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Women in Merton
This academic year has been in several ways something of a
landmark in the history of women in Merton. Although it
took 715 years from its foundation in 1264 to reach the
decision to admit women in 1979, since then they have
become increasingly numerous and prominent in College
life. This year is the first year that there have been women in
all four years, and the female population now numbers
around 60. Although this is still a distinct minority it is one
which is becoming greater with each year. It is true that as
long as there is no full female Fellow there is nobody ·
representing the women's interest on SCR Committees, but
this will change after October 1984.
Women are represented in an academic disciplines in
College, although in some more than others, but the
traditionally male dominated sciences are becoming
increasingly equal; this is especially true in the first year. We
have made our mark in other spheres as well, for example
rowing, where the women's first eight was the only one to
sustain any semblance of College pride during Torpids. A
women's dining society, "The Mermaids", has been formed,
hoping to upstage the Myrmidons with their dress of'strictly
black fishnets'. But perhaps the most notable female
achievement this year has been the election of the first
woman JCR President, Ginny Mitchell.
Ginny, famous in College gossip columns as the 'Iron
Maiden' and the 'Scarlet Woman', the latter on account of
her passion for dazzlingly bright clothes, was elected at the
end of Trinity Term 1983, after a closely fought contest. But
it was not without some strong paternal opposition, at least
at first. Ginny's father, a fellow Mertonian, was JCR
President in 1957-8 and she admits that she has been asked if
she is trying to follow in his footsteps. "If I am, it is
subconscious on my part and completely against his will!
First, he was shocked that women were being allowed into
Merton. Second, he was horrified that his daughter was
applying there. Third, he was stunned that she was let in!
Imagine how appalled he was when he found that she was
standing as JCR President, and how 'totally ill' he felt when
she was elected! Fortunately, for the sake of family
relations, he has now come to terms with it, and actually, I
think he's secretly pleased!"
Ginny feels that her election was probably not the greatest
landmark to date. That honour goes to Sue Paton, JCR

Treasurer, 1982-3, who was the first woman ever to sit on the
JCR Committee. But in Trinity term of this year, 3 out of 7
of the Committee will be female, the President, the Social
Secretary and the NUS Rep.
On her role as JCR President, Ginny believes that "in the
majority of the tasks undertaken by the President, it makes
very little difference whether you are a man or a woman. In
the main it does not occur to me to treat problems from a
woman's point of view. In common with the other female
JCR Presidents of mixed colleges, in Jesus, Brasenose, St.
Catherine's and University, I try not to show any preference
to the 'better sex' unless the balance needs to be redressed".
But despite being 'charmed' by anachronisms such as the
fact that 'gentlemen are requested to return their books to
the library' and acknowledging that the lack of a women's
group in Merton reflects 'practically negligeable'
discrimination, Ginny does not feel that a female JCR
President will have been important in clearing up some of
the more irritating reminders of the College's previous single
sex status. She has been responsible for the equipping of the
women's toilet in St. Alban's, has pressed for the
gentlemen's bathroom on Mob n staircase to be converted
so that women can live there next year, and believes that few
women were aware that Nurse Haddock was available in a
counselling role before she sent round a circular informing
them of this. Perhaps the issue on which Ginny has worked
hardest is not specifically a women's issue at all, but one
which affects all members of College, that of student
representation on the College's governing bodies.
As JCR President, Ginny has made history in a few smaller
ways. Early in October 1983, she was the first and only
woman ever to be invited to a College Gaudy. "I sat in the
centre of the hall in a gold sequinned top surrounded by a
sea of black ties and I felt very humble". In addition, next
year, having been given the first choice of rooms in College,
she will be living in Mob VI 3, the first woman to live there
since it was built in the thirteenth century.
A strong believer in equal opportunities, regardless of social
class, religion, colour or sex, Ginny feels that it was wrong
that much of Oxford was barred to women for so long.
"They have proved that they can achieve as much as the men
and they have justified their existence here. Maybe proving
that women can play an active role in the running of the
College helps this".
Lisa Thomas.

Editorial
'Change and decay in all around I see' runs the hymn.
Merton is certainly changing, as this edition of 'Postmaster'
indicates. We have new departures in SCR/JCR relations
with the moves towards student representation on Warden
and Tutors Committee and we have the Dover Report on
admissions providing for the abolition of the traditional 7th
term entrance exam. Worst of all, we have women invading
the domains of male privilege, and becoming JCR President,
Social Secretary - even co-editor of 'Postmaster'! Change,
certainly ... but decay? Increased student involvement in
College government would prevent misunderstanding by
either side of the other's case, and hence would lead to better
informed SCR/JCR relations. The effect of the Dover
Report would be to weaken the stranglehold of the
independent schools on Oxford's places and make them
more accessible to the comprehensives - thus making the
College less elitist, and not involving any lowering of present
academic standards. The introduction of women has been a
change more dramatic than is usual in the steady progress of

Oxford life. Some regard this too as a bad thing; yet the
advent of women is said to have made the College more
civilised, and has done away with the anomaly of
discrimination between equal human beings merely on the
grounds of sex.
However, despite these many changes, there seems to be an
unchanging undercurrent permeating life as it is described
here. Merton has never been a large College, never quite in
the mainstream of university life. While this has not and
does not prevent individual members from taking a role in
university activities too numerous to be mentioned, it means
that Merton has retained some intimacy in contrast with the
more cosmopolitan atmosphere of larger colleges; it remains
a place to come home to.
Our position in the Norrington or Torpids tables may
fluctuate wildly, but undergraduate life at Merton remains
in its essentials unaltered, and its ability to absorb more
superficial changes shows considerable resilience and
durability.

