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welcome to the Hist
So, you’ve decided to join the Hist? Congrats! We are so thrilled 
to have you here! This marvellous society, founded by Edmund 
Burke, is recognised by the Board of the College as the oldest 
student society in Trinity, and is the world’s original student 
debating society. Over the course of its 250 years, the Hist, 
or the College Historical Society as it’s officially known, has 
aimed to promote civil discourse through public debates, panel 
discussions, essay writing, and guest lectures. Some of our for-
mer members include Theobald Wolfe Tone, Oscar Wilde, Bram 
Stoker, Samuel Beckett, William Rowan Hamilton, Mary Rob-
inson, Mary Harney, and Leo Varadkar. Furthermore, hundreds 
of prestigious guests, including Winston Churchill, Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu, Patti Smith, Justice Antonin Scalia, Nobel Lau-
reate Joseph Stiglitz, and EU Commissioner Margrethe Vestag-
er have visited the Hist and addressed our members.

Sometimes the Society’s ancient traditions and procedures 
can be a little confusing, so we’ve put together this handy 
guide to help make engaging with the Hist easier. This guide 
outlines how the Society is structured, who the different peo-
ple in the Society are and what they do, how our debates work, 
and how to get involved with the Committee and at events. 

For two and a half centuries the Hist has been the venue for 
important discussion in Trinity, and the difference between 
getting a degree and an education. We have made, and been 
a part of, a lot of important historical events over the years, 
and many of our former members have gone on to change 
the world in a variety of ways. We hope you join us in making 
more history over the next 250 years!
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structure of the Hist
The Hist has many different committees and subcommittees 
that all work together to run the Society. The two main com-
mittees are:

general committee
This consists of the elected Officers of the Society and Mem-
bers of Committee (MCs), and are led by the Auditor, who is 
responsible for representing the Society in College and pub-
lic. They are also responsible for overseeing the duties of the 
Committee.

The other Officers of the Society are (in descending rank):

     • Treasurer -  in charge of the finances of the Society

     • Correspondance Secretary (Corr-Sec) - in charge of setting
       the weekly chamber debate topics (motions), and inviting 
       guest speakers/Chairpersons for these debates

     • Records Secretary (Rec-Sec) - in charge of recording the 
       minutes of Hist meetings, including the weekly chamber 
       debates, and runs the Maidens internal debating 
       competition for new debaters

     • Censor - the PR officer for the society; in charge of taking 
       photos, making posters, and promoting Society events to 
       our members

     • Librarian - in charge of secondary school-level debating,
       outreach programs, and overseeing the Society’s library

     • Debates Convenor - in charge of almost all competitive 
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       debating, including organising internal competitions, and 
       sending teams/judges to external competitions, both 
       inside and outside of Ireland

     • Events Convenor -  in charge of organising the receptions 
       for our weekly debates, and the Society’s social events, 
       such as the Hist Ball

     • Equity Officer -  ensures that equity, equality, and equal 
       opportunity is maintained throughout the Hist by 
       enforcing the Equity Policy, which can be found on our 
       website.

     • Senior Member of Committee (SMC) - oversees and assigns 
       the MC’s general Societal duties, and helps the Auditor in 
       inviting guests

Each Officer (except for the Auditor and Equity Officer) is 
assisted in their duties by MCs which are assigned to them. 
The term used for these MCs is “Pro Tempore” which best 
translates to “in the place of”. This means that “Pros” can stand 
in for their Officer when required. The Officer and their Pros 
make up a Department, e.g. the Censor Department consists of 
the Censor and their Pro-Censors.

standing committee
The President and Vice-Presidents of the Society are lifelong 
positions, given to former members of the Society who have 
gone on to lead successful careers in their respective fields. 
These former members, and several Officers from the current 
Session (year), form what’s known as the Standing Commit-
tee. This committee’s role is to advise the Auditor and their 
committee on what is best for the long-term wellbeing of the 
Society.
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subcommittees
There are a number of smaller working groups, known as sub-
committees, that help the Standing and General Committees 
carry out their duties. Some of these subcommittees are man-
dated by the Laws of the Society. These include:

     • Electoral Subcommittee (ESC), which is responsible for the 
       organisation and invigilation of the Society’s elections

     • Officers Conduct Subcommittee, which is responsible for 
       writing the end-of-year assessment of the Committee

     • Sponsorship Subcommittee, which assists the Treasurer in 
       securing sponsorship for the Society

     • Burke Panel Subcommittee, which organises panel 
       discussions and casual speaking events throughout the 
       year

Beyond these, the General Committee can set up any number 
of other subcommittees as it sees fit in order to help execute 
their duties.

private business
Every Wednesday night the Hist holds two meetings, one after 
the other. During these, the business of the Society is con-
ducted, debates are held, and the Agenda of the Society is set. 
These are modelled after and highly influenced by the meet-
ings of the UK House of Commons.

The first meeting of the night is Private Business. This is gen-
erally quite a short but important meeting, as it is where mo-
tions of Society governance are passed and where the General 
Committee is held to account by the ordinary members.
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The meeting opens with an ordinary member being called on 
to Chair (conduct) the meeting. The Chair then calls on the 
RecSec to read the minutes of the last Private Business meet-
ing. Once these have been approved and signed, the rest of 
the meeting follows a certain order. The Treasurer will read 
out any fines or debts that are owed by members of the Soci-
ety. Then, the Librarian opens the floor to questions. This is 
your opportunity to ask Officers questions about the Society’s 
business. Just raise your hand and wait to be called on by 
the Chair. These questions are put to the Chair in the format 
of “Mr/Madam Chair, I should like to ask the [Officer in ques-
tion, e.g. Auditor]...” The relevant Officer will then answer your 
question. Following this, if there are any, reports on the Soci-
ety’s activities and from the subcommittees are read out. The 
RecSec will place motions to be raised on notice. All motions 
must be moved and seconded, i.e. supported by two different 
members, before they can be voted on. Most motions must be 
“on notice” (i.e. up on the Society noticeboard) for at least a 
week before being voted on. These types of motions include 
electing new Vice-Presidents, establishing new subcommit-
tees, or voting to impeach an Officer. Once the time comes to 
vote on a motion it is “taken off notice”. 

There are a number of motions which are “privileged” because 
they can be voted on immediately after being put forward 
by a member. A full list of these motions can be found in the 
Laws of the Society. To put forward one of these motions, read 
it aloud, for example “Privileged Motion Number 3: Motion 
to congratulate the Hist teams for getting to the final of the 
European Debating Championships! Proposed by (Your Name).” 
Then, pass the RecSec a note with the motion in writing and 
the names of the mover and seconder.

After this, any further general business points are discussed, 
and the meeting is adjourned (ended).
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public business
The second meeting is called Public Business. During this 
meeting, the weekly chamber debate is held. The motions are 
suggested by the members and decided on by the CorrSec. 
Debate motions are always set one term in advance. There 
is a wide range of topics for these debates, including, but not 
limited to, politics, religion, economics, feminism, science, 
and culture. While many of these debates are serious in their 
subject matter, there are also a number of light-hearted come-
dy debates, often with rival debating societies, that take place 
throughout the year.

Those who wish to speak in a Wednesday night debate have 
to ask the CorrSec, as they are responsible for the motion, 
speaking order, and guests for each debate. The debate format 
follows that of the Westminster model, as is the case for all of 
the Society’s business. Those speaking in favour of the motion 
(the Proposition) sit to the left of the Chair, while those speak-
ing against the motion (the Opposition) sit to the right.

The Chair sits in the centre of the House (the debating cham-
ber), and calls each speaker to the dispatch box (brown box 
at the end of the table) one by one to speak. The first speaker 
always moves (proposes) the motion and speaks in its favour. 
Each student speaker is allowed roughly 7 minutes to speak, 
while guest speeches are typically 10-15 minutes long. 

During a speech, members of the audience or speakers on the 
other side of the motion can offer the following Points to the 
speaker:

     • Point of Clarification (POC) - a short question that asks the 
       speaker to better explain something 
     • Point of Information (POI) - a short question that asks the 
       speaker to address a flaw in their argument
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     • Point of Fact (POF) - only ever raised by someone who has 
       already spoken in the debate to correct the 
       misrepresentation of their views or arguments. 

To offer a Point, stand up and address the speaker with the 
words “On a Point of ...” (except for POFs, which must be ad-
dressed to the Chair). Points can take no longer than 15 sec-
onds. The first and last minute of each speech is “protected”. 
Nobody can offer a Point in this time. This allows the speaker 
to lay out and conclude their main arguments without inter-
ruption. 

Sometimes Points may not be offered to speakers. This is the 
case when it is the speaker’s first time addressing the House, 
when they are offered their Maiden’s rights. This means that 
such speakers may not be offered a Point, unless they decide 
to waive (choose not to use) such rights. Other circumstances 
include ‘competitive’ debates, where the audience is not al-
lowed to offer Points but the opposing side in the debate can.

At the discretion of the Auditor, floor speeches may be permit-
ted at the end of the debate. These speakers are decided on the 
night of the debate, and such speeches are typically 4 minutes 
in length. These speeches are also entitled to the protected 
time of all speeches in the debate, i.e. the first and last minute 
is protected. If you want to give a floor speech, you must pass 
a note to the Auditor during the debate which gives your name 
and the side you’d like to speak on.

As with parliamentary convention, unparliamentary language 
(e.g. swearing) is not permitted from speakers, and speakers 
must adhere to the Equity Policy of the Society, in order to en-
sure everyone feels welcome and safe.

When addressing the House, speakers may begin with the 
words “Mr/Madam Chair, Mr/Madam Auditor, Ladies and Gen-
tlemen of the College Historical Society” and finish by saying 
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“Proud to Propose/Oppose”, depending on which side they’re 
on. Also note, speeches are generally addressed to the Chair.

Once speeches have concluded, the Chair puts the motion to 
the House, calling on those who are in favour to say “aye”, and 
those against to say “nay”. If the vote is considered close, the 
Chair will call a division. The vote will be made again but by 
raising hands instead, and the Librarian will tally the votes 
on the motion. After the House decides to accept/reject the 
motion, the Chair will make some concluding remarks and 
adjourn the debate and meeting. After the meeting concludes, 
there is usually a reception for the audience.
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awards of the society
The Society offers a number of awards to its members and 
guests. One of two awards are offered to our guests. These are 
the Gold Medal for Outstanding Contribution to Public Dis-
course, and the Burke Medal for Outstanding Contribution 
to Public Discourse though the Arts. The recipients of these 
awards include former Prime Minister Winston Churchill, 
activist Archbishop Desmond Tutu, and influential punk rock 
icon Patti Smith.

The Society recognises excellence in members with a number 
of awards:

     • Medal for Oratory - At each debate, the audience is given 
       Oratory Returns, which is basically a scorecard of the 
       speakers. Each Oratory Return asks the audience to judge 
       the speeches according to different metrics. At the end of 
       the year, those with the highest marks are given one of
       three awards:
 • Marked Thanks for Oratory, awarded to a few people 
               each year
 • Silver Medal for Oratory, usually only one or two are 
               awarded each year
 • Gold Medal for Oratory, reserved for those who have 
               been exceptionally brilliant in the debates and is 
               seldom given out.

The best speaker of each session is awarded the John A. Bo-
land Memorial Prize of € 200 in cash.

(Note: To be eligible for any of the above prizes you must speak 
in at least five chamber debates during the year)

     • Medal for History - Each year members are invited to 
       submit an historical essay on a particular theme or topic. 
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       The exact details vary each year but the word count is 
       usually 2500 words +/- 10%. A gold medal and a silver 
       medal may be awarded to the best and second-best 
       candidates respectively. A panel of expert historians and 
       Hist Honorary Members (HonMems) act as judges. The 
       best candidate of the session is awarded € 200 in cash.

     • Medal for Composition - Each year members are invited to 
       submit a composition i.e. a creative work, especially a 
       poem or piece of music, but generally a piece of creative 
       writing. The exact details of the competition vary each 
       year but the word count is usually 2500 words +/- 10%. A 
       gold medal and a silver medal may be awarded to the best    
       and second-best candidates respectively. A panel of 
       academics and Hist HonMems act as judges. The best 
       candidate of the session is awarded € 200 in cash.

special membership
     • Life Membership -  This grants the awardee all the 
       privileges of being an ordinary member, even after they 
       have left College. It is usually awarded to ordinary 
       members or members of the General Committee who have 
       gone beyond the call of duty in their role, and deserve to be 
       recognised.

     • Honorary Membership - Committee members who have 
       done exceptionally well during their time with the Hist are 
       celebrated and elected to Honorary Membership. They 
       engage with an active HonMem community and have 
       special rights and privileges in the Society.
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corresponding societies
As the original college society, the Hist maintains good rela-
tions with its sister societies in universities across the world. 
The members of such societies are granted certain rights un-
der the Laws of the Society. These societies include the Oxford 
Union and the Cambridge Union, with a full list of societies 
found in the Laws.

get involved!
As a member of the Hist, there’s so many ways you can get 
involved in debating, public speaking, and other Hist events. 

We have beginner and advanced training sessions throughout 
the year. At the end of these classes there is a short practice 
debate that happens, under the same British Parliamenta-
ry-style debate rules that happen at national and international 
competitions.

We highly encourage beginners to sign up for our internal 
Maidens competition, and for all members to sign up to na-
tional competition weekends, such as the ones in Galway and 
Cork. These are famous not only for the fun had, but also for 
the great social aspect. You can go as a speaker in a team of 
two or as a judge, and it is a fantastic community experience 
between you, the Hist, and other debaters from national and 
international debating societies. Make sure to ask the RecSec 
about the Maidens competition, and ask the Debates Convenor 
about the upcoming national competitions if you are interest-
ed in those!

There are also plenty of chances to try out judging through 
our schools’ competitions; these are debating competitions 
for secondary school students that are held regularly here in 
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Trinity, and Hist members can volunteer as judges for these 
debates. If you’d like to get involved, contact the Librarian to 
find out more!

To speak at a Wednesday night debate, just talk to the CorrSec. 
These debates emphasise style much more than competi-
tive debating does, and you have the chance to prepare your 
speech well in advance of the night. Our seasoned speakers 
will be more than happy to give you pointers!

Don’t fear if debating isn’t your thing; we have other public 
speaking events. Derbies of Rhetoric give members the oppor-
tunity to talk on any topic of their choice, uninterrupted, for 
7 minutes. Comedy talks are popular, but topics range from 
“The Story of Batgirl” to “Capitalism in the African Union” and 
“The Hilarious Disasters of the Franco-Prussian War”. These 
are a great way of getting used to talking in front of people in 
a relaxed atmosphere. Panel discussions, run by the Burke 
Sub-Committee, are usually held twice a term. Both expert 
guests and students speak at the panels, and engagement 
from the audience is encouraged. This helps to make the dis-
cussion a thoroughly interesting experience. Please contact 
the RecSec if you’re interested in getting involved with either 
of these!

elections
If you’d like to get involved in the running of the Society then 
you should consider being on the General Committee. A Gener-
al Election for Committee positions is held at the end of each 
Session (around April). An Electoral Sub-Committee (ESC) is 
formed to help run the election process and stamp out any 
infractions that may occur. The ESC consists of a Chairperson, 
usually a former senior Committee member, and the outgoing 
Officers of the Society.
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In order to be eligible to run in the election, you need to have 
a certain number of “Speaks”. You get a Speak every time you 
speak in a chamber debate, at a Derby of Rhetoric, or at a panel 
discussion. Different positions on Committee require different 
numbers of Speaks; for example, to run for MC you only need 
one Speak. Speaks are accumulated from year to year, (i.e. if 
you had one Speak from one year and two Speaks from the 
following year, you would have a total of three Speaks) and a 
full list of how many Speaks you need for each position can be 
found in the Laws of the Society.

All candidates for Officer positions have to submit a manifes-
to to the ESC. These are then put up in the GMB and online. A 
Hustings takes place before the election, where members of 
the Society can ask the candidates questions on their mani-
festo pledges and how they will execute their duties.

On the day of the election, you are given a ballot paper and 
asked to rank your preference of candidates in each position. 
However, in order to be eligible to vote in the election, you 
must have attended at least three Wednesday night debates!

“All tyranny needs to gain a foothold 
is for people of good conscience to 
remain silent”
 - Edmund Burke, founder of the 
College Historical Society
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