their confidence” and also contributes to “student
engagement, peer interaction, leadership, faculty interaction and student retention” (Geraghty, 2010). It can also
generate positive labour market outcomes (more job offers, shorter job search, higher salary etc.) and result in
greater subjective and objective career success.

A review of the existing literature shows that
participation in extracurricular activity can affect career
outcomes through four separate channels. Firstly, many
empirical studies have shown that those who engage in
structured extracurricular activity are more likely to experience the academic achievement which can foster career success (Gamp, 1990; Huang and Carleton, 2003;
Bartko and Eccles, 2002). Certain researchers have explained this finding by referring to identification or commitment models. Essentially, engaging in these activities
produces a socialisation effect which helps students to
adopt the pro-school values which will make them more
likely to conform to the expectations that academic institutions have for their students. This socialisation occurs because extracurricular activity puts participants
into contact with non-deviant peers and competent nonparental adults who support school culture. Intuitively,
we can say that the role which peers play becomes less
important for college extracurricular activity (ECA), due
to the decline in importance of adult supervision. Nevertheless, the identification model allows us to identify
one channel through which ECA participation is linked
to career success.

View of Front Square in Trinity during Fresher’s Week.
Secondly, it is important to note that academic
achievement is not sufficient by itself to result in positive labour market outcomes. Good employees must
also possess many other abilities, and ECA participation
is one means by which these skills can be acquired. Because recruiters often have no means of knowing whether
or not a candidate possesses certain desirable qualities –
leadership and interpersonal skills tend to be valued the
most – they use the bio data contained in a candidate’s
3

Anecdotal Evidence from Case Studies

CV to make judgments about his or her skill set. Howard
(1986) found that “participation in student government,
the school paper, and debating teams was most likely to
relate to meaningful performance criteria”, while Brown
and Campion (1994) noted that leadership attributes were
seen where individuals held positions of power within
college organisations. Crucially, Howard (1986) found
that extracurricular experiences were relevant to the selection process so long as they could be related to concrete skills.
Thirdly, as Chickering notes, “successful careers
call for well-developed cognitive skills, interpersonal
competence, and motivation.” Participation in ECA has
been linked by various researchers to the development
of various personality traits which can lead to positive
career outcomes. Self-esteem, emotional intelligence and
interview self-efficacy were all found to be improved by
engaging in ECA. Emotional intelligence and interview
self-efficacy affect job search by determining the number
of interviews received, the success of those interviews,
and the number of final job offers (Chia, 2005; Tay, Ang
and Dyne, 2006), while high self-esteem was found to
be associated with problem solving abilities (Baumeister,
Campbell, Kruger and Vohs, 2003). However, the most
important trait which ECA participation helped develop was a proactive personality which has been directly
related to career success, as well as indirectly related
through job performance, tolerance for stress, leadership
effectiveness, work performance, and entrepreneurship
(Kraimer, Seibert and Crant, 2001).
The final way in which ECA participation can
lead to better career outcomes is through so-called ‘networking’. Engaging in extracurricular activities provides
individuals with the means of developing ties with individuals who may be able to facilitate the job search process by providing access to information which the job
seeker would not normally possess – Granovetter (1974)
found that over a quarter of professional, technical and
managerial workers heard about new jobs through these
so-called ‘weak ties’ or contacts – or by providing career
sponsorship through referral and access to bargaining
power (Seibert, Kraimer and Liden, 2001).

Talking to members and past members of Trinity’s societies broadly confirmed these findings.  Current members
were keen to point out the challenges involved in being
part of a team. As Grace O’Malley noted “[there’s] a lot
of teamwork involved in running a committee and being part of the committee...you have to all work together
and cooperate.” Charlie Landale of the Dublin University Men’s Boat Club agrees that cooperation is crucial
to the success of his club: “I think the most interesting
thing about managing within an amateur organisation is
that … nobody’s really held accountable for their actions
because nobody’s paid ... So you can never go in and
say: ‘That was rubbish, you’re fired.’ You have to go and
say: ‘That didn’t work, how do you think we can sort
that out?’
Although working as part of a team proved challenging, the committee members we spoke to stressed the
material benefits of the practical experience they gained.
Stephen Denham of the Trinity Vincent de Paul Society
pointed to the skills that membership of clubs and societies helps to develop: “You learn so much about a huge
range of skills, from dealing with people, dealing with
the organisation, managing other people, being a leader,
interpersonal skills.” Organisational and management
skills seem to feature heavily on the list of benefits which
members take away from their experience. “It’s helped
me in terms of organisational skills,” Declan Meehan
says, “You do things in the Phil that a twenty-something
year old student shouldn’t be able to do normally; you
know, organising events where you’ve got international
superstars or international figures coming over; organising multi-thousand euro sponsorship deals for competitions; running the largest debating competitions that parts
of Europe have seen.” Charlie Landale notes that “rowing
is a sport that’s probably 50 per cent athleticism and 50
per cent management. If it isn’t well-managed the whole
thing just falls to pieces. And there has been experience
of that in the Boat Club before – and it probably happens
every year on a 5-yearly basis – the whole thing just collapses completely!”
Our informants were confident that these skills
will prove useful in post-graduate life. “[The] kind of
skills that you gain are very useful for job interview situations,” Grace O’Malley says, “It does look good on
the CV to say that you are involved … I think it’s very
important to show that you’ve got involved and sort of
committed yourself to working.” Indeed, Declan Meehan argues that club membership is comparable to a few
years of work experience in the work force: “when you’re
involved in a society like the Phil and you graduate, you
bring something to a firm that you go to that another
graduate who isn’t involved can’t bring, because they
haven’t had the opportunity to learn that kind of thing
… You go out [after graduation] with the experience of
dealing in an almost corporate atmosphere.”

“Rowing is a sport
that’s probably 50 per
cent athleticism and 50
per cent management”
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As we have already stated, in examining membership of college clubs and societies our interest is in relating it to career success. To this end, we have produced
a review of the existing literature – the key findings of
which are outlined above – and we have also selected
four student organisations from among Trinity’s clubs
and societies in order to investigate how their members
– both past and present – view their experience of these
organisations.
We chose the Dublin University Boat Club, the
University Philosophical Society, the Trinity St. Vincent
de Paul Society and the Dublin University Law Society,
because of their large membership and historic importance, and because they give a flavour of the broad range
of clubs and societies available to Trinity students. We
have put together a brief history of each of the clubs, as
well as a summary of their activities throughout the year
to give a picture of the role that they play for Trinity students, before interviewing some prominent past members
about the way in which their membership of these student organisations contributed to their career success.
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Dublin University Boat Club
History and Present Activities
The origins of the Dublin University Boat Club can be
traced back to the foundation of the Pembroke Club. The
club’s first meeting took place on September 2, 1836 in
Radley’s Hotel, College Green. Its name derived from
the fact that the land in Ringsend on which the first club
house was to be built was owned by the Earl of Pembroke. Minutes of the early meetings show that the club
was chiefly concerned with raising funds for the erection
of the club room. Indeed, it was not until early June 1837
that rowing got a mention. Once work had finished on the
club house, the Pembroke Club settled into the important
business of recruiting members. The members consisted
chiefly of Trinity undergraduates and ex-university men
and by 1839 its membership was 87 strong.
The formation of the University Rowing Club
in 1843 saw the beginning of a short-lived competition
for new members with the older club.  But by 1847 financial difficulties forced the two clubs to amalgamate and
the Dublin University Rowing Club was formed. This
new club was the first in Ireland to compete at the Henley
Royal Regatta in England. The success was not to last
however, as 1867 saw disaffected oarsmen break away to
form their own club, the Dublin University Boat Club.
At a meeting of the club in 1867, one gentleman
was proposed for membership and rejected on the grounds
that he was a Roman Catholic. Just days later, letters of
resignation began to flood in.  Although the cause of the
split seemed simple enough, Raymond Blake argues in
his authoritative history of the club that the speed of the
resignations and the rapidity with which the new club
was established suggest that there was already disquiet
among the splinter group over the club’s management.
Although it appears to be dramatic, the split seems to
have been the result of the drifting apart of the graduate
and undergraduate sections of the club which was likely
in progress for some time. Indeed, one of the letters cites
the domination of the club by non-university men as well
as lack of religious tolerance as grounds for resignation.
As a result of the dissatisfaction of the rebels with associate members, the newly established Dublin University
Boat Club was purely a university club.

The two clubs coexisted amicably for thirty-one
years and while the Rowing Club went into decline, the
Boat Club was in the ascendancy. In 1870, the DUBC
won the Visitors’ at the Henley Royal Regatta and continued to enjoy success in Ireland. The election of A. W.
Mahaffy, son of J. P. Mahaffy, who would later go on to
become Provost of Trinity, as President in 1891 galvanised the club. With his experience and attention to detail
the Boat Club went from strength to strength. However,
the decision was taken once again to amalgamate the
clubs in 1898 after poor showings at recent competitions
for both and because of the need for a new fundraising
drive to complete an ambitious plan to move from the
unsuitable waters of Ringsend to the more clement ones
of the Liffey near Islandbridge. The move to Islandbridge
was achieved and the unified Boat Club enjoyed some
of the best facilities for rowing in the country.  The first
Trinity Regatta was held that year to mark the club’s
achievement.

Left: A copy of one of the letters of resignation from
the Dublin University Rowing Club which subsequently
led to the formation of the Dublin University Boat Club,
dated 1867. (DU Boat Club Archives).
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A Thames Cup win at the turn of the century
spurred membership although, as the century progressed,
this increase began to level off and then fall. Despite
the financial issues and difficult political context (World
War I, the War of Independence and the subsequent Civil
War) with which the club had to contend, it continued to
enjoy successes. In 1911, the Trinity Regatta happened to
fall on the same day as the Phoenix Park Races at which
King George V and Queen Mary were in attendance.
Given the proximity of the park to Islandbridge, an invitation was issued and the Regatta was graced by the
Prince of Wales and the Princess Mary as a result.
It was not until 1975 that a Ladies Boat Club
was established in Trinity. It was set up by Jane Williams who had rowed before she came to Trinity but
found when she arrived that there was no space for her to
do so in DUBC. Although a separate Ladies’ Boat Club
had to be established to give women access to rowing at
the College, Ms. Williams notes that while she encountered entrenched opposition, there was also a good deal
of support from bodies like DUCAC and indeed from the
then Men’s Boat Club Captain. Relations between the
two clubs are amicable and both share the clubhouse at
Islandbridge.

Dublin University Boat Club

Established: The Men’s Boat Club’s origins
date back to the Pembroke Club which was
established in 1836. The Ladies’ Boat Club
was established in 1975.
Venue: Both clubs share a clubhouse on the
banks of the River Liffey at Islandbridge.
This premises was built in 1898, and prior to
this the Boat Club was located at Ringsend.
Current Captains: Charles Landale is captain
of the Men’s Boat Club and Rachel Nazarin
heads up the Ladies’ Club.
Main Events: Both clubs compete at a host
of events, the most prominent of which are
the Henley Royal Regatta, the Irish National
Rowing Championships and the Trinity Regatta which is held at the Trinity Boathouse
in the War Memorial Park, Islandbridge.
Recent Successes: Both clubs enjoyed a
string of successes at the annual Trinity
Regatta in 2010. The men won the intermediate and novice Eights categories as well
as the novice and intermediate singles titles,
with the women successful in the novice and
senior Fours events as well as being successful in the novice Eights. The ladies were
also victorious at the National Championships this year.

View of the boathouse at Islandbridge built in 1898 by
the newly unified Boat Club. (DU Boat Club Archives).
In more recent times, the Boat Club has continued to play a central role in Trinity life, something which
is reflected in the revitalisation of the Lady Elizabeth Boat
Club, DUBC’s alumni association, which has seen a two
hundred per cent increase in the number of contributors
and raised over €35,000 for the club since April 2010.
Over the last twenty years DUBC has been at the forefront of Irish rowing.  In the 1990s the club reached five
consecutive finals at Henley Royal Regatta, the world’s
most prestigious rowing event. More recently, in 2008,
the men’s Eight won the coveted senior championship
of Ireland; a feat very rarely achieved by student crews
and this year the DUBC will be represented at both the
Home Internationals and the World University Championships. The Ladies’ team has enjoyed a similar string
of successes since it was founded. One notable triumph
was being named Best Intermediate Club in Ireland at the
National Championships this year.
8

These successes however tend not to be recorded
in Trinity’s student media as Men’s Captain Charlie Landale explains: “The rowing season’s a bit strange because
it comes after the academic year ends, basically early or
late April through to the end of July is the main portion of
racing, so throughout the rest of the year, there’s a lot of
training going on.” Rachel Nazarin, the Ladies’ Captain,
elaborates: “In the winter season you start off by doing
time trials … You do a lot of base training all through
the winter, you’re doing big long sort of 4, 5, 7k races.
And then, as you come into the summer season it’s short
Regattas … [and] university challenges against Queens
and against UCD – a lot of Regatta racing.”

placements in legal firms through Boat Club contacts.  
Rowing also provides an important outlet for
its members, especially from the pressures of college.
“Having something to do and also getting away from the
city on the weekends - you’re going somewhere beautiful - it’s amazing,” Nazarin says, “[It’s] sort of an escape
especially during exams and [from] college pressures.”
Landale sums up the experience of members of both
Boat Clubs when he says: “Rowing is quite an interesting sport...  You can’t just pick it up and put it down – it’s
more of a lifestyle choice than a sport, so it becomes sort
of all-encompassing, and you often can’t really see the
wood from the trees.”

The training that Boat Club members have to
undergo, as Landale explains, is particularly gruelling:
“The lows have been winter mornings when it’s pitch
black, and you’ve got to get up and go and work at
something that’s just going to be miserable!” But despite the hardships associated, it is the sense of belonging
which the Boat Club cultivates that makes the experience
unique. Indeed, Nazarin notes that it was the dedication
and sense of commitment to others that first attracted her
to the club. “[There’s a] huge sense of team spirit because if one person doesn’t turn up, you can’t go training.” “I think people feel because they put so much into it
emotionally … that they have ownership of it,” Landale
elaborates, “And because there are no professionals involved or anything like that – all the coaches are amateurs – it takes up a huge amount of time, of everybody’s
time, so that creates this great sense of belonging and
ownership.”
Attachment to the club does not end with graduation.   “You’ll have people coming up [to you] who
haven’t rowed for twenty years who are actually telling
you how to do things which, in a way is annoying,” Landale laughs, “But if you step back from it, and you think
why that is, it’s just because they have had such an interesting time doing it. And I don’t think there’s many
other clubs or societies in Trinity that really give you that
opportunity.” Rachel Nazarin agrees that the strong support network in the Boat Club is one of its most important features; she has personal experience of finding work

Left: The senior VIIIs crew celebrate their victory at
the 2008 Senior Eights Championship. (DU Boat Club
Archives).
Above: Sir Brian Williamson (sporting DUBCs
colours), Bill Lewis and the Provost John Hegarty chat
at the 2009 Henley Royal Regatta. (DU Boat Club
Archives).
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Interview

Donagh McDonagh

Donagh McDonagh is a Circuit Court judge, based in Dublin. After an early interest
and some involvement in American politics, he came to Trinity, where he studied Law.
He then became a barrister and was a general legal practitioner for many years until he
was appointed Senior Counsel.

Donagh McDonagh joined Trinity when he was in his
mid-twenties as a mature student. His spare time was
initially spent at the Buttery bar and playing snooker until a fellow Law student suggested that he try rowing, a
sport Mr. McDonagh had always been interested in but
never had the opportunity to get involved in. Once in the
club, it quickly took over a great deal of his time. “Jack
hauled me in and then from there the thing just kind of
developed exponentially,” he recalls.
Everything else – including his studies – took a
backseat once the bug had bitten. “I probably did a basic
degree in rowing followed by a Masters in rowing followed by God-only-knows-what in rowing,” he laughs,
“It was something that maybe kept us there, even to the
extent that a number of us, about six or seven of us in all,
signed on for a part-time course in College to keep us on
the books for an extra two years as legitimate students
so that we could continue to row.” His passion for the
Boat Club did not extend to other student organisations:
he frequented the Hist sporadically and only vaguely recalls attending a few Law Society events.  “You see the
problem that we have was that we didn’t have enough
time,” he says, “Law was never stressful in the sense that
it was probably eight or ten lectures a week or something
… And there was a library there – we believed! And then
the rest was rowing. It just took so much time!” Despite his role as Captain, he did however manage to find
time to serve on the Dublin University Central Athletic
Club (DUCAC), the governing body for the University’s
sports clubs, which he still serves on today.
He was at Trinity when the issue of ladies rowing for Trinity was first raised.   He recalls that the resistance to the move was less of an instinctive recoil on
the part of the men at the idea of women rowing than
a move to protect the already precarious finances of the
club. “We wouldn’t have been exactly promoting ladies’
rowing and the logic behind that was that we felt that if
a ladies’ boat club came in that the finances were going to be shared between two boat clubs,” he explains,
“We didn’t have enough money coming in from DUCAC
and from our own sources anyway and if what we were
getting was going to be diluted by a Ladies’ Boat Club
it wouldn’t have pleased us ... I suppose the other thing
which we would have been worried about at the time was
sharing the profits from the bar [in Islandbridge]: ... We
had our own bar, run successfully, run sensibly, and run
very profitably and we were afraid that  we  would  have

to share that with the Ladies’ Boat Club.” It was established nevertheless and the men’s concerns turned out to
be unfounded: “The Ladies’ Boat Club wound up getting
funded by DUCAC almost 100 per cent and our funding
didn’t drop. So I think as DUCAC’s funding went up,
rowing took a greater slice.”
When Mr. McDonagh went to the Bar in 1977
he quickly found that his experience at the Boat Club
would serve him well, not because it helped him to acquire specific skills but rather because it had enabled him
to make useful contacts and also gave him a certain status. “I’d made a lot of contacts with students who were
rowing and non-rowing who were solicitors – but principally rowing. And then when I went to the Bar I had a
small coterie of like-minded sportspersons who were solicitors and who, from time to time looked for and needed
a barrister,” he explains, “So, the direct connection there
I suppose with the passage of time would have become
stronger if anything and that would have led to more and
more.” His reputation was also enhanced by his membership of the club.  “Within the confines of the Bar itself, I suppose in the early stages, one of the things I think
that … my profile in sport would have given [me was]
almost a respectability, a status, which somebody who
didn’t come in with that didn’t have,” he muses, “You
probably would be perceived as being slightly more responsible – I think it made it easier to get work, although
that would be very hard to quantify.” Although Mr. McDonagh is not able to say with certainty the extent of the
effect which being a member of the Boat Club had on his
early career, he is positive that there was one. “So, is it a
connection between the rowing and the amount of work
I got as a young barrister? Absolutely, without a shadow
of a doubt,” he concludes, “You won’t get [a] more direct
[effect] than that!”
By the time he became a judge in the mid-2000s,
having taken Silk and become senior counsel in the late
1990s, it was the social rather than the networking aspect
of the club which had become important. “About 1989,
1990, a bunch of us went back and started all over again
as veterans and … we more or less united with UCD and
… opened up a whole new series of contacts from a business point of view,” he says, “That continued until the
time that I was appointed to the Bench … and then everything kind of grinds to a halt because from then on you’re
completely independent of any contacts you’ve made –
they mean nothing other than in a social context.”
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While he no longer has time to row himself –
“I spend most of my life out of Dublin and around the
country on Circuit,” he explains, “So [my] chances of
training are nil.” He does hope to get back to it someday,
possibly as part of the veteran group once more. For
now, he is content with his role as Captain of the Lady
Elizabeth Boat Club, the DUBC Alumni association. The
association became formalised relatively recently, with
fixed terms for posts like President and Vice President
now in place. His job, he says, consists of “recruiting
old members – actively recruiting them – and actively
seeking funds from them.” Mr. McDonagh notes that the
response has been amazing, not just in terms of the funds
raised but also in terms of creating a whole new range of
contacts for present members which they would not otherwise have had access to – something which is useful for
those seeking employment after graduation. “I suppose
there’s a certain element of nepotism there,” he laughs.

Mr. McDonagh is adamant that while his time at
the Boat Club may not have been responsible for enhancing his skill set, this is not the case for everyone. “From
the point of view of anybody who takes on a captaincy,
in particular of the Boat Club, but I would go so far as to
say any club in college, probably gets a greater hands-on
grounding in necessary management skills – particularly
people skills – which you never get at lectures.” He adds:
“I would have thought that sport and sports management
was essential for the development of a career and if you
are successful as a sports manager in your club then I
think career success must follow.”

Below: Senior VIII DUBC Crew, 1969. (DU Boat Club
Archives).
Right: Senior VIII DUBC Crew, 1969, reunited at the
Henley Royal Regatta, 2010. (DU Boat Club Archives).

Although he acknowledges the importance of
the contacts which can be made at the club, Mr. McDonagh stresses that more important than these are the
life-long friendships which can develop. “Everybody in
secondary school assumes that their pals are going to be
their pals for life: that is most definitely not so.  If fifteen
years after you leave school you find that if you’ve got
one school friend who’s [still] a friend, you’re probably
doing well,” he says, “College on the other hand is different.  You make friends in college who will be friends
for life. And my experience of the Boat Club is that you
make friends … who, without a shadow of a doubt are
friends and close friends.” He notes that even 34 years
after leaving the club, he maintains close ties with the
people that he met there: “to the extent that you’d give
somebody living in London a ring and you’d say: ‘Look,
I’ll be in London. Be prepared!’ … [and] that you would
feel sufficiently free and close that you could drop into
their houses without formal invitation and get a bed.”
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Interview

Jane Williams

Jane Williams is a Managing Director of the Sia Group, a consultancy practice she
founded over twenty years ago. She recently served as Chief Executive of Forfás, Ireland’s national policy advisory body for enterprise and science, as well as being involved in many other organisations such as the Board of the National Competitiveness
Council, the Irish Universities Quality Board and the Tourism Council. She holds Business Studies degree from Trinity, a Masters in Psychology from Columbia University
and is preparing her PhD for Trinity on gender in decision-making in the public sector.

It wasn’t until Jane Williams arrived at Trinity that the
Ladies’ Boat Club was set up. “I rowed for the rowing
club in my hometown of Clonmel for three years, came
up to Trinity, went in to the Boat Club rooms in Freshers’
Week and said: ‘I’d like to row for Trinity’. And a very
West-Brit voice said: ‘Oh, ladies don’t row for Trinity.’”
The ease with which she was dismissed shocked her and
she mounted a campaign to get Ladies’ rowing established within the College. Despite her determination,
“it took another three years and some influence with the
then Men’s captain to get women’s rowing going.” She
applauds the “willingness on the Men’s captain’s side to
realise that now women were rowing more and Trinity
would compete better at university championships [etc.]”
and a “very supportive DUCAC” for ignoring that faction
of the DUBC that didn’t want to see women rowing for
the College, although, in deference for this “anti-[Ladies’
rowing] wing of the DUBC”, a separate ladies’ club had
to be established. Although there was strong resistance in
some quarters, Ms. Williams notes that “it was a certain
element in the Boat Club that was positively disposed,
coupled with great support from DUCAC, that allowed
us to get going.”
The club was finally established in 1975 with
only five members.  Ms. Williams had made contact with
two students – one physiotherapist, one engineer – who
had previous experience of the sport because, like her,
they had rowed in school. “They found two other physiotherapists who were interested in rowing so they put
the essence of the crew together,” she recalls. Having
only five founding members meant that Ms. Williams
had to adopt the role of “both captain and coach and cox”
because there was no one else to do it. Although she
didn’t get to participate in rowing herself, she acknowledges that to her, getting the club started, and then focussing on growing it, was just as important: “The following
year we recruited at Freshers’ Week and put an Eight and
a Four together, [and] then it grew from there. So, it was
a very small beginning.”
The club quickly enjoyed successes which
helped to legitimise it in the eyes of those who had initially opposed its creation.  “At the end of the first year,
we competed for the first time at the University Championships and Trinity had been defeated in the preceding I
think five or six years  because there were no women’s
crews,” Ms. Williams recalls, “But this year we won and
that was the first outing.” This victory was  very  signifi-

cant for the club – both in terms of properly establishing
ladies’ rowing as a viable sport for Trinity, and because
it helped them to gain funds within College.
Ms. Williams believes that the difficulties which
she encountered while trying to establish the club stood
her in good stead later on. “When you’re trying to do
something new from the beginning you’ve a lot of stuff
to overcome: you’ve got networking alliances skills;
you’ve got to sort out where the opposition is coming
from and how you’re going to defeat it; you’ve got to
work out how to recruit members and those skills are very
relevant,” she says. She notes that they were particularly
relevant in establishing and growing her own business,
as well as in the public sector. She also notes that her
membership of the Boat Club may have helped her in
the private sector too. “I did in third year a placement in
the bank and got that through a contact [in the club] and
then got offered a permanent job at the end of it. They
did ask at interview: ‘what are your other interests?’ and
‘what are you involved in?’ And I think rowing was different enough at the time for a woman to make it stand
out a bit.” In particular, she points out that a sport like
rowing enables people to learn networking skills which
are much more relevant to a person’s career success than
any potential contacts that they make.
Ms. Williams is enthusiastic about membership
of college clubs and societies in general, and about the
intangible benefits in particular.   As an employer, she
feels that people who take part in student organisations
turn out to be more effective employees and signals in
particular that candidates have good interpersonal skills.
“It gives a very good indication of a rounded personality,” she explains, “I would rank a 2.1 and involvement in
clubs and societies higher than a first.” She also encourages her children to get involved, regardless of what the
student organisation is. Ms. Williams believes that every
club and society has something to teach its members: “It
is that interaction with people, the understanding about
how structures and organisations work – all of that [is]
enormously rounding for somebody in both their work
life and their personal life.”
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Members of the Dublin University Boat Club
(DU Boat Club Archives).
Despite her involvement in other aspects of student life – she was a member of the Dublin University
Business and Economics Society (DUBES) as well as
the judo society, and she also got involved in Foresight,
an organisation designed to facilitate contact between
students and business people – Ms. Williams remained
devoted to the Ladies’ Boat Club. Her continued passion for rowing serves as a testament to the infectious
nature of the sport. She currently serves as President of
the club, a role which involves many different aspects.
“It’s obviously a governing role – if you’re President of
a club you’ve got to make sure that they abide by both
financial and other [regulations] – you’re relying on the
Treasurer to make sure the club doesn’t get into trouble.
You need some grey hairs to be able to go and speak appropriately with the College authorities, and having the
professional background with that allows you to bring
that with you. And then there’s the morale, leadership,
kind of light-touch role … So, those would be the kind
of three dimensions to it.” Ms. Williams is also attempting to put together an Alumni association similar to that
which the Men’s club enjoys. Although she no longer
rows competitively, she does so in her leisure time –
when the weather allows – and finds herself tuning into
races on television when she is not required to support
the Ladies’ teams at the College boat races. “You can’t
ever escape rowing,” she laughs.

Images from the 1977 DU Boat Club newsletter DUBC
News with an article entitled ‘Women’s Rowing has arrived!’. (DU Boat Club Archives).
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University Philosophical Society
History and Present Activities
The University Philosophical Society (the Phil) was
founded in 1683 which, despite a few different incarnations and venues, means that it can, with some justification, claim to be the world’s oldest student society. As
the current President, Declan Meehan explains, it was
set up by two men: “William Molyneux was a political
theorist and William Petty was an economist. They were
both Trinity undergraduates and they set up the Dublin
Philosophical Society, which existed sporadically into
the early 1700s. Members of this Society were heavily
involved in the establishment of the Royal Dublin Society, the RDS, which still exists today. The University
Philosophical Society claims an historical link with these
societies through their founding and active members, and
dates its return to College in 1843, when it came under the
name ‘The Dublin University Philosophical Society.’

Hist rooms. They didn’t realise how valuable it was until much later, when they were being questioned by the
Gardaí about their involvement in the ‘theft’.
The GMB also has conversation rooms for each
society, where members are welcome to lounge on the
couches, read newspapers and engage in lively discussion; offices where the societies have their meetings and
conduct their business and of course the Chamber, which
they share and where the various debates, paper-readings
and presentations take place.

Above: Oscar Wilde was a member of the the Phil from
1871-74 during his time in Trinity reading Classics.
Wilde was a well-regarded and regular speaker during
society debates and presented a paper entitled ‘Aesthetic
Morality’ in 1874. Irish novelist and short story writer
Bram Stoker was President of the University Philosophical Society during the 183rd Session, 1868-9.
Below: Members of the female-only University Elizabethian Society circa 1906, which merged with the
University Philosophical Society after the Phil began
admitting women for the first time from 1968. (University Philosophical Society Archives).

View of the Gratduates’Memorial Building (the GMB)
opened in 1904.
The Phil is housed in Ireland’s only studentowned building, the Graduates’ Memorial Building (the
GMB), an iconic neo-Gothic Victorian building in Trinity’s Front Square, which opened its doors for the first
time in 1904. It also houses the College Historical Society (the Hist); the College’s other main debating society,
which has a well-known rivalry with the Phil going back
many years and has inevitably led to many good-natured
pranks. Meehan explains that, as they share a building
and have a degree of access to each other’s rooms; traditionally they would steal things from the Hist, notably
their ballot box, which they have used in every debate
since 1904 as a sort of podium for speakers. He spoke
about wrapping it up one year before the Christmas break
and placing it under their tree. He later heard that, much
to their frustration, they did not uncover it until the New
Year.  There was also an infamous incident in the 1990s
when the Phil stole a painting of Douglas Hyde from the
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Many speakers and council members throughout the society’s 326-year history went on to distinguish
themselves, both in Ireland and abroad, even without
mentioning some of the well-known patrons that have
been attracted to the Phil in recent years. Bram Stoker, author of Dracula, was a president in the 1800s (and
uniquely, also an auditor of the Hist) and other figures of
repute who were active members of the society include
Oscar Wilde, John B. Yeats, Samuel Beckett and Ugandan Supreme Court Chief Justice and independence activist Udo Udoma.
Based on this list, one could be forgiven for
thinking that the Phil was a male-dominated society and
indeed, due to Trinity’s non-admittance of women until
the early 1900s, this was true. Following their admittance, the women wasted no time in setting up the Elizabethan Society (the Eliz) which was, according to their
website, “intended to act as a social and literary centre
for women students”. Despite being forward-thinking in
so many other ways, the Phil did not in fact admit women until 1968 (although this was almost a decade sooner
than the Hist), and from then on it was inevitable that
the two societies would merge, which they did in 1982.
It is not forgotten however – the highest ranking female
member of the Council is still awarded the (largely symbolic) title of Auditrix of the Eliz. Meehan seems happy
with the progress the society has made in recent years,
citing the fact that over the last decade the majority of
council members have been female, including a President in 2007/08.
The Phil is best known around campus for two
reasons – its weekly debates and its long tradition of interesting guest speakers from various fields.   As Meehan elaborates: “It’s unique of the debating societies in
the UK and Ireland as it is a paper-reading society …
So nowadays we would have paper-readings and afterwards we would debate them. Every Thursday during
term time we have a house debate in the chamber in the
GMB and that’s one of our main events, that’s kind of
the backbone of the society.” In theory, he explains, this
means that each debate is supposed to take the form of
a guest or ordinary member presenting their arguments
as an academic paper, and then the other participants
respondingto it (although in practice, paper-readings
are now held mostly on special occasions, such as when
notable guests are speaking, or for the final speech of a
distinguished member of the society). The idea behind
papers is that they do for members’ writing skills what
the speeches do for their oratory, as well as providing
grounding for the academic work expected of them in
their courses. The society still has records of papers delivered over the last century, by such high-profile figures
as Winston Churchill, David Norris and Berti Ahern.

University Philosophical Society

Established: The Phil dates its origins from
1683, through the Dublin Philosophical Society established by William Molyneux and
William Petty in the 1680s.
Home: The Phil has been housed in the
neo-Gothic Graduates’ Memorial Building
(GMB) in Front Square, along with its rival
debating society, the College Historical Society, since 1904. Each society has council
rooms and conversation rooms and share the
debating chamber.
Current President: Declan Meehan.
Famous Former Members: Jonathan Swift,
Earnest Walton, Bram Stoker, Oscar Wilde,
J.P. Mahaffy, John B. Yeats, Samuel Beckett, and Egbert Udo Udoma.
Purpose: The Phil is first and foremost a
debating society, with weekly house debates
held in the GMB debating chamber every
Thursday during term time, with many guest
speakers invited to address the society. Each
year the Phil also honours several people
prominent in their field by naming them
Honorary Patrons of the society, the highest
honour that the Phil can bestow on a nonmember.
Honorary Patrons: Edward Said, Al Pacino,
John Hume, Dame Helen Mirren, Sir Salman Rushdie, Senator John McCain, Sir
Bob Geldof, Gabriel Byrne, Archbishop
Desmond Tutu and George Ritzer have been
among recent recipients of this honour.
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Due to its reputation, the Phil manages to entice
various luminaries, often awarding Honorary Patronage of the Society to its most prestigious guests. Former speakers include Senator John McCain, Al Pacino,
Dame Helen Mirren, former President of France Valéry
Giscard d’Estaing, and musicians Jack White and Pete
Doherty, all of whom received the Patronage in recent
years.  These high-profile speakers are one of the reasons
that the Phil can count itself among the largest societies
on campus, with over 8,000 members.
Having rapidly evolved from a small debating
society to an internationally-recognised organisation,
the Phil, Meehan admits, initially neglected to develop
a strong alumni network. This has been tackled headon over the last couple of years, with an Alumni Dinner
now an annual fixture.  Meehan emphasised how he plans
to build on this, by planning more regular alumni events
throughout his year as President, in order to further develop networks and reinforce bonds with former members.

Irish broadcaster Ryan Tubridy interviewing actor and
Academy Award winner Al Pacino in the Edmund
Burke Theatre in Trinity College Dublin. Pacino was
presented with the Honorary Patronage of the University
Philosophical Society in 2006. (University Philosophical Society Archives).
The motions of the debates perpetuate the society’s longstanding tradition of open discussion of important contemporary issues. These range from the social to the political, and can be about issues which affect
Ireland, or the entire world. The society is not afraid of
criticism, and often invites controversial guests to speak
on motions. For example, David Irving, the infamous
holocaust denier, came to the society in 1988, causing
serious protests and necessitating a large Garda presence
around the GMB, resulting in the eventual delay and subsequent relocation of the debate. Similar scenes greeted
Anjem Choudary’s first visit to the chamber, due to his
radical beliefs and oft-quoted assertion that the 9/11 terrorists were martyrs. Debates over the past year have included motions on issues as diverse as gay rights, the war
in Afghanistan and a revisionist approach to the Easter
Rising.
These weekly debates are used by members to
hone their oratory, arguments, and ability to think on
their feet in preparation for the several debating competitions in the Phil’s annual calendar. According to
Meehan, these include “competitions around the UK and
Ireland and also … intervarsity competitions on the continent. We participate in the European University Debating Championships as well as the Worlds University
Debating Championships.” As well as this, the Phil hosts
an annual inter-varsity competition with the Hist in the
GMB, which in 2010 became the largest of its kind in
Ireland. The following summer, the Phil also made it to
the semi-finals of the European Championships in Amsterdam.

Irish comedian and television presenter Dara O’Briain
addressing the society during a debate in 2009. He
spoke supporting the motion ‘Has Ireland made a more
significant cultural contribution to the world than England?’ (University Philosophical Society Archives).
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Interview

David Norris

David Norris has been an Independent Senator in the constituency of the University of
Dublin since 1987. Now a human rights activist, he was a tutor and lecturer at Trinity for almost three decades. He recently announced his intention to campaign for the
Presidency of Ireland at the next election. He achieved a B.A. in English Literature and
Language.

“It’s a long time since I entered Trinity,” Senator Norris
recalls, “And it was a very different place … And there
were many societies. Now I joined two of them, both the
Phil and the Hist – in the noble tradition of my family,
because I just discovered that Bram Stoker, who was a
cousin of my great-grandfather, was both President of the
Phil and Auditor of the Hist.”
He joined in Freshers’ Week at the Phil’s stall,
attracted by the prospect of pursuing the debating that
he had enjoyed at school. “I like a bit of theatre,” he
explains, “and I have to say, I suppose there’s a certain
level of ego, and having the audience concentrating on
you which was very attractive for somebody in that position.  Unless, of course, you fall flat on your nose, which
can happen to everybody including myself … and you
just wish the seven minutes or whatever you have allocated would just be up and the ground would swallow
you!”
It was a particularly good period for debating, as
the Senator notes. “The Phil was interested in the writing
and presentation of papers. And interestingly, during my
undergraduate period in Trinity – which is before the law
was changed in England on homosexuality – there was a
very brave paper about homosexuality, given by a highly
masculine young man. It surprised a lot of people and
of course the place was packed for that, so I think it was
very useful that the Phil explored these kinds of issues,
all that time ago. There was also very interesting meetings on cultural issues and so on: Richard Pine, who I see
now writing a lot in the Irish Times about cultural matters, at one stage he was the President of the Phil, there
was a great interest in music and so on.”
Despite enjoying his time in Trinity’s debating
societies, the Senator’s spell in the Phil and the Hist was
short-lived: “In my first term I was promptly expelled
from both of them and never rejoined!... I was thrown
out of the Hist for academic nudity, which is not wearing
a gown, and I was thrown out of the Phil for persistent refusal to pay a fine, because I thought it was an unjust and
arbitrary fine, so I refused to pay it, so I was expelled.”
Although he never rejoined either society, he has been
subsequently awarded an Honorary Life Membership
by both. “I’m grateful that neither organisation pursued
a vendetta against me for my rebelliousness,” he adds,
“and we had great fun, and I think it was a very good,
useful training.”

The way in which students amuse themselves
today seems rather tame in comparison with what they
got up to when the Senator was at College. “When I was
an undergraduate – and even when I was on the staff –
one of the main uses of the Phil and the Hist was that they
had kind of control over the GMB,” he recalls, “They
had snooker rooms and all this [although] … I wasn’t the
slightest bit interested [in the game]. But I remember a
piano being ejected from one of the windows. I’m not
sure if it was from the Phil or if it was in one of the rooms
across the way in Botany Bay. A white, small, grand … it
made a noise rather like some of the modern composers,
when it hit the ground.”
Despite his expulsion, he continued to pursue
the Phil’s tradition of debating and writing papers. One
of the most exciting aspects for Senator Norris was the
series of prominent speakers who would be invited to
come and offer responses. “If you wrote a paper on a
specific subject, the officers of the Phil … would contact
somebody very distinguished in that field internationally,
and get them to come over. And it was a very great pleasure for me to meet, first of all, Anthony Burgess who I
became quite friendly with over many years, and then
Dick Elman who I had already been friends with for a
number of years, the biographer of Joyce.”
Although he was a keen debater, Senator Norris
still had no notion of what career he wanted to pursue at
that time, and only fell into lecturing when a particularly
good paper that he had written was noticed in the right
circles. His experience at the Phil was good preparation
for addressing a lecture hall full of students: “I did a lot
of direct speaking and even acting out sections of books
and so on, and doing so from notes instead of reading
lectures which were ancient and boring, so I held the …
students’ attention and so the Phil was a great help there
…. Because you had to construct the paper and you had
to then deliver it, with a certain amount of panache, and
then take questions and so on. So that was a very good
training for teaching.” He later became part of the faculty before drifting into politics; a development which he
says was more organic and instinctual than a carefully
thought-out plan.
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“I don’t remember a particular moment when I
said ‘God I must go into Politics!’ or ‘God I must become
a lecturer in Trinity.’ So it happened kind of organically.
And funnily enough I find exactly the same thing now in
politics. Because some of my colleagues have always
said to me: ‘You’re absolutely mad’ because I take up
every invitation I possibly can squeeze in, and I always
have, simply because I feel that it’s an honour [to be invited] so if you can do it at all, you should do it, and
that’s taken me all over the country.”

Norris is proud of his achievements: “I did end the quiet
life in the Senate, and I certainly continued to do that
with the rows and fights and being thrown out.”
Senator Norris looks back on his brief time at
the Phil with great affection. His experience there stood
him in good stead during his years as a lecturer, and then
later as a politician. The Senator lists some advantages
that joining clubs and societies can have: “I think they
broaden you,” he says, “I think they form a balance to
the swotting, because you have to do a certain amount of
swotting – usually just coming up to exams! And they
form a balance with that, and they provide a social framework, and useful training.” When it comes to the benefits
of the Phil, he is unequivocal: “It played a remarkable
role I would say in college life, and certainly in my development, and I’m grateful to the Phil [for it].”
210th Philosophical Society Council on the steps of the
Museum Building, New Square, Trinity College Dublin,
1895. (University Philosophical Society Archives).

View of the GMB Chamber waiting for the start of a
debate during the 323rd Session, 2008. (University
Philosophical Society Archives).
Although he was involved in the early days
of the Irish gay movement, as Senator Norris says, “It
wasn’t part of the mainstream of politics; in fact it was
kind of subterranean politics. But the energies and the
stratagems are the same. And the alliances and the enmities are the same. And dealing with them, you develop
certain talents.” It was his meeting with Mary Robinson
at Trinity that pushed him into mainstream politics; she
asked him to be part of her campaign for the Senate and
he quickly realised that, if he were to run for the Senate,
he would be able to further the cause of the gay movement in a very real way. “The fact that the tax-payer
picked up the bill for your election material … meant you
could use the tax-payers’ money to spread sedition all
over the place, and revolutionary ideas, which gay liberation most certainly was.” The road to the Seanad was not
an easy one, however. “I thought in my innocence, that
with my wonderful ideas, my clean profile, I would not
only get a seat but top the poll. And I think I got about
215 votes, which taught me a very realistic lesson. But
I persevered and went on.” His election to the Seanad in
1987 made him the first openly gay candidate elected to
national parliament in the world.
He quickly set about shaking up things at the
Senate. “The position was that on the first day and for the
first couple of weeks you sat mum and silent on the back
benches. But I thought this wasn’t what I was elected for,
and my slogan had been: ‘Vote #1 Norris for an end to
the quiet life in the Senate’ and I delivered on it by speaking not once, but three times on the first day.”  Life in
politics has not always been smooth sailing, but Senator
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Interview

Patrick Cosgrave

Paddy Cosgrave is currently organising the second Dublin Web Summit, which he set up
with some friends in 2009. Best described as an entrepreneur in the information technology sector, he has either founded or co-founded several organisations, such as Rock the
Vote, MiCandidate and the Undergraduate Awards of Ireland. He was also E-Leader at
the UN Global Alliance for ICT & Development and Chairman of the Global Youth Forum at International Telecommunications Union. He has a BA in BESS from Trinity.

It was the prospect of meeting interesting people that initially attracted Paddy Cosgrave to the Phil. Although he
became President, he says that it was not something he
had really planned on, even though he did consider it early on. “I think each step of the way you kind of focus on
something else so it’s maybe being Vice-President and
doing a good job; and then you want to be Secretary and
you do a good job; and the next thing is either you leave
or you become President and often you become quite addicted to doing it that you’d like another year so the only
thing you can do for another year is become President
and then finally you have to leave – and people can finally get rid of you!”
The Phil entertained guests such as John McCain, Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Bob Geldof, and Bertie Ahern under his tenure. Mr. Cosgrave also set about
making changes to the society: introducing the Honorary Patronage award and also starting ‘Phil Speaks’; a
programme designed to make debating more accessible.
It consists of “a lot of the guys involved in the Phil …
becoming coaches or instructors or teachers to secondary school kids. Initially it was mostly focussed on kids
from less-privileged schools because it kind of struck me
that all the good debaters at the time in Trinity and UCD
pretty much came from exactly the same schools; they
were almost always fee-paying schools.”
During college, Mr. Cosgrave was engaged in a
whole host of activities: he was part of the Dublin University Publications Committee (Pubs), edited the Social
and Political Review as well as the satirical newspaper
Piranha, and also served as Business Manager for Trinity
News and The Record. Since leaving Trinity, his list of
accomplishments has been equally diverse: “I’ve set up
an award called the Undergraduate Awards of Ireland; I
set up something called Rock the Vote for a little while,
to encourage young people to vote; I started a little tech
company called MiCandidate; worked very briefly on the
Clinton campaign in the US; I set up something recently
called the Dublin Web Summit; and I’m now running another event called Founders which brings together the top
100 CEOs and company founders under 35 in the world.”
He suggests that his membership of the Phil may have
helped him in his subsequent endeavours, although not
necessarily in the way people might think. “I think the
debating side does not help at all!” he says, “Quite a few
of the guys of the last few years who have been very obsessed with competitive debating and not chamber-

speaking – which is kind of different – I don’t think it’s
stood to them too well.” He notes that it is the skills which
are developed in chamber-speaking, the public speaking
side of the Phil, which are useful in business; while those
developed by debating competitions can actually be a
hindrance in the workplace.
In his activities since leaving Trinity, Mr. Cosgrave feels that people’s skills have been crucial to their
success. “The Phil probably helps you to learn how
to deal with people: to get people to come to a debate
[or] get people to speak at the university,” he explains,
“You’re getting people to buy into your product or buy
into an idea or buy into attending an event … if you’re
a journalist [you’re] involved in persuading people to do
an interview with you; if you’re an auctioneer, you’re trying to persuade people to buy houses. [The Phil] teaches
you skills in that sense: how to get people to buy into
ideas and things.” He also notes that the society teaches
teamwork and, for those members who go on to occupy
certain positions, it also makes them at ease when speaking in public.
Although he acknowledges that he may not
have noticed it at the time, Mr. Cosgrave remarks that
he feels that joining a society like the Phil does help to
develop much-needed ‘soft skills’. “In a way the society
does give you a whole lot … The skills that I was talking
about – the persuading people to get involved in things
– they’re kind of very soft skills: you only pick them up
by doing them; you can’t go to a lecture and learn how
to do them,” he says, “But the Phil gives you the space
to make loads of mistakes – you know, learn it yourself
and make loads of mistakes of trying to invite people,
you know, sending letters, sending emails, making phone
calls and learning bit by bit sort of how you get better at
persuading people to come to debates because it’s not
as easy as sending a letter – sometimes it is, but most of
the time you’ve got to kind of get through an almost impenetrable fortress of secretaries! The higher the guest,
the more secretaries, the more impenetrable they are, the
more requests they get to speak so I think there’s kind of
a knack behind it.” Mr. Cosgrave believes that whether
or not a person derives any benefit from joining a college organisation depends on the characteristics of that
individual: “It depends so much on the person because
some people get involved in the Phil and they’re already
fantastic speakers – so it doesn’t help them. Some people
get involved and they’re terrible speakers and that helps
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them. Other people get involved and they are just really
crap at working with people and the Phil … sometimes
can help a little bit to work with people a bit more … It
kind of depends on the person.”
Mr. Cosgrave also notes that networking was
not one of the abilities that he developed during his time
at the Phil. “I’ve only got three or four photos from my
time in the Phil, I was so anti-appearing in photos with
other people,” he recalls, “I hated taking [guests’] telephone numbers, or email addresses and wanting to stay
in contact – I was so anti-networking; I just thought it
was such a terrible thing.” He quickly discovered that
this dislike of networking would not hold him back after
graduation. “[When] you leave the … classroom setting
… and you go out into the big wide world and you realise
the world is not as small as Trinity, it’s much, much bigger,” he explains, “People do business and work with you
most often because they have a good feeling about you
and that most often has to do with the fact that they’ve
been introduced by someone they know and trust, or they
know somebody that knows you who can give them a
recommendation. In a smaller environment like a classroom or like a university you know that’s not important
because you can get to anybody and everybody kind of
knows you and thinks you’re a reasonable guy.”
One of the most interesting things about societies for Mr. Cosgrave is the different types of people they
attract. He argues that while societies are an important
outlet for many students and a great way to make friends,
for some members they can become their only outlet in
college. Although societies can produce well-rounded,
successful individuals, Mr. Cosgrave also believes that
they attract people who will not benefit from their time in
the society as they should. “If there’s a distribution curve
of students, the top quartile, the top 25 per cent, they’re
kind of ambitious and they want to do … – and maybe
that was me,” he laughs, “And then the other side – that
other 25 per cent – they could get involved in the Phil,
you could give them every opportunity to learn every soft
skill but as soon as they leave university they’re going to
be no better off – they’ll find it quite difficult to fit in to
the world.”

Above: Paddy Cosgrove as President of the Society at
the head of the council table during a debating competition, 2005. (University Philosophical Society Archives).
Below: Sir Bob Geldof with committee members of the
University Philosophical Society when he was awarded
Honorary Patronage of the Society in 2005. (University
Philosophical Society Archives).
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Trinity St. Vincent de Paul Society
History and Present Activities
According to College records, the Trinity St. Vincent de
Paul Society (VDP) was set up in 1975 but it actually
began to take shape a few years earlier before finally being officially registered with the Central Societies Committee (CSC). An offshoot of the Society of St. Vincent
de Paul, the largest voluntary, charitable organisation in
Ireland, it boasts over 2,500 members in Trinity. The focus of VDP is divided between fundraising and activities,
which is mirrored in the structure of its committee, with
two vice-presidents, each of which takes responsibility
for one of these areas.
As incoming president Stephen Denham explains, the roots of the society are humble: “I think it
started off pretty small.  Trinity Club was the first activity, and that was to do with adults with learning disability, mostly Down Syndrome. So that’s been going for a
long, long time … as far as I know, a lot of the members
currently in Trinity Club have been there five, ten years.”  
In recent years, the society has also become involved
with Barrett Cheshire, a home for adults with physical
disabilities.
Its parent society’s principal aims are to tackle
issues such as poverty and to help promote social justice. In this spirit, Trinity VDP organises activities such
as flat-decorating around some of the poorer suburbs, a
twice-weekly soup-run in the city centre, a homeless day
centre, and visits to the elderly. There are even prison
football matches, highly competitive events which take
place once or twice a term.
Visitors to Trinity are often struck by the stark
contrast between the grandeur of campus and, literally
across the street, the poverty which exists in the inner
city.   Early on, VDP identified education as crucial to
provide children with the tools they need to escape the
poverty trap. The cornerstone of this (and indeed, with
Trinity Club, the core of the activities in the society) is
Kids Club, which Denham says has also been with the
society a long time: “Kids Club, on a Sunday, which is
kids from Pearse St., kind of a lower-class area I suppose,
with difficult backgrounds, we take them out for, like a
trip to the zoo or something like that every weekend. And
that’s been going for about 20 years too I think.” There
are many other activities for children “we have St. Audeon’s and St. Enda’s schools, we do weekly homework
clubs … Then also with Enda’s there’s the drama club,
dance club, art club and the music club. So there’d be
less volunteers, maybe two or three, but what the schools
are looking for is kind of consistency, being there every
week as opposed to, you know students sometimes show
up a lot less – 20 people the first  day when  there’s only  

15 kids and you know, it’s more quality than quantity
that the schools want.” There’s a Youth Club for secondary school children and a refugee homework club for
children who may be held back due to language or gaps
in curricula.
All of these different activities for children
came together this year for the highly ambitious VDP
Pantomime, Snow White, which is hoped to be the start
of a new annual tradition. “It was a huge event,” says
Denham, “from all the different activities, kind of bringing them all together with the students, so it was children,
the elderly and people with disabilities all performing
together in a huge pantomime and I think there [were]
nearly 600 [in] attendance over two nights and then about
60 students involved behind the scenes.” It is one of a
number of one-off events that happen during the year.
“For example,” he continues, “there’s a Christmas dinner
for all the elderly people from Visiting the Elderly and
that’s on in campus so it’s a nice way to bring them in.”

Committee members from Trinity VDP manning the
society’s stand to recruit new members during Freshers’
Week, 2009. (Trinity VDP).
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However the majority of one-off events during
the year are for fundraising, which funds the activities
and the other causes of the society. The Vice President in
charge of fundraising has his own committee and weekly
meetings separate to the main meeting, where they plan
events. As Denham puts it: “Fundraising is a huge part
of it as well, it’s kind of activities on one side, and fundraising and events on the other side, so it’s not just about
raising money, it’s also about publicity for the society
… there’d probably be about one large event a week on
average … They range from like, a Halloween party, to
nights out – a lot of nights out – [and] table quizzes.”
This emphasises the huge social aspect to the
society, which even had a ‘Mystery Ball’ this year, a
great success in terms of fundraising, raising awareness
and also enabling the society’s members to socialise outside of the context of activities and meetings. In recent
years a new annual activity, the Camino de Santiago, a
trek of 100km to the north of Spain, has been instituted; it
has been used to raise money for conferences in African
countries. Finally, there is also VDP week in January,
which is a week of events and activities around College
designed to spread awareness, recruit members, and raise
money.
The society’s weekly meeting, which all members are welcome to attend, is used to discuss upcoming
events, as well as issues which may arise during the various activities. At the beginning of the year, after Freshers Week, there is a large meeting where each activity
leader speaks and signs up potential new members. But
the highlight of the year in terms of committee work has
to be the intervarsity weekend, which takes place every
November in an old nursing home in Kildare, with other
Conferences from around the country. There are discussion panels, a Céilí, table quiz and other fun and games
with other like-minded individuals.
Having recently won the Society of the Year
award, it would be easy for Denham and his committee
to rest on their laurels. However despite some nervousness, Denham is ready for the challenge of preparing for
the coming year: “It’s still exciting… I’m still enjoying it
and I don’t think I’ll stop enjoying it really.” Even over
the summer, the sequel to the panto is being written,
fundraising is being planned and next year’s Santiago
trip is being organised. But, he concludes, it’s always
worthwhile: “They take a lot of work and so [we’re] under so much stress, but when they came out in the end
well, it feels so, so good.”

Trinity St. Vincent de Paul Society

Established: The St. Vincent de Paul Society
was established in the early 1970s but has
only been registered with the Central Societies Committee since 1975.
Membership: Currently membership stands
at over 2,500 members.
Current President: Stephen Denham.
Purpose: The VDP Society divides its time
between fundraising and direct interventions
in the community. It boasts nearly twenty
regular activities such as Kids’ Club, Soup
Run, and Prison Football; each one is targeted at giving back to the local community.
Special Events: the society hosts one-off
events, such as the Big Chrimbo Panto,
throughout the year in order to fund many
of their activities. They also run counselling
classes and workshops on child protection.
Recent Achievements: Trinity VDPs Big
Chrimbo Panto won Best Civic Contribution in a Large College at the Board of Irish
College Societies National Awards this year.
The society was also voted Best Overall
Society at Trinity’s CSC awards, 2009-10,
having won the award previously in 2008.

Right: Members of Trinity VDPs 2008 committee
celebrate winning the Best Overall Society Award at
the Central Societies Committee Annual awards, April
2008. (Trinity VDP).
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Interview

Dermot McCarthy

Dermot McCarthy is Secretary General to the Government, as well as Secretary General
to the Department of the Taoiseach – two of the most senior positions in the Irish civil
service. He is chair of National Economic and Social Council (NESC) and of the Forum
on Philanthropy. He has previously worked at the Departments of Industry and Commerce, and Health; and has played an important role in the Social Partnership process.
He achieved a BA Mod and an M Litt in Economics at Trinity.

Dermot McCarthy got involved in Trinity VDP when
the society was in its infancy. “I came to college in ’73
and it had been established I think the previous year,” he
recalls, “Fr. Heffernan had previously been chaplain in
UCD and the Vincent de Paul Society in UCD was a big
membership activity so I think he brought the model with
him. And it grew pretty rapidly [in Trinity].” As Mr.
McCarthy explains, his membership of the society was
a foregone conclusion: “I had been a member in school
– in the school Conference – so I knew what the society
was about; I knew what it did. So it was sort of a natural
enough thing to join up.”
One of the most attractive features of VDP for
Mr. McCarthy was the hands-on intervention in the local
area. “It was a very social society … and people who were
interested in doing different things could do it: decorating
people’s flats or houses, visiting the elderly, involvement
in youth clubs, fundraising… It was activity-based as opposed to discussion-based, so the meetings of the society
were a means to an end as opposed to the end in itself …
It was a good, enjoyable activity and I think that’s what
brought most people into it – and the sense that you were
doing something useful as opposed to just spending the
night in the Buttery.” For many of its members, one important advantage of the society was its flexibility: “You
could do what you were interested in, and as much or as
little as suited your timetable. And there was a social network built around that.” Its structure reflected this desire
to accommodate students who wanted to be involved but
had other commitments to juggle: “We had initially two
Conferences – two units within the society – one met on
a Wednesday night, one met on a Thursday and that was
really the main distinction between them. Otherwise people signed up for projects and work as suited them. But
because there were two – and I think subsequently four
[Conferences] – there was a bit of rivalry … within the
society, between different factions and warring groups.
So that added to the liveliness of it!”
Mr. McCarthy spent most of his time in the Society visiting the elderly before being elected President
of one of the two Conferences. He was then forced to
devote more time to administrative and financial matters.  
He recalls that at that time VDP was too new to be allocated rooms by the Central Societies Committee (CSC),
a fact which forced its committee to adopt drastic measures. “The society didn’t have room and the Laurentian
Society … [had] rooms in [House] Four. It had been

sort of a Catholic society for students before the ban was
lifted. So to get permission to go to Trinity, one of the
conditions was to join the Laurentian Society so that you
were keeping good company in college!” Mr. McCarthy
explains, “It had the rooms, so the VDP occupied [them]
– and the Laurentian was sort of a front organisation at
that stage – so I became the Auditor of the Laurentian
Society. And the CSC got a little bit suspicious as to
what was going on so we had to revive the Laurentian
Society to hold meetings and things to justify the holding
of the rooms … There was a lot of politicking required to
accommodate all this!”
For Mr. McCarthy, joining a society like VDP
while in college means that “you’re exposed to things
that you wouldn’t otherwise necessarily be exposed to.”
Thanks to his role as President and then later, in his final
year, as Chairman of the society for college purposes,
Mr. McCarthy was given the opportunity to witness firsthand the impact that Trinity had on the wider community.

Trinity VDP members involved in the flat-decorating
project in Tallaght in 2008. (Trinity VDP).
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“College had given the use of premises in Westland Row to the Social Service Centre for the area which
was a contact point for VDP in terms of referrals and
projects and so on. So, I got involved as the representative of the society on the Committee of that Social Service Centre and I’ve sort of stayed involved since… [It]
gave me a different perspective on college – and indeed
on student existence – because, for a community, College
was not a benign presence. It was a very significant and
indifferent sort of big landlord in the area: it employed
a lot of local people who felt they were being treated
very badly. There was a lot of hostility – and especially
towards College’s long-term expansion plans which of
course have come to fruition since. So, it was a useful
corrective to the idea that we as students had of ourselves:
that college had of itself as somehow an enlightened, liberal presence. [But] if you were living in Pearse House
or Macken Street you had a different perspective on what
college was about and you had probably never set foot
inside the gate.”
Mr. McCarthy felt that he was able to draw on
his experiences – “a sense of organisation … chairing
meetings, dealing with people who didn’t like the way
things were going, interacting with committee members,
interfacing with the College” – over the course of his
career, although he notes that “people tend to drift into
things that they are probably oriented to doing anyway.”
“There are committee people born; there are treasurers
who emerge fully formed from their mothers’ wombs,”
he laughs, “I think the experiences hone skills that build
on people’s underlying disposition. So people who never
came near a meeting but who were happy to [be] painting
and decorating are probably still happily doing that and
going to meetings; and those who enjoy … politicking,
are probably still politicking in work, communities, and
where they’re living now.”
Despite this, he feels that the impact of the work
being done by the society is much more important than
any personal benefits that are gained by individual members. While Mr. McCarthy had always been interested in
welfare economics and distributional issues – he studied
Sociology and Economics – his interest was confirmed
by his experience at VDP. “It was a hugely formative
time and it was a hugely formative experience,” he says.
As for the society itself, Mr. McCarthy expresses no surprise at its continued success: “As a society model I think
it has huge attractions and flexibilities.  And I think it’s
good that so many people … get involved and get exposed to things that hopefully will have a lasting impact
on them.” “It was all good experience and good fun most
of the time,” Mr. McCarthy says, summing up his time as
a member of VDP, “And apart from the benefits of that
experience, I made a lot of friends that I still have by getting involved in VDP [and] I met my wife in VDP! For
good or bad I have a lot of calls to look back on that time
with a lot of fondness.”

Announcing the first ‘BIG Chrimbo Panto’ to the Trinity VDP in 2009. (Trinity VDP).

24

Interview

Michael King

Michael King is Senior Research Officer at the Institute for International Integration
Studies and a lecturer in Trinity’s Economics Department. He founded SUAS Educational Development, the Dublin-based international development agency, and currently
serves as a non-executive officer. He has a B.A. in Economics from Trinity and a Masters
in Economics and International Development from Harvard.

Michael King first became involved with Vincent de
Paul during Transition Year at the Vincentian secondary school he attended. “I did very little,” he recalls, “I
think at the time I was technically treasurer, although I
wasn’t allowed near any chequebooks or any accounts,
so I’m not sure how that worked!” When he entered Trinity, he quickly joined VDP: “When I was in first year
[college], I volunteered over in CBS Westland Row and
… I volunteered to actually take a class on my own on
Fridays afternoons for people who were doing ordinary
level maths.”
In his second year, he became treasurer although his involvement was limited because he chose to
sit the Scholarship Examinations (Schols) that year: “I
was at a meeting and the girl who was President … was
pressuring this girl to become treasurer for the next year
and she didn’t want to because she had no knowledge [of
it],” he explains, “I had done accountancy for the Leaving Cert … so I said, “Look, I’ll do it”. Initially it was
very much a case of “Look, I’ll do this job, quite happy
to do it, no big deal”. I wasn’t really socially involved in
the Vincent de Paul, although I did the work I did for first
and into second year.” Although his participation was
curtailed by Schols, his position as treasurer allowed him
to observe close-up how the society was being run and
to notice that there was room for improvement. “I was
very, very convinced after a while … that there was huge
potential to expand [the society] … The aim of my third
year in college was to completely change the organisation from start to finish.”
The key failing of the organisation at that
time, according to Mr. King, was its lack of organisation. “There [were] very few people involved in an administrative capacity at the time. There were generally
social-work type people … who were just naturally good
at that sort of stuff, but they weren’t very good at organising things generally. And they weren’t very good at
… [integrating] students from all around [the College]
into the work”. He came up with the idea of publishing a
newsletter and sending it to first-year students to educate
them about what VDP was and what it did. As the society began to get more publicity, its membership began to
expand: “certainly in about a year and a half, two years
it doubled in size.” During Mr. King’s presidency, other
initiatives were also started such as a fundraising committee which had responsibility for securing funds for
charities like GOAL and Christina Noble.

Mr. King’s experience at VDP directly contributed to the setting up of the education charity, SUAS. His
successor as President decided that the fundraising might
be more effective if it was focussed on one area rather
than being fragmented and it was decided by the committee that VDP would fund a group of NGO-supported
schools in Southern Calcutta. Mr. King was then in his
final year but nonetheless offered to take responsibility
for this new aspect of the society. Before long, the focus
shifted from funding to sending volunteers there, from
which the idea of SUAS was born. “The vision was there
from very early on,” he recalls, “it just clicked with me
one day, probably October/November of fourth year that
I wanted to do [it] … Even before we went out to plan the
trip to go out that summer, I’d started the legal process of
registering it, and deciding the name, and all that sort of
stuff – putting together the board of directors.”
“Vincent de Paul in a sense was the bed,” he
explains, “Not only was it a kind of logistical support
in terms of having a [space], … [but] to run anything …
you need a team of people, and with the Vincent de Paul
you can tap into that almost immediately. And … I think
the achievements of the year before or the two years before in the Vincent de Paul was absolutely huge in giving
confidence … It also gave huge knowledge of the system – you learned how the University worked more than
staff members probably and you had access to lots of
people and resources, if you wanted to do something big
or resource-intensive you had access to people and you
know how to motivate them, encourage them, whatever.
And the skills you learn are the skills you need to run a
revolution of some kind. And in the sense the resources
were there to pull it off as well.”
Despite the strong foundations which VDP was
able to provide the fledgling NGO, the project was still
a big gamble, although Mr. King claims that he did not
see it that way at the time: “The confidence I got from
turning around the Vincent de Paul, as I saw it, made
me absolutely 100 per cent convinced that SUAS would
happen … and that was the most important thing, so you
didn’t see the barriers. I remember at the time, I remember even in hindsight that people talked about it, they
talked about the naivety of being young and ambitious
[being] actually crucial to make stuff happen. I think as
we get older we see the challenges and the problems, and
what it takes to make things happen and people are so
much more conscious of those obstacles.” It is clear
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In terms of the experience that he gained first
as a member of VDP, and later as founder of SUAS, Mr.
King feels that it has been invaluable. “It certainly made
me think that whatever grade I got when I was in the U.S.
was almost irrelevant to the world. I’d matured hugely
at the point, to the view that, you know … I had previously a level of responsibility that I took very seriously
and whether I got an A- or an A or an A+ or a B+ made
absolutely no difference to me.” One crucial skill he developed was people-management:  “I had run an office of
ten people, two years after college; I had gone through
the process of auditing the accounts and doing all that
sort of stuff; I had done hiring processes at that point; I
had tried to be a chairman between two or three people
in the office who didn’t like each other.  So all those sort
of skills, I had done. So I had … confidence in my ability
to manage things.” For him, committee membership of
societies is a very important aspect of the college experience: “I think all the skills that university doesn’t teach
are available to a small group of people who take on responsibility and strategically take on positions in societies.” He adds that having a high level of responsibility
is crucial, “When you have [it] you’re super-motivated,
that means that you really care about what you’re doing
so you’re really analysing and reflecting on how you’re
performing, [and] what you need to do to get to somewhere that you wish to go. And I think that that process
of really strategically thinking about how to move something forward … allows you to develop the skills and the
understanding of yourself and others, to really become an
effective person in a professional context.”

Trinity Club Halloween Party, 2009. The Trinity Club
offers free weekly activities for intellectually challenged
adults ranging in age from 25 to 40 and an annual weekend holiday. (Trinity VDP).
that central to the success of the project was Mr. King’s
determination to see it succeed: “There [were] times that
I was the only person on the project pretty much … [so]
it was about bringing in new people all the time.” Mr.
King built up SUAS for two years before leaving for the
United States for a Harvard Masters programme. “At the
end of two years I was exhausted. I would have stayed on
another year, if I felt the whole package wasn’t going to
work, but I felt it was.”
He maintained strong ties with the charity, acting as a non-executive director, despite relinquishing his
role as CEO: “I never wanted to do it all my life,” he
explains, “I actually thought I could set it up and leave
within a year – it took me two. A year, of course, was
hugely ambitious, but I never wanted to do it all my life.
But I wanted it to be set up, to run, and for this vision to
work, and for me, who did it was absolutely secondary,
in terms of who manages it or whoever, as long as it’s
being done and it’s working.”

Left: Poster for the Trinity VDP Child Protection Workshop. Every Trinity VDP volunteer working with children or vulnerable adults must complete this workshop.
(Trinity VDP).
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Dublin University Law Society
History and Present Activities
The inaugural meeting of the Dublin University Law Society (Law Soc) took place on May 17, 1935. From the
outset, it was clear that its purpose was to encourage its
members to critically engage with the Law, something
that the society’s Hon. Secretary Mr. W. H. Hurley, argued was sadly lacking in the present system of legal education. Although initially conceived of as an academic
society with close ties to the Law School, the membership
has become a lot more open, as Auditor Grace O’Malley
explains: “There’s [roughly] five hundred people in the
Law School in Trinity and our membership is … over
1,500 – so there’s a lot of non-Law students.” The key
to the expansion of the society has been the combination of its more traditional elements with the social side
of things. “Initially … [there were] extracurricular legal
things like moot courts, mock trials and debates mainly
and we still carry on those things but as well we have a
strong, a very big social element in the society as well …
We’ve expanded a lot.” Events like the Law Soc’s annual 1920s-themed Swing Ball as well as the Law Ball, held
every year in Dublin’s Shelbourne Hotel, help to attract
members from outside the ranks of the Law students. Despite its expansion, however, the society’s most important function is still giving Law students a taste of what
practicing law is like. “The reason why I think that Law
students are so active in the Law Society is we have very
few lecture hours every week so people are always willing to get involved in extracurricular things,” O’Malley
explains, “The mock trial and the moot court – which are
more practical legal activities rather than just academic
learning … give people an opportunity to see the more
vocational side of the law. At our mock trials…we set
them up like a criminal court with two advocates on each
side, so it’s like a proper court situation … and for our
Grand College Final we had the head of the Criminal
Court, Paul Carney, judging it.”
One of the core elements of the Law Soc is its
strong debating tradition. However, as O’Malley is quick
to point out, her society’s debates never lose sight of the
legal perspective: “That’s what differentiates us from the
Phil or the Hist – which are more just general debating societies … our debates are always on topical legal themes.
Last year [for example,] we had the civil partnership bill
… Our speeches and our debates are always legal-related
because that’s, well, our niche.” But keeping a legal focus on the events doesn’t alienate members who don’t
study the subject. “Our mock trials…[let] people taste
that side of the legal career – and it’s not just law people
who do it … Because criminal law is very kind of topical
– newsworthy – … we have participants from outside

of Law in the competition and coming to see the trials
as well.”
The Law Society is also one of the few college
societies which provides a public forum for its members
to address issues which are close to their heart. “Past
Auditors have used it as a platform for things that they
believed in.” O’Malley notes that Mary Robinson – or
Bourke as she was then known – is one famous example
of this – “In her addresses she used to always do things
like present papers and things about family rights and
women’s rights and children’s rights and so that way she
used it to propel herself into her political career.”

Mr. Justice Paul Carney adjudicating at the Law Society’s William Fry Mock Trial Final. (DU Law Society).
Another distinctive feature of the LawSoc is its
publication of the Trinity College Law Review, now in its
thirteenth year of publication. Its Honorary President is
one of the Law Society’s past members – Susan Denham,
the first woman on the Irish Supreme Court – who comes
back to Trinity every year to launch the Review.“It’s one
of the only internationally recognised [law] reviews,”
O’Malley explains, “Back in the seventies and eighties
there was a big legal writing competition that was run by
the Law Society … then the Law Review was set up …
and [it’s] kind of taken over.” The workload associated
with the publication of the Law Review was such that a
separate Board had to be established. “The Editor of the
Law Review is on the Law Society committee and I’m on
their committee, so we are still linked and we … provide
them with funding.” The Review has been an enormous
success, both in Trinity and abroad, as O’Malley points
out: “I think last year they got [around] two hundred submissions - fully thought-out, fully-fledged legal essays.  
To get published in the Trinity College Law Review looks
so amazing on your CV when you’re going for interviews
with law firms because it is internationally recognised.”
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Established: Trinity’s Law Society was officially established on 17 May 1935.
Membership: The society boasts a membership of over 1,500 members, with no more
than a third of them Law students.

Mrs. Justice Susan Denham at the launch of the Trinity
College Law Review, 2010. (DU Law Society).

Purpose: Law Soc was initially set up as an
academic society which would encourage
Law students to critically engage with the
law. It quickly branched out into other areas
and now boasts a vibrant social side as well
as moot courts, mock trials and debates.

As its membership has expanded, so too has the
Law Society’s role in Trinity. For example, the LawSoc’s newly-created post of Careers Liaison Officer is
specifically geared towards helping students to find jobs
after graduation. “Because we get a lot of sponsorship
from law firms, … we get these law firms to come and
give a presentation to the students [about career opportunities] … and we encourage them to go to the interview
days.” O’Malley is also keen to point out that this new
programme is not just beneficial for Law students.  Although the Law Soc hosts the events, students from all
disciplines are welcome, and they have been particularly
beneficial to students in the Business School.
And the society is not just focused on helping
students. “We run a charity day every year where we
promote a cause and all the people in the Law go out
and raise money – it’s like Med day,” O’Malley explains,
“Last year we did it for Alzheimer’s, the year before Cancer Research. So we pick a different charity every year
… This year what we’re working with the Rape Crisis
Centre but as well collecting money, we’re also going to
raise awareness.”
One of the best things about the Law Soc, as
O’Malley notes, is the way that many of its members
continue to be involved long after they have left College.
“Two years ago we did our 75th celebration for the Law
Society and Mary McAleese was there. We had invited
back members for the past fifty years and they all came
back straight away from all around Ireland [and] from
all over the world.” It is not just anniversary celebrations which attract past members. “[This year] Patricia
O’Brien, who was the Undersecretary General of the UN,
and who was in the Law Society twenty years ago, came
back … [and] presented a paper. And we had other past
members like Gerry Ryan, the broadcaster who died this
year, [who] came back … last year to host a Maiden’s
debate.” O’Malley explains why past members continue
to feel such a connection to the society: “Because it’s a
close-knit … [society,] people feel such a personal interest in it … They did love to be involved and they did still
want to come back and see how it’s being run after all the
years.”

Special Events: For the past thirteen years,
the Law Society has published the Trinity College Law Review (TCLR), a review
produced entirely by undergraduates. The
society has also created the post of Careers
Liasion Officer which is geared towards
helping students find jobs after graduation,
and it runs a charity day every year which
raises funds for organisations like Cancer
Research.
Past Members: Law Society alumni include
Patricia O’Brian, Undersecretary General to
the United Nations; former President Mary
Robinson; the late broadcaster Gerry Ryan;
and Susan Denham, the first woman to be
appointed to the Irish Supreme Court.

Committee members of the Law Society
during Fresher’s Week. (DU Law Society
Archives).
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Niamh Hayes

Niamh Hayes has tutored and lectured students in International Criminal Law at Trinity, D.I.T. and Griffith
College. She was awarded an LLB in 2004 at Trinity and went on to achieve an LLM in International Human
Rights Law at National University of Ireland, Galway. She is a PhD. candidate at the Irish Centre for Human
Rights, NUIG. She currently lives in The Hague and is working with Non-Governmental Organisations while
she finishes her PhD.

The Law Society wasn’t something that initially attracted
Niamh Hayes. Despite the fact that she was studying
Law she says she “had no involvement in it when I was
in first year – but they’re very… visible to Law students.”  
She attributes this visibility to the society’s high profile
debates and, more importantly, the social events that the
Law Soc plan and host throughout the academic year. Ms.
Hayes ended up becoming involved when she began living with a friend who had joined straight away and been
the society’s first year class rep.   Once she had joined,
she found herself quickly climbing the Committee ladder: “I became the Debates Convenor in second year; and
then the Librarian, who has to … keep the minutes and
read out this supposedly hilarious thing at the start of all
the public meetings, when I was in third year.” Although
she eventually became Auditor in her final year, she says
that it wasn’t something that she had set out to do. “To
be totally honest with you, nobody else looked like they
were going to go for Auditor … Normally it’s someone
from fourth year – and there were two of us that were
going to be in fourth year that had been involved: there
was myself, and there was a friend of mine Matthew Day
and he didn’t want it – he wanted to be Treasurer. So, we
just kind of went: ‘feck it; you be Treasurer, and I’ll be
Auditor’.”
She jokes that the role has not served her as well
in her career as might have been expected. “I think it
helped other people [in their career] more than it helped
me, on the basis that I have the dubious honour of being
one of the only former Auditors that wasn’t offered a job
with Arthur Cox!” The law firm has strong ties with the
Law Society, sponsoring the Law Review and many other
events, and has a history of snapping up the Law Soc’s
most promising members. Ms. Hayes notes however that
being turned down for a position in the firm meant that
the difficult choice between academia and the corporate
world was made for her – she slid into academia and has
been in college ever since.
One thing she feels that her membership of the
society did give her is the ability to deal with people in a
more effective way, and useful ties with members of the
faculty outside of the traditional lecturer-student relationship: “You don’t have to pull a full David Brent middlemanagement type thing but you do have to get used to
doing things, staying on top of things, asking people to
do things in a nice way and not a passive aggressive …
sort of way,” she says, “And you have to deal with –

for want of a better word – grown-ups; you have to get
people to adjudicate your moot court, you have to get Supreme Court and High Court judges to do that; you have
to get various guests – TDs and … miscellaneous other
adults for your debate; you have to deal with managers of
hotels and everything else.” She adds: “It makes you at
least be able to do a competent impression of an adult on
the phone. At the absolute minimum, it gives you that.”

Competitors waiting to speak in the Law Society’s William Fry Mock Trial Final, 2010. (Daniel Wu, DU Law
Society Archives).
For those who did go down the corporate route,
Ms. Hayes believes the benefits are greater: “There’s very
little you can conceivably have to show off about at the
end of four years in college when you’re twenty-one or
twenty-two,” she notes, “You’re not likely to have done
anything [mad] like have your own business, or publish a
book, or you’re not necessarily going to be the one that’s
in the top three in the class – especially if you spend a
lot of time faffing around organising debates and parties
and formal stuff! – so, it’s something that you can point
at and say: ‘that’s what I did in college’ and it gives an
interviewer something to ask you about. And it makes
you look moderately motivated and responsible – however reflective that turns out to be!”
Although there are many valuable experiences that are to be gained from joining student organisations, Ms. Hayes notes that their most important feature
is their social aspect. “With [clubs and societies] you
have a circle of friends that’s outside of your class or
year –you’ll have friends that have nothing to do with
your chosen course,” she says. Even though she recogn29

ises that a large portion of the members of the Law Society are in fact Law students – and indeed mentions that
its insularity is one of the only things she regrets about
the Law Soc – she argues that: “Even at that, you’re still
better off than you would be [not joining] because you
know people from all the years ahead of you, [and] all
the years behind you. [There are] the ones that you work
with on the Committee, the ones that you chat to at social events, or the ones … that recognise [you] from your
involvement in [the society].  You just get exposed to a
much broader group of people and you’ve much more
craic than you otherwise would because you’re not going to be organised enough to say: ‘OK. Let’s all put on
semi-formal clothes and go to this area this time and have
cocktails and it’ll be the event of the season!’ A society
does provide that,” she concludes, “I think definitely the
social aspect is the greatest outcome of it.”

Something which also remains with her is the
memory of her predecessor, Natalie Forde, who was
tragically killed by a stolen BMW being pursued by the
police in North London in late April 2007. A brilliant
student, she had been regarded as a rising star in Eversheds, the international law firm where she worked in
London. “She was awesome,” Ms. Hayes recalls, “She
was so, so brilliant. Just a gigantic, cackling, Medusahaired, would-make-her-own-clothes, Mary Poppins kind
of Londoner.” In response to the tragedy which shocked
so many, the Law Society instituted the Natalie Forde
Memorial debating competition, something which Ms.
Hayes is delighted to learn continues to this day. “She
was so young it would be hard to have any kind of memorial to her… [It] was introduced by people that would
have worked alongside her and known her [but] I always
thought that was really nice especially for the [members]
now that were years away from being in college with her
or [even] knowing her.”
Going down the academic route has been very
successful for Ms. Hayes. A keen interest in human rights
law led to a Masters and subsequently a PhD, which she
is now completing, on international criminal law. She
has had extensive experience in her time there: “I ended
up working for them on the Radovan Karadzic trial on the
defence! So obviously when my mother tells people that
story she just goes as far as Radovan Karadzic!” As for
what she intends to do afterwards, she thinks that “probably, I’ll either end up working in a university or in one
of the international tribunals.” Although no longer based
in Dublin, she stressed that she will always have time for
the Law Soc and looks back fondly at her time there: “If
I ever got an email from the Law Society I would always
do whatever they asked me to do. Because you do have
kind of a sentimental attachment.”

Members of the Law Society during Fresher’s Week.
(DU Law Society Archives).
While most of her memories from her time as
Auditor are fond – she recalls the many parties and especially the Law Ball, and laughingly laments the fact
that Facebook has replaced the Law Shock as the source
of embarrassing pictures of students at Law Soc events –
one of her most vivid is of the debate that was held on institutional child abuse. Guests at the debate included Pat
Rabbitte; Colm O’Gorman from OneinFour, the charity
that provides support to those who have experienced sexual abuse and violence; and Christine Buckley, a survivor
who had featured in Louis Lentin’s documentary, Dear
Mother, on the subject of child abuse in Goldenbridge
Orphanage in the Fifties and Sixties. Many other survivors were also in the audience. Ms. Hayes remembers
that the debate about this important issue had seemed like
a good idea but that as the evening wore on it became
clear that the topic had been approached with a certain
naïveté.  “At a certain point … it was just too much for
the people that were there that everybody was just chatting about this in a big room and the atmosphere just went
really, really strange,” she recalls, “We weren’t trying to
be glib or anything but I don’t think we fully understood
what we were dealing with … In a way it was great – because everyone that was in the room was well aware of
what had happened but it still kind of made an impact; it
remains with me.”
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Interview

Mary Robinson

Mary Robinson was a member of the Senate for the University of Dublin from 1969 to
1989. One year later she became the seventh, and first female, President of Ireland. She
left that office to become the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights until
2002. Having studied Law in Trinity, she has maintained close contact with the College
throughout her career, having being appointed Reid Professor of Law, and ultimately
serving as the current Chancellor for the University of Dublin.

think, for the experience and for the opportunity to hear
what distinguished lawyers and judges had done and how
they’d done it I suppose.” Furthermore, she believes that
the role of clubs and societies on campus is as relevant
today as it was then: “I think it’s important for college
life to, you know, have a rounded experience as a student
– not just be in the library or now in front of a television
screen doing your studies – it’s socialising, it’s contributing to the life of the College, it’s interacting with others
. . . It’s a good way also to learn about legal subjects that
mightn’t come up in the course that would be debated,
you know – legal dilemmas, legal experiences, legal stories that barristers tell quite well of what they’ve done in
court.”
The relationship, she feels, was mutually beneficial, in terms of the skills she gained, and the work she
did in return: “It had the initial benefit that I was seeking which was to give me the confidence to be a public
speaker, to be able to marshal my thoughts on my feet in
argument, which was going to be important later when
I would be practicing in court, so I, you know, saw it as
being a certain amount of give-back in a Trinity sense of
joining the Law Society and recruiting people to it, but I
felt also that I benefited personally from the experience
and from listening to others get up and take part in debates and listening to distinguished speakers who came,
so it was very worthwhile.”
Another issue that Mrs. Robinson is known for
being passionate about is the role of women, which is
something she felt was certainly a feature when she was
running for Auditor, as she was the first woman to hold
the role. However, as she explains, “I know we did take
part in one other activity which wasn’t so noble! There
was four of us in the legal science class in my year, out
of a class of about 28, and we decided to take part in the
rowing one year, so we did intensive training with a male
colleague from the Law School… And we decided to call
ourselves “The Four Just Women” and our colleagues
from the legal science class came along to cheer under
a banner which was “Just for Women!” And we didn’t
come anywhere very spectacular – in fact two of us were
quite tall and two of us quite short, so it was an unwieldy
boat. So I think we decided we’d stick to the Law Society
and give up the rowing. A not very noble occasion, but it
was fun!”

Even before coming to Trinity, Mary Robinson had a
strong idea of what the law meant to her, and how she
could use it: “I was influenced by my grandfather who
was a retired solicitor, and he spoke about law as being
access to justice . . . I had a sense that doing law would be
a way of getting equipped to address some of the unfairness in society and the inequalities that I was beginning
to be concerned about.” She became involved in college
life immediately, holding the position of Secretary of the
Students Union. However, those who have seen any of
her fine speeches throughout the years may be surprised
at her initial reasons for joining the Law Society: “I joined
[it] in order to get over quite a shyness about speaking in
public, so I found that debating helped a lot and taking
part in . . . debates was a lot of good training.”
Before long her involvement deepened beyond
this, and she was elected Auditor. She used her time there
to speak about some of the issues which would later come
to define her career: “I enjoyed the meetings of the Law
Society and inviting distinguished speakers to come. I
also chose the subject of my inaugural address very deliberately, something that I would want to engage in afterwards. So my address was on Law and Morality in Ireland, and it dealt with issues of access to contraceptives,
the need to amend the Constitution to provide for divorce
etc., which in those days was a little bit controversial.
And the inaugural was given in the exam hall, and it was
absolutely packed I remember . . . I had been discouraged
in writing on that subject for my inaugural address by
Professor John Kelly of UCD. I had gone to consult him
and that had deflated me a little bit. He had said there was
no law in that, in issues of Law and Morality! And fortunately for me I disagreed with him, and persisted, and
then, after I had returned from the Harvard Law School
and got elected to the Senate, the first item I addressed,
was in fact to amend the law on contraceptives, access to
contraceptives. So, participating in the Law Society was
beneficial in the future in that sense.”
When discussing the idea of networking and
forming contacts within societies, she recognises that in
a field such as law this is an important aspect of a society,
but not necessarily for her. “I was clear that I was going
to mainly try to work in Constitutional Law and law that
would make a difference to those who were discriminated against, so to some extent Family Law as well, those
areas, I wasn’t looking for the kind of contacts that some
other lawyers might be looking for . . . It was mainly, I
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An interesting side-effect of some of the barriers to women in Trinity at the time was that she expanded her horizons to Trinity’s traditional rival, UCD:
“One thing which you know was very different then from
now, because many of my own friends from my convent
boarding school had gone to UCD rather than Trinity,
I also attended quite a number of meetings of the Law
Society and other societies – the Literary & Historical
Society debating society and that – in UCD, and that I
think was also a broadening experience which I valued
very much. Not necessarily taking part in debates, but actually going to the discussions etc., some of which were
quite lively in comparison to Trinity – remember the Hist
was then barred from women, so I couldn’t take part in
debates, but I could take part in the L&H and went there
several times to listen to discussions. So I think I was
more inclined to interact with both Universities and to
benefit from student life in both and, you know, which I
found very enriching, than just being narrowly in one.”
After leaving Trinity, she was busy immediately. “I did my honours exams in September, as we did in
those days, or late August, I can’t remember. And I had
to go immediately to take up the Masters in Law in Harvard, which had already started, because they started at
the end of August, so I was a bit late arriving! And it was
slightly confusing because I was also involved in taking
the minutes in a conference on private international law in
the Hague . . . so I was hardly in the Harvard Law School
when I flew back to the Hague, finished that work, and
then came back again to the Law School in Harvard and
discovered that everybody was working incredibly hard,
which put a lot of pressure on!” On her return, she started
teaching in UCD and practicing as a barrister, before being elected to the Senate in 1969. However, she never
lost touch with Trinity, establishing the Centre for European Law there with her husband in 1980, and teaching
as Reid Professor in the College.

After her well-documented and immensely popular years in Áras an Uachtaráin she moved on to the
UN in Geneva. As she explains, however, even when living out of the country she began an important new role
within Trinity: “I was minding my own business when I
got a call from Trinity from the then-Provost who said
that the current Chancellor would retire at the retiring age
in some months and that my name was being very much
canvassed . . . and they would like me to go forward as
Chancellor. And I initially resisted to be honest, because
being High Commissioner was a full time job, but it
was explained that if I could be there twice a year, six
dates for the honorary degrees and then there on certain
ceremonial and other occasions and then that would be
what would be required. And then it was pointed out that
although Trinity had been founded by a woman, it had
never had a woman at that kind of senior position, either
Provost or Chancellor. So that sealed it, I said. And then
I had to relearn my lessons in order to be able to fulfil
my duties! But I must say it’s a bond with Trinity . . .
I’ve been either nine or ten years now as Chancellor, and
I must say I find it a very important – a very significant
link.”
It is clear that the Chancellor feels that, as much
as she has received from Trinity, she always wants to
give more back. “I hope that I’ll have more interaction
with College now that I’m coming back to Ireland . . .
The foundation that I have established is linked with both
Trinity and UCD and is established just outside Trinity
along South Leinster Street, so it won’t be difficult to be
around!”

Film director, Neil Jordan, University Chancellor, Dr
Mary Robinson, Director of the Joint Clinical Research
Centre in Kampala, Peter Ndimbirwe Mugyenyi, from
TCD, Jean O’Hara, and the TCD Provost, Dr John Hegarty at the presentation of Honorary Degrees, December 2006. (Trinity College Dublin).
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