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Timeline: 100 years of women's history at Oxford
Women Making History 1920–2020

7 October 1920 – Oxford formally admits women
On 7 October 1920, the matriculation of the first 130 women took place in the Divinity School. Although by 1920 women had been studying at Oxford for decades, this date marks the first time that they could take their degrees. The scene, described in The Oxford Times, was one of ‘excitement’ and ‘bewilderment’, with women ‘proud of their newly-won distinction’.

The first degree ceremony followed at the Sheldonian Theatre on 14 October 1920. Among those who received their degrees on this date were the Principals of the women’s colleges, former students, women tutors, administrators, and women prominent in the educational and reform movements in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The Principal of St Hugh’s, Eleanor Jourdain, recalled it as ‘a woman’s day, and a day for women to remember’.
14 October 1920 – Oxford’s first female graduates
Annie Rogers was among the first women to matriculate on 7 October and graduated with full Oxford BA and MA degrees on 14 October 1920, more than 40 years after taking her exams.
She received a 1st in 1877 in Latin and Greek in the degree-level 'Examinations for Women', set up in 1875, for which she was the only candidate. In 1879, she got a 1st in Ancient History.
To celebrate the centenary year of women’s degrees, on 23 September 2020 a plaque commemorating Annie Rogers was unveiled by the Oxfordshire Blue Plaques Board in St Giles’.
1920 – Cicely Williams: a pioneer for world paediatrics
Cicely Delphine Williams, who also graduated in the same year, was one of the first women to study medicine at Somerville College. 
She then undertook paediatric training at the South London Hospital for Women and Children, and in 1923 became the first female doctor from Jamaica. She is known for her discovery of kwashiorkor, and in 1948 she was appointed Director of the Maternal and Child Health Unit of the newly created World Health Organization (WHO).
1922 – Ivy Williams called to the English bar
Ivy Williams, first a student, then tutor and lecturer in law at the Society of Oxford Home-Students, was the first woman to be called to the English bar in 1922. 
She became the first woman to be awarded the degree of Doctor of Civil Law at Oxford in 1923. A Blue Plaque commemorating her life was unveiled at her former home in King Edward St, Oxford, in September this year.

1926 – Women's colleges granted Royal Charter
Although individual women could graduate from 1920, their colleges and halls were not on an equal footing with men's colleges. In 1926 Somerville College received its royal charter, the oldest form of incorporation in the UK, as 'The Principal and Council of Somerville College'. In the same year Lady Margaret Hall, St Hugh’s and St Hilda’s received royal charters. St Anne’s was granted the royal charter in 1952. These were important further steps towards achieving parity for women and men.
1927 – University imposes quota on women
The decision to allow women to graduate from Oxford by no means ended opposition to their presence, or fears that they would make Oxford less attractive to men. Following an impassioned debate on 14 June 1927, Congregation voted to limit the number of women admitted to the University to no more than 840, less than a quarter of the number of men.

In her speech Margery Fry, Principal of Somerville College, exclaimed: 'We are sick of the disabilities of our sex... and we feel ourselves bound to resist any encroachment of the autonomy already granted by the statutes.' Opposition from the minority of women students was overruled and the quota was imposed.
1928 – Women gain equal voting rights
Some women had been given the vote in 1918, but it was not until the Representation of the People Act was passed in 1928 that women gained equal voting rights with men and all women over 21 could vote.
In the same year, Lady Margaret Hall celebrated the 50th anniversary of its foundation. Elizabeth Wordsworth was awarded an Honorary Doctorate of Civil Law by the University of Oxford and appointed a Dame of the British Empire.

1929 – Eleanor Rathbone elected as MP
Eleanor Rathbone becomes the first Oxford woman to be elected to Parliament. 
Born into a family of Liberal Liverpool merchants and philanthropists, Eleanor Rathbone's innate feminism was nurtured at Somerville College, where she took part in various suffrage activities. 
She devoted her life to politics and social work, promoting women's rights. She was elected an independent MP in 1929 and remained in Parliament until her death. Perhaps her greatest legacy was the Family Allowances Act of 1945.

1935 – Merze Tate: expert on US diplomacy
Dr Merze Tate (St Anne’s 1932–5) was a prolific expert on US diplomacy and in 1932 became the first African-American woman to attend Oxford, where she studied International Relations, graduating in 1935. 
She went on to earn a doctorate in Government and International Relations from Harvard and to write two books on disarmament. During her career, Tate tried to tackle gender and racial discrimination in the academic system.
1935 – Kofoworola Ademola: advocate for women's education
Kofoworola Moore, who came from a distinguished Nigerian family, came up to the University of Oxford in 1932 to read English at St Hugh’s College and determined to pursue a teaching career. She graduated in 1935, the first Black African woman to do so. 
Lady Ademola, as she became, was a lifelong advocate for women’s education and social reform. She navigated a male-dominated world to maintain and promote her identity and her passion for empowering and enriching the lives of girls and young women through education.

1948 – Agnes Headlam-Morley: Professor of International Relations
The British historian Agnes Headlam-Morley (Modern History, Somerville, 1921–4) was appointed Montague Burton Professor of International Relations at St Hugh’s College, the first woman to be awarded a full professorship at the University of Oxford.  
She was a tutor in history and politics at St Hugh's – where she had become a fellow in 1932 – until her retirement, specialising in Anglo-German relations.  
1957 – Quotas for women abolished
Restrictions limiting the number of women undergraduates were removed. In 1948, the quota had been increased from the original 840 to 970. Its removal was a further step towards parity at Oxford for women and men, though in practice far fewer places were available for women since there were only five colleges open to them.
1959 – Full collegiate status
The women’s societies became full colleges of the University by a statute passed by Congregation on 20 October, finally gaining equal footing with the men's colleges. As full colleges, the office of Vice-Chancellor was newly opened up to women, although it took many more years for a woman to attain this office. 
In 1961 Lucy Sutherland was appointed Pro-Vice-Chancellor, the first woman to hold such a position.

1963 – Women admitted to Oxford Union
On 9 February 1963, after years of campaigning, the Oxford Union Society – an important training ground for aspiring politicians – admitted women to full membership, after the required two-thirds majority was secured in a poll of members. Voting was 1,039 in favour and 427 against.

The first woman President of the Oxford Union was Geraldine Jones, elected in 1967. At that time she was a third-year English student at St Hugh's College. She was also a regular panellist on the Radio 4 comedy show ‘Just a Minute’ from 1968 to 1970.
1964 – Dorothy Crowfoot Hodgkin wins Nobel Prize
Dorothy Crowfoot Hodgkin became the first – and so far only – British woman to be awarded a scientific Nobel Prize, for her work in determining the structure of vitamin B12. For the first two decades of her career at Oxford, Hodgkin's X-ray lab was a basement in the corner of the University Museum of Natural History, as the Department of Chemistry was still housed within the museum at this time. In 2010, to celebrate the centenary of Hodgkin's birth, a bust of her was unveiled in its court, alongside statues of Newton, Darwin, Galileo and other scientists.
Much of her scientific work was carried out while she was fighting with rheumatoid arthritis, causing her chronic pain, stiffness and deformity in both her hands and feet. But this did not stop her continuing her research, even when her condition worsened to the point that she often required a wheelchair.
In 1938, she became the first fellow of Somerville College to start a family while in post and was the first woman to get paid maternity leave at Oxford University, several decades before such leave became a right.
1969 – St Hilda’s VIII qualify for the Summer Eights
St Hilda’s had had an eight since 1921, but 1969 was the first year in which they competed in the summer eights. They came 12th out of 25, beating a number of men’s boats.  
In April 2015, for the first time in the history of the Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race, women raced on the same day as men – 88 years after the first Women's Boat Race was held on the River Isis in Oxford.
1970 – National Women's Liberation Conference
The first National Women's Liberation Conference took place at Ruskin College (an independent college with historic ties to the University of Oxford) between 27 February and 1 March 1970, attracting more than 600 activists. One of the key organisers of the conference was the British socialist feminist theorist and historian Sheila Rowbotham, who studied history at St Hilda's College. Her pioneering book Hidden from History: 300 Years of Women's Oppression and the Fight Against It, was published in 1973, documenting the history of women in Britain from the seventeenth century to the 1930s.

She was Professor of Gender and Labour History at the University of Manchester until her retirement.
1974 – The first male colleges for undergraduates admit women
Jesus College, Wadham College, Hertford College, Brasenose College and St Catherine’s College began to admit women, with Daphne Dumont becoming the first female student to be admitted to any of the Oxford men's colleges.
Balliol College started admitting women in 1979, with Christ Church following in 1980 and Oriel in 1985.

In 2016, St Benet’s Hall, the last all-male educational institution at Oxford University, started admitting women. It was only once all colleges admitted women that real parity could be achieved.
1979 – The first women’s colleges admit men
St Anne’s and Lady Margaret Hall were the first colleges to become co-educational, admitting male students in Michaelmas term 1979.

St Hugh’s College began to admit men in 1986, followed by Somerville in 1994 and St Hilda’s in 2008. The decision to admit men was opposed by some women who did not want to relinquish the women's colleges’ undergraduate places and teaching positions to men, and who valued the colleges' unique atmosphere. Others saw the admission of men as a way to put their colleges on a par with the former men's colleges.
1979 – Margaret Thatcher elected UK prime minister
Margaret Thatcher was elected the UK’s first woman prime minister. 
Baroness Thatcher, then Margaret Hilda Roberts, arrived at Somerville College in 1943 to study chemistry. In 1946 she became President of the Oxford University Conservative Association. In her final year she specialised in X-ray crystallography under the supervision of Dorothy Hodgkin.

1988 – The first female prime minister of Pakistan
Benazir Bhutto studied Philosophy, Politics and Economics (PPE) at Lady Margaret Hall from 1973 to 1977.  In 1977 she was elected President of the Oxford Union debating society, the first Asian woman to hold that post. Bhutto biographer Brooke Allen thought that her time at Oxford was 'almost certainly the happiest, most carefree time of her life'.

Elected prime minister of Pakistan in 1988, she became also the first woman head of a modern Muslim state. She was killed in a gun and bomb attack in 2007.

1991 – First University nursery opens
In 1991, the University opened its first nursery in north Oxford, offering 40 places, following 21 years of campaigning by women academics. 
Professor Ruth Deech, then Principal-elect of St Anne's, led these efforts as coordinator of the University Nursery project. St Anne's had previously opened the first college nursery in 1963 and Somerville and Wolfson followed suit. 
By the late 1980s, with an increasing number of women studying and occupying teaching, research, and administrative posts, the University finally allocated a building at Mansion House for a nursery. Today, the University Childcare Service offers 450 places in five University nurseries and community-based nurseries.

1994 – President of the Royal Astronomical Society
Professor Dame Carole Jordan, Somerville’s first Tutor in Physics, became the first woman President of the Royal Astronomical Society. Two years later she was appointed Head of the Rudolf Peierls Centre for Theoretical Physics at the University of Oxford (a post which she held until 2008), becoming one of the first female professors in astronomy in the UK.

She won the Gold Medal of the Royal Astronomical Society in 2005 and is today a world authority in the field of solar physics.
2005 – University joins Athena SWAN Charter
In 2005, the University was a founding member of the Athena SWAN (AS) Charter, a scheme established to promote women's careers in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM).
The University was awarded its first bronze award the following year and the last institutional application was made in 2017. The first departmental AS Award went to Zoology in 2010. 
The AS Charter was extended to include Medical Sciences in 2011, and in 2015 was further broadened to promote gender equality in higher education across all disciplines. 78% of Oxford departments currently hold AS Awards.
2007 – Bodley's Librarian
Dr Sarah E Thomas was appointed Director of the Bodleian Libraries and Bodley’s Librarian in February 2007 and served in this role until May 2013, the first woman and non-British citizen to hold the position of Bodley's Librarian in the Bodleian's 400-year history.
2014 – Ruth Hunt, campaigner for LGBT+ Equality
Ruth Hunt is one of the most influential LGBT+ campaigners in the UK. She studied English at St Hilda’s College and was elected president of the Oxford University Student Union. In 2014 she was appointed Chief Executive of Stonewall, the largest LGBT+ equality body in Europe, a position she held until 2019. During her term she spearheaded Stonewall's commitment to campaigning for transgender inclusion. In 2015, she gave the LGBT+ History Month Lecture at Oxford and, in the same year, she was named the third most influential LGBT+ person in Britain by the Independent on Sunday Rainbow List. In 2019 she was named Baroness Hunt of Bethnal Green.

The University actively supports initiatives to promote LGBT+ equality in the workplace, and in 2020 moved up from 93rd to 76th place in the Stonewall Top 100 Employers’ Index.
2015 – Disability campaigner recognised
Marie Tidball, co-ordinator of the Oxford University Disability Law and Policy Project, was recognised by the Oxford University Student Union for her work on raising the profile of disability at the University.

2016 – Oxford University's first female Vice-Chancellor
Professor Louise Richardson became the first woman Vice-Chancellor of the University of Oxford.

A political scientist by training, Professor Richardson graduated with a BA in History from Trinity College Dublin in her native Ireland. She then studied in the USA, graduating with an MA in Political Science from UCLA, and subsequently an MA and PhD in Government from Harvard University.
Professor Richardson’s research specialises in international security with a particular emphasis on terrorist movements. She has written widely on international terrorism, British foreign and defence policy, security institutions and international relations.

2019 – Gender equality in admissions
In 2019, for the first time, the share of women among Oxford undergraduates equalled that of men. Their share of admissions was slightly higher (53%).

In 1938, women represented only 17% of undergraduate admissions, a figure which declined to 14% in the post-war period, before rising again following the lifting of the quota on women students in 1957.

The steepest rise came once men's colleges began to admit women from 1974 onwards. In the early 2000s, women's share of admissions almost equalled that of men, then fell again, followed by a rapid acceleration towards gender equality since 2014.
2019 – Alice Oswald elected Oxford Professor of Poetry
Alice Oswald became the first female Professor of Poetry since the position was established in 1708.
Having read classics at New College, Alice Oswald is considered one of the UK's most celebrated living poets. Lauded for their exploration of English countryside, history, and myth, Oswald’s nine collections of poetry have already received prizes such as the TS Eliot, Griffin and Costa poetry awards.

January 2020 – Oxford University COVID-19 vaccine
In January 2020, Professor Sarah Gilbert from Oxford’s Jenner Institute, and her team at the Oxford Vaccine Group, began their work on developing a vaccine for coronavirus.

June 2020 – Malala graduates from the University of Oxford
Nobel Peace Prize winner Malala Yousafzai, the then 22-year-old Pakistani activist, took her final examinations at Oxford.

Malala matriculated at Oxford in October 2017, after being formally accepted earlier that year at Lady Margaret Hall where her idol, Pakistan’s first female prime minister Benazir Bhutto, studied in the 1970s.

Born in 1997, Malala grew up in Swat Valley, a conservative region of northwest Pakistan, where girls have periodically been banned from attending school. In 2012 she was shot in the head for opposing Taliban restrictions on female education in Pakistan, becoming today an international advocate for the education of girls.
August 2020 – First Black College head of house appointed
Baroness Valerie Amos was appointed as Master of University College, Oxford. 
A champion of equality and humanitarianism throughout her career, Baroness Amos has been a Labour life peer since 1997. She has played a key role in tackling discrimination in both education and the workplace, and in enabling international emergency relief efforts.

She also served as Leader of the House of Lords and Lord President of the Council from 2003 to 2007, and as Under Secretary General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator at the UN from 2010 to 2015. From 2015 to 2020, she was Vice-Chancellor of SOAS, University of London.
October 2020 – Hillary Rodham Clinton Chair of Women’s History
Professor Brenda Stevenson was appointed Hillary Rodham Clinton Chair of Women’s History. 
Professor Stevenson is an internationally leading historian of race, slavery, gender, family and conflict. Her many books and articles have explored the intersections of sex, race and politics, placing women – and particularly women of colour – at the centre of accounts of political and social developments.

She is due to take up the post as Hillary Rodham Clinton Professor of Women’s History in the autumn of 2021.
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