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As the oldest Adult Education unit in the Irish university system, Adult Continuing 
Education (ACE) at UCC celebrates its 70th anniversary in 2016. The origins of Adult 
Education in UCC stretch back much further, with the first extension courses being 
offered in 1911. However, it was with the arrival of Alfred O’Rahilly to UCC that 
Adult Education flourished at the university. 

ALFRED O’RAHILLY (1884-1969) 
One of the most significant figures in Ireland in the first half of the 
20th century, O’Rahilly was born in Listowel, Co. Kerry. Having been 
educated in UCD, he was first appointed assistant lecturer in 
Mathematics and Mathematical Physics at UCC in 1914, becoming 
Professor in 1917, University Registrar in 1920, and eventually 
President (1943-54). His first cousin, The O’Rahilly, one of the leaders 
of the 1916 Rising, was killed in action during Easter Week. Alfred 
joined Sinn Fein in 1916, was imprisoned during the War of 
Independence, and went on to play an important role in the 
foundation of the Irish Free State.  
 
Noted for his strongly held Catholic views, O’Rahilly was ordained a 
priest following his wife’s death. A prolific scholar, polymath, and 
controversialist, his UCC initiatives included improvements in the 
library of which he was the effective director, the institution of 
student health and restaurant services, and the acquisition of the 
extensive former County Gaol site. Other innovations included the 
foundation of the Department of Electrical Engineering, and of Cork 
University Press. A pioneer of Adult Education in Ireland, he 
established the first dedicated unit for Adult Education in an Irish 
university at UCC in 1946. 

‘His blood will not have been shed in vain. We are all Irish now! I am going to try 
to be an Irishman in future.’ Letter from Alfred O’Rahilly to Nell on the death of 
(Michael) The O’Rahilly during the 1916 Rising (UCD Archives) 

Pioneer of Adult Education in Ireland: Alfred O’Rahilly, president of UCC (1943-54) 
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‘ECONOMIC CONFERENCES’ AT UCC 
In 1916, a radical new initiative was undertaken in University College 
Cork that was to pave the way for the opening up of third-level 
education to the working class in Munster. The early decades of the 
20th century in Ireland were not only revolutionary in political terms, 
but also socially and educationally (Ferriter 2004). This initiative 
consisted of a series of weekly public lectures and discussions, or 
‘Economic Conferences’, which were organised for the working class 
of Cork city. Academics, clergy and trade unionists all presented 
papers and contributed to the discussions that followed.  
 
The ten conferences that took place, cut short by the Easter Rising, 
were organised by Alfred O’Rahilly and Professor Timothy Smiddy, 
two men who went on to play significant roles in the fledging Free 
State. O’Rahilly, who later served as president of UCC, was a prime 
mover in the development of Adult Education in Ireland (Murphy 
1995, 198, 255). The topical and controversial subjects covered by the 
conferences included some of the most serious issues of the time: 
 

1. ‘The Importance of Economic and Social Studies for the Working        
Classes’ – Prof Timothy Smiddy, UCC (25 Jan) 

2. ‘The Facts of Poverty in Cork’ –  Rev A.M. MacSweeney (1 Feb) 

3. Discussion of Rev MacSweeney’s paper  (8 Feb) 

4. ‘Poor Law and Destitution’. - Rev P.J. Cahalane (15 Feb) 

5. ‘Do Strikes Pay?’ – Prof Timothy Smiddy, UCC (22 Feb) 

6. Discussion of Prof Smiddy’s paper (29 Feb) 

7. ‘The Medieval Guilds’ –  Mr Rohan, UCC (7 March) 

8. ‘Economics of Co-operation’ – Mr Robert Fleming, Belfast (14 
March) 

9. ‘A Minimum Wage’ – Prof Timothy Smiddy, UCC (21 March) 

10. ‘The National Insurance Act’ – Mr J.J. Doherty & Alderman 
Jeremiah Kelleher, Cork Trades Council (28 March) 
 
A paper on ‘Socialism’ by Smiddy and O’Rahilly planned for May did 
not materialise. 

‘WHERE FINBARR TAUGHT – ALL MUNSTER 
CAN LEARN’ 
The radical nature of the ‘Economic Conferences’ is reflected by the 
fact that they received extensive coverage and enthusiastic support 
from James Connolly’s socialist newspaper, The Workers’ Republic. 
Connolly encouraged all workers in Cork to attend the conferences 
and boldly, paraphrasing the college motto, stated that it could now 
be said ‘where Finbarr taught – all Munster can learn’. In a letter to 
Connolly, the editor, Alfred O’Rahilly and Timothy Smiddy showed 
their appreciation: 
 

‘We appeal to the workers of Cork for a 
continuance and an increase of their support and 
co-operation. They have a unique chance of 
showing their effective desire for higher education 
and fuller fellowship. The approval of our efforts 
by the Workers’ Republic is, we trust, an omen of 
success.’ 
 
Letter to the Editor [James Connolly] from T. Smiddy & Alfred 
O’Rahilly, Workers’ Republic 15 April 1916, 3.  

Aula Maxima, UCC, where the weekly ‘Economic Conferences’ were held from 
January to March 1916. This was the first time that the working class specifically 
were invited to attend lectures at the university, with audiences of up to 250 
attending (Gaughan 1986, 94).   

‘The primary aim  [of the Conferences] was to discover or create a 
demand for higher education among the workers of Cork, and to 
promote fellowship and knowledge among all who were interested in 
social welfare and progress. The ulterior aim of the Conferences was 
to prove the desirability of organising (1) a regular series of University 
Extension Lectures (2) a special course of instruction at the University 
for social and charitable workers, and (3) a regular system of 
University Tutorial Classes for workmen. It rested with the citizens of 
Cork to prove their practical interest in these educational and civic 
ideals.’ (Workers’ Republic 11 March 1916, 7). 
 

LEGACY OF THE CONFERENCES 
The ‘Economic Conferences’ were the blueprint for the development 
of  Adult Education at UCC over the next 30 years. Alfred O’Rahilly 
played a pivotal role in forging a strong partnership between UCC and 
the growing Irish labour movement within the context of the Catholic 
social teaching which he so fervently espoused. While it was intended 
to publish all of the papers under the ‘University and Labour Series’ 
title, only Rev A.M. MacSweeney’s lecture on poverty in Cork, which 
was based on his MA thesis, was published (MacSweeney 1916). A 
guide to books for social students and workers by O’Rahilly (1916) was 
also published, as was Rev W. Paschal Larkin’s (1917) Marxian 
Socialism.  
 
The following year, in 1917, UCC engaged in another boundary 
crossing partnership with the trade union movement that saw the 
development of a three-year long tutorial course in economics for 
workers under the auspices of the Workers’ Educational Association 
(WEA). This followed similar recent partnerships in England between 
the WEA and universities like Oxford (Kelly 1970, 251; Goldman 1995, 
109). With some interruptions, this unique partnership between UCC 
and the Irish trade union movement continued, eventually 
culminating in the establishment of the Diploma in Social and 
Economic Science for trade unionists in 1946. This course was made 
available across Munster, which led to other diploma programmes 
being developed in Social and Rural Science for farmers, Social and 
Home Science for women, as well as a Diploma in Social Studies 
(Gaughan 1986, 100; Ó Murchú 1989).  

James Connolly,  as editor of the socialist newspaper The Workers’ Republic, was 
an enthusiastic supporter of the ‘Economic Conferences’ held at UCC. He 
admonished the organisers at one point for not furnishing his newspaper with 
details of one of the lectures, which he noted were supplied to the ‘local 
Capitalist press’. Connolly was to fight alongside Alfred O’Rahilly’s first cousin, 
The O’Rahilly, in the Easter Rising. Both were to die as a result.  


