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    CHAPTER 13   

        INTRODUCTION 
 Whether for good or ill, the rapid decline of the standing of the Catholic 
Church in the Republic of Ireland in the late twentieth and early twenty 
fi rst centuries is a well enough known story. Though a crude measure of 
anything, it is a striking fact that, in 1932, a Eucharistic Congress, culmi-
nating in an open-air ceremony in Dublin’s Phoenix Park, could attract an 
estimated 1 million people, but an equivalent event in 2012 saw unsold 
tickets left over for a gathering in a rather more modestly sized stadium. 1  
In addition to the more general processes of secularisation that have been 
at work in Europe and elsewhere for decades, if not centuries, and which 
have had obvious implications for Ireland, 2  a series of scandals related to 
clerical abuse of children/adolescents have been documented in offi cial 3  
and popular publications, 4  some of the latter harrowingly autobiographi-
cal. 5  Rightly or wrongly, concern at the undoubtedly repressive condi-
tions in such residential institutions as orphanages, children’s homes and 
so-called Magdalene laundries now often spills over in such a way as to 
contribute to the construction of a place of fearful repute: ‘the Catholic 
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school’. In this way, Catholic education in Ireland has come to be thought 
of as a site of widespread abuse of power. These matters are probably 
only now beginning to receive systematic academic attention, 6  but some 
Catholic educational institutions continue to be remembered (or so it 
seems to me, though this is, admittedly, anecdotal and impressionistic on 
my part) with affection and respect. One such institution was the Catholic 
Workers’ College(CWC), though it is perhaps better remembered by its 
later title, the National College of Industrial Relations (NCIR). 

 The foundation of what would become the CWC was fi rst mooted in 
1947 when Irish Jesuit Provincial Thomas Byrne (1904–1978) proposed 
to establish a ‘Social Centre’ to which a college for Catholic workers was 
to be attached. 7  The Social Centre would have been an ambitious project, 
involving scholarly research and publication, matters that were dealt with 
in the CWC only as time/resources permitted, which it rarely did, and in a 
more or less haphazard way. 8  But implementation of the Jesuit Provincial’s 
proposal, even in its eventual, truncated version, did not come about until 
1951, in part as a result of the CWC’s prospective Prefect of Studies, 
Edward Joseph Coyne, S.J. (1896–1958), then occupied in giving lec-
tures to extra-mural students at University College Dublin. 9  

 Opening its doors to students in a building belonging to the Irish 
province of the Society of Jesus in Dublin’s genteel Ranelagh district 
in February 1951, the CWC commenced a history of operation that, in 
a strict sense, has not ended yet. Between 1951 and 1966, it provided 
lectures on moral and socio-political topics to students from a range of 
backgrounds, including industrial managers, supervisors and union shop 
stewards. From 1966 to 1984, what was effectively the same body ‘traded’ 
as the College of Industrial Relations (CIR), a change in name intended 
to refl ect the fact that it was ‘open for business’ to Catholics and non- 
Catholics, workers and managers, all alike. 

 Finally, in the early 1980s, as there were no other colleges of indus-
trial relations to rival its claim, it took the more grandiose designation of 
 National  College of Industrial Relations, though this signifi ed less of a 
change in mission or culture than that from CWC to CIR. In 1998, in a 
shift far more profound than either of those that had occurred previously, 
the NCIR became part of the newly formed National College of Ireland 
(NCI). This last change was accompanied by a move from its Ranelagh 
home to one in the recently redeveloped Docklands area, site of the city’s 
then growing fi nancial district. By 2011, the heirs of the original venture 
were the staff and students of the NCI’s School of Community Studies, 
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which faced closure as a result of cost-cutting measures. 10  Thus, it may be 
something of a moot point whether or not the CWC any longer exists. 
The NCI exists, and even thrives as a small, though seemingly effective, 
provider of vocational higher education, but it is  nothing like  the CWC 
in culture/ethos. However, my concern is with the CWC, and I proceed 
now to describe it at its height, in the 1950s and 1960s, and to analyse 
some aspects of its institutional culture or ethos.  

   INSPIRATIONS AND PRECURSORS 
 By the late 1940s, the idea of a Catholic college for workingmen, as dis-
tinct to a Catholic university or seminary, was hardly new. In 1921, in an 
article published posthumously in the journal  Studies , founded in 1912 by 
the infl uential but controversial priest Timothy Corcoran (1871–1943), 11  
the English Jesuit Charles Dominic Plater (1875–1921) described the 
work he had then been involved in over the course of some years, organis-
ing lay retreats. These gatherings, usually for men, had been spiritual in 
nature for the most part, but Plater emphasised his awareness of the need 
to cultivate ‘a number of well-trained lay people’. 12  

 In saying so, he was effectively ‘setting out the stall’ of the Catholic 
Social Guild [CSG] that, along with Henry Parkinson (1852–1924), he 
had been instrumental in founding in 1909, in a belated response to the 
encyclical  Rerum novarum  promulgated in 1891 by Vincenzo Gioacchino 
Pecci (1810–1903; Leo XIII, 1878–1903). In turn, the CSG was an off- 
shoot of, if not entirely a breakaway from, the older and more conservative 
Catholic Truth Society (CTS) and the retreats for lay people that became 
central to the CSG’s work were, as Plater readily admitted, inspired by 
European models dating back the 1880s. 13  Working alongside Plater in 
the early days of the CSG was another Jesuit, Leo O’Hea (1881–1976) 
and when Plater died suddenly in 1921 it largely fell to O’Hea to continue 
the educational work of the CSG. This he did in 1922 by founding what 
would become Plater College. 

 Plater was, at fi rst, something of a success, though patently it did not 
spring full-formed from the brow of some Catholic Zeus (were such a 
thing possible). Thus, in addition to the direct, if slightly delayed, infl u-
ence of  Rerum novarum , other infl uences were at work in its formation, 
including what might be called the new trade unionism. The changed 
and changing Britain of the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies saw increased union militancy but also an upsurge in interest in 
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political  education, exemplifi ed in British secular culture by the Workers’ 
Educational Association and Ruskin Hall (now College). 14  Plater grew 
and prospered in parallel with these. Operating on a succession of sites 
in the quaintly picturesque medieval city of Oxford, though not formally 
affi liated to the university, 15  and closely modelled on Ruskin, 16  it only 
closed, amidst scandal and acrimony, in 2005. 17  But in 1923, presumably 
confi dent that it had a long and productive future ahead of it, O’Hea out-
lined its work as promoting a: ‘right understanding of [social] conditions’. 
This, he insisted, relied on ‘knowledge of Economics and History…[and] 
Moral Philosophy’. 18  

 Elsewhere, directly inspired by the efforts of Plater and O’Hea, the 
American Laymen’s League was created as early as 1911. At fi rst spe-
cialising in the organisation of retreats, its founders soon established a 
School of Social Studies. 19  However, despite some early success, the 
Laymen’s League fell on hard times and from the 1920s was incorporated 
into Fordham University in New York as the basis of its School of Social 
Studies, in the process becoming part of a more conventional, albeit still 
Catholic, educational project. 

 Labour colleges other than the famous  Catholic  institutions operating 
in the US in the period from the 1920s to the 1950s included the broad 
left Brookwood College and the explicitly Communist Jefferson School of 
Social Science. Nonetheless, by 1948 a recognisable ‘sector’ of Catholic 
labour colleges had come into being. 20  Despite some European equiva-
lents (most obviously Plater College and the CWC itself) the labour col-
lege movement was always largely a North American phenomenon. Many, 
though not all, of these American Catholic colleges were Jesuit founda-
tions and their fame in general, and of those in New York especially, was 
in no small way bound up with the personal charisma of one Jesuit in 
particular, John Corridan (1911–1984), 21  the son of Irish immigrants to 
north American and the prototype for the popular ideal, or  one  ideal, of 
the ‘worker priest’. 22  The international nature of the Jesuit order makes it 
hardly surprising that news of such developments, and the inspiration of 
such fi gures as Corridan, drifted over the Atlantic, like seeds on the wind, 
to take root in Ireland. 

 Thus, anyone in 1940s or 1950s Ireland intent on founding a college 
for workers did not have far to seek for examples or models. And it was to 
America, specifi cally New York, that a young Jesuit was dispatched, in the 
hiatus between the decision to found the college and its eventual establish-
ment, to seek inspiration for and advice on the new venture. This young 
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priest, Edmond Kent, S.J. (1915–1999), later recalled his busy itinerary, 
making special mention of his encounter with one of the most turbulent 
fi gures in modern American Catholic history, Dorothy Day (1897–1980). 
Day was a Catholic convert and, with Peter Maurin (1877–1949), co- 
founded the Catholic Worker Movement (CWM). 23  Between them and 
working at fi rst in the depths of the economic conditions of the 1920s 
and 1930s, Day and Maurin built a small but signifi cant mass movement 
of highly committed Catholic lay people which campaigned on social and 
political causes. Initially, the CWM expressed its convictions amongst the 
poor and destitute of the Depression years in urban locations but (largely 
under Maurin’s infl uence) it became more ruralist in outlook, develop-
ing self-sustaining, anarcho-communist agrarian communities at sites in 
Pennsylvania and elsewhere. Latterly, largely at Day’s behest, it took on 
the cause of pacifi sm and became active on a range of political issues. In 
itself it was never an educational provider and Day founded no college or 
school personally but, writing in 1952 she felt able to claim that, ‘it was 
 The Catholic Worker  [the movement’s newspaper] and its stories of pov-
erty and exploitation that aroused the priests to start labor schools’. 24  She 
gave no credit to the earlier initiative of the Laymen’s League, but even 
allowing for some exaggeration on her part of the CWM’s inspirational 
lead, there can be no doubt that it did play a signifi cant role in inspiring 
the emergence of labour schools in America. 

 Of all those whom Kent met in his whirlwind visit, it was Day by whom 
he was most impressed, as he later made clear in a description of their 
encounter in the cramped, dirty offi ce of the CWM in New York:

  She…face[d] me with a look which seemed to say: ‘I am a very busy woman; 
what can I do for you?’ I sat down…feeling like a small boy awaiting a lec-
ture from his mother; for there was something motherly about her despite 
her frigid, business-like attitude. 25  

   Despite her apparently intimidating manner and despite the CWM’s 
sometimes awkward relationship with Catholic orthodoxy and its more 
than occasional forays into anti-clericalism, Kent emerged sure that Day 
was ‘possessed of so many gifts that she could, if she wished, be a person 
of considerable means’ and left invigorated by her ‘stress on the dignity of 
the human person, fashioned in the likeness of God’. 26  He was now deter-
mined to follow her lead, and the nascent CWC offered him the perfect 
opportunity to do so.  
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   THE CWC’S FOUNDERS 
 Formally, the fi rst head of the new institution was Edward (Ned) Coyne 
who, when the CWC commenced operation, was already professor of the-
ology at a nearby Jesuit seminary (the Milltown Institute), though his 
active involvement with the college until his retirement in 1954 does not 
seem to have been great. However, his infl uence on the early years of the 
college’s history cannot have been insignifi cant and some examination of 
his personal interpretation of the meaning and nature of Catholic social 
teaching and his relationship to Irish Catholic society generally is relevant 
to understanding the CWC. 

 The overwhelming impression to be garnered of Coyne from the avail-
able sources is that he was markedly more conservative, socially and politi-
cally, than his younger colleague Edmond Kent. Coyne, who had previously 
studied at University College Dublin (formerly the Catholic University of 
Ireland) and later returned to teach there, was a pillar of Catholic Irish 
society in the 1920s and thereafter, and had been involved in organising 
Catholic ‘social order’ summer schools since the 1930s, something of a pre-
cursor to the CWC’s work, though not so explicitly political. 27  In addition 
to his teaching work and writing, he served on various offi cial and quasi-
offi cial bodies largely concerned with labour- management relations and had 
been a member of the Commission on Vocational Organisation, established 
in 1938 by Éamon de Valera (1882–1975) to explore options for closer 
integration of Catholic social teaching into Irish socio-economic life. 28  But 
Coyne was not concerned only with the needs and conditions of urban, 
industrial workers and took a keen interest in rural Ireland. To this end, he 
was closely involved in the formation of the rural lobby group (still extant, 
though now diminished from its heyday in the 1950s) Muintir na Tíre. 29  
He was close to the movement’s founder, John Hayes (1887–1957), also a 
cleric, and evidently shared the latter’s ‘virulent Anti- Urbanism’ and sense 
that, ‘cities were the place of sin, dancing, cinema, materialism, individual-
ism, and above all else of ‘foreign’ culture’. 30  

 Further evidence of Coyne’s conservatism is found in his trenchant role 
in what is typically seen as the single most important confl ict between 
church and secular politicians in Ireland’s early history as an independent 
state, the so-called Mother and Child Scheme debate of 1948–1951. 
Here Coyne stood foursquare behind the Catholic hierarchy’s decision 
virulently to oppose proposals deemed contrary to the more conserva-
tive aspects of the teachings of  Rerum novarum . Briefl y, the radical politi-
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cian and medical doctor Noel Browne (1915–1997), then Minister for 
Health in a weak coalition government, proposed to introduce limited, 
state-funded antenatal and general medical care for mothers and their chil-
dren. The scheme was deemed by Catholics contrary to the principle of 
subsidiarity, the devolving of social and political responsibility to the low-
est practical level at every turn. This was then widely interpreted to mean 
that families ought to be required to make provision for their own medical 
needs, other than in  extreme  circumstances. As a consequence, and fear-
ing that any change along these lines would generally contribute to an 
undermining or corrosion of Catholic values, the offi cial church used its 
not inconsiderable infl uence to oppose Browne’s plans. (Medical doctors 
of the time also often opposed the scheme for fi nancial reasons). 

 Ultimately, the government of which Browne was a part fell as some 
orthodox Catholic politicians withdrew their support in deference to cleri-
cal censure. Coyne’s was a signifi cant voice raised in support of the claim 
that, not only had the Catholic hierarchy the right to speak in such mat-
ters, it had a duty to do so and governments did well to listen if their 
members wanted to have their decisions properly aligned with Catholic 
doctrine. 31  

 Thus, Coyne was prepared to defend and promote an ideal of a ruralist 
Ireland, which employed a rhetorical language that often strongly hinted at 
the ‘soul’ of the nation residing outside the major urban centres. He was 
happy to defend the right of the Catholic hierarchy to interfere in political 
decision-making and felt able, in conscience, to justify the denial of what some 
deemed to be basic welfare rights. His was a stern, conservative Catholicism 
founded on unswerving commitment to hierarchy and authority. 

 But what of the CWC’s co-founder? It might be tempting to tell the 
story of his relationship with Coyne as that of the Young Turk and the Old 
Sultan, a tale of generational change and a corresponding drift towards 
the political ‘left’, though it may be unhelpfully simplistic to case Coyne 
and Kent as, respectively, radical and conservative clerics. That said, Kent 
was certainly the more turbulent of the two priests and I have often used 
the word radical hereafter to describe him, his policies and the milieu in 
which he operated. However, this should always be read with the qualifi -
cation of noting that his was not a secular, political radicalism of the left. 
Perhaps yoked to the same plough by their superiors so the one (Coyne) 
might moderate the other (Kent), the CWC’s de facto twin founders had 
a productive relationship nonetheless, with much hinging on a visit Kent 
made to the US and the lessons he was able to learn there. 
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 Thus, it was important to note that Kent visited New York City shortly 
before the CWC opened its doors to students with the explicit intention 
of fi nding models on which to base the proposed new college. He met 
Dorothy Day and other fi gures in the left-leaning Catholic milieu of the 
time and this must have had some bearing on his actions as Prefect of 
Studies of the CWC, a role he took up in 1954 and held until after the 
change from CWC to CIR, the end of the period under study. 

 In 1961, in his annual report to the college’s Board of Sponsors (which 
represented, jointly and in more or less equal measure, the interests of 
employers and trade unions) he ‘devote[d] more space than usual [in such 
a report] to general matters’ and gave an outline both of his view of 10 
years of the college’s operation and his priorities for its future. 32  It is an 
instructive insight into aspects of his thinking, and even his character. He 
was conventionally religious, as his position required him to be, stress-
ing that: ‘We record [the college’s]…successes in a spirit of thankfulness 
to God’ but hinted at a more radical cast of mind than might have been 
associated with Coyne when he went on to say:

  no system of education can afford to dispense with training such as this 
College seeks to give. Too frequently, when we speak or think of education 
here in Ireland, we think of youth preparing for the battle of life in some way 
or other. That concept fi tted well enough a static world where ideas, once 
learned never changed and were never challenged. It was enough when tra-
ditional moral, social, political and cultural values and ideals were accepted, 
understood, acted upon and taken for granted. But this is no longer so. 
There are no social systems that are quite secure. There are few personal 
landmarks which could not very quickly be ploughed under. There can be 
no fi nal preparation for a way of life the brand mark of which is instability. 33  

   While he was not necessarily relishing the ‘instability’ to which he 
alluded, this did not smack of the same seeking after a return to bucolic 
simplicities and certainties with which Coyne had been associated. Over 
several pages, he continued:

  to this welter of change men [sic] react differently and frequently badly. 
On the one hand there are the traditionalists…[opposed to] every sort of 
change. 

   Other men…resist all change that is detrimental to their own private 
interests… 
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   At the other extreme are the so-called Progressives…[characterised by] a 
rebelliousness or a restlessness with the world as they see it…Progressives 
believe, implicitly or explicitly, in human progress in every fi eld of human 
endeavour…Marxism is perhaps the most explicit [version of this]… 

   Another type of progressive is found among our teenagers and younger 
men and women. Theirs is more rebellion against the present than concern 
with the future…they drift from job to job, from place to place, restless and 
rebellious. 34  

   Against all of this, he set out his own vision of a productive radical or 
progressive stance, one grounded in the ability to analyse current conditions 
and to understand them in historical context. 35  It was a humane vision of 
popular intellectualism and of moderate radicalism. As such, it was increas-
ingly removed from the earlier tradition of social action through workers’ 
education that sought to cultivate and instil not criticality but, as O’Hea had 
said of the CWC’s English precursor, ‘fearless…loyalty to the Faith’. 36  But 
does it really entitle us to conclude that Kent was profoundly radical in a 
way Coyne was not and, further, that the CWC under Kent was a provider 
of radical education to Irish workers? These are questions to which I return 
in the concluding section, but it is probably long overdue that we begin an 
examination of the CWC in practice and it is to this that I turn next.  

   TEACHING AND CURRICULUM 
 If we are not to confi ne ourselves to a ‘top-down’ history of education 
that is largely concerned with structures and leaders, a more wide-ranging 
and subtle project sometimes referred to as the social history of the class-
room (here taken to make adult, as well as school, classroom), 37  then we 
must we prepared to ask such questions as: who attended the CWC, in 
what numbers, with what expectations and what results? However, given 
the dearth or paucity of certain records (perhaps, at least partly, as a result 
of a widespread destruction of archives by twentieth century Irish Catholic 
organisations), this has not entirely been possible. Thus, much of what 
follows is a more conventional ‘acts and facts’ history of the CWC than I 
might like, with correspondingly little emphasis on nuances of students’ 
biographies and experiences. 

 Coyne and Kent were the major fi gures instrumental in founding and 
leading the CWC between 1951 and 1966, but they were not alone in their 
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work. What was initially ‘a small Jesuit staff and a number of dedicated lay-
men who worked on a voluntary basis’, 38  did not grow signifi cantly over 
the next 15 years, but by 1968 there were seven Jesuits involved with the 
CWC full-time (including two Jesuit brothers, members of the order in 
an associate or lesser standing than ordained priests, such as Coyne and 
Kent, a status phased out following the reforms of Vatican II). 39  The initial 
number of lay, volunteer lecturers is unclear, but by 1966 it seems to have 
stood as high as a dozen and this may have risen to as many as 20 by 1988, 
though it was by then a more ‘professional’ organisation. 40  

 The content of the trade unionism course, the mainstay of the CWC’s 
work, was outlined in a 1960 synopsis by a Jesuit staff member. This began 
with lectures on ‘The Nature and Personality of Man [sic]’, progressed 
through explicitly Catholic social ethics teaching and culminated with an 
emphasis on practical issues of relevance to trade union offi cials and mem-
bers’. 41  A parallel managers’ course comprised the same elements of ‘Nature 
and Personality of Man…Social Theory and Social Ethics’ to be found in 
the trade union course, but was augmented by teaching said to, ‘deal with 
industrial and management problems from a specifi cally human point of 
view in such courses as Human Relations in Industry and Occupational 
Psychology’. 42  Supervisors were taught ‘twenty lectures on the Nature 
and Personality of Man and twenty on Human Relations in Industry in 
the fi rst year…[and] Psychology for Supervision and a  discussion forum 
on practical matters of supervision in the second’. 43  Course examinations 
were conducted orally until at least 1960. 44  

 A more general course in political studies was offered from 1956, 
encompassing practical aspects of Irish politics and constitutional law 
and the rather polemical sounding ‘philosophy of National Patriotism’. 45  
Some advanced teaching was available on moral and theological matters 
for selected students, though ‘adapted to the required intellectual level’. 46  
Diplomas and certifi cates were awarded annually to members of various 
groups, the fi rst awards for supervisors being made in 1964, 47  and the 
supervisors’ course, sometimes referred to as Course D, remained signifi -
cant until at least 1976. 48  

 But alongside, and perhaps at odds, with such socio-economic or 
political courses there were also marriage preparation classes. Teaching 
of the latter kind began in 1955 and was still being undertaken in the 
mid-1970s. 49  Preparation of soon-to-be-married couples began with 
emphasis being placed on the particularly Catholic view of the threefold 
nature of marriage, ‘as an institution…a sacrament and…a vocation’. 50  
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The aim was to present marriage as being ‘based on the union of Christ 
with his Church…develop[ing] a union of heart and mind as complete…
mutual, exclusive and durable as Christ’s for his Church’. 51  An unasham-
edly gendered view of roles in married life was promoted, with lectures on 
‘The Distinctive and Complementary Qualities of Men and Women’ 52  and 
much stress placed on ‘pitfalls resulting from the ignorance of the distinc-
tive differences of man and woman’. 53  Time was given over to promoting 
Catholic education for children, outside the home and within its confi nes, 
and to stressing the importance of ‘domestic spirituality’. 54  But, there was 
also provision made for more practical matters, including ‘simple home 
crafts’, 55  ‘making up a household budget’, 56  ‘the preparation of the trous-
seau, reception, wedding and honeymoon…[including] such details as 
seating, speeches and toasts [at the wedding]’. 57  In these respects, what 
was on offer may not have differed greatly from anything that might have 
been found in many secular advice manuals of the 1950s and early 1960s. 
But the Catholicity of the teaching was, it seems, rarely, if ever, far to 
seek. Thus, although lay speakers contributed on topics such as children’s 
health and welfare, the marriage preparation courses were clerically led, 58  
and the highest aim of those who contributed to this always signifi cant 
strand of the CWC’s teaching was to promote ‘union in marriage’, which, 
in turn, required ‘union with God’s will’. 59  

 Patently, the CWC was a Catholic college, and it would be unreason-
able, even perverse, to expect its staff to confi ne their teaching to non- 
religious matters. The domestic sphere, understood in that way, was a 
legitimate part of the CWC’s interests. But, that said, although Kent 
had been infl uenced or inspired by Dorothy Day, the ‘uncompromising 
laicism’ of the American CWM, which made it, ‘quite different from devo-
tional Catholicism’ 60  had little or no equivalent in 1950s Ireland and thus, 
however radical the CWC could seem in certain respects, it was straight-
forwardly Catholic in others.  

   ETHOS: MARY OR JOSEPH? 
 By the 1950s, Marian devotion was a signifi cant element of Irish Catholic 
religiosity. Only shortly before the CWC began operations in 1951, 
Eugenio Pacelli (1876–1958; Pius XII, 1939–1958) had promulgated the 
doctrine of the bodily assumption of Mary. Hardly the most politically 
radical of twentieth century Catholic leaders, he has been described as 
fi lling a ‘vacuum created by the suppression of dynamic, creative theology 
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in the postwar period’ with, ‘a popular combination of private devotion 
and exhibitions of mass loyalty and fervour…[crowned by] papal exal-
tation and triumphalism’. 61  Indeed, the belief persists in some quarters 
that he might have gone so far as to ‘[declare] Mary Co-Redemptrix 
with Christ’, a move that would certainly have been ‘even more earth- 
shattering than…the Assumption’. 62  That aside, there can be little doubt 
that the cult of Mary dominated Irish Catholicism in the fi rst half of the 
twentieth century, though its hold was considerably lessened in and after 
the 1960s. 63  Certainly, the terrain of Irish Catholic conservatism was 
crowded. One highly visible expression of this was the Maria Duce group, 
founded in 1942 by Denis Fahey (1883–1954) to agitate for the adoption 
of Catholicism as something akin to a state religion, 64  but other groups, 
although less specifi cally Marian in their focus, were active in the period 
of 1920–1950 lobbying in avowedly conservative terms on various issues. 
Maria Duce had a mass membership far outstripping that of either of its 
principal confreres (or rivals?) of the time, An Rioghacht and Christus 
Rex, but it did not long outlast Fahey personally and was soon defunct 
after he died. 65  

 By contrast, the Legion of Mary (LoM), founded in Ireland in 1921 
by Frank Duff (1889–1980), had both mass membership and longevity, 
making it the most successful organisation of its kind to operate in the 
period—though it may be misleading to bracket the LoM straightfor-
wardly with the avowedly social conservative An Rioghacht and Christus 
Rex, as the LoM has a more complicated or contested history. 66  However, 
these groups aside, one other bears mentioning, the Jesuit-run Our Lady’s 
Sodality (OLS). Dating back to 1563, OLS had been open to women only 
from 1825, though by the 1950s in Ireland they comprised the major-
ity of its members. 67  Despite waning religious infl uence in general, as 
late as 1978 it was possible for the sodality to organise a major national 
convention in a Dominican girls’ school in Dublin’s Donnybrook, only a 
short distance from the CWC, with several hundred delegates attending. 68  
Thus, there were signifi cant links between the Irish Jesuits and popular 
Marianism in the 1950s and early 1960s. But the overwhelming impres-
sion of the life and ethos of the CWC in the same period is that it was 
dominated by the attention paid to the image of Joseph. If the Marianism 
of Pius XII and others represented conservatism, tradition, domesticity, 
piety and even mysticism, Joseph, as the workers’ saint, could seem to 
stand for very different things. 
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 From its foundation, the CWC was associated with Joseph. This some-
what shadowy fi gure, whose nature and even employment are only ever 
hinted at (Matthew 13:55), featured prominently on the CWC’s original 
crest. A statue of its spiritual patron (carved, appropriately, in rough and 
gnarled wood) was added to the college’s premises in 1958. The feast 
day associated with Joseph, 1 May, was the centre of the CWC’s symbolic 
calendar. Reports of the gatherings of students convened to mark the feast 
day and the speeches by lecturers from the college’s staff that they often 
heard appeared in national newspaper reports frequently in the 1950s and 
early 1960s. 69  And all this was in keeping with the tone of the US labour 
colleges, where Joseph often bulked large in teaching.

  The [American] Jesuits’ decision to concentrate on St Joseph was of course 
not surprising. They saw in episodes of his life numerous opportunities to 
reinforce the message which they hoped to communicate…present[ing] 
him to workers as a colleague who shared a common identity with them. 70  

   Viewed one way, the Marian tendencies of the Irish Jesuits (tenden-
cies that emphasised the traditionally  feminine  role in the social order and 
barely, if at all, touched on concerns that might be described as  feminist , 
making them profoundly conservative) could appear to be at variance with 
the more radical Christianity of the CWC and its cult of Joseph. This might 
seem to entail confl ict. But I suggest any ‘confl ict’ between the paradigms 
is illusory. Ultimately, given the masculinist history of trade unionism that, 
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, was typically as socially 
conservative as it was politically radical, with a particular stress on gender 
hierarchy at home and in the workplace, this largely refl ecting fear that the 
feminisation of labour and ‘dilution’ would drive down wage rates, it may 
be no surprise that more emphasis was placed on the masculine fi gure of 
Joseph than the feminine Mary.  

   ANALYSIS 
 Although attendance at the CWC was never limited to Catholic workers, 
it cannot be doubted that they formed the majority of students over the 
years. In 1954, a representative of the Plumbing Trades Union addressed 
the annual conference of the Irish Trade Union Congress (ITUC), a pan- 
national or cross-border body that had members in both the Republic and 
Northern Ireland and historically close links to the British Trade Union 
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Congress and which was to merge with the more nationalistic Congress of 
Irish Trade Unions in 1959 to form the Irish Congress of Trade Unions. 
He insisted that workers’ education in Ireland should, above all else: ‘be 
Christian education…Irish and Christian’ because it was, ‘necessary to be 
a Christian both at work and at [union] meetings’; he added: ‘I am afraid 
that the Irish worker is frightened of the trade union movement’s educa-
tional schemes’, claiming that this would remain so until it was clear that 
such schemes were informed by ‘Christian as well as trade union prin-
ciples’. 71  Although he did not allude to the CWC directly, he contrasted 
the spectre of more secular workers’ education with that being organised 
by such Catholic leaders as Alfred O’Rahilly (1884–1969; President of 
University College Cork, 1943–1954) and may have been correct in his 
reference to a wariness of teaching conducted under such secular auspices 
as the People’s College, with which the ITUC was then closely involved. 
The CWC might well have seemed a safe alternative for many intellec-
tually curious Catholic workers in the period, as opposed to this more 
radical seeming option, founded in 1948 and still extant in 2014. 72  But, 
ultimately, my account of the CWC will not, I sincerely hope, be seen as 
an antiquarian piece on Irish church history. The College’s story belongs 
to a much broader mobilisation on the part of the Catholic Church: the 
Catholic social action ‘project’, an attempt to locate Catholic working-
men’s lives in a religiously authorised political and social orthodoxy—
keeping them untainted, so to speak, by socialism (and the apparently 
more pernicious threat of communism).  

   CONCLUSION 
 Nothing I have said, I trust, makes the CWC appear as a mere curiosity 
or failed experiment in education. But are we warranted in thinking of it 
as a signifi cant case study and if it  is  a case study, then of what? Patently it 
is case of a labour college; it is also a case of (terrible cliché that it might 
be) a grass-roots educational organisation and it is a case of Catholic social 
action at work. It would take more time or space than is available here to 
locate it any wider tradition of the establishment and operation of infor-
mal/adult/working-class education in Ireland but it might also be a case 
for such purposes. Perhaps more important is the question of whether or 
not it constitutes an important precedent or can provide some  inspiration . 
In other words, even if it has not been so thus far might it be, however 
long we have to wait, a model for a new sort of university in Ireland? 
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 I have suggested elsewhere that institutions of a kind markedly dif-
ferent to the CWC are ‘on the march’ and making signifi cant inroads in 
Ireland, much as they are in other parts of the world. These other pro-
viders of higher education may be private, unashamedly money-making 
ventures or they may be, much like the NCI, notionally not-for-profi t but 
thoroughly imbued with a certain neo-liberal spirit or ethos. 73  Admittedly, 
against this background it could seem as though any alternative vision is 
naïve at best. Yet I remain determinedly optimistic. 74  The inchoate, quasi- 
anarchistic Occupy Movement of 2011 and 2012 amounted to little in 
the short-term. But informal universities (perhaps properly so named in 
a very literal or etymological sense) sprang up in protest camps in various 
cities, including Dublin. 75  For all its faults (and as one who is not Catholic 
I am troubled by some features of the CWC, especially its gendered cur-
riculum), I simply assert that the  very fact  of the CWC having existed is 
evidence that other (nobler?) things are possible.     
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