
Writing Irish Women 

4 monthly sessions on Zoom 
Tuesdays, Mar 30, Apr 27, May 25, Jun 22 | 6:30–8:30 p.m. 
 
Participants will receive the Zoom link before the first session.   
 

 
 

In the recent past, Irish women writers have stormed onto the literary scene producing groundbreaking 

and often award-winning works that have captivated readers far beyond Irish shores. In this course, we 

will explore a selection of some of the most notable of these writers, who have interrogated and 

exposed the ongoing struggle Irish women undergo to claim or reclaim their identity. The course will 

begin with Edna O’Brien’s seminal novel, The Country Girls, which while not a new work is credited with 

being a foundational illustration of a woman’s attempt to navigate a society hellbent on impeding her 

personal growth. With The Country Girls as a benchmark, the course will consider three younger writers 

who took up Ms. O’Brien mantle with their own probing, rigorous, and unsettling novels examining 

similar themes: Sally Rooney’s Normal People, Anna Burns’ Milkman, and Eimear MacBride’s A Girl is a 

Half-Formed Thing.  

Among the areas the course will address are the barriers social class, sexual repression, religious 

intolerance, and state sanctioned misogyny impose on women’s lives and how curiosity, love, and 

humor can help to overcome them. The course will also offer a glimpse of Irish social, cultural and 

political life from the 1960s to present day, including the urban-rural divide, the instability in the North, 

and the slow demise of the Catholic Church’s iron grip on the collective conscience.  



SYLLABUS 

Session One, March 30 
Edna O’Brien’s The Country Girls 
Although now considered one of the most influential Irish novels of the 20th century, when The Country 
Girls was first published in 1960 it was immediately banned in Ireland, publicly burned by a local parish 
priest, and decried by O’Brien’s own mother. Despite, according to its author, the book having written 
itself in just three weeks, it changed the trajectory of her life and set the stage for a mass reckoning with 
the state sponsored misogyny that had long been tolerated in Ireland, a reckoning that continues to this 
day.  
 
This session will examine the cultural context in which this book was written, a time when women had 
few options beyond a life as a homemaker, when intellectual curiosity was frowned upon, and when sex 
outside marriage was not just a sin but a de facto crime that frequently led to the incarceration of 
“fallen” women in church and state-sponsored institutions. We will also look at several themes explored 
in the novel – constitutive trauma and the lasting impact of an unstable childhood on an individual’s 
development, the beguiling power of innocence to forge a more promising future, the stark male-female 
divide and how this actual and metaphorical separation is fueled by social class, education level, and 
social mores. 
 
Session Two, April 27 
Sally Rooney’s Normal People 
Published nearly 60 years after The Country Girls, Rooney’s acclaimed second novel about a 
contemporary young woman’s search for love and self-acceptance was favored with a much more 
welcoming reception in Ireland than its’ predecessor. But while the heroine finds herself in a 
considerably more open and accepting country, where she is free of many of the sexual and intellectual 
constraints that had stunted preceding generations of women, the book nonetheless grapples with 
many of the same themes explored in The Country Girls.  
 
In this session, we will examine some of these issues, namely how social class alters perceptions and 
dictates possibilities; the deadly silence surrounding domestic violence; and the central theme of what it 
means to be “normal.” We will explore how the need to fit into a society that retains unyielding ideas 
about what a person may or may not aspire to can erode both integrity and identity. We well also look 
at Rooney’s subtle and restrained writing style.  
 
Session Three, May 25 
Anna Burns’ Milkman 
A surprise winner of the 2018 Booker prize, Milkman tells the tale of a young woman in Belfast, 
Northern Ireland (though the city is never named) who is being stalked by a dangerous paramilitary at 
the height of the so-called Troubles. Again, this book deals with a woman (“Middle Sister”) trying to 
establish a sense of self in a deeply conservative, controlling, and reactionary society. But the backdrop 
of war heightens the need to fit it and deflect undue attention, while adding layer upon layer of 
complexity to the challenges Middle Sister faces.  
 
In this session, we’ll discuss the author’s astonishing insight into the claustrophobic and dangerously 
judgmental society brought about by bitter political conflict that Middle Sister has to navigate; the 
propensity of the characters to escape their suffocating circumstances through distractions that range 
from “reading while walking” to poisoning people; and the author’s extraordinary writing style which 



forces the reader to stay wide awake as they digest what the Booker judges described as her “(stunning) 
ability to move from the scene of public life into the intimate landscape of the mind, sometimes in a 
single sentence.”   
 
Session Four, June 22 
Eimear McBride’s A Girl is a Half-formed Thing 
Dubbed a “blazingly daring” novel when it debuted in 2014, A Girl is a Half-formed Thing dazzled readers 
and critics alike with its innovative and disruptive prose mostly generated from inside the mind of the 
half-formed girl of the title. While this story does not deliver the oft yearned for happy ending (spoiler 
alert the girl never becomes fully formed) – the novel’s thoughtfulness, depth, and ingenuity make it a 
thrilling read. 
 
This session will cover McBride’s wholly original writing style and its Joycean / Beckettian influences 
along with the themes she explores, namely the crushing pain of bereavement, the destructive impact 
of sexual repression and abuse, and the thin line between self-harm and self-control.  
 
About the instructor 
Sadhbh Walshe is a New York based Irish writer and journalist. She has written op eds and features for 

The New York Times, The New York Review of Books, NBC, CBS, The Irish Times, The Chicago Tribune, Al 

Jazeera America and she wrote a weekly opinion column for The Guardian. She was awarded a John Jay/ 

H.F Guggenheim justice fellowship and was named a Soros Justice fellowship finalist for her year-long 

Guardian series, Inside Story: The US Prison System. She was an associate producer for the TV pilot The 

District on CBS and was a staff writer for the syndicated tv series. She wrote and directed the award-

winning short film Miss Bertram’s Awakening and her short play Sanctuary was recently produced as 

part of Origin Theatre’s Breaking Ground series in New York. She is currently working on new full-length 

play, Blackout. 

 


