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Women in WFU Debate

An Abridged History

By Becca Eaton & Allan Louden

be 170 years old. Next year will

mark only the 60th anniversary of
women participating in Wake Forest's
debate program. It took a World War and a
severe shortage of students to open the
University to women. In some ways,
women are the “new kids on the block,”
although, in the last six decades, women
have become an integral part of the Wake
Forest tradition, accounting for many of the
program’s most unforgettable memories.

| n 2005, the Wake Debate program will

Women in Wake Debate before
Co-ed Status

The first one hundred and ten years of
Wake debate history is a history of two
literary societies: Euzelian and Philo-
mathesian. The societies were dedicated to
training the verbal eloquence of the men at
Wake Forest so they were better equipped
to assume their rightful place as social
leaders. Society debates only featured male
speakers, but they addressed women's
issues.

The records of Wake's societies indicate
that on occasion the male debaters
addressed social issues concerning
women. In the pre-Civil War period, they
were sympathetic, for example, toward
females assuming the English throne and
higher education for females. When the
question of the acceptability of bloomers
entered the Euzelian minutes in September
1851, “the young men were up-to-date and
voted in favor of Bloomers.”

In the two years immediately before the
Civil War, the group asked: “Are the
hardships of the female sex commensurate
with those of the male? Decided in the
Affirmative”; “Is man the source of more
evil than woman? Decided in the Affirma-

A& Winter 2004

tive”; “Is woman
capable of
receiving a
classical educa-
tion? Decided in
the Affirmative.”
In 1861, however,
the debaters were
not prepared to
endorse that the
education of
females was of as
much importance
“to the consideration

of our enlightened people” as the educa-
tion of males. It is not clear if these votes
reflected attitudes of Wake students, or
were simply judgment of the quality of the
advocate’s arguments.

While the debaters may have embraced
liberal traditions in affirming women’s
roles in society, there were also, according
to Timothy Williams, notable lapses. At the
height of national struggles for women’s
suffrage, the society records lack queries
regarding women'’s suffrage. [Topic
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sources drawn from Timothy |. Williams,
Honor Paper, Dept. of History, Literary
Societies at Wake Forest College, 2002 (http:/ /
www.wfu.edu/Student-organizations/
debate /HistoryPages/
PashalDescriptionSocieties.htm)]

The debating honoraries, Euzelians and
Philomathesians, operated to train fellow
students in the skills of public speaking,
and were also every bit the primary social
fraternities of their day. For sixty years they
organized and hosted Society Days, filled
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