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THE CATHOLIC WOMAN'8 EXPERIENCE IN NINETEENTH CENTURY

AMERICA

by

Molly Gretchen Richter

There have been many studies that examine women's space, from the virtues of

'True Womanhood' to separate spheres and female networks. Yet most studies of

nineteenth-century American women carry an unvoiced assumption, that being

American meant being Protestant. A sizable number ofmiddle—class Catholic women

lived in nineteenth-century America, and their experiences cannot be assumed to be the

same as their Protestant sisters.

The peculiarities ofthe convent and the convent school make the study ofthe

Catholic woman intriguing for any feminist historian. In some ways Catholic women

had more room to maneuver than non-Catholics, producing yet another valid

expression of 'True Womanhood' This difl‘erence, combined with the largely untapped

resource ofthe convent archive, makes the middle-class American Catholic woman as

worthy of study as the Protestant majority.



Copyright by

Molly Gretchen Richter

1997



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Although I am the only one responsible for any faults or errors in this thesis, it was

by no means an individual efl‘ort and there are many people that I must thank for helping

me, one way or another, to produce this. I would first of all like to thank the members of

my committee for their time, patience, and advice: Dr. Anne Meyering, Dr. Susan

Sleeper-Smith, and Dr. Gordon T. Stewart. They were all wonderful role models for me. I

would also like to thank Dr. Stewart and Dr. J. Morgan Sweeney for always believing in

me and supporting me.

I would also like to remember teachers from my earlier years, Mr. Helrnus and Ms.

Ellis, who taught me to love history. Thank you also too: Sr. Adrienne Adelrnarr, (Sr.)

Marge Giesken, Sr. Maria Tardani, and Sr. (Marie) Irmnaculata Eicholty, all O.P.

My friends have provided a wonderfirl network of support, encouragement, and

general thoughtfulness throughout my Master’s program. To everyone who passed

through the apartment on Hutchison Street, especially Sarah Quail (who set the example),

Andrew May, and Dominic Bradford -- my house-matesu-a big Thank-you. Closer to

iv



home Karlin Sevensma, Virginia Smolenski, Laurie TenHave-Chapman, Laurie Anderson,

and Amy Layman were faithful, supportive, and showed a surprising interest in my work.

My parents have borne the brunt ofany difficulties graciously and patiently, always

urging me on, and trying to provide a stress-free environment. I am especially gratefirl to

both ofthem for trying to make this experience as easy as possible for me. My mother

provided much chaufl‘euring, and my father painstakingly proofed every draft ofthis work.

A very special thank-you to David Munro, who knew when I needed time to study,

and when I needed a break, who never questioned, and always encouraged. I am so glad

to have you in my life. I am also grateful for the loan ofa treasured lap-top computer

which made archival research so much easier.

I would be remiss if I did not thank: the Interlibrary Loan Department at Michigan

State University for processing my numerous requests, Pam Luebke ofthe Aquinas

College Library, and Susan Gasster—Carriere ofthe Aquinas College Departrrrent of

French, and John Kovach and Sr. Rosalie, C.S.C. both of Saint Mary's College Archives,

Notre Dame, Indiana.



CHAPTER 1:

CHAPTER 2:

CHAPTER 3:

CHAPTER 4:

CHAPTER 5:

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Introduction........................................................................ 1

Themes in American Women's History................................9

The Catholic Woman......................................................... 17

The Sisters ofthe Holy Cross, Notre Dame, Indiana..........34

Conclusion........................................................................68

vi



LIST OF TABLES

Table 1 - Marital Status of Saint Mary's Graduates 1860-1900..........................74

vii



Chapter 1: Introduction

This thesis examines the roles ofthe nun, the convent, and the convent school in

nineteenth and early twentieth century America. This is an area which is remarkably

absent from the history ofwomen in America. In the American context Catholic women

have often been excluded in favor of studying the overwhelming majority ofthe

population - Protestants. Concentrating on the Midwest, I focus on St. Mary's Academy,

which became St. Mary's College, and the convent ofthe Sisters ofthe Holy Cross at

Notre Dame, Indiana. Saint Mary's is only one ofa number ofconvents and academics

which have maintained records. Many other communities possess a wealth ofinformation

just waiting to be examined. To examine the above-mentioned roles, I have used a

Canadian book, TM} the Veil: An Alternative to Marriage, Motherhmd, a_rrd

Spinsterhm in Quebec, 1840-1920 by Marta Danylewycz to analyze and arrange my

information on the Sisters ofthe Holy Cross.

During the nineteenth century the Church in Quebec became gradually ferninized.

Female orders grew rapidly in numbers and Danylewycz‘s book is an attempt to find out

why this happened. Her discussion hinges especially on the definition ofgender roles and

industrialization She is especially concerned with the non-religious reasons a woman

might have had to join an order. Her goal is to prove that, basically, in Quebec, a number



ofwomen entered the convent, not out ofreligious zeal, but out of a wish for personal and

professional fulfillment, a desire to not many and have children, and to avoid the economic

dificulty a single woman faced in supporting herself. This alternative choice was not only

approved of, women lost absolutely none oftheir femininity by entering a convent. This

was a perfectly acceptable role for a nineteenth-, early-twentieth century Québecoise.

There is no reason why these theories cannot be applied to the American context.

American society was equally concerned about women's roles, and equally affected by the

changes brought about by industrialization. Even though Catholicism lacked the base of

support found in Quebec, female religious orders and membership multiplied quickly in the

United States, and there was an identifiable and separate Catholic culture. This suggests

that Danylewycz's conclusions about Quebec may not be exclusive to that society.

Though difi‘erent in many ways, these national differences did not have a significant impact

on the sheer numbers ofwomen moving into religious orders, and perhaps they also did

not have a huge impact on the reasons.

The feminization ofthe Church has its roots in France. By the middle ofthe

seventeenth century there were more nuns than monks or fiiars in France. Women entered

both as contemplative, passive members, and as active, lay members called devotes.

”Feminine religious life became a nucleus ofreal, though always discreet, strength."l By

the nineteenth century the numbers ofthese women had increased threefold.2 Most

American and Canadian orders originated in Europe, and therefore consideration ofthe

American religious experience as part ofan elongated trend is important.

 

‘ Elizabeth Rapley, The Dévotes. Women ang Church in fienteenth—Cgm Fang.

(Montreal/Kingston: McGill Queens University Press, 1990) 5.

2 Rapley 8.



The sources consulted for this project consist of a series ofmicrofilrned rolls ofthe

Congregation ofthe Holy Cross, and archival material at St. Mary’s College. These rolls

were compiled by convent archivist, S. M. Campion Kuhn throughout the nineteen-

seventies and nineteen-eighties and contain a wide variety ofprimary and secondary source

material such as personal letters, ledgers, course descriptions and advertisements for the

schools and histories ofthe convent and college. Although much digging is required there

was a massive amount ofpertinent information here. I have also consulted several other

primary sources including three separate collections of student work, Rosa Mystica and

St. Ms Chimes literary journals and The Mother Pauline Tradition Papers, which are

essays. Unfortunately a large fire at Notre Dame in 1878 destroyed many ofthe records

which would have provided much additional primary source material for a study such as

this one.

Although there is a wealth ofsecondary sources, authored by St. Mary's graduates

and Holy Cross Sisters, many ofthese are skewed by the tension which exists between

community oral tradition and historical 'fact'. St. Mary’s College campus today houses

both the convent archives and college archives, each administered and run separately. The

convent archives primarily contains material concerning the Sisters, and the college

archives houses basically everything else. Since the nineteen-seventies the Sisters who

have been charged with the archives ofthe college and the convent have been

professionally trained as historians. There is in fact now an armual conference entitled,

"Conference on the History ofthe Congregation ofHoly Cross," at which papers on that

subject are presented. The works that have recently been produced on the college and the



order diverge fi'om some ofthe older works because ofan accepted oral tradition (that has

recently been highly scrutinized) making it more difficult to construct a coherent narrative

on the history ofthe community.

The secondary sources that I consulted centered mainly on: American and

Canadian women's history; questions ofgender, roles, and femininity; education; and

Catholicism.

Some ofthe terminology used in this paper will be unfamiliar. It makes more

stylistic sense to explain it here than within the body ofmy thesis. Some ofthese words

are rooted in Canadian history and Canadian society. When the term French-Canadian is

used it denotes a person whose native language is French; a fiancophone. It also often

designates someone who is a resident ofthe province ofQuebec, a Quebecker, or in

French, a Quebecois (e). All three terms, Ftench-Canadian, Quebecker, or Quebecois

automatically refer to someone who is ofthe Catholic religion. When discussing nuns,

Sisters, Brothers, and priests I have used terms like "religious" and "professed" as blanket-

category terms to refer to men and women who entered a religious community, which can 1

also be referred to as an order or a foundation.

The language used within this paper is in keeping with accepted terms in women's I

and gender history. I have used ‘women' and 'men' as adjectives, and have used current

buzzwords such as 'agen , 'construct', and 'informs' because they are necessary to the

understanding ofthe reader.

Referring to nuns can be tricky. Accepted forms ofaddress have changed fi'om the

time ofthe beginning ofmy study, the mid-nineteenth century, to the present late-twentieth



century. Before the turn ofthe century women were given a new name ofi‘an accepted list

when they entered a religious community. They also stopped using their last names. In

the early twentieth century nuns began using their last names again, and by the seventies

many no longer took new first names in religion. Throughout the whole period, many

religious women did not bother to use the title ‘Sister' or 'Mother', but simply referred to a

fellow Sister by her first name. In this study and in the bibliography I have included former

secular family names ofnuns in parenthesis (especially those ofthe older generation) even

though they never actually used them once they were professed. This was done for ease of

reference and to distinguish them fi'om other members oftheir order with the same

religious name. (a community had a stock list ofnames, when a nun died her name in

religion was conferred on an entering postulant, a practice which makes narratives

referring only to the name in religion, confirsing.)

I have first approached the problem ofwriting about a group ofAmerican nuns by

examining Danylewycz's very similar study. One ofthe most important things for me to

assess was the extent to which Danylewycz's thesis about Canadian nuns is dependent on

the peculiarities ofQuebec culture, society, and politics. As already suggested, Quebec in

the nineteenth century was primarily Catholic, the remarkable growth ofChurch influence,

and the virtual lack ofrespectable options, other than marriage, open to fiancophone

women ofthe upper classes were definitely major factors in the rise offemale vocations in

Quebec. The main difi‘erence between Quebec and the United States was the utter lack of

options for 'respectable' fiancophone women in Quebec. The rise in vocations, and rise in



the number of Catholic women who remained single, were not, however, specific to

Quebec.

Something peculiar to the convent, and the convent school, encouraged women to

ignore the rhetoric telling them to marry and have children. Extolling the virtues ofthe

home was not enough to encourage all women to many and raise children. The

experience ofCatholic women, American and Canadian, was different fi'om the experience

ofProtestant women, especially because ofthe convent school. Catholic women were

presented with an additional role to choose fi'om when they came ofage - that ofthe nun.

It was a highly respected choice which ofi‘ered economic security and the chance for

personal growth and fulfillment through various means. Nuns were usually beyond the

reproach of society, their behavior was not questioned. As such, they were able to

perform 'male' tasks, move in traditionally male areas ofinfluence, and create a completely

autonomous community ofwomen. The role of "True Woman" in the Catholic context

could allow a much broader spectrum ofexperience for the nun. Women who joined

religious orders, whether consciously feminist or not, had a remarkable amount of

maneuverability in constructing their own destinies. They had a very difi‘erent and

significant form ofagency not available to Protestant women ofthe same time period and

should be studied on their own terms as women, and as pe0ple.

It was not difiicult to apply the conclusions ofDanylewycz to the Congregation of

the Holy Cross. Similarities in vocation; teaching and origins; French, and the upper

classes, helped. Both the women who attended the convent schools ofHoly Cross, and

the women who entered the Holy Cross order showed slight variances fi'om the rhetoric of



prescription. The nuns, as highly educated women provided a role model, and the

academic standards were rigorous. Students at Saint Mary's were shown that it was

acceptable to be intelligent and female. The entirely female community provided a safe

space for expression ofideas unacceptable in secular society. When they left St. Mary's

and entered the secular world, students were confi'onted with a difl‘erent set of standards

and ideas about women's roles and accepted behavior. Some married, but a significant

number remained single or joined a religious order.

Benoit Lévesque's research was referred to in Danylewycz's study as providing a

theory about women who joined religious orders. He describes the convent as

rehabilitating 'surplus' women, women without men, into society. This is only a theory, a

device for categorizing and writing, it does not explain the causes ofthe phenomenon of

women moving into religious orders in unprecedented numbers. The convent school

provided girls with a picture ofanother type of life, another option. The convent

represented a perfectly acceptable life-choice for the Catholic woman. Danylewycz's order

attracted many more women over the same period than the Sisters ofthe Holy Cross did.

Perhaps this is due to the lack ofoptions for French-Canadian women. In the American

context women more readily remained single than entered convents. It seems that both

groups ofwomen rejected marriage for the same reason, the strong influence ofthe

convent in their formative years. In Quebec the alternative was religious life. American

women had more choice, not totally blocked from a professional career they could remain

single, they could even continue with their education, they could also enter a religious

order.



The only major difference between the behavior ofDanylewycz's group ofwomen

and the Holy Cross Sisters becomes apparent in the last chapter ofDanylewycz's book

which discusses Catholic feminism. It has been suggested that the Canadian woman's

entrance into religious orders drained secular society ofthose women who would have

normally agitated for reform and feminism. It is here, however, that Quebec and the

United States difi‘er too greatly to be compared without more extensive research into the

American Catholic experience. The power ofthe Church and its alliance with politicians

had an enormous effect on the late appearance offrancophone Catholic feminism in the

province ofQuebec. Quebec difl‘ers from the rest ofCanada in this respect. Primarily

Protestant, anglophone provinces like Ontario closely parallel the development of

American feminism. The overall appearance offeminism in the United States was not

delayed significantly because of a lack ofCatholic participation. Catholic women may

have been absent from reform and feminist movements because, as Danylewycz suggests in

the case ofQuebec, the 'best and brightest’ women had entered the convent. Catholic

women may have also found some ofthe goals offeminism contrary to their own

concerns. As Catholics, many ofthese women were not interested in issues such as family

size limitation, fertility control, divorce, and custody law reform. Agitation for women's

sufl‘rage was not even split along gender lines in the non-Catholic community. It would be

more plausible in the American context to conclude that Catholic women entered into the

feminist movement late because its goals did not constitute an important part oftheir lives.



Chapter 2: Themes in American Women's History

Because ofthe influence ofindustrialization during the nineteenth century,

production moved out ofthe home. This resulted in a change in gender roles as men

increasingly worked as wage laborers outside the home, while women acquired greater

responsibility for child rearing and for the domestic sphere. Historians attempt to describe

this gender shift by examining the rhetoric, as well as the actual experiences ofwomen's

lives. To examine only one ofthese dimensions gives an unbalanced, one-sided view. Both

women's prescriptive roles, and the descriptive histories that detail women's actual

experience was largely a white, middle-class experience and audience. Some women

followed the role prescribed by 'True Womanhood,‘ while others attempted to follow it

outwardly but were aware that their situation did not fit this supposed norm. A small

minority ofwomen ignored ideas about gender-specific roles and deliberately crossed

male/female boundaries.

Societies' reaction to women's actions andjudgment ofthese actions was based on

women's ability to follow the strictures which governed gender roles. Above all, a woman
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had to preserve her femininity. Women who stepped outside prescribed and accepted

boundaries were ostracized, for example, feminists were viewed as unnatural and aberrant.

A women might become highly educated or work and still be accepted, as long as she was

able to maintain her image offemininity. A brief overview ofthe evolution ofAmerican

women's history and its themes would provide a USCfill context for analysis. Many studies

have examined the roles ofnineteenth, and early twentieth-century woman. One ofthe

earliest interpretive works was Barbara Welter’s 1966 article which described the ‘Cult of

True Womanhood’. Welter's article was groundbreaking, setting a trend in the study of

American women for the next three decades.

According to Welter, 'True Women' demonstrated virtues ofpiety, purity,

submissiveness, and domesticity.3 These respected virtues were articulated in women’s

magazines, gift annals and the religious literature ofthe time.4 Piety or religion, was the

basis on which purity, submissiveness, and domesticity were founded, and did not take a

woman away fi'om her proper sphere ofthe home.’ Purity and subnrissiveness were the

virtues which defined femininity, and it was through domesticity that woman became the

“great guardian of society against the excesses ofhuman passions.”6 Women were

expected to remain within certain boundaries and ifthey did not, they were criticized

Sharply.7

 

3 Barbara Welter, ”The Cult ofTrue Womanhood: 1820-1860,” AmericanMfly 18,2 (1966): 152.

“ Welter 151.

5 Welter 153.

5 Welter 163.

7 Welter 172.
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Even though this ideal was presented and encouraged, forces existed which

impelled change, such as movements for social reform“, westward migration, utopian

communities, industrialism, and the Civil War.9 The question is, does the descriptive

phrase, "Cult ofTrue Womanhood" accurately portray the reality ofwomen's lives during

this period? It may well have been the ideal, but even Welter concludes that, "Real women

often felt they did not live up to the ideal ofTrue Womanhood; some ofthem blamed

themselves, some challenged the standard, some tried to keep the virtues and enlarge the

n10

scope ofwomanhood. This resulted in the fleeting existence ofthe 'True Woman.’ It is

important to ask however, to what extent did the True Woman ever really exist? Was she

simply a creation ofrhetoric and certain literature 17"

Welter's ideas opened new avenues ofresearch and provided a new language and

rhetoric. Works that followed focused on the formation and creation ofthe feminine, the

constructedness ofgender roles, discussions ofgender-segregated space, and prescribed

roles. The recognition of sex as a social category allowed for the study ofwomen as a

definable group. This invited discussion ofthe social formation offemininity and the

constructedness ofthese man-made gender categories. ‘2

 

8 examples of 19th century American ”female" social reform include: child welfare, temperence, abolition,

mission work, working against prostitution, and teaching in Sunday Schools. for a more detailed account

of this see: Robyn Muncy, Creating a FMe Dominion in American Refog1 1890-1935, 1991. (New

York: Oxford University Press) 1994. especially chapter 1, pp. 3-37.

9 Welter 173-174.

‘° Welter 174.

1‘ This quesfion, the examination of the extent to which prescriptive literature and societal standards were

internalizedby women has been discussed frequently since the appearance of Welter's article. Two

especially useful studies on this topic are: Frances B. Cogan, All-American Girl: The Ideal ofM

WMOOd in Mid-Nineteenth Cenm Amerig, (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1989). and

Nancy M. Theriot, Mothers and Daughters in Nineteenth-Cam America: The Bigsfl' Construction

91: Femininig, (Lexington, KY: The University Press of Kentucky, 1996).

12although Welter initiated the bulk of the discussion about women's roles, the notion of sex as a category

ofsocialanalysisakintothatofraceorclassisgenerallyattnbutedtoJoanKelly. Forexample, seeJoan
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The recognition ofthe humanity ofrole construction allows us to examine such

roles as the Cult ofDomesticity, the True Woman, and the "lady," not only as roles

prescribed by "society" but as a conscious way ofpreserving class distinction and

stratification. ‘3

In the articulation, preservation, and function ofthese feminine roles a distinctly

female culture can be identified with its own space and networks. 1" Originally notions of

female culture were rigid and dependent on a dichotomy which defined the public as male

and the private as female, from which sprang the idea of separate spheres. By defining the

public as the place ofhistory and history-making, women were then placed outside what

was considered the historical. In an efi‘ort to bring women into history, historians such as

Mary P. Ryan and Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham” have turned to examining women's

presence in distinctly public, yet female, roles. The classic example has been that ofthe

clubwoman. Some have taken the study ofthe female public sphere further in examining

the creation ofa historical sisterhood built on female networks and kinship. The study of

this women's culture, referred to as female institution building, is fi'equently applied to the

female-only Sister schools ofthe Ivy League. 16 Unfortunately most studies on genuinely

 

Kelly-Gadol, ”The Social Relations of the Sexes: Methodological Implications of Women's History."

Sigh; 1/4 (1976): 809-823.

'3 see Gerda Lerner, "the lady and the mill girl: changes in the status ofwomen in the age ofjackson."

Midcontinent American Studies Journal 10 (Sp. 1969): 5-15.

'4 for a discussion of women's networks in the midwest and on the frontier see: John Mack Faragher,

'Historyfromthelnside—Qrt: Writingthel-IistoryofWomeninRuralAmerica,”W33

(Winter 1981) esp. 548-557.

'5 see Mary P. Ryan, Cradle ofthe Middle Class. The Family in Oneida County, New Yor_k, 1790-1865.

1981. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992) for a discussion ofa Protestant community and

Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent. The Women's Movement in the Blackmg

Churcha 1880-1920, 1993. (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1994.) for a rare discussion of

women's culture, roles, and networks pertaining to Southern black women

‘6 for female institution building see Estelle Freedman, ”Separatism as Strategy: Female Institution

Building and American Feminism, 1870-1930,” Feminist Studies 5/3 (1979): 512-529.
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female space and women's culture culminate with women's involvement in the feminist

movement.

Although women can be studied as a group, and as such share certain

characteristics, it is important to remember that like any other group, women are not

monolithic, there are many diverse ways to break down the study ofwomen into

subgroups. Unfortunately the bulk ofthe literature has been about middle-class,

Protestant women and was deterministic as it has generally been used to explain the

subsequent growth offeminism and the women's movement. This approach is incomplete

since it does not take into account religious distinctions.

American society ofthe late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries possessed a

Catholic female equivalent to the middle class women discussed so thoroughly in Mary

Ryan's Cmdle ofthe Middle Clags. Although these women's lives were similar in some

ways to those of middle-class Protestant women, they did not participate in first-wave

feminism as did some oftheir Protestant counterparts.

Historians now accept that the study ofwomen must include differences of class,

thus, this discussion refers only to middle-class women's experience. Middle-class

Catholic women did not identify with lower class Catholic women but instead, used the

rhetoric of “True Womanhood", to consciously set themselves apart from the poorer, and

less socially acceptable 'ethnic', immigrant Catholics who were often the target ofthe

Know-Nothing and nativist movements. These women had more in common with nriddle-

class Protestant women, yet their shared experiences were marked by the religious

difference, and due to this religious difl‘erence they found feminism abhorrent. They did
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not relate readily to the men oftheir own class and religion as adults, having been

separated fiom them during their formative years. They were in fact members oftheir own

distinct culture. This Catholic, middle-class women's culture was similar, yet not identical

to that ofProtestant women ofthe same class. There were boundaries, networks, roles,

and relationships peculiar to Catholic women; an experience which deserves investigation.

Although most authors ofbooks and articles on nineteenth-century women's

history have been concerned with Protestant women, many ofthese theories about roles

and femininity are applicable to Catholic women as well. Catholic women lived in the

same society and were subjected to the same rhetoric. The difl‘erence was that strong

female role models were part ofCatholicism. Nuns had no children and no husband, they

lived in a totally female community, and often did work or behaved in a manner

unbecoming to the secular 'True Woman.’ By virtue ofbeing nuns, however, they

wereviewed as 'True Woman' and therefore they had much more liberty in their accepted

forms ofbehavior. With this freedom they were able to lead whole and fulfilled lives.

to experience a self-supporting and self-directing female

community, such as existed and continues to exist in the

religious and lay schools ofmany European countries.

Experience ofa female controlled and directed world is

essential, ifwomen are to discover a sense oftheir own

potential for self-directing activity. ‘7

This view, that women would have been better off in discovering themselves as ‘persons’

in a gender-segregated community oflearning, is a tantalizing one. Feminist historians'

discussions offemale institution building attempts to describe a women's culture and

attribute its existence to a female-only space. The notion ofa gender-segregated

 

'7 Jill Kathryn Conway, "Perspectives on the History ofWomens' Education in the United States," Histog

22W XIV, no.1 (1984): 10-
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community is even more applicable to the convent and the convent school, yet they have

rarely been studied or even mentioned in works ofmainstream women's history.

Frequently Catholic women are simply given a nod, a quick mention, if at all, in

discussions ofnineteenth-century American womanhood. Perhaps they have been

neglected because they were not the majority ofthe female population, and the

pervasiveness ofProtestant values in the United States was taken as a given. Perhaps they

have been overlooked because their narrative from the nrid-nineteenth through the early-

twentieth century could not be represented as an ever-climbing line on a graph

representing women's radicalization which culminated in an expression ofthe sentiments of

mainstream feminism. Perhaps Catholic lay and religious women are seen as submitting to

a rigid clerical patriarchy.

However, the restrictions under which women within the

institutions ofthe Catholic Church carry on their work have

certainly been vastly overestimated by most Protestants.

The various women's orders are still very important, and within

these orders the women have unusually good opportunity to

develop special talents for religion, administration, the arts

and professions. . .A career in religion is a definite possibility for

the Roman Catholic girl.18

The opportunities open to a woman who chose a religious vocation could be, in the

nineteenth century, interpreted as better than a woman's opportunities for personal

fillfillment. The importance ofthe figure ofMary to female religious orders opens up

questions about the ambiguity ofthe supposed position and role ofwomen in the Catholic

religion. In spite ofthe patriarchal power structure which controlled spiritual matters,

 

'8 Elsie Thomas Culver, Women in the World of Religion (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company,

Inc, 1967) 221.
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female religious communities were actually independent in administrative matters and they

maintained what could be called an alternative family model in an entirely gender-

segregated space. The aim ofthe following chapter is to explore some ofthe ways

Catholic women, and religious women have been described by historians, and to

demonstrate that the middle-class Catholic woman's experiences in nineteenth-century

America ofl‘en difl‘ered greatly from the experiences ofthe Protestant woman, who has

long been assumed to be the model for nineteenth-century American women. Not only are

Catholic women different, it will be shown that they are worth studying in their own right.



Chapter 3: The Catholic Woman

The American Catholic woman and the American nun have been the subject of

relatively few historical studies. The most abundant secondary source material has been

produced within the hierarchy ofthe Catholic Church by both male and female members of

religious orders. It has also been common for religious orders to produce their own

histories. In the past very few ofthese works were produced by academically trained

historians. Many lack footnotes, a bibliography, contextualization within the larger picture

ofAmerican society, and are tainted by providential language. There has also been a

tendency to treat traditional oral histories of congregations as actual events rather than the

mythologized and embellished accounts that they usually become. More recent accounts

are much more concerned with relating history than proselytizing for the Catholic Church

or for their order. In the last thirty years more and more members ofreligious orders have

obtained graduate degrees and in addition to producing dissertations on an aspect ofthe

Catholic Church in America, many have written excellent histories oftheir own orders. In

addition, the majority ofreligious orders now have a formally trained archivist and or

historian on stafl‘to assist with research.

Outside ofhistories produced about specific communities from within, very little

has been written about American Catholic women by either religious or secular authors.

One ofthe more comprehensive studies is a doctoral dissertation by Dominican Mary

17
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Ewens, published in book form in 1978.19 The goal ofthe book is to examine the role of

the nun in nineteenth-century American society, and the conflicts and adaptations that

grew out of cultural conflicts between European established institutions with American

members.

This book is divided into periods of history beginning with Colonial America's first

contact with nuns, when captives were canied to Canada. Two ofEwens' underlying

themes are the actual acceptance ofCatholics by Protestants, and the wide discrepancy

between the stereotypical image ofthe nun and the reality ofnuns' lives.

Ewens published again in 1979, this time devoting an essay to the life ofthe nun in

America.20 Her goal was not only to portray the nuns' experience, but to, in a way,

empower them, by positing their status in nineteenth-century America as more liberated

than that ofthe secular woman.

Another important work on American women is Nuns and the Education of

American Catholic Womgh, 1860-1920 by Eileen Mary Brewer. Brewer looks at four

female teaching orders in the American Midwest. Though some ofher ideas are not

adequately developed , her work is also concerned with the existenceiofa 'separate female

world' and with the power held by nuns with respect to lay women.

Turning to the Canadian literature on Catholic women we find a much richer and

larger body ofworks. One ofthe earliest was "Les Communaute's Religieuses et la

Condition Féminine" by Micheline Dumont-Johnson who unabashedly states that "...le

cadre des communautés religieuses féminines a constitué la premiere manifestation d'un

 

‘9 The Role ofthe NE in Nineteenth Centm Americh, (New York: Arno Press, 1978).

2° Mary Ewens, 01>. ”Removing the Veil: the Liberated American Nun," in Women of5m' . Rosemary

Ruether and Eleanor McLaughlin,eds. (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1979.) 255-278.
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"2‘ Whether they were self—proclaimed feminists or not, Dumont-féminisme québecois.

Johnson sees Quebec religieuses as participating in an acceptable form offemale protest.

Protest, because they turned their backs on marriage and procreation, and acceptable

because the role chosen was still an undeniably female one.

The work that brings together many ofthe themes and goals discussed above is

also set in the Canadian context. Its well-articulated theories about the Catholic

experience, and female roles, culture, and sisterhood are based on studies oftwo

specifically Canadian orders, yet the questions asked and the conclusions reached are

relevant to the American setting.

Taking the Veil: in Alternhtive to Marriage, Motherhfla and Spinsterhood in

Quebec, 1840-1820 is an expansion ofMarta Danylewycz’s doctoral dissertation,

 

published posthumously by her friends and colleagues. In it she delineates the nuns'

experience in the province ofQuebec, and primarily in the city ofMontreal, by closely

examining two female religious orders, the Congregation de Notre Dame, and the Sisters

ofMiséricorde.

The Congregation de Notre Dame was founded by a French woman, Marguerite

Bourgeoys in 1653, during the early years ofthe colony ofNew France. Unlike most

French orders ofthe time it was never a cloistered community. The Congregation de

Notre Dame was always a teaching order and grew to have schools across Canada in the

form ofacademics, boarding schools, écoles ménagéres, a normal school, a women’s

college, and parish schools.

 

2‘ Micheline Dumont-Johnson, "Les Communaute's Religieuses et la Condition Feminine," Recherches
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The Sisters ofMise'ricorde are a much more recently established group. They

evolved out ofthe work ofMontreal widow Rosalie Cadron-Jetté who had been taking in

unwed mothers and their infants. At the urging ofthe Bishop ofMontreal, Ignace

Bourget, Cadron-Jetté and a fiiend, Sophie Desmarets founded a religious order in 1851

to continue this work. The order briefly provided the service ofmidwifery, until Rome

ruled against that line ofwork for religious women in 1860; but it continued to provide its

‘house ofrefugee' women. By the 18905 the community had become financially secure

and began to professionally train its sisters as nurses, hospitals administrators and lab

assistants.22 By looking at these two very different orders Danylewycz was able to see a

spectrum ofexperience representing one-fifth ofthe total female religious population of

Quebec.”

Danylewycz choose to study the period from 1840 to 1920 because ofthe reversal

ofthe trend of stagnation in the growth ofreligious orders. There was also a growth in

the number ofEuropean based orders which established branches in the ”New World"?

In Quebec this began not only the rise ofwomen’s religious vocations, but the growth of

religious leadership in education and the social services, and the concurrent weakening of

lay influence in those areas.25 The growth ofthe Church was the result ofmultiple forces at

work that occurred not only in Quebec and Canada but in most industrializing ‘Western’

 

22 Marta Danylewycz, Takihg the Veil: An Alternative to Marriage, Mghemgi grid grammar in
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23 Danylewycz 2. My review of Danylewycz's work will concentrate on sections pertaining to the teaching

order of the Congregation de Notre Dame as my own research involved a teaching order
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nations. These forces were industrialization, the glorification ofthe home, the growth of

female education, and the emergence offeminism.

Danylewycz's first chapter examines the religious, social, and economic factors

which led to this increase in religious communities and vocations in Quebec.26 During the

nineteenth century something happened which, she argues, was peculiar to Quebec, “. . .the

Church was able to become the dominant social and cultural institution in French

Canada.”27 This growth in the power ofthe Church was the result oftwo things: the

personal figure ofMgr. Bourget, Bishop ofMontreal, and the truly peculiar political

situation of Quebec.

The role ofthe clergy in Quebec was a unique one. Unlike many "Western",

industrializing nations, the clergy had an enormous influence over the people ofQuebec.

Priests held extremely elevated and revered positions within the community. The clergy

also had a significant influence in the political arena, and frequently instructed Catholics

how to vote. They were also passionate speakers on the subject ofFtench-Canadian

nationalism and the preservation ofthe French-Canadian culture.

The clergy were responsible for injecting devotional exercises into popular culture

and for erecting visible reminders such as cathedrals, shrines, and the cross on Mount

Royal, to increase popular piety.28 Along with this the Church venerated the image of

Mary and the Immaculate Conception. The image ofMary was used by the Church in

much the same way nineteenth-century United States theologians lauded the Cult ofTrue

Womanhood.

 

26 Danylewycz, Taking the Veil 20.

27 Danylewycz 22.
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In Chapter Two Danylewycz puts forth the idea that it was possible for a woman

to seek social mobility through marriage or through the spiritual life of a vocation. In

order to comprehend this choice and what women were choosing between, the world for

women outside the convent must first be understood. This was a time of limited economic

opportunity, land scarcity, and migration. Thus many Quebeckers adopted a more prudent

attitude towards marriage, marrying later than they had in the past.29

Limited white-collar 'fenrinine' positions did exist such as teaching, omce work,

clerking, and nursing, but women in these positions were treated worse and paid less than

blue-collar workers or their male equivalents, ”Although they were better educated and

often came from a higher social class than women in service and manufacturing, they

1130

earned less than their supposed social inferiors. They were also often forced or

expected to quit upon marriage, and certainly upon the birth ofthe first child?1

The most viable employment option for a woman who wished to support herself

was teaching. The salaries did not vary greatly fi'om urban to rural areas and it was the

only option which ofi‘ered a pension. Even so it was assumed by school administrators

that women teachers were single and without families to support and therefore did not

deserve the higher salary accorded to male teachers.32 This problem ofinequality was

compounded by the presence ofreligious teachers in the school system.33 Members of

religious orders were expected to and did work for next to nothing upsetting the whole
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labor system by devaluing the job. Nuns and brothers were cheaper and also stayed in a

position longer than lay teachers.”

Teaching presented a welcome alternative to the women ofthe nineteenth century

whose other paid job options included domestic service, mill and factory labor,

dressmaking, and prostitution. It was an acceptable profession for a respectable young

woman and afl‘orded some social standing. Another positive aspect was that "Teaching

was the only career open to women that led to a pension."35 It was also one ofthe only

paid careers open to the educated woman. It was not, however, a common choice for the

French-Canadian woman.

Francophone institutions with teacher training courses opened their doors to

women much later than did anglophone institutions?6 Fewer positions were Open to

secular instructors in French language schools for two reasons: French Canadians were

predominantly Catholic, thus most religious instructors were concentrated in the French

language schools, public or private, leaving few job openings for the secular teacher.

Unfortunately teaching, as stated, was not much ofa career option for fiancophone

women. Although it was possible to obtain a position as a teacher without graduating

fi'om a normal school, figures indicate that the proportions ofnormal school graduates are

very similar to the proportions of actual teachers in the census and educational reports.37

 

3‘ Danylewycz, Tgigg the Veil 60.
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Norrnal-school graduates dominated the profession. Francophone universities, and thus

the professions, were not open to women until the turn ofthe century (unlike anglophone

institutions). There were limited options for the upper- or middle-class French Catholic

woman who wanted to maintain her respectability. Only a very small number of

fiancophone women became teachers or nurses, most married or entered convents.

For those women who wished to remain single and needed to be self-supporting, or

women who wanted careers, there were few easy options that did not involve financial or

economic hardship or relocation. Therefore there was little to dissuade women from

entering convents. "Almost everything, on the contrary, seemed to favour their movement

into convents."38 Secular society ofl‘ered middle and upper-class francophone Catholic

women little room for social mobility or self-fillfillment outside marriage. "What could an

ambitious woman do except seek social mobility through marriage or spiritual life"?39 If

marriage wasn't desirable, that lefi one Option- the convent. It is also possible that

education in convent schools stimulated and developed girls' intellectual and spiritual

desires, awakening urges that may not have been able to be satisfied in secular society. In

order to reconcile their aspirations with the secular realities facing women in Quebeeois

society some women may have been encouraged ". . .to stay in the convent to develop

further their spiritual and intellectual capabilities.“0

Danylewycz asserts that unlike other North American or European societies, no

one in Quebec questioned the right of convents to exist or women's choice to enter thenr,

"On the contrary, women were consistently reminded that the 'heavens were their
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domain""u and that religion was their specific calling. Danylewycz interprets this

encouragement as a green light for women to enter convents.

Danylewycz's next chapter examines an increase in vocations fi'om inside the

convent; a ground-up approach which uses the life histories ofwomen who became sisters.

In the past historians have stressed the motivation of personal religious afiinnation and the

importance of "providence." Fewer women attributed their religious vocation to

providence in nineteenth-century Quebec, and instead, vocations presented an alternative

to "...placement en service domestique, a l'e'migration dans les re'gions de colonisation, a

l'exil aux Etats-Unis, et méme au mariage."‘12

In fact in the case ofteaching nuns, the constraints oftraditional, physical maternity

were replaced by a liberated, spiritual maternity. Teaching nuns played the role ofmother

to many children without ever giving birth. The appellation 'mother' often meant both

parent and teacher, the lines between the family ofbirth and the family ofthe convent

boarding school were blurred. Danylewycz also sees teaching nuns as gaining social

prestige and material reward for their conrrnunity.43 Due to community desire for prestige

and recognition, a form of elitism about teaching grew. "The Congregation felt obliged to

make rank distinctions between its teaching and non-teaching sisters, thereby undermining

the impression that all nuns were ofequal worth. . "‘4 Therefore Danylewycz sees entrance

into an order with a teaching vocation as, in part, a selfish, pride-motivated activity,
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"...women in nineteenth century Quebec hoped to satisfy their social needs and aspirations

as well as their spiritual yearrlings.""5

Danylewycz presents two hypotheses in order to explain womens' rising vocations.

The first hypothesis was advanced by Benoit Levesque in Dénault's Elements pour une

sociologie des communautés religieuses au @ébec. Levesque sees religious orders as an

efi‘ective way ofintegrating growing numbers of 'redundant' women who avoided the

traditional family role. "By subnritting to the power ofthe priest and to the religious

integration ofthe Church, these women were restored to overall society.” The figure of

the priest provided the necessary male authority figure that every women must be linked

to, in order to be non-redundant. The second hypothesis was advanced by women's

scholars and sees the expansion in terms ofwomen's intellectual and social aspirations,

"...arguing that the organization of convents by women was a manifestation of incipient or

"surrogate" feminism. "‘7 Danylewycz favors the second hypothesis since Levesque had

wrongly assumed that priests had control over nuns. Though they had spiritual pull,

women governed their own temporals. The second hypothesis is important because purely

spiritual factors for entrance into a convent must be balanced by social factors as well. A

focus on the spiritual alone ". . .places convent women outside history"48 by denying their

humanity. It seems that the best approach is a combination ofboth hypotheses.

Convents, in general, offered a range ofchoices in terms oftype; a chance to

reconsider unlike marriage; skills-whether one stayed or not; a vocation; the chance to
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reject marriage; positions ofpower regardless of class background; rewards for good

work.49 Although it is unfair to claim that all nuns found convent life equally satisfying,

". . .through their commitment to religion, convent women developed a unique lifestyle that

melded prayer and devotion to privileges that were generally denied secular women. "50

These 'surplus' women who might have had a marginal existence as spinsters otherwise

were given a place in the community through their work-not marriage. In Quebec

religious life represents a unique expression of femininity and an alternative path towards

female self-realization. Danylewycz has argued that in New England this 'surplus' of

women became the 'cradle' of agitation for women's rights.51 This sufices for Protestant

New England, but what about areas ofthe United States with Catholic communities?

Chapter Four ofDanylewycz's book examines the role ofthe family and its

relationship to religious institutions. Families were a means ofrecruitment, relatives who

had entered religious institutions provided an example to children, "Women in religious

communities facilitated the movement ofyounger generations oflay relatives into religious

life. All ofthese interactions served to create in Quebec a society in which the spheres of

secular and sacred, private and public, were distinct and separate only to the outsider.“2

To have a child in religion was an honor for the whole family, not only was it certain that

the economic filture ofthat child was secure, families believed that their own chances for

salvation had improved significantly. 53
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The introduction to convent life began early for young girls, long before a woman

made the final decision to enter an order or not. Many young middle- and upper-class girls

were sent to be educated in various schools stafl‘ed by nuns. In the form ofparish day

schools and boarding schools, young girls were exposed to this life-path alternative to

motherhood. Many young women spent their early years in a gender-segregated, female

environment. "In effect, convent schools, which flourished in this period, also promoted

the ideologies ofreligious communities as surrogate families, as well as presenting young

girls with the role model ofthe nun and her varied accomplishments. "54 Boarders lived a

similar life to that ofthe nuns with a tight schedule emphasizing prayer and devotion. Not

only did they live comrnunally, their social life was entirely group-oriented. Many schools

had cultural and literary organiutions, girls wrote and performed plays and published

literary joumals.” Girls lived in close proximity to their teachers, enabling them to admire

the nuns and form special fiiendships, "School girls became acquainted with the ways of

the convent through their boarding school experiences. Some also came to admire and

love their mentors and began to identify with their life's work. "56 The sisters were not

unaware ofthe influence they had over girls.

It was not only the girls ofpious French Canadian families who were sent to

convent schools. Ofien children ofvehement and noted anti-clerics were also enrolled.57

This patronage had nothing to do with religion; convent schools were often the best

schools available, and they produced well-educated, well-disciplined young women in an
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excellent situation to contract a good marriage. The Congregation de Notre Dame's

convent schools, Villa Maria and Mont.-Ste.-Marie were leading educational institutions

that trained the daughters and firture wives ofthe province's elite.58

Boarding schools also provided reliable and necessary childcare services. Often

students in attendance were orphans or left with only one parent. Children such as these

were sent to boarding schools because "Nuns created a second home for the young, thus

sharing with parents the responsibility ofrearing daughters."59

The Church and the family were intertwined in this strange symbiotic relationship.

"During the second half ofthe nineteenth century the goals ofan expanding Church and

the needs offamilies intersected, making the convent boarding school a viable

institution. "60 Although there was conflict, this relationship continued strong into the

twentieth century.

Danylewycz's concluding chapter chronicles the rise offrancophone feminism in a

region that often difi'ered greatly and lagged behind other industrialized nations.

In light ofthe argument that during the latter halfofthe

nineteenth century religious life opened the door for some

women to a variety ofeducational and social opportunities that

women in other societies attained through the women's

movement, it is necessary to ask what efi‘ect this possibility had

on the development ofa feminist consciousness among

francophone lay women in Quebec.61

Danylewycz thinks that the slower movement offeminism in Quebec was inevitable

because the option ofreligious life ofi‘ered a partial solution to the problems which women
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agitated against elsewhere. In addition, the paths of insertion into the system that

Protestant women followed - charitable and philanthropic work - were already occupied by

religious women and controlled by the Church in Quebec. The Church in Quebec provided

and outlet that other North American women found through the feminist movement, which

in Canada included agitation for women's right to higher education, equality before the

law, and the right to vote. Some branches offeminism in Canada were also interested in

fertility control, family size limitation, divorce and child custody law reform."2

It is important, therefore, to understand the relationship between two groups of

women in Quebec - nuns and lay francophone women. Lay women occupied a marginal

place in social services as compared to the representation ofthe religious community and

ofProtestant women.63 Those who began to be politicized around the turn ofthe century

were the privileged few, and they questioned the nuns' dominance in the area ofcharitable

work.“ This feminism differed greatly from non-francophone, Protestant feminism,

Quebec women's reactions were situated clearly within the tradition ofCatholicism,

producing a 'Catholic feminism' unavailable to Protestant and Jewish women. The early

women ofthe church and the Virgin Mary were celebrated and glorified. Nuns were

 

'52 It is difficult to make a blanket statement about feminism in Canada, or even in Quebec in the

nineteenth century. As with many other issues there were divisions along the lines of language and
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between the sexes, Quebec feminism stressed the conrplementary nature of male and female roles.

Francophone Catholic women did not have the same liberty of expression as Protestant women as they

always risked the hostility of a vocal clergy. Many feminist reforms such as fertility control and family

size limitation, interlinking issues, were effective much earlier in predominantly Protestant and

anglophone Ontario than in Quebec. The average size of the family began to decline much earlier in

Ontario andmore quicklythanthat inQuebec.
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pointed to as evidence that voting would not corrupt women. After all who could be more

moral or beyond reproach than a nun?

'Catholic feminists' soon realized that they could not work against nuns and expect

any success, so they began to ally themselves with the religious orders. This made the

Church and politicians nervous; multiple efl‘orts were made to divide nuns and lay women.

The Congregation de Notre Dame was willing and able to respond to the demands

ofthese middle-class women, many ofwhom were former students. "The challenge lay

women put forward to religious women has been overlooked by historians in the past

because its discovery and analysis are only possible in the context ofa women's history

that makes religious women and their lay counterparts the focus of study. "‘5 There needs

to be more historical emphasis on religious women as women, and as active participants in

the creation of history.

This reliance on religious women for services had put lay women at a political

disadvantage, yet the existence ofreligious women also provided the method and impetus

for questioning male dominance amongst middle-class Catholic fiancophone women.

The lives ofthese sisters demonstrate the fact that convents

ofi‘ered an alternative to marriage and motherhood (and

"spinsterhood") in a society that valued women chiefly as

procreative beings. Under the protection oftheir vocations,

women pursue life-long careers, wielded power, and, on occasion,

entered the public sphere. In the final analysis, entering a convent

could well mean overcoming the disadvantage ofbeing a woman in

a man's world.“
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Any discussion ofnineteenth and twentieth-century Quebec needs to be situated in

the province's rather peculiar historical context which was responsible for producing the

bifirrcated society ofmodern times and the divisions along language and religious lines not

found elsewhere in North America. The uniqueness ofQuebec can make comparison with

other societies difficult. In addition to a culture and an educational system divided by

language, Quebec society was also divided by class. There was no direct equivalent to St.

Mary's students in Quebec, as most anglophone Catholics were ofthe working class. The

middle and upper-class patrons of convent schools were almost entirely fiancophone.

Therefore, Catholic and Protestant women did not share the same experience in

either nineteenth-century Canada or the United States. In Quebec some avenues of

employment open to Protestant women were virtually closed to Catholic fiancophone

women. In both Quebec and the United States, however, the experience ofthe convent

school and the option ofa religious vocation offered Catholic women a different choice,

neither marriage nor spinsterhood, yet still an expression offemininity within the bounds of

prescribed female roles. "Within the religious community, however, it was possible for

women to rise to positions ofgreat authority and responsibility that had no counterpart in

the Protestant community. "67 The convent in Quebec attracted many ofthe women who,

in a Protestant society, would have been vocal feminist activists. Religious communities

not only drained the fiancophone community ofthose women most likely to support the

feminist cause, they also lessened the avenues ofprotest due to their monopoly in the

social services. This alternative expression offemininity represented the first expression of

 

6’ D. Suzanne Cross 220.



33

Québecois feminism, while at the same time it stifled secular fi'ancophone feminist

movements.



Chapter 4: The Sisters of the Holy Cross, Notre Dame, Indiana

The position ofCatholicism in the nineteenth-century United States was by no

means as elevated as it was in Quebec. The institutions of Catholicism defined nearly

every aspect ofQuebec society, and directly afi‘ected all but a small Protestant and Jewish

minority. However, even though Catholicism was not nearly so pervasive in the United

States, it still played a significant role, and many ofMarta Danylewycz's conclusions about

women and Catholicism are equally relevant in the American context.

Most histories ofthe nineteenth- and early twentieth-century United States are

based on an assumption that being American meant being Protestant. Certainly one cannot

wish to deny the vast size and influence ofProtestantism in the United States, but it was

also not the only option. In addition to a rnlrnber ofnative-born Catholics, the nineteenth-

century United States became the home of many Catholic immigrants from Ireland,

Canada, Italy, and the Germanic countries. Often it is assumed that all these Catholic

immigrants were ofthe blue-collar, 'laboring' class; however, "Not all women ofimmigrant

background lived in poverty and squalor. In the higher circles ofimmigrant and Catholic

families women enlarged their sphere in the same fashion as had their native-born peers. "68
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Nuns performed the same social service and benevolent activities as Protestant women.

Nanatives about nuns have, however, perpetuated a stereotypical image ofnuns and

Catholicism. Nuns are not known to historians as women who identified with the

experiences of other women. Any history ofnineteenth-century American women should

also explore the experience of American nuns.

Historian Mary Ryan writes ofthe need to look for past evidence ofwomen's

power and autonomy. In doing so, historians have been able to find that, "Within

segregated female spheres and women's networks they [historians] have discerned

evidence ofthe ability ofwomen to maximize their fieedom and exert considerable social

influence. "‘9 Within the segregated space ofthe convent school women also formed these

same sort ofnetworks and in addition, women who became nuns were able to act in some

similarwaysreservedto malesinsecularsociety.

European religious orders thought ofAmerica as a vast field for missionary

endeavor. Between 1790 and 1920, 119 European orders established foundations in the

United States, eight Canadian orders established American branches, and 38 American

orders were founded.70 In 1822 there were 200 nuns in the United States, in 1920 there

were 88,773."1 This growth is remarkable similar to the growth witnessed in the province

ofQuebec during the same time period.
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These orders were necessary to meet the needs ofimmigrant Catholics.72

Catholics wished to provide education for their own community because they feared

Protestant influence and secularism in the public schools.73 To stafi‘these schools

American bishops needed the services ofteaching nuns.

American mms were almost exclusively teachers at this time, which presented

problems for orders with European origins. The constitutions and rules ofthese

communities were nearly entirely European in origin The majority ofEuropean orders

were cloistered, meaning that was were greatly restricted in movement and contact with

the outside world. These restrictions were simply not practical in North America This

resulted in a cultural clash "Many sisters whose rules required adaptations for American

conditions fell into the umrsual pattern of strained relationships with European superiors,

bishops, and priest-directors."74 Religious ofEuropean origin were generally quite

inflexible and were fiequemly pitted against the more recent native-born (American)

arrivals to the order in a struggle over whether or not to adapt the community to the

American setting. Ofientimes these tensions seemed to threaten the existence ofthe

community.

Another contrast to the European experience was the way in which religious orders

were financed. In Europe they were established and maintained through royal grants or

endowments fiom wealthy patrons. In the United States ms were much more personally
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responsible for financing their orders and participated in a variety ofmoney-making

activities, including spimring and sewing for neighbors and college boys, raising their own

food and working their own farms, as well as printing and binding journals and prayer

books.75 The vocational aim ofthese orders, however, was usually intended to be teaching

and "...the vast majority ofAmerican nuns were teachers, profession ofvows most often

meant joining the teaching profession."76

Between 1840 and 1910 the mlmber ofCatholic academics in the United States

went fi'om 47 to 709.77 Although the all-over growth is significant, growth in the Midwest

is ' y noteworthy because "With few rivals in the educational field, the sisters'

schools were welcomed by both Catholic and Protestant. "78 Often the only option for a

quality education was a Catholic academy. Both Protestant and Jewish girls attended

Catholic academies. Children ofprominent families attended because they were the best

schools available in many areas outside the urban Northeast."9 The sisters were careful to

respect the fieedom ofconscience ofnon-Catholic pupils, often releasing them from Brble

and Church history courses, and forbidding them fi'omjoining the religious sodalities.

These acadenries were the equivalent ofthe elite schools ofthe East, training girls to

become Catholic gentlewomen.

In order to better understand the experience ofthe American mm and the influence

ofthe convent school, it is necessary to examine an American female religious community

and its school in-depth Although some ofthe details may vary, Saint Mary's
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Academy/College, ofNotre Dame, Indiana did not difi‘er greatly fiom the other various

convent schools and neither did the Sisters ofthe Holy Cross, the women responsible for

it. Education was ofl‘ered to girls and women from the age offive through high school

completion. The majority of students were ofthe Roman Catholic faith but students of

other faiths attended convent schools which were often the best schools in outlying areas.

Many ofthese schools had European origins, like Holy Cross, and therefore the curriculum

was more classical than the new American vocational, in form Courses stressed not only

the arts and humanities but also science and mathematics. Competition was a key

characteristic encouraged amongst students. A concern for physical as well as spiritual

well-being was expressed by the mandatory physical education classes. While many

convent schools boarded students in some accepted only day students, some schools, like

St. Mary's were a mix ofboth. The teachers in the convent school were predominantly

professed sisters, often a product ofthe very same school. While the teachers (sisters)

sometimeslivedinthe sarnequartersasthe students,theyalsooftenhadnearby, but

separate quarters. At St. Mary's the students and sisters started ofi‘sharing facilities and

when firnds and space permitted, the students were given their own residence. Whole

families and generations offanrilies attended schools stafl‘ed by the same order, there were

fiequently male and female equivalents such as Notre Dame and St. Mary's.

Upon closer examination of St. Mary's we will see that as with the groups studied

by Danylewycz, these were a uniquely well-educated group ofwomen. Separated fi'om

the world and fi'om men these women grew up confident in a nurturing, all-female

environment. They were called upon to study subjects such as Greek, Latin, advanced
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mathematics, and physical education which were largely absent from the normal public

school curriculum for young women Many strong ties were formed amongst the students,

with the school, and with its faculty. Graduates found time to visit St. Mary's, as they had

the schools ofthe Congregation de Notre Dame, with their bethrothed, and their children.

Their weddings and firrther education were announced happily in the school paper, as was

the entrance ofsome into religion Attendence at a convent school seemed to be a family

afl‘air and so was the profession ofa religious vocation. Many young women were

influenced by aunts and sisters, or by teachers with whom they had developed a strong

fiiendship.

On Aug. 1840 five men ofthe diocese ofLeMans, France made religious vows that

formed the Congregation ofHoly Cross.“0 One ofthese men, Father Edward Sorin went

on to become a key figure in the order, and was instrumental in founding the Holy Cross

Sisters. Father Moreau, founder ofthe brothers ofHoly Cross saw his new religious

congregation as having two branches, one male, one female. He had gathered around him

'pious girls' as domestic workers, and in 1841, four ofthese women became the first Sister

Marianites ofHoly Cross.‘n This same year a request fiom Bishop de la Hailandiere ofthe

diocese ofVincennes, Indiana, was put forth, calling for missionaries to his 'pioneer'

diocese. In response to Hailandiere's request Father Sorin set out for America with six

brothers. The Holy Cross men were given a choice oftwo rural sites near Vincennes to

settle on, and they chose one called St. Peter's.82 They wished to begin a college for men
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there, but since there was already such a college in the Vincennes area the bishop ofi‘ered

them another site, at South Bend.83 They established themselves on the new property

called Notre-Dame-du-Lac and in 1843 they were joined by three priests, a brother, and

four sisters.84

The sisters lived a harsh life at first, sleeping on straw in aloft above the chapel.85

They were formed into their own governing council and one oftheir first decisions that

year was to create a library, "This was, after all, a fledgling college, so, not to be too far

behind they decreed a convent library into existence on Dec. 2, though they had no more

books than they had had postulants a few months before."86

Everything went smoothly for the little comnnmity until the Holy Cross order

wished to establish a novitiate for Sisters at South Bend. This presented the problem of

having two female novitiates in one diocese, as the Sisters ofProvidence already had a

foundation at Sainte-Marie-des-Bois (Terre Haute)." Bishop de la Hailandiére felt that

the diocese would not be able to support more than one novitiate and forbid the opening of

an additional one for Holy Cross.

The problem was solved in a most unique way. South Bend is located just over the

Indiana-Michigan border, and was therefore close to the border ofthe diocese ofDetroit,

under the jurisdiction ofanother bishop. The community found the bishop ofDetroit

willingtosupportafcmalenovitiateinhisdiocese,soanovitiatewasfoundedatBertrand,
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Michigan, just six miles north ofNotre Dame. The sisters moved to Bertrand in 1844 but

left a substantial number oftheir community behind at Notre Dame to do the manual work

for the priests, brothers, and students.88

This brings to light the confusion as to what the original purpose ofthe sisters was

to be. Was it missionary work with the Indians, keeping house for the priests at Notre

Dame, or providing education? There has been great conflict and debate over this later in

histories ofthe community, perhaps the original intention will never be known, in any case,

in actuality, the Sisters performed all three tasks.89 One suspects that the original purpose

ofthe female community ofHoly Cross was to provide education, the other two simply

evolved over time. One ofthe earlier constitutions ofthe congregation, found in archival

material dating from Bertrand days, states under Nature, Object Means and Government of

the Congregation, "...to secure the sanctification ofits members by the practices ofthe

Religious life and the Christian offemale youth, by the foundation and direction not only

ofprimary and boarding schools, but also ofindustrial schools, orphan asylums, and

hospitals. "9°

It would seem logical to assume that the primary aim ofthe comnmnity was to

teach, having sisters do the menial labor at Notre Dame may have developed due to one of

several reasons. It was traditional for French female communities to divide their members

into choir, or upper-class, and lay, or lower-class ms. The choir nuns ofthe Marianite

order would have been teaching nuns while the lay nuns would have done the menial labor
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ofthe congregation.91 Since the Marianites and Josephites (male religious ofHoly Cross)

were originally part ofone Congregation, these lay nuns would have been charged with the

menial labor ofboth branches. The Marianites were unprepared to begin their work as

teachers immediately, and so perhaps all the Sisters worked at the same sort oftasks until

the order was ready to open their intended school. Another possible cause for confusion

as to the original purpose ofthe Marianites lies in the dificulties offinancing a religious

comnninity in nineteenth-century America. Many orders took in laundry and sewing for

payment. Some started 'cottage industries,‘ and some grew and sold their own food. Saint

Mary's owned farmland (separate from Notre Dame) until the latter part ofthe twentieth

century, they may well have taken in laundry and sewing for the neighboring community as

well as for the Holy Cross Brothers and their school.

When the Brothers had barely settled in, Fr. Sorin wrote to Fr. Moreau about the

necessityofthe SisterskeepingaschooLbutalsooftendingtothelaundryandan

intirrnary.92 Apparently the men could cook, but they could not handle such things as the

clothes room, laundry and infirmary.93

In these ficntier times location was everything. In the 1830-40's Bertrand was

actuallymoreaccessrbleto therest ofthe countrythan SouthBend, receivingregularmail

delivery. It was located for easy lake travel and had stage coach access to the Sauk

Trail.94 The order slowly attracted postulants, but life was hard. The Sisters at Bertrand

shared the laundry tasks with the Sisters remaining at Notre Dame. Lacking their own
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transportation they walked the six mile distance between the two settlements daily and

rinsed the laundry in the St. Joseph River.95 In 1847 a branch was established at St.

Laurent, Quebec, and in 1849 at New Orleans.“5 By the fall of 1848 the sisters were able

to open and begin instruction at St. Mary's Academy, teaching orphan girls and the

daughters oflocal farmers, merchants, and professionals.” Having embarked on their

mission ofteaching, the order took preparation ofteachers seriously sending some ofits

teaching ms to study at Notre Dame under private tutelage, and also with other female

orders.98

At this time the woman who really did the groundwork to make St. Mary's into the

institution that it later became, arrived. Neal Gillespie had been a student, and was now a

young priest and instructor at the male college at Notre Dame. His sister Eliza and his

mother came to visit him on their way to Chicago where Eliza was to join a religious

community. Upon seeing the academy at Bertrand she changed her mind and joined the

Sisters ofthe Holy Cross. She became known as Sister, and later Mother, Angela in

religion. Sister Angela Gillespie was always committed to the higher education ofwomen

Under her, the procedures ofthe Academy were codified, and teaching was further

professionalized. She was even responsible for authoring her own textbooks to meet the

needs ofthe school. By the end of 1855 the academy had 60 boarders and 30 Sisters.99
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Though the school was doing well, Bertrand's favorable geographical position had

begun to decline. The town now found itself offthe principal routes oftransportation. 10°

In 1851 the Northern Indiana and Southern Michigan Railroad completed its Chicago line

through South Bend. This brought increased enrollment to Notre Dame but the pupils of

St. Mary's were now obliged to travel to Bertrand by an additional stagecoach ride. By

this time the community's nemesis, Bishop de la Hailandiere had been replaced by a much

more cooperative and stable bishop. These factors all combined to make South Bend a

better location for the Sisters to have their Academy. 1“ Land was purchased by Fr. Sofia

and St. Mary’s Academy and the Sisters novitiate were moved to a location just opposite

the Brother‘s foundation at Notre Dame.

Though the Sisters did face some anti-Catholic prejudice they also made many

friends in the predominantly nonoCatholic community. A Protestant judge of South Bend

helped the order out legally, incorporating the newly transplanted Academy before it

opened for the 1855-56 school year. 1” A charter had also been issued in 1855 which

allowedthe Academytograntcollege degrees, makingitthefirstlegallyauthorized

Catholic college for women in the United States. “’3

Unfortunately the Sisters were now caught in a power struggle between Moreau

and Sorin. In 1857 Fr. Moreau wished to separate the Marianite sisters (temporally) from

the priests and Brothers ofHoly Cross.1“ This was accomplished successfully, but Sorin
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was hurt and angered and this touched ofi‘a series ofpower struggles and conflicts in

which two prominent women ofHoly Cross, Mother Angela and Mother Augusta, were

caught. Fr. Sorin looked upon this autonomy for the sisters as 'unseemly rebellion' The

vocation ofthe sisters as teachers was omcially confirmed by Moreau.105 The sisters'

constitutions were to be revised after the tenrporal separation, and the sisters were

organized into four provinces: France, Indiana, Canada, and Louisiana All the above

actions were opportunities for the two men, Sorin and Moreau to battle against each other.

The sisters also wished to separate from the French Marianites. Though there was

a novitiate in Indiana, the ultimate control and authority still rested in LeMans, France.

This presented many problems for the American Sisters, mostly related to the length of

time required for communication with the Motherhouse, which often took up to seven

weeks. 1°“ Other female orders which had been founded in Europe, such as the Sisters of

Providence, had already separated fiom their Motherhouse. “’7 Separation was by no

means a radical move but a logical outcome ofthe North American situation. At this point

90percentofthe SisterswereeitherAmerican-bomorhadenteredtheorderintheUnited

States, and the community had a distinctly American character. 1°“ SisterM Georgia

Costin, historianand authorofmanyworkson St. Mary'sgoessofarastostatethat

”American women religious were much more likely to accept responsibility and voice their

conclusions than their European courrterparts..."‘°9 making them seem less like the

stereotypical Catholic following orders and more like women who thought for themselves.
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In 1861 the Indiana branch ofthe Holy Cross sisters asked to be independent ofthe French

motherhouse. Mothers Angela and Ascension traveled to France for the annual chapter

meeting to plead their case. The French Sisters would not hear ofa separation and sent

Angela home. Ascension, as a French citizen, was kept in penance for her actions."° Fr.

Sorin smuggled secular clothes to her and paid for her return passage to the United States.

Despite French opposition, permission to separate was eventually received from the Holy

See in 1868,111 and the separation was completed in 1869.112 This change had been

heartily supported by the majority ofthe Sisters, only two left, going to Canada."3 Afier

this separation the Sisters were placed under the authority ofthe Bishop ofFt. Wayne, and

they were known fi'om then on as the Sisters ofthe Holy Cross, not Marianites ofHoly

Cross. 114

Sorin again disrupted the peace ofthe community in 1872'by proposing the

formationofanadditionalfemalebranchtobecomposed oflay Sisterswhowouldbe

responsible for the domestic duties ofNotre Dame."’ He was unsatisfied with the number

of sisters he was getting fi'om St. Mary's to perform the domestic labor at Notre Dame,

the formation ofhis 'own' order of sisters, would solve this problem The Sisters at St.

Mary's were upset and angered over Sorin's ideas about starting an additional novitiate and

order of Sisters, so they appealed to the Bishop ofFt. Wayne for help and waited patiently.

Fr. Sorin founded a new order at Notre Dame anyway. It did not take Church oficials
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long to close the order, which was found to be uncannonical and was closed by1890 at the

insistence ofRome.116 Then in 1903 the school changed its name fiom St. Mary's Academy

to St. Mary's College.117

For the purpose ofthis paper, the history of St. Mary's will stop here as only the

early part ofthe twentieth century will be discussed. A deeper look at the composition of

St. Mary's Academy; its curriculum, extra-curricular activities, and students; will

demonstrate the similarities and difi‘erences between St. Mary's and the Congregation de

Notre Dame. The students themselves came fiom families who were well ofi‘; who could

afi‘ord both the tuition and the loss ofan unpaid domestic helper, and who felt that it was

important to educate a daughter as well as sons. Mothers, daughters, and female cousins

ofien attended the same school. The convent boarding school was also a favorable option

,combining child care and education, for the families oforphaned children. High academic

standards and a broad curriculum were shared by the schools ofboth orders. Sodalities

and academic societies were as popular at the Congregation de Notre Dame's Villa Maria

and Mont.-Ste.-Marie, as they were at St. Mary's. Graduates at both schools kept in touch

with each other and with former teachers through correspondance. Many graduates also

visited their alma mater anually.

As in many convent schools the curriculum at St. Mary's was academically

rigorous, though the schools was unique among female academics in its ability to grant

degrees which it had done since 1855. Completion ofthe highschool program was judged

to be the equivalent ofthree years ofa liberal arts college course. To acquire a bachelor's
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at St. Mary's one had to complete only one additional year beyond the four-year high

school program. ”8 Unlike many ofthe non-Catholic female acadenries, a St. Mary's

graduate was required to complete two years ofGreek, four years ofLatin, and six years

ofa modern language. “9 Successful completion ofthe classical languages made a St.

Mary's girl eligible to attend a secular university if she wished. Courses ofi‘ered at St.

Mary’s included:

Church history and dogma (for Catholics), Philosophy, Ethics,

Psychology, Logic, Physics, Chemistry, Botany, Astronomy,

Geology, History (Ancient, Medieval, and Modern), Mathematics,

French and English History, Creative Writing in Prose and Verse, English

Literature, Greek, Latin, German, Spanish, Italian, French, Voice and

Instrumental Music with Theory and Composition. 12°

St. Mary's ofi‘ered decorative and ornamental arts courses as well, but they were

what we would term today "elective courses. " Unlike many Eastern female seminaries and

ladies' academies, St. Mary's girls were held to a strict academic standard for their

diplomas. They were required to complete not only the "feminine" liberal arts courses, but

also a battery of science courses, such as Geology, Botany, Chemistry, Physics, and

Physical Geography. The curriculum for St. Edward's and St. Mary's difl‘ered on one point

only, St. Edward's required its students take a course entitled "Military Drill." The

similarities between the curriculum ofthe Notre Dame preparatory school for boys, St.

Edward's Hall, and St. Mary's, is evidence that there was no distinction made between the

intellectual capabilities ofthe sexes. The desired vocations and life-paths are another

story altogether.
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St. Mary's girls had reason to believe that life held something beyond that of

motherhood for them because oftheir education at the Academy. It would not be easy to

play the role ofthe "True Woman." Their worldview did not facilitate transition to the

home.

Young women became part of female networks at St. Mary's. Through

membership in societies, sodalities, the alumnae association, and visits to the campus,

women remained part ofthese networks alter graduation. Female academies often had

clubs such as reading or literary societies, musical and writing groups, as well as sodalities

or religious organizations. Sodalities were a unique feature ofCatholicism. They were

organizations devoted to religious figures. Most fiequently they were devoted to Mary,

Mother ofGod. Unlike evangelical Protestantism, Catholicism did not adhere to a literal

interpretation of the Bible, and incorporated tales such as the Assumption ofMary, which

were not part ofthe Biblical record. 121 Mary can be seen as a symbol ofwisdom, power,

andhumanity. Sheisinterpretedintwoways, astheantisermalvirginandasMaryofthe

people, or the earth mother.12 Mariology ofi‘ered a difi‘erent example from the Protestant

tradition as a strong role model to Catholic women

There were many other female saints available as role models for these young

woman, represented at St. Mary's in the names ofextra-currirarlar organizations. These

included: St. Catherine's Society; St. Teresa's Literary Society; St. Agnes' Literary

Society; the Children ofMary Sodality; the Sodality ofthe Holy Angels; the Rosary
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Society, and St. Luke's Art Society. '23 Membership in sodalities was reserved for St.

Mary's Catholic pupils, however, membership in societies was open to anyone. Every

student belonged to at least one organization.

Graduates from St. Mary‘s frequently returned to the school for visits, most often

at commencement time, even prior to the formation ofthe alumnae association. The visits

ofthe 'old girls' were spoken offondly in the school's primary literary publication, $11111

mm,as were their marriages, birth ofchildren, entrance into religion, or

attainment ofadditional degrees. Visits were most fiequent in the few years after

gladuation,theygrewlesssoastimewent on, and afterthewomenmarried. Asmostof

St. Mary's student body was from the region, the midwest, one or two visits a year were

made with little dificulty.

Another way for graduates to keep in touch with their former schools was through

alumnaeassociations. St. Mary'sAlumniAssociationwasfoundedin 1879, makingitthe

seventh American college to have a women's alumni association. 12" The membership

consisted ofthe graduates in the Academic, Music, and Art courses. Throughout the early

years ofSt. Mary's Alumnae Association it was associated with the person ofMarion

McCandless. Marion McCandless graduated fi'om the BA. course in 1901 and was active

throughout her life in the afi‘airs of St. Mary's. She never married and in her later years she

built herselfa residence on the grounds of St. Mary's. Because ofher lifelong afiliation

with the College she was asked by the Mother Superior, (Sr. M. Madeleva Wolfi), to write
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a history ofthe alumnae association; this boolg published in 1949, is a prime source for

information on St. Mary's.

After the formation ofthe alumnae association, there were biannual alumnae

'receptions' at St. Mary's. Festivities usually lasted several days and consisted of

presentations and elaborate dinners. They were a means ofconnecting the women to their

educational past, to enjoy the company ofold fiiends and educated women, and to, as

many put it, "come home. " Students formed incredibly strong and close friendships at

convent schools that lasted throughout their lives. 12’ Attendance at a convent boarding

school was difi'erent fi'om that ofother schools, ”In the convent boarding school warm

fiiendships between teachers and pupils grew rapidly. The school was a little world,

somewhat remote fiom the great world beyond its gatesm's The influence ofthe convent

school stayedwithawomanfortherest ofherlife, "Not untilwe have lefithe scene ofour

school-life do we realize how strong has been the influence ofour early surroundings”?

At anytimeawomancouldreturnto St. Mary'sand madetofeelimportant forbeing

something other than a wife or mother. 'St. Mary's girls' had a strong sense ofloyalty and

afi‘ection for the school and remained connected to it throughout their lives.

While in attendance at St. Mary's, pupils not only had their choice ofacademic

societies, they also often wrote and produced plays, exhibited artwork, and gave musical

recitals. Many academies also published literary journals, and one piece of student work

that survives fi'om St. Mary's is the student-authored literary journal,SW.
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Begun in 1892, the journal was aimed toward parents. It was produced in conjunction

with English classes and supervised by teachers. Its intent was to promote the

advancement and elevation ofthe girls' literary taste. 123 The journal published both literary

and artistic work. As a rule each issue had a piece devoted to an author or work of

literature, a scientific piece, poetry, and artwork. Often the fall months included an

account ofthe travels the girls had taken in the summer. Every September issue listed all

the new postulants and novices and detailed the ceremony. In addition to these pieces

produced by the students, there would often be a surmnation ofa presentation or speech,

or the content of speeches would be produced in their entirety. Visiting speakers included

local officials and authors, but most often they were visiting priests and bishops. Ofien St.

Mary's received similar journals fi'om other schools, ranging from the Notre Dame

Smto the Univergty‘ ofOttawa Review . Thesejournals, often from male schools,

were reviewed, usually quite harshly. Reviews were also included ofmagazines such as

Catholic World, The Atlantic Monthly,M, Scribners' and Blackwggd.

 

Looking at the journal, Saint Ms Cmmes', provides one ofthe best insights into

the mentality ofthe school and its students. Published for parents and reviewed by the

nuns, the girls could not write ofthings which were unacceptable. Contrary, unbecoming,

and radical opinions would be censored for this reason. It is reasonable, therefore, to

 assume that the opinions expressed within Chimes, represent the students, the teaching

nuns, and what the nuns thought the parents would find appropriate.

It is curious, therefore, that the opinions on women, women's roles, women and

higher education, and women and worlg expressed in the priests' speeches presented
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verbatim in Chimes, do not necessarily match the opinions expressed by the students.

Opinions put forth by students on these topics, and the pieces of others' work chosen in

summaries, allow for flexibility in the 'prescribed' role ofCatholic woman.

Father Spalding, a fi'equent speaker and visitor at St. Mary's, probably best

represented the opinion ofthe clerics when he asked in:

What is the best education for woman? That which will best

help her to become a perfect human being, wise, loving and

strong. What is her work? Whatever may help her to become

herself. What is forbidden her”? Nothing but what degrades

or narrows or warps. What has she the right to do? Any

goodandbeautifirlandusefirlthingsheisableto do

without hurt to her dignity or worth as a human being. 129

Spalding's method ofposing questions yet not dignifying them with a specific answer says,

on the surfilce, nothing, and yet implies everything. The choice ofwords to describe

woman and women's roles: good, beautiful, useful, wise, loving, and strong, was a careful

one. It reinforces both the Church's views on woman's place and American society's views

as a whole. The Church had appropriated the jargon of "True Womanhood.” Women

weremeanttobemorally superior, stronginspirit, character,andfaith;tlmsalwaysgood

and loving. The idea ofwoman as wise comes fi'om the Catholic image ofMary.

That which Spalding says a woman is not to do is to damage her dignity, and

worth, to degrade, or warp. Therefore engaging in the unnatural push for suffrage or the

feminist movement would degrade and damage a woman's dignity. Remaining single,

pursuing education in "feminine" areas, and acquiring a job like teaching, would allow a

woman to be good and wise, without contesting male authority or male areas of

dominance.
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Cormnencernent speeches and formal addresses were characterized by such

ambiguities. Male authority figures encouraged behavior which would easily be

categorized as fitting the traditional women's history narrative of "True Womanhood."

Female students, while not contesting convention outright, attempted to maneuver within

this prescribed role. The question that carmot ever be fully answered is, did the strong

role model ofthe nun and the aggressively competitive and intellectual curricuhlm

encourage students to question society's dictates about women?

A fi'equent theme was the 'womanly' woman, though this had various degrees of

expression. Bishop Richter ofGrand Rapids felt that ". . .a womanly woman is one to

whom the art ofarts is that ofmaking the home happy"130 and therefore a wife should not

be chosen for her beauty but for her kitchen accomplishments. The St. Mary‘s girl was out

ofluck in this department. There was not a home economics course at the school and the

girlswere only homeduring abrieftimeinthe summer. Authoritiesfeltthattherewas

more to a woman than culinary skills. Women were to be concerned with moral and

intellectual culture to become the ”...highest ideal ofChristian and cultural

womanhood. ”13 ‘

Women were supposed to be chaste, noble, mild, and to possess 'sweet reason' , to

exude faith, hope, and love. They were also to be instrumental in the progress ofthe

race. ‘32 To be successfill, women were not supposed to amass wealth but to "...acquire

knowledge, to cultivate a true heart, to develop love for duty, for righteousness, for good,
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and to strive after these things."l33 Clearly as late as 1897, the virtues ofpurity, piety,

submissiveness, and domesticity were equally lauded by the Catholic Church as by the

Protestant majority.

Even so, Spalding felt that women should be more than wives or household

drudges. He found the contempt for the single woman savage and barbarous. 13‘ He also

showed surprising insight into the plight ofwomen in the home:

To tell them they are the queens ofthe home...is an

insult to their intelligence. . .and at home women are,

for the most part, drudges. What need is there ofa

hollow phrase when the appeal to truth is obvious?135

Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately for them, the majority of St. Mary's girls would

never find themselves in the position ofhaving to do housework themselves, but would

rather hire domestics. Bishop Ireland, in the same year, encouraged women to work in

their homes, in charitable work, and in religious work. St. Mary’s graduates were more

likely to behave as their Protestant counterparts did in terms ofvolunteer and charitable

activities.

Education was encouraged but in an open-ended manner. There was no distinction

between men's and women's education, standards, and knowledge, yet the goal ofwomen's

education seemed to be to become a better influence in the home, a better example to one's

children. While men's education led to career opportunities. A small number ofwomen

were recognized for their professional achievements in teaching and literature but the

political woman was chastised, as being in danger oflosing something 0 "sacred power of
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the wife and mother." '36 A woman was no longer confined to the home doing needlework,

but encouraged to be a public figure in the form ofa teacher, nurse, or doing charitable or

volunteer work. Yet these public roles fit a certain definition; they were never a threat to

male power and they did not contradict the image ofthe "True Woman."

Clerics had an advantage over other authors expounding on the subject ofTme

Womanhood; they could claim the authority ofGod when speaking, asserting that God

wanted this or that. This religious tone also added another moral element in encouraging

woman to dedicate herselfto God, or to live a God-like life. The aim ofthe higher

education ofwomen was to ". . .develop the human being for the greatest good ofhumanity

”137

and the greatest glory ofGod. The only way to be certain oftrue happiness was to

yield fully to God. Perhaps this was the great appeal ofthe convent. In entering the

convent most women were fulfilled both spiritually and personally.

Many ofthese speeches and commencement addresses were not printed intact but

summarized and commented upon by student authors. These young women focused on the

idea ofChristian womanhood, the idea ofwomen as keepers ofthe country's conscience,

and education ofwomen. They were also careful to focus on the long tradition ofthe

Church's openness to the cultivation ofwomen's talent and abilities. There was never

anything derogatory to women and nothing was printed which discouraged particular

forms ofbehavior or encouraged participation in professions. This is not positive proof

that opinions debasing women were deliberately excluded, yet the speeches recorded in

their entirety, made by the same men, oflen had such negative content.
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These student-authored pieces provide important information about student

opinion. The male-authored pieces speak to the expectations and accepted behavior of

women; student-authored pieces ofl'er a difi‘erent perspective. Student-authored pieces

speak to the actualities ofthe student's experiences and opinions. The majority of student-

authored pieces focused not on education for intellectual and moral cultivation, but rather,

for employment. "The question-'What are you going to do with your education?’ would

then resolve itselfinto-"What are you going to do with your life?‘ For education should

mean life..."138 Young women did not choose to take male jobs out ofmaliciousness, but

for reasons of self-fillfillment, and self-worth. Women sought occupations out of choice,

not necessity, a choice not to waste her talents but to assert her independence. ‘39 Even a

student as forward-thinking as Mary Harrison would not allow herselfto sound too much

like a feminist. She concluded the aforementioned piece with an afirmation that women's

true fields were domestic, social, or church work, asserting the ". . .refining influence of

women..." and the greater magnification of all these things which would be achieved

through educating women. “0 Harrison herselfnever married.

In a school with a curriculum as rigorous and challenging as St. Mary's it is not

surprising that there was a strong work ethic amongst its students. According to Chimes

studies were taken seriously and were quite competitive. Laziness, especially, was looked

 down upon, as Agnes Ewing Brown wrote, "I think that any girl who neglects to work in

an Institution like this must have the attribute oflaziness abnormally developed."“1
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Brown was another St. Mary's alumnus who never married. A cousin ofMother Angela,

she capitalized on her intellectual abilities and received a B. Lett. in 1898 from St. Mary's

and later an M.A from the University ofMichigan. Other women graduates did not use

their education as Brown did and were heard to rue their lack of domestic preparedness:

I know the argument to be contrary, I used to write about

it myself, and believe it too; but that was before the serious

days settled down upon me, when I would gladly have

exchanged my small birthright ofLatin and Greek for the

ability to make one single, respectable mess ofanything half

so good as pottage.142

Women at St. Mary's were in a protected and exclusive enviromnent. Notions of

intellectual attainment and professional achievement sprang up amongst students and were

fostered by the challenging, competitive environment. Some women, however, were

unable to reconcile an academic background with the demands ofhomemaking. Perhaps

this is the reason that so few American convent-educated women married; and that some

entered convents themselves. In Eileen Mary Brewer‘s study offour nridwestem convent

schools she found that only approximately 50 percent ofgraduates married. "3 Amongst

the alumnae of St. Mary's there was a large number ofnever married graduates, but not

nearly so high a percentage entered religious orders as in the groups studied by

Danylewycz. There was no easy way to achieve any sort ofagreement between the

 
preparation oftheir early life with the expectations imposed by a home and family. E

The alternative ofthe convent was a highly respected one in the Catholic

community. "Marriage, motherhood, or worldly achievement never could surpass the
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supreme honor ofchoosing religious life." 1“ Convent schoolgirls, such as those at St.

Mary's, celebrated the reception and profession ofpostulants and novices in their

publications. The September issue of Saint Mm's Chimes always contained a detailed

description ofthe ceremony, the names (original and in religion), and the origins ofthose

women who professed themselves in the Holy Cross order. Conring ofage in the convent

school, this option was constantly before Catholic girls.

It is helpfirl now to turn to a discussion ofthose women who did choose the

convent, the women who entered the Holy Cross order”, to try to discern why they made

this choice, and to examine how it was both an accepted yet alternative expression of

femininity and allowed women increased opportunities for personal fulfillment outside

marriage and motherhood. Profession ofa religious vocation was not a magical

experience, the women who entered convents had their peculiar strengths and limitations.

Emrance into a convent was, in part, another, ifyou will, occupational choice for women.

Usually these women were more religious than most, yet their faith was not childer or

blind. Entrance into a religious order was and is a serious matter. The postulancy and I ..

novitiate are as much a period oftrial as one ofpreparation and learning. A woman was i I A

generally a postulant for six months to one year, a novice for one to two years, she did not

make her final profession until She had spent many years with her community. The

 convent was considered "...a highly esteemed alternative to marriage.""’ Nuns were able

to exercise real power as teachers and administrators. This must have been a stimulus for

women to join a religious order in addition to religious and professional motivations.
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No other women in America so firlly controlled their own

destinies or lived in a world so radically separate from men

as did the nuns. The convent provided an extraordinary

alternative for those dissatisfied with the options available

to women outside society and might partially explain the

absence ofmiddleclass Catholic women's reform movements. ”6

Choosing religion meant, for the educated woman, escaping the responsibilities ofthe

household, family duties, and marital strife (or perhaps just marriage in general). The

convent provided women with scope for meaningful fulfillment through service to others

and the Church. In 1850 there were 1,375 nuns in the United States, by 1900 there were

40,000.” Regardless ofthe political and structural differences between Quebec and the

United States, the same remarkable boom in convent membership occurred during the

same period oftime.

Sisters were not consciously feminist and would have scorned the term. They

rarely questioned male authority. Yet "...they managed to construct a separate female

world for the ostensible purpose of spiritual sustenance and church work."148 Nuns were

able to construct the female community as an alternative family model so wished for by

women's historians. 'tr

At a far deeper level than their politically active Protestant

counterparts. . .marry Catholic women thoroughly yet

unintentionally rejected male domination by choosing to

live in an all-female society. Nuns provided their

female co-religionists with examples ofproductive, E 1

happy lives without the benefit ofhusbands and family. “9 ,
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Many women who joined the Congregation ofthe Holy Cross had themselves been

educated at convent schools. One such woman was Mother Angela. 15° Born Eliza

Gillespie, her family was well-to—do and connected politically. As a girl she attended a

Dominican convent school and later graduated with high honors fiom Georgetown

Visitation Academy in Washington DC. Like many Holy Cross sisters she was a highly

educated woman for her time. It was the opinion ofher parish priest that, "Elia should

never marry; I do not know a man who is her mental superior.“l That may well have

been the reason she chose to stay single, and eventually committed herselfto a life of

religion.

She taught at an Anglican Female Seminary but was not fully happy as a Catholic

in a Protestant school. She could have stayed at the school, she had been ofi‘ered the

principalship, or married one ofthe many men who courted her. If she stayed at the

seminary she would contimle to work in an environment that was not ofher own faith, if

she married she would have had to give up teaching. The convent represented a way to

make a career ofteaching, while immersing her in her own faith.

Like many religious, she was not the only professed member ofher family. Her

younger brother, Neal, had proceeded her into religion by entering the Holy Cross order of

Josephite Brothers. She was a woman ofwealth and intelligence, rather than stay in

 A
1
"
.

'society', she used this wealth to expand the financially strapped order, and she used her 3

intelligence to convert St. Mary's from a small, backwater school, to a well-known and

respected institution offemale instruction. By entering Holy Cross she had a much larger
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impact on Catholic women and was able to achieve a much greater degree ofpersonal

fillfillment than if she had remained in the secular world.

Mother Angela was not the only woman ofmeans to enter the Holy Cross order.

Mathurine Salou was born in France to bourgeois parents.152 She too was educated before

entering the French Marianites. She became known as Mother Ascension and held many

administrative positions in addition to teaching after she came to America in 1848. It was

she who was most severely punished when the American Sisters wished to separate fi'om

the French Marianites. Kept in France in penance for her actions she was forbidden to

return to the United States and her position as directress ofa Holy Cross school in

Philadelphia.

Although it was Father Sorin who provided the money for her passage and secular

clothing to disguise her retreat, as a Sister Marianite she was not required to answer to

him Father Sorin was both her confessor and her fiiend, but he had no temporal

command over the Sisters. This belonged to the French Motherhouse. By leaving France,

Ascension was overtly disobeying the will ofher superiors. She felt she was answering to

 

a higher power, that her presence in America would better serve the order than remaining r

in France.

This is the perhaps the most extreme example ofdefiance in the annals ofHoly

Cross, it is an illustration that the nuns could resist hierarchical authority. They did not is

follow blindly. Ascension was never criticized by her American confiéres. The

Motherhouse did not choose to do anything to firrther punish her and the American Sisters

achieved their independence soon after. This is an example ofa strong-willed, dedicated
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woman willing to do anything for the good ofher order. Luckily she was not punished

and her name is remembered reverently at St. Mary’s. ”3

Another example ofa woman willing to risk both punishment and character

defamation for the good of her order was Mother Augusta. Born Amanda Anderson in

1830, her widower father sent her to a convent school believing that he could not raise a

girl. As one ofmany nuns who worked as a nurse during the Civil War, Mother Augusta

came upon two orphan children, a brother and a sister. When she was transferred back to

St. Mary's she brought these two children with her and became their benefactor. Basically,

however, She was their mother. Most teaching nuns mothered children in the classroom

and dormitory, Mother Augusta actually became a mother to these children in the strictest

sense ofthe word, she raised them and was responsible for their every need.

Unfortunately Mother Augusta, as first Mother General, was the sister awkwardly

caught in the middle ofFrs. Sorin's and Moreau's feud over Sorin's plans to establish a

second, manual labor novitiate. Augusta was sent to Utah to teach in 1875. Many feel

this was because ofher opposition to Sorin. It was a touchy situation. In fact, Catholic

author, Maurice Francis Egan, while writing on the history ofthe order, stated "She

[Mother Angela] was succeeded as General ofthe Congregation, by Mother Augusta, now

living in Washington, whom a wise etiquette forbids me to praise. “"1“

Mother Augusta had, in fact, resigned in 1884 over the problems with Sorin.

When the truth ofthe story became known of Sorin's deliberate persecution of her and

uncannonical establishment ofan order, her resignation was refused and Sorin was
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reprimanded. When the offensive novitiate was finally closed she reflrsed to support the

petition ofnumerous priests to have it reopened. She was perfectly within her rights, she

did not answer to them in matters governing her community. In her later years Mother

Augusta said, "I have asked God for only one thing; What I have had to sufl'er does not

count...I have asked Him to fix my Sisters so that no man can ever lay his hand upon them.

I have asked nothing more. He has done all I asked. "1” One wonders ifMother Augusta

knew what sort offeminist implications her statement would have. The priests only had

power over the Sisters in spiritual matters as their confessors. The Sisters were a

completely autonomous female community in terms ofadministration and governance.

Another orphaned sister was Sister M. Charles Borromeo. 15‘ Born Joanna Flynn,

She and her sister Alice were brought over fi'om Ireland by their uncle. The girls' uncle

also paid for their tuition at St. Mary's, Bertrand. Joanna attributed her vocation to the

example and fiiendship ofMother Angela, and she followed her sister Alice into the order

in 1856.157

Many Holy Cross Sisters had been pupils at St. Mary's. A very few of St. Mary's

Protestant pupils entered religious orders. Alida Fuller was sent to St. Mary's by her

father, a judge, when her mother died.158 While at St. Mary's she converted to

Catholicism. Her father did not originally support her decision to join the Congregation of

Holy Cross upon her graduation fi'om the Academy and she was forced to return to his

home in Michigan. Once she was home, she arranged to send her personal items back to
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St. Mary's and then traveled there herselfon the pretense ofattending a party. Instead she

entered the novitiate. Her father pursued her trying to force her to leave with him. He

eventually agreed to her choice and she became Sister Lucretia. Both a niece and a

nephew later converted to Catholicism. '59

Alida Fuller showed remarkable comage. Until marriage, a woman's father could

exercise total control over her. She risked a great deal in defying her father, luckily he

proved to be more concerned for her happiness and welfare than her religious choice.

Alida definitely did not behave like the submissive "True Woman" in declaring her

vocation. For whatever reason, she acted in her own self-interest, by choosing a life of

religion, she chose a life offulfillment.

Women who entered religious communities oflen strayed from societal standards

for women's roles. As the sisters handled all their own finances, several sisters were

required to enter the very male world ofbusiness and finance. In the nineteemh century

this was the work ofMother M. Aquina. Born Emma Kirwin in 1852, her father was a

doctor. Orphaned early, she was placed with the Sisters ofMercy by her guardian. She

did both the high-school and post-graduate (college) course at St. Mary's and received her

BA in 1879. She was a multi-talented woman, active in the alunmae association and

responsible for organizing the first Normal course at St. Mary's. She was especially

 

known for her business acumen and was paid the high compliment that "...she entered into

business transactions with the shrewdness ofa financier and reached decisions with the

directness ofa man."160 Mother Aquina moved in the world ofbusiness without much
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reproach or criticism because ofher status as a nun. She did not pose a threat to

businessmen and was thus allowed to enter an arena almost completely monopolized by

men. Her position as a nun guaranteed her femininity, and she was therefore permitted to

step outside regular female roles.

Another factor influencing women to join religious orders was the special

fiiendship that sometimes grew up between students and teachers in the convent school.

Eva Wolfl'was born in \Vrsconsin in 1887 and attended St. Mary's. While there she

became good fiiends with her English teacher, Sister Rita (Hefl‘ernan). Eva excelled in

English and because of similar interests and abilities the two became very close. Sr. Rita

was a published author, ofverse, and She had also published a history ofthe community, A

Stog ofFfly’ Years . It was by reading this history that Eva Wolfl‘was convinced to join

the Congregation ofHoly Cross. She became Sister Madeleva in religion.

Sister Madeleva was also part of a new generation of sisters who studied at secular

universities for advanced degrees. She received and MA fi'om Notre Dame, and a Ph.D.

from the University ofCalifornia at Berkeley, both in English Literature. Like her mentor, ,

Sister Rita, she also became a published author, writing several volumes ofverse, and an ]

autobiography. It is this autobiography that really shows the character ofthis woman who

 
became a Mother General. Although she was obviously a religious woman, that was not

her only trait; her religiosity did not define her as a person. .4

The chronicle ofmy threescore years and ten is

not a story ofa nun on herprie-dieu. It does

not move in an atmosphere ofpink and blue devotions.

It is quite fi'ee fi'om devout aspirations. Aspiration and

inspiration may be implicit. I hope that they are. ‘61

 

"‘ Sr. M Madeleva (Wolfi) C.S.C., My First 531% Years (New York: The Macmillan Company,

1959) xi.

 

 

 



67

Reading Mother Madeleva's autobiography gives the impression that she was an

intelligent, dedicated student, a tough administrator and businesswomarl, a dutifirl

daughter, a talented author, and a beloved teacher and fiiend. She was also a nun.

Like the Congregation de Notre Dame in Quebec, many Holy Cross sisters were

convent-educated themselves, of a well-to-do background, and came from a family with a

tradition of entering orders. Convents provided a family to all women, and were especially

attractive to orphaned or motherless girls such as Mother Aquina and Sister Charles

Borromeo. They allowed a woman an education, a vocation, and power in administrative

positions and over the creation ofnew generations ofCatholic women. Nuns were able to

'mother' without bearing children. The example ofMother Augusta who raised two war

orphans is unique, but many students formed strong student-teacher attachments, like

Sister Rita and Mother Madeleva (Eva Wolfi). Convent school girls were away fi‘om their

families nearly all year, save two months in the summer. In light ofthis, it was the nuns,

not their families that truly raised these girls.

Many times the woman who entered a religious order had other options in terms of

life-choice, but the best personal option appeared to be religious life. Though devout and

pious, ms were also human. There were many outside factors which influenced a woman

to enter a convent, religiosity was by no means the only one.

 

 



Chapter 5: Conclusion

No woman stated explicitly, "I entered religion to become actualized as a women"

OR "I entered religion to escape the patriarchy and find myselfa career," but these

conclusions can still be drawn from sources concerning religious women and their

convents. All choir nuns had white-collar 'careers', many had more than one. In addition

to teaching, nursing, or administrative duties, some were noted artists, scientists, and

1‘2 These were careers that were most likelyauthors. One nun was an auto mechanic.

denied them had they remained in secular society. Nuns were a highly educated group of

women, yet they were not ostracized like some feminists and female social reformers.

Although there is no evidence for overt feminism in the convent or convent school

there was a tension between the prescriptive ideal ofwomen articulated by priests and

Brothers, and the opinions offemale students and ways in which nuns constructed their

identities. Students and teachers were concerned with exhibiting correct female behavior,

but they were more interested in careers and scholastic excellence. There were articles in

Saint Ms Chimes which extolled the virtues ofcareers, and ofa religious vocation but

there were never any articles which praised motherhood or expressed a bunting desire to

get married. This can be interpreted as a tacit acceptance by women, but not a
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wholehearted agreement, with ideals ofnineteenth-century domesticity. Women ofboth

religions played their expected roles, that did not mean that they agreed with them.

Although some experiences were similar for Protestant and Catholic women, the

articulation of roles and standards ofbehavior difi‘ered for Catholic women compared to

the Protestant 'norm.‘ One cannot simply read texts dealing with theory and American

women's history and blindly apply them to Catholic women. The majority ofAmerican

women's historians do not even acknowledge Catholic women in their work but we should

not assume that Catholic women did not matter, did not constitute a large enough group

for research, or generally had life experiences comparable to Protestant women. Any one

ofthese three assumptions would be grossly inaccurate. To say that they didn't matter is

dismissive; to say that they didn't constitute a large enough group for study is untrue,

because a few studies have already been done, and the source material, largely untouched,

is certainly there. It has been one ofthe goals ofthis thesis to demonstrate that middle-

class Catholic women are worth studying, and that their experiences did differ from that of

Protestant women. Due to convent schools there was, in fact, a more accessible and more

easily identifiable female space, network, and culture for Catholic women than for

Protestant women.

Because the Catholic experience was difl‘erent, we cannot simply apply theories

based on Protestant women to Catholic women. Theories such as 'True Womanhood,’

'Irnperial Motherhood,’ and 'Real Womanhood' afl‘ected Catholic women, but they were

not the only acceptable female role. Catholic women, especially those who attended

convent schools, not only had their mothers for role models, they also had the Catholic
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mm, who showed them that they did not have to marry and have children to become a

woman. Entrance into a religious order was a perfectly acceptable expression of

femininity. Nuns were supposed to imitate the life ofMary, what could be more maternal?

Female saints ofl‘ered still further models.

Remaining single and supporting oneself in a feminine profession such as teaching

was another acceptable alternative. Salaries may have been low, but it was not altogether

impossible for a single woman to make a living as a teacher. Women who became teachers

entered a world where the educated opinion ofthe time felt that women teachers were

ideal, because they were women. Teaching was women's 'true profession.‘ Teaching was

by no means the only acceptable career, fields which did not stray fi’om accepted, female

standards ofbehavior, such as the liberal, fine, and performing arts, as well as nursing,

were viable alternatives to marriage for some women.

The alternatives to marriage open to American Catholic women were much greater

than the alternatives for Quebecois women. There will always be difl‘erences when taking

a theory out ofone society and applying it to another. These difi‘erences do not preclude

the many similarities or the value ofthe comparison. Quebecois women entered convents

to avoid marriage, to guarantee economic security, to have a career, and for reasons of

personal fulfillment. American Catholic women entered convents for these same reasons,

but they also remained single in large numbers. “3 -

The example of strong, seemingly independent women who were nuns and the

experience ofthe American convent school produced many never-married convent

graduates. Some came fiom wealthy backgrounds and did not have to work, some
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continued their education at co-educational or Eastern female schools, and some entered

the female professions. The end results were played out difl‘erently in Quebec and the

United States, but the 'radicalizing' experience ofthe convent school produced many

women ready and able to challenge conventions about women and marriage.

In some respects Catholic women had more room to nraneuver than did Protestant

women. They grew up with examples of strong women, and were taught to respect them.

These women were respected by men, women, Catholics, and even some Protestants. The

convent and the convent school were safe spaces for female expression. As long as a

woman remained at the convent, lay or religious, she was not bound by the standards of

secular gender roles. Graduates ofconvent schools who returned to secular society were

once again subjected to the same standards ofgender roles as were Protestant women.

Those who did not choose motherhood needed to choose feminine professions to remain

acceptable examples ofwomanhood.

Women who entered convents were fi'eed from this distinction. They could not

directly disobey their superiors or break their vows, but they could ignore societal

standards on what was 'wornanly' behavior, and what were female roles. By becoming a

nun, a woman, in a way, removed herselffrom social scrutiny. She was a nun, so of

course she was feminine. As long as she did not break the rules ofher community, her

behavior was socially acceptable.

There was only a small window ofopportunity for this sort ofCatholic women's

agency in the United States. Decline in financial support and attendance caused many

Catholic female academies and convent schools to close in the 19405 and 19505. There
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are now very few left in the 1990s. With the growth ofthe feminist movement, the

convent was no longer the only socially acceptable place where a woman could challenge

notions about gender roles. Perhaps it is no longer as important for women to have a

gender-segregated space in which to come ofage and to express themselves. '6‘

Female vocations declined in the twentieth century when the Vatican became more

strict about duties which nuns were allowed to perform, and began to monitor their

behavior much more closely. This presents an interesting paradox because ofincreased

numbers of female religious who are self-identified radical feminists and vocal activists.

The appearance of outspoken women could be reactionary to the tightening ofVatican

control, but it makes a search for past roots to present trends all the more interesting. It is

important, however, to be careful not to apply twentieth-century feminist ideas and

standards to nineteenth-, early twentieth-century women who would have been appalled at

the term. Discussing female agency is one thing, but it must be done in accordance with

the standards and accepted roles ofthe time period. We cannot force our opinions and

judgments on women ofthe past.

The vast amount ofrecords and personal papers retained, and sometimes

catalogued, by female religious orders represents a wonderful historical research

opportunity, an untapped resource. It has been customary in religious orders to assign

record-keeping as an obedience. Annual reports are abundant, though their value varies

with the thoroughness ofthe author. Most congregations have written their own histories,

but these are oflen limited to 'Great Women's' history or flawed by their hagiographical
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intent. There are many other options open for further research. The initial class

distinction in orders ofEuropean origin lends itselfto class analysis. This sort ofanalysis

might address questions like: What were the respective percentages of lay vs. choir nuns?

Did one group have more control than another, or did they have equal voices? Were the

different distinctions dependent only upon level ofeducation at the time ofthe postulancy,

or was it truly a distinction based on class of origin? How and when did this change as

congregations became Americanized?

Another avenue for further research would be an analysis ofthe language nuns

used to refer to themselves, and to other women. Was there a difl‘erence, and how did the

language used conform/or not to ideas about 'womanly' women, and 'True Women?‘ In

addition, the study presented could be expanded to encompass more than one American

order, as well as Catholic women who did not attend Catholic academies and convent

schools. The study ofwomen and Catholicism in America has long been the domain ofthe

Catholic Church. Many theses and dissertations have been written on this subject by male

and female religious. It is time to integrate works like these into the mainstream of

American women's history. Women's historians have long made distinctions based on race

and class, they should also make distinctions based on religion.
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Marital Status of Saint Mary’s Graduates 1860-1900

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

\kmu' Shufle hdanfied Thurred 'Toufl 'Toufl

Religious Order Single Graduates

1860 4 2 0 4 6

1863 0 2 0 0 2

1864 l 2 0 1 3

1865 l l 1 2 3

1866 2 3 1 3 6

1867 l 3 0 l 4

1868 3 6 8 ll 17

1869 3 l 2 5 6

1870 4 5 3 7 12

1871 2 4 3 5 9

1872 3 7 l 4 11

1873 0 9 1 l 10

1874 5 5 1 6 11

1875 2 8 1 3 11

1876 5 6 0 5 11

1877 2 11 l 3 14

1878 5 5 l 6 11

1879 5 2 O 5 7

1880 4 5 0 4 9

1881 5 ll 0 5 10

1882 0 4 2 2 6

1883 2 8 0 2 10

1884 3 2 0 3 5

1885 1 4 l 2 6

1886 0 6 0 O 6

1887 4 11 l 5 16

1888 6 5 2 8 13

1889 5 15 0 5 20

1890 0 6 1 1 7

1891 3 9 1 4 13

1892 3 7 l 4 11

1893 1 8 0 l 9

1894 0 10 0 0 10

1895 2 15 0 2 17

1896 2 8 l 3 11

1897 3 10 0 3 13      
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1898 2 6 l 3

1899 7 5 O 7 12

1900 2 7 O 2 9

table 1

*source for information in table 1: Marion MeCandless, Lanuly Portgits: Historv ofthe Holy

Cross Alunmae Association of Saint Mary’s Collgge, Notre Dame, Indiana, 1879-1949 (Notre

Dame, IN: Saint Mary’s College, 1952) 453-456.

75

 

“‘8

 

 



 

BIBLIOGRAPHY

 

 

I
n
:

_,
.

“a
.



BIBLIOGRAPHY

Primary Sources:

Annual Catalogue of St. Marys Academy. Chicago: Daily Chicago Herald Steam Printing

Establishment, 1860, 1870, 1880, 1890.

Educational Record ofQuebec. Montreal: Gazette Printing Co., 1882

Emcational Record ofQuebec. Montreal: Canada Stamp Co., 1901, 1911.

Kuhn, Sister M. Campion, ed., Sisters ofthe Hog Cross Rolls: 1-7, 16-19, 22, 24, 28-

34, 40-43, 50, 51.

Werner, Sr. Maria Assunta, C.S.C., ed. The Mother Pauline Traditions Papers. Notre

Dame, IN: St. Mary's College, 1993.

Rosa Mystica Notre Dame, IN: St. Mary's Academy, 1865.

SaintMs Chimes Vol. I-XX (Sept. 1892-July 1912) Notre Dame, IN: St. Mary's

Academy/College.

essio P ovince ofQuebec) 1869-70, 1870-71, 1871-72, 1890-91 Quebec:

Charles-Francois Langlois, 1870, 1871, 1872, 1891.

Secondary Sources:

Acker, Sandra, ed. Teache_rr_t, Gender and Careers. Philadelphia: The Palmer Press, 1989.

Audet, Louis-Philippe. Histoire de l'enseignement au Quebec. 2 tomes. Montreal: Holt,

Rinehart et Winston Ltée, 1971, Tome 2, 1840-1971.

--- et Armand Gautier. Le gsteme scolaire du gmébec: orggu'sation g fonctionnement.

Montreal: Librairie Beauchemin Limitée, 1967.

Baron, Ava, ed. Work Engendered: Toward a New History ofAmerican Labor. Ithaca,

NY: Cornell University Press, 1991.

76

 

 

 

 



77

Bass, Dorothy C. "Their Prodigious Influence: Women, Religion, and Reform in

Antebellum America." in Women of Spirit. Rosemary Ruether and Eleanor

McLaughlin, eds. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1979. 280—300.

Biklin, Sari Knopp. School Work: Gender and the CultuLal Construction ofTeaching.

New York: Teachers College Press, 1995.

Bouchard, Gerard. "Apogee et déclin de l'idéologie ultrarnontaine a travers 1e journal L_e

Nouveau Monde, 1867-1900." Recherche; Sociographigues X, 2-3 (1969): 261-

291.

Bradbury, Bettina. "The Family Economy and Work in an Industrializing City:

Montreal in the 1870's." Canadian Historical Association Historical Pam 1979:

7 1-96.

Brewer, Eileen Mary. Nuns and the Edugafion ofAmerican Catholic Women, 1860-1920.

Chicago: Loyola University Press, 1987.

Brosnahan, Sr. M. Eleanore, C.S.C. On the King's Highway: A Histogz ofthe Sisters of

the Holy Cross of St. Mary ofthe Immaculate Conc_emion. New York: D.

Appleton and Company, 1931.  

Brown, Sr. Mary Borromeo, SF. The Histog ofthe Sisters ofProvidence of Saint m-

of-the-Woods. Vol. I. New York: Benziger Brothers, Inc. 1949.

Bunkle, Phillida. "Sentimental Womanhood and Domestic Education, 1830-1870."

Histog: ofEducation Quartfiy XIV, no.1 (1984) 13-30.

Carmody, Denise Lardner. The Good Alliance: Feminim, Religion and Education.

Lanharn, MD: University Press ofAmerica, Inc., 1991.

Casey, Kathleen. I AnswerM M Life: Life Histories ofWo_men Teachers Working ‘3

for Social C e. New York: Routledge, Inc., 1993. ,

 
Cogan, Frances B. All-American Girl: The Ideal 9fReal Womanhood in Mid-Nineteenth

Cent1_r_ry America, Athens, GA: The University ofGeorgia Press, 1989.

Conway, Jill Kathryn. The First Generation ofAmerican Women Graduates. Diss.

Harvard, 1968. New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1987.

--- ”Perspectives on the History ofWomen's Education in the United States.” History of

Education May XIV, no.1 (1984): 1-12.

Cook Ramsay and Wendy Mitchinson, eds. Their Prom Sphere: Women's Place in

Canadian Socigty. Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1976. 182-189.

 



 

78

Costin, Sr. M. Georgia, C.S.C. "Beginnings in America: The Bertrand Years, 1843-

1853." paper presented at the Sixth Annual Conference on the History ofthe

Congregation ofHoly Cross, at Notre Dame College in Manchester, NH. 1987.

---- "From Bertrand to St. Mary's, 1853-1855." paper presented at the Seventh Annual

Conference ofthe History ofthe Congregation ofHoly Cross, at St. Mary's

College in Notre Dame, IN, June 1988.

--- Priceless Sm't: A History ofthe Sisters ofthe Holy Crogl841-1893. Notre

Dame: University ofNotre Dame Press, 1994.

 

(Creek) Sr. Mary Irnmaculata, C.S.C. A Panorama: 1844-1977. Notre Dame, IN: St.

Mary's College, 1977.  
Cross, Barbara M. ed. The Educated Woman in America: Selected Wntlng'‘ s ofCatharine

Beecher, Margaret Fuller. and M. Carey Thomas; Richmond, VA: William Byrd

Press, Inc., 1965.

 

Cross, D. Suzanne. "The Neglected Majority: the Changing Role ofWomen in 19th

Century Montreal." Histoire Sociale/Social History 12 Nov/nov. (1973): 202-

223.

Culver, Elsie Thomas. Women in the World ofReligion. Garden City, NY: Doubleday &

Company, Inc., 1967.

Danylewycz, Marta. "Sexes et classes sociales dans l'enseignement: 1e cas de Montreal a

la fin du 19c siecle." dans Maitresses de maison, maitresses d'école. Nadia Fahmy—

Eid et Micheline Dumont, eds. Montreal: Boreal Express, 1983. 93-118.

--- Tgktrg‘ the Veil: An Alternative to M_ar_llgg'e, Motherhm and 8pmgrimd in

Quebec, 1840-1920. ed. Paul-Andre Linteau, Alison Prentice, and erliam

Westfall. Toronto: McClellend and Stewart, 1987.

Danylewycz, Marta, Beth Light and Alison Prentice. "The Evolution ofthe Sexual

Division ofLabour in Teaching: Nineteenth Century Omario and Quebec Case

Study." in Women and Education. Jane Gaskell and Arlene McLaren, eds.

Calgary: Detselig Enterprises Limited, 1991. 33-60.

 
Danylewycz, Marta and Alison Prentice. "Teachers, Gender, and Bureaucratizing School

Systems in Nineteenth Century Montreal and Toronto." History ofmen

gm 24, no.1 (1984): 75-100.

  



79

' --- "Teachers Work: Changing Patterns and Perceptions in the Emerging School

Systems ofNineteenth- and Early Twentieth-Century Canada." in Women Who

Taught: Perspectives ofthe History ofWomen and Teach_lrlg'. Alison Prentice and

Marjorie R Theobold, eds. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991. 136-

159.

Davis, Natalie Zemon. Socigty and Culture in Early Modern France. 1965. Stanford:

Stanford University Press, 1975.

Dénault, Bernard. Sociogpsphie générgle des communautés religieusessy Quebec (1837-

1970). Montreal: Les Presses de l'Université de Montreal, 1975.

Diner, Hasia R Erin's Daughters in America: Irish Immigrgant Women in the Nineteenth

Camp}; 1983. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986.

Douglas, Anne. The Feminization ofAmerican Culture. New York City: Alfi'ed A

Knopf, 1978.

Dudden, Faye E. Sm’ Women: Household Service in Ningeenth-Centpry America.

Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1983.

Dumont, Micheline, et. a1. Cpebec Women: A Histog. Trans. Roger Gannon and

Rosalind Gill. Toronto: The Women's Press, 1987.

--~-- , Michele Jean, Marie Lavigne et Jennifer Stoddart, collectif Clio.

' ' ' e si‘ 1 . 1982. Montreal:

Le jour, éditeur. 1992.

Dumont-Johnson, Micheline. "Les Communaute's Religieuses et la Condition Féminine."

Rthches Sodomhigpes XIX, l (1978): 79-102.

Early Histogy 9fthe Art _1_)_epartmgt. Notre Dame, IN: St. Mary's College, 1971.

Evasdaughter, Elizabeth N. Catholic Girlhood Narratives: The Church and Self-Denial.

Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1996.

Ewens, Mary, O.P. "Removing the Veil: the Liberated American Nun." in Women of

Spirit. Rosemary Ruether and Eleanor McLaughlin, eds. New York: Simon and

Schuster, 1979. 255-278.

--- The R91; ofthe Nun in NinetghthCmAmelia. Diss. University ofMinnesota,

1971. New York: Arno Press, 1978.

  

 

 

 
 



80

Fahmy-Eid, Nadia. Le cle_rge’ g le p_o_uvoir mlitigue au Qge'bec. Montreal: Editions

Hurtubise HMH, Ltée. 1975.

«~- "Les Mélanges Religieux et la Revolution Romaine de 1848." Recherches

Wei X, 2-3 (1969): 237-260.

Faragher, John Mack. "History From the Inside-Out: Writing the History ofWomen in

Rural America." AmericanMay 33(Winter 1981): 537-557.

---- Sugg Creek: Life on the Illinois Prairie. New Haven: Yale University Press,

1986.

Finske, Sr. M. Jeanne, C.S.C. "Saint Mary's in Transition, Academy to College, 1895-

1905. " paper presented to 1992 Conference on the History ofthe Congregation of

Holy Cross, at the University ofPortland, Portland Oregon.

Freedman, Estelle. "Separatism as Strategy. Female Institution Building and American

Feminism, 1870-1930.” Feminist Studies 5/3 (Fall 1979): 512-529.

Graham, Patricia Albjerg. "Expansion and Exclusion: A History ofWomen in American

Higher Education." Sighs 3/4 (1978): 759-773.

Hedrick, Joan D. Eggs; ngher Stowe, A Life. New York: Oxford University Press,

1994.

(Hefi‘eman) Sr. M. Rita, C.S.C. A Story ofFfly’ Years: From the Annals ofthe

Copgrggsh'on pfthe Sistm 52me ley Chgss, 1855-1905. Notre Dame, IN: The

Ave Maria, 1905.

Horowitz, Helen Leflrowitz. Alma Mater: my; shd Em'eng in tbs Women's

Cgllsges fi'om their NinetMgmpgy Bsghmlpg'' s to E 19305. New York:

Alfred A Knopf, 1984.

Jones, Howard Mumford. America gm French Cflpge. 1750-184; Chapel Hill:

University ofNorth Carolina Press, 1927.

Katz, Michael B. "The Origins ofPublic Education A Reassessment."m

Education Merly Wmter (1976): 381-407.

Keep, George Rex Crowley. "The Irish Migration to Montreal, 1847-1867." M.A thesis,

McGill University, 1948.

Kelly-Gadol, Joan. "The Social Relation ofthe Sexes: Methodological Implications of

Women's History." Signs 1/4 (1976): 809-823.

 

 

 

 



81

Kerber, Linda K "Separate Spheres, Female Worlds, Woman's Place: The Rhetoric of

Women's History." Journfi ofAmerican Histogy 75/1 (June 1988): 9-39.

Kuhn, Sr. M. Campion, C.S.C. "The Arnericanization ofthe Sisters ofthe Holy Cross."

paper presented to 1985 Conference ofthe History ofthe Congregations ofHoly

Cross, at King's College, erkes-Barre, Penn.

Labariere—Paule', Andre. LiInStitutions la’r'ghes au Canada franggjs. 1836-1900. Quebec:

Les Presses de l'Université Laval, 1965.

Langlois, Claude. Le Catholicisme au féminin: Les Cohgzégations fiang’s a sum’eure

générale au XIXé siecle. Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 1984.

Lemieux, Denise. "Les Mélanges Religieux 1841-1852." Recherches Socipgrsphigpes X,

2—3 (1969): 207-236.

--- et Lucie Mercier. La recherche sur les femmes au Cpébec: bilan. Montmagny:

Marquis Ltée, 1982.

 

 Lerner, Gerda. The Creation ofFeminist Consciousness: From the Middle Ages to

Eim-Seventy. New York: Oxford University Press, 1993.

--- "The lady and the mill girl: changes in the status ofwomen in the age ofJackson."

Midggntinent gherifl Studies Journal 10 (Spring 1969): 5-15.

Lewis, Jane. "Motherhood Issues' in the Late Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries." in

Delivflg' Mptherhood: Mam] Ideologies and Practices in the 19th shd 20th

Centuries. eds. Katherine Arnup, Andrée Levesque, and Ruth Roach Pierson.

New York: Routledge, 1990.

 

Le Wrta, Beatrix. French Bourgeois CMe. 1988. Trans. J.A Underwood. New

York: Cambridge University Press, 1994.

McAllister, Anna Shannon. Flame in the Wilderness: Life and L_e_tters ofMoths; Angela

Gille_sp_ie, C.S.C. 1824-1887. American Foundrgs ofthe Sisters ofthe Holy

Cross. Paterson, NJ: St. Anthony Guild Press, 1944.

MeCandless, Marion. Family Portraits: Histog ofthe Holy Cross Alumnae Ass_o_cistion

of Saint Ms Collsge, Notre Dame, Indigs, 1879-1949. Notre Dame, IN:

Saint Mary's College, 1952.

McCarthy, Mary. Memorig ofa Cathglic Girlhood. Toronto: William Heinernann, Ltd,

1957.

 
 



82

McCarthy, Thomas P., C.S.V. Guide to the Catholic Sisterhpods in the United States.

Washington, DC: The Catholic University ofAmerica Press, 1952.

(McDermott) Sr. Maria Concepta, C.S.C. The Making ofa Sister-Teacher. Notre Dame:

University ofNotre Dame Press, 1965.

Mitchinson, Wendy. "The WCTU: 'For God, Home and Native Land': A Study in

Nineteenth-Century Feminism. " in A Not Unreasonable Clgpg,’ Women and

Reform in 1880's-1920's. ed. Linda Kealy. Toronto: The Women's

Educational Press, 1979. 151-167.

Monet, Jacques, S.J. "French—Canadian Nationalism and the Challenge of

Ultramontanism." Canadian Historical Association Historical Pams. 1966: 41-

55.

--- The Last Cann 11 Shot: A Stud ofFrench anadian Natio ‘ 1837-1850.

Toronto: University ofToronto Press, 1969.

Muncy, Robyn. Creating a Female Dominign in Amerigh Refgrm, 1890-1935. 1991.

New York: Oxford University Press, 1994.

Norton, Mary Beth. "The Evolution ofWhite Women's Experience in Early America."

Peter Hofi'er, ed. Early American History New York: Garland Publishing, Inc.

284-3 10.

O'Keefe, Sr. Maureen, S.S.N.D. The Convent in the Modern Wprld. 1963. Chicago:

Henry Regnery Company, 1967.

Perko, F. Michael, S.J., ed. Enligmgn_r_ng' the Nfl Gengstign: Cathplics and their

Schppls, 1830-1980. New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1988.

Pouliot, Leon. 8.1 Mohsg'gheur Bourgg et spn Temps. Montreal: Les Editions

Bellarmin, 1977.

Prentice, Alison L. and Susan E. Houston, ed. thr’, School and Socigty in Nineteenth

Cenm Canada. Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1975.

--- "The Femirrization ofTeaching in British North America and Canada 1845-1875."

Histoire Sg‘ale/Social Histpgy 8 (1975): 5-20.

Prévost, Augustine. L'fi'ucation hier et auiourdfhui 1850-1985. Montreal: editions du

Me’ridien, 1986.

Quifionez, Lora Ann, C.D.P. and Mary Daniel Turner, S.N.D. de N. The Transformation

ofAmerican Catholic Sisters. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1992.

 

 



83

Ramiriz Bruno. "The Crossroad Province: Quebec's Place in International Migrations,

1870-1930." in A Century ofEurgpeanMiggations, 1830-1930. eds. Rudolph J.

Vecoli and Suzanne M. Sinke. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1991.

Rapley, Elizabeth. lhs Dévotes: Women MChprch in SeventeenQ-Cenmy France.

Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1990.

Ruether, Rosemary Radford. M_ary-the Femjinine ice ofthe Chprch. Philadelphia: The

Westminster Press, 1977.

Rury, John L. "Vocationalism for Home and Work: Women's Education in the United

States, 1880-1930." Histog ofEducation May 24, no.1 (1984): 21-44.

Ryan, Mary P. Cradle ofthe Middle Class. The Fwy in Oneida Comm, New Yog,

1790-1865. 1981. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992.

---- "The Power ofWomen's Networks: A Case Study ofFemale Moral Reform in

Antebellum America." Feminist Studies 5 (Spring 1979): 66-86.

--- nganhmd 1h America: From Colonial Tirnfi t9 the 118m. New York: Franklin

Watts, Inc, 1983.

Skocpol, Theda. Prote_cm'g Soldiers and Mothers: 1th Pglitical Origm' of Social Ppligz

in the Unitg States. 1992. Cambridge, Mass: The Belknap Press ofHarvard

University Press, 1995. 311—524.

Sisters ofthe Holy Cross. Pioneers and Builders. Centenary Chronicles ofthe Sisters of

the Holy Cross. III. Hammond, IN: W.B. Conkey Company, 1941.

---WCentenary Chronicles ofthe Sisters ofthe Holy Cross. H.

Paterson, NJ: Saint Anthony Guild Press, 1941.

Smith-Rosenberg, Carroll. Disorderly Conduct: Vrg'ons ofGender in Victprian America.

New York: Alfred A Knopf, 1985.

--- "The Female World ofLove and Ritual: Relations Between Women in Nineteenth-

Century America." Sigrg 1/1 (1975): 1-29.

Solomon, Barbara Miller. In the Company ofEducated Women: A Histgry ofWomen

and Higher Education in America. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985.

Stansell, Christine. City ofWomen: Sex and Class in New York, 1789-1860. 1982

Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1987.

 ctr-u..-—

 

 



84

Strober, Myra H. and Audri Gordon Lanford. "The Feminization ofPublic School

Teaching: Cross-sectional Analysis, 1850-1880." Signs Wmter (1986): 212-235.

--- and David Tyack. "Why do Women Teach and Men Manage. A Report on Research

on Schools." Sighs Spring (1980): 494-503.

Theriot, Nancy M. Mothers and Daughters in Nineteenth-Century Americas: The

Biogial Construction ofFemininity. Lexington, KY: The University Press of

Kentucky, 1996.

Trisco, Robert Frederick. The Holy See and the Nascent Church in the Middle Western

United States, 1826-1850. Rome: Gregorian University Press, 1962.

Trofimenkofl‘, Susan Mann. "Femirrisnr, Nationalism, and the Clerical Defensive. " in

Rfl'fl'pg Canada: The Promise ofWomen's History. eds., Veronica Strong-

Boag and Anita Clair Fellmen. Toronto: Copp, Clark, Pitrnan Ltd, 1986. 123-

136.

Vinovskis, Maris A and Richard M. Bernard. "Beyond Catharine Beecher”. Female

Education in the Antebellum Period." Sighs 3/4 (1978): 856-869.

Weedon, Chris. Feminist Practice and Poststructuralist Theogz. Cambridge: Basil

Blackwell, 1992 (4th ed.).

Wein, Roberta. "Women's Colleges and Domesticity, 1875-1918." Histog ofEdpsstign

Mesh: 14, no.1 (1984): 31-47.

Welter, Barbara. "The Cult ofTrue Womanhood: 1820-1860." American Merly 18,2

(1966): 151-174.

(Wolfl) Sr. M. Madeleva, C.S.C. My Fig Seventy Ygg. New York: The Macmillan

Company, 1959.

 

”
l
:
—

 


