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ABSTRACT 

CATHOLIC WOMEN’S COLLEGES AND FEMINISM 

A CASE STUDY OF FOUR CATHOLIC WOMEN’S COLLEGES 

MAY, 1992 

MARY LOU ANDERSON, BA ANNA MARIA COLLEGE 

MjA ASSUMPTION COLLEGE 

Ed. D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS 

Directed by: Professor Patricia Crosson 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the historical relationship 

between four Catholic women's colleges and the emergence and development of 

feminism in general and Catholic feminism in particular. The four colleges 

were: Trinity College, Washington, D.C., 1898; St. Mary’s College, Notre Dame, 

IN, 1903; The College of St. Catherine, St. Paul, MN, 1906; Regis College, Weston, 

MA, 1927. 
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Three questions are examined, using official and informal publications 

and correspondence and interviews with the presidents and other staff of the 

colleges. In Catholic women's colleges, what attitudes and beliefs about the role of 

women and the nature of the education of women were held by the founders and also 

their successors? How do these attitudes and beliefs relate to feminism and in what 

respects did Catholic women’s colleges share feminist goals? In what ways, if any, 

have Catholic women's colleges contributed to Catholic feminism? 

The intentions of their founders and the mission statements and curricula 

demonstrate a sharing of the feminists' goals of education and job opportunity for 

women. The mission and curricula show a reflection of the times and the needs of 

the students. These are woman-centered campuses with a clear Catholic identity; 

Catholicism and feminism co-exist in these colleges, resulting in a space for the 

development of Catholic feminism. Though they are not strongly feminist, these 

colleges are committed to remaining all female, and to remaining Catholic. They 

do not challenge their church on issues concerning women's access to birth control 

and to abortion since to do so would violate their mission as Catholic institutions. 

However they act on feminist goals by encouraging women to learn, to achieve, and 

to effect change. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The major concern of this study is the question of a relationship between 

American Catholic women’s colleges and the feminist movement. A brief 

historical description of the origins of those colleges, and a summary of the shifting 

meanings of feminism over the last century, is offered here to give a context for the 

study. 

Catholic Women's Colleges 

Catholic women's colleges were established in America in the first two 

decades of the twentieth century, during the period when American feminists were 

securing the right to vote. The Catholic church of that time adamantly opposed 

suffrage and only reluctantly supported higher education for women. An 

American church leader, James Cardinal Gibbons of Baltimore, articulated the 

official negative Catholic position toward suffrage: "I regard woman’s rights as 

the worst enemies of the female sex" (Oates, 1988, p.v). While the church gave tacit 

approval to women's colleges, there was sharp disagreement among the clergy as to 

the value of college education for Catholic women. In the words of one cleric, 

"smartness is not becoming to women" (Oates, 1988, p.iv). Their major fear was 

that educated women would choose careers over marriage, and thus threaten the 

existence of the Catholic family. The church held that the model for a woman could 

only be Mary, Mother of God, submissive, obedient, serving others. Both suffrage 
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and higher education were seen as real threats to a stable society and to a Catholic 

home (Kennelly, 1976, p. 44). 

However, in 1895 and despite church opposition, the Sisters of Notre Dame 

opened the College of Notre Dame of Maryland. Once those doors to Catholic higher 

education for women had been opened, it was difficult to close them. More Catholic 

women's colleges were established over the next half-century, until by 1955 there 

were 116 of these institutions in the United States. 

As background, it should be said that religious orders of women in the 

Catholic church vary from one another. The date and country of the founding of an 

order, the time and circumstances of arrival in the United States for orders founded 

abroad, the ethnic and socioeconomic group from which novices were recruited, 

together with the traditional mission of an order (teaching, nursing, scholarship, 

service to the poor, or worship) produce the "culture" of each order. And finally, 

there is a natural diversity due to the personalities and competencies of the leaders 

within an order or in a local convent at a particular time. In all circumstances, 

however, there are two people with authority over any house of any Catholic order of 

nuns: the local Bishop or Cardinal, and the Mother Superior (head) of the order. 

Historically, since medieval times, convent life had afforded Catholic 

women the opportunity for study and education, and an escape from marriage and 

family. "Virtually from the beginning of sex segregated religious orders, female 

religious orders used convents as a center for intellectual and cultural life" 

(Mitrano, 1989, p. 28). Although religious women have never had the authority, the 

power and the opportunity of religious men, they established their own 
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communities, in many ways models of a feminist world. "Nuns provided role 

models of women engaged in a variety of educational, charitable and social 

welfare activities, often doing work deemed inappropriate for women" (Diner, 

1983, p. 130). 

Ewens' position is that the nuns made a tremendous contribution to the 

liberation of other women, particularly through education (1979). As Ewens writes, 

"In their personal lives and in their work, nuns have enjoyed many of the 

freedoms and opportunities that feminists are pleading for today. They have 

supported themselves, owned property, received advanced education, and held 

executive positions. They have not feared success, and have been freed from the 

responsibilities of marriage and motherhood" though [nuns] belonged to an 

extremely patriarchal church whose male hierarchy defined female roles 

according to medieval notions that women were irresponsible and incapable of 

logical thought, [they] were in some ways the most liberated women in nineteenth 

century America (Ewens, 1979, p. 256). 

The nuns who founded colleges had great expectations for higher education 

for women. From the beginning, the founders quietly but firmly insisted on real 

colleges, not mere academies (high schools), for women. They were boldly 

determined to open these colleges. They argued for quality education in the belief 

that quality education would provide greater opportunity for women. Kenneally 

(1990), argues that these sisters were "closet feminists unaware that their daily 

activities challenged traditional church norms" (p.x). 

3 



Many obstacles had to be overcome in the founding of Catholic women’s 

colleges, but the sisters persevered. Catholic women's colleges, like the other 

women's colleges of the time, were committed to a liberal arts education for 

women. Kenneally points out that all American women's colleges continuously 

reflected a dichotomy: "strong liberal arts to prepare women of the world, and 

requirements to preserve faith, gentility, spirituality, and the traditional role of 

housewife" (1990, p.95). In a positive vein, Cott calls this perception of a dual role of 

women, to be women of the world as well as the home, the "doubleness of feminism: 

an affirmation of women's rights as individuals with the same humanity as man, 

and an affirmation of women's rights as individuals with unique nurturing 

capabilities" (1987, p. 62). 

American Feminism 

Between 1895 and 1920 when many Catholic women's colleges were being 

established, the women's movement of the nineteenth century was evolving into the 

feminist movement of the twentieth. Attitudes about the role of women in society 

were changing dramatically. Women such as Alice Paul and Charlotte Perkins 

Gilman participated in the women's movement that had galvanized around the 

fight for suffrage. Margaret Sanger, the proponent of birth control for women, was 

lecturing and writing, and the issues of sexual and political liberation for women 

were gaining some momentum. "The birth control movement appealed to 

feminists in 1910 and it was the most obvious political form their ideas on sexuality 

took" ( Cott 1987, p.48). 
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As with any movement, a diversity of theories, attitudes and philosophies 

was and is evident among feminists. Speaking very generally, early European 

feminists stressed family and society, British and American feminists stressed 

individual rights. A tension existed and continues between "individual" 

feminists who argued for women's rights as individuals, and "relational" 

feminists who argued for women's rights as women, defined by their childbearing 

capabilities (Offen 1988, p.136). This division, often transcended in action, is 

particularly relevant to the development of the Catholic women’s colleges, which as 

will be seen embraced both sides of the question, affirming Cott's "dualness of 

feminism". 

Other divisions in the feminist movement are clearly visible. Rosemary 

Ruether distinguishes, for example, among liberal, socialist, and radical 

feminism. Ruether points out that liberal feminism "has been focused on the 

historic exclusion of women from access to and equal rights in the male public 

sphere”. A major emphasis of liberal feminism has been in the education and 

professional spheres; women should have full access to higher education" 

(Ruether, 1983, p.217). Socialist and radical feminism, she states, were an 

outgrowth of liberal feminism. Socialist feminism sees gender-based class 

structure as the real problem in the liberation of women since women have the 

lowest paid jobs and are valued less than males . Radical feminism goes farther 

than liberal or socialist feminism, because its core issue is that: 

women must have control over their own persons; patriarchy has 
meant the subordination of women's bodies to men, i.e. sexuality, 
reproduction, rape, wife-beating, pornography, abortion, birth 
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control. Any liberation that stops short of liberating women from 
male control over their bodies has not reached the root of patriarchy. 

Reuther 1983, p.228 

Although there are differences among feminists, it is possible to identify a 

set of goals held in common by most feminists from the early participants in the 

nineteenth century women's movement on to the feminists of today. Those goals, 

which serve as a checklist for the institutions discussed in this study, include: 

1. full voting rights and equal access to political decision making 

2. opportunity for both secondary and higher education 

3. equal access to education and to professions 

4. equal treatment as persons in society 

5. special consideration in society for women as childbearers and 

nurturers in society 

6. access to birth control and abortion 

7. opportunity for growth and leadership roles in church and state . 

Catholic Feminism 

Catholic feminism became visible in the 1960's, although Offen (1988) 

makes reference to Christian feminists in 1900 in France who were a faction of 

French feminism. Catholic feminism advocates equality for women both inside 

and outside the church and is a volatile and divisive issue for Catholics today. 

Like feminism in general, Catholic feminism contains a range of viewpoints. 

Ruether's typology of feminism serves well to categorize Catholic feminism. The 

specifically Catholic feminism, based on a theology intended to liberate men and 
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women from sexism by a new understanding of God's message of the equality of 

men and women, gains its leadership from among graduates of the Catholic 

women's colleges and often enough from nuns who teach or did teach in those 

colleges, and has in its turn effected the colleges. 

Ruether argues that while liberal feminism has been the major influence 

on Catholic feminism, socialist and radical feminism have also had an influence. 

Some women in the church are radical feminists and see the church as hopelessly 

patriarchal. Radical Catholic feminists, such as Ruether herself, see three areas of 

conflict for women with the church, reproductive rights, the relation between nuns 

and the church hierarchy, and women's ordination. Socialist feminists see class 

struggle as the real issue: the feminization of poverty, divorce, battered women and 

abused children, women in low paying jobs and third world issues are concerns for 

socialist Catholic feminists. The majority of Catholic feminists fall into 

v Reuther#s category of liberal feminists working to change the church from within 

and provide more opportunity for women within the church structure. This 

majority believes women can achieve equality through education and profession 

and they are unlikely to challenge the church on women's reproductive rights or the 

matter of ordination. 

Interestingly, Catholic feminism whether radical, socialist or liberal 

argues that women, both lay and religious, should have equal access to positions of 

leadership and power within the church. Women historically have always been 

outside the power structure in the Catholic church and had few channels to voice 

their concerns. Mitrano maintains that the difference in power between male and 
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female religious did not divide the Roman Catholic church, it defined it (1989, 

p.16). Today, Catholic women write and speak of feeling alienated, abandoned 

and discriminated against in a church that claims to love them as equals in the 

eyes of God. 

The women who founded Catholic women’s colleges were ground-breakers 

who had little support, if any, from the institutional church. These nuns were 

members of religious communities whose mission was to minister through 

education to the poor, the minority, the immigrant. Of considerable importance is 

the fact that it was indeed nuns who founded the colleges. It is noteworthy that nuns, 

in a church which had proclaimed for twenty centuries that woman's place was in 

the home, were women who were not involved with marriage and family. They 

lived for the most part in an all-female world, with a strong sense of sisterhood. 

Further, the nuns who founded these colleges had, besides the freedom to 

concentrate on their purpose, gained experience already in a range of 

competencies: some were scholars, some were administrators, some were 

responsible for the financial survival of their communities. The question of 

linkage, conscious or not, between American feminism and the Catholic women's 

colleges founded by nuns, is not an idle one. 
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Statement of Problem 

The relationship between Catholic women’s colleges, the adoption of 

feminist goals by many Catholic women, and the concomitant evolution of Catholic 

feminism, has not previously been explored. The nature of this relationship is the 

problem to be explored in this study. 

While there are histories and studies on Catholic higher education and 

literature about Catholic women's colleges, and the orders that founded them, little 

attention has been paid to the meaning of "women" in Catholic women's colleges. 

In particular, little is documented about the attitudes and beliefs of their founders 

and leaders towards the role of women in society, the nature of women's education, 

and the role of women in the church. There has been little exploration of the ways 

attitudes about women were reflected in the early mission and the curriculum of 

Catholic women's colleges. There is no documentation of the attitudes of today’s 

Catholic women's colleges toward feminist issues. Research tells almost nothing 

about the role feminist philosophy played in shaping the American Catholic 

women's colleges, and conversely, about whether and what Catholic women's 

colleges contributed to feminist ideology, and, in particular Catholic feminism. 

The purpose of this study is a pursuit of the general problem stated above 

through an investigation of the historical relationship between four Catholic 

women's colleges and the feminist movement in America, as well as a 

relationship with Catholic feminism. The four colleges chosen for this study: 

Trinity College, Washington, DC, founded in 1898 

St. Mary's College, Notre Dame, IN, founded in 1903 
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The College of St. Catherine, St Paul, MN, founded in 1906 

Regis College, Weston, MA, founded in 1927 

Specifically, this study addresses the following three questions: 

1. In Catholic women’s colleges, what attitudes and beliefs on the role of 

women and the nature of the education of women were held by the founders 

and also their successors? 

2. How do these attitudes and beliefs relate to feminism and in what respects 

did Catholic women's colleges share feminist goals? 

3. In what ways, if any, have Catholic women's colleges contributed to 

Catholic feminism? 

Significance and Limitations of Study 

This study contributes to the available knowledge about women, the Catholic 

church and higher education in the United States. The history of the nuns who 

pioneered in the struggle for higher education is important in understanding the 

function of Catholic women's colleges in American life. An unknown but large 

number of women graduated from, and were therefore affected by, these colleges 

between 1895 and 1990. An in-depth study of Catholic women's colleges dealing 

with their founders, their curricula and cultures, and the ways feminism affected 

the colleges may help fill real gaps in our knowledge of American higher 

education. Although Catholic women have never held formal power positions in the 

church, these women established colleges, educated and served as role models to 
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numbers of women, and, wittingly or not, contributed to the evolution of a 

particularly Catholic feminism. 

The limitations of this study are described in the methodology section. This 

study is not a history of Catholic higher education for women; and it is not a history 

of Catholic religious women. Some documentation exists on both topics. 

Several additional constraints should be specified, given the breadth of the 

topics of the Catholic church and feminism. Each of these topics is dealt with only 

in the context of the goals of this study and the particular colleges described. 

Although the tenets of feminism are described in this study, it is not an analysis of 

feminism and feminist philosophy. Similarly, although the mission, curriculum 

and attitudes towards women's and feminist issues in Catholic women's colleges 

are examined in four colleges, the study’s data and conclusions cannot be extended 

to other Catholic women's colleges. 

Definitions of Terms 

Feminism is defined by The Encyclopedia of Feminism as "the advocacy 

of women’s rights, and the basic concern with extending to women the values of 

liberty, equality and justice through legal and social reform." (Tuttle 1986, p.12). 

The Catholic church is "that community of people who believe that Jesus, 

called the Christ is God, second person of the Trinity, and savior of humankind, 

who intervened in history, by being bom of woman and who founded a church to 

bring believers in his word to eternal salvation" (Deedy 1986, p.9). 
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Church teaching is "the authority of the Church to instruct the laity on the 

word of God. The message of God is rooted in three sources; Tradition, the Bible 

and the Teaching Authority. Such authority is with the Pope and the Bishops" 

(Deedy, 1986, pp. 147-152). 

The Pope is the chief figure in the Catholic Church; he is the father of the 

church; he is the church's supreme teacher, legislator and judge. His authority is 

total in matters pertaining to belief, discipline, and to government of the church. 

He is elected Pope by the Cardinals of the Church" (Deedy, 1986, p. 22). 

Bishops are "priests who are elevated to bishop by the Pope and have 

jurisdiction over dioceses [the Catholic church is divided into jurisdictional sees, 

called archdioceses or dioceses]. They represent the authority of the Church, of the 

Pope" (Deedy, 1986, p.44). 

Vatican II is "the council called by Pope John XXIII (1962-65) that opened a 

dialogue among religious and laity about issues in the Church that had been 

considered sacrosanct. It is Vatican II that opened the door to Catholic involvement 

in social issues" (Deedy, 1986, p.65). 

Religious women, also referred to as sisters or nuns, "are women who take 

vows of obedience, poverty, and chastity to the Church in order to do good works. 

Sisters belong to religious orders who are active in teaching and nursing" (Deedy, 

1986, p.381). 

Mary, in Catholic teaching, is "the mother of Jesus, revered as the great 

Saint, the most noble of women. Some theologians contrast her to Eve, the 

12 



temptress; Mary is perfect, obedient, and respectful. Mary conceived Jesus in her 

womb, but remained a virgin" (Deedy, 1986, p.269). 

Catholic feminism is "that movement among U.S.Catholics which regards 

sexism, the exploitation of one sex by another, as a social injustice [both within and 

beyond the Catholic church] to be eliminated" (Rader, 1989, p.182). 

In the context described above, the research questions served as guidelines 

for a review of the literature available on the topic of the study. The next chapter 

contains a survey of that literature. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This literature review is organized around four topics: feminism, Catholic 

feminism, Catholic women's colleges, and Catholic sisters. These four topics were 

chosen because of their relationship to this study. Histories, articles, and books 

about Catholic women’s colleges and women's education, and literature about 

Catholic women's religious orders pertinent to this study, were examined. The 

literature on feminism's history and philosophy, and Catholic feminism's 

evolution from Vatican II on, as well as the thinking of Catholic feminists, are also 

reviewed. 

Feminism 

Nancy Cott (1987) points out that "feminism came into English from the 

French word feminism, first used by Hubertine Auclert, a nineteenth century 

advocate for political rights for women who founded the first women's suffrage 

society in France" (1987, p.14). 

“Feminism, a word that originated around 1895, is the theory advocating 

the political, social and economic equality of the sexes” (Webster, 1985). Early 

feminism is most often identified with women's rights and specifically with the 

fight for women’s right to the vote. Sandra Schneiders argues that the women's 

movement began perhaps even before the nineteenth century, "bom in the collective 

realization by some women that they were disadvantaged in relation to men" (1991, 
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p. 7). Abigail Adams in the 18th century, in asking her husband "To remember the 

ladies," said "If we mean to have heroes and statesmen we must have learned 

ladies" (1985, p.8). The awareness of education's value had feminist implications 

before there was a feminist ideology (Solomon, 1985). 

The literature on feminism is quite extensive, revealing a wide range of 

feminist ideas. There is, however, a common set of beliefs shared by feminists 

centered around a belief in women’s rights to sexual equality, access to education, 

access to professions, and to the full rights of citizenship. Although there are 

examples of women who were feminist in their thinking in eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century America, feminism clearly took root among the nineteenth 

century women who were abolitionists and suffragists. The nineteenth century 

woman's movement had a single major goal: the struggle for the vote. (Cott, 1987). 

As the twentieth century saw women gain the vote, the women's movement 

was freed to channel its energies to other issues of importance for women: working 

conditions, child and female labor laws, birth control, and better access to jobs and 

to education. The twentieth century women's movement in America was caught 

between two philosophies: one emphasizing the similarity of men and women as 

human beings to argue for according women the same rights as men in society, 

and the other emphasizing the difference of women's experience from men's, and 

working for protective legislation in factories and other work places. 

Any idea that feminism was single-minded disappeared. The unity that 

existed in the nineteenth century among the suffragists shifted to a recognition of 

the differences among women in the twentieth century. The twentieth century 
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feminist movement held feminists who argued for equality and the recognition of 

women's equal worth to man, and feminists who argued for equality and 

recognition of women's uniqueness as women, a dichotomy which is still with us. 

According to Schneiders the "women's movement" became "women's 

emancipation” in the beginning of the twentieth century. Schneiders, like Cott and 

others, describes the dual drives in feminism. 

For some women the structures that needed changing were those that 

excluded women from full adult participation in political life. For others the 

structures that needed changing were child labor,and the threat to the family, male 

alcoholism (1991,p.8). 

Nancy Cott argues that this doubleness in feminism, this simultaneous 

affirmation of women’s human rights and of women's unique needs and 

differences, is essential and natural, that it could not have been otherwise: 

Feminists wanted soundly enough to have it both ways to like men 
and in some respects to be like men, while being loyal politically 
and ideologically to their own sex; to have an expanded concept of 
womanhood while proclaiming the variability of individuals 
within the sex (1987, p. 49). 

On the other hand, Karen Offen describes two distinct modes of historical 

argumentation used by women on behalf of emancipation and sees those modes as 

divergent ways of thinking about women. 

Relational feminism emphasized women's rights as women, defined 

principally by their childbearing and/or nurturing capabilities. Individualist 
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feminist tradition emphasized more abstract concepts of individual human rights 

and celebrated the quest for personal independence (1988 p. 136). 

Further, she makes a point for the effectiveness of the argument on 

relational feminism, writing that "throughout the nineteenth and well into the 

twentieth century arguments for women's emancipation grounded in sexual 

difference and relational feminist claims were used by women to achieve far 

reaching rearrangements in the gender based system" (1988 p. 155). 

Jean Bethke Elshtain and Betty Friedan also argue for this doubleness in 

feminism. Elshtain (1981) started from a conservative pro- family feminist 

position, and Friedan, an early 60's feminist, whose Feminine Mvstinue sparked 

the 60's feminist revolution, now argues for an increasingly pro-family 

feminism. Friedan in Second Stage, says that women must move beyond the first 

stage of feminism which is women's liberation and "transcend female/male 

polarization" (1981, p. 12). Friedan believes that "first stage" feminism adopts a 

"male model of careerism and public achievement as female goals [and] denies 

women's needs for intimacy, family and children" (1981, p. 212). Friedan even 

argues for the avoidance of issues that pit women against women, "incendiary 

issues like lesbianism and abortion on demand," and asks that child care be 

placed above sexual issues (1981, p. 212). She believes that the 1960's feminism 

strayed too far from issues which really concern women and she believes that 

reshifting thinking and avoiding the volatile issues will avoid polarization. 

"There are not two kinds of women in America, nor are the needs of men and 

women incompatible; almost all women and men need and want intimacy and 
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family" (1981, p. 212). This pro-family stance of two contemporary feminists is not 

new, and again it reflects the doubleness in feminism cited by Cott. 

Sandra Schneiders believes there is no agreement among feminists on the 

word feminism and cites the three terms associated with feminism: "women's 

movement", "women's emancipation", and "women's liberation". For 

Schneiders women's emancipation was a movement solely concerned with the 

right to vote. In fact, however, in the arguments used to obtain the vote, women 

argued from justice and equality; yet they also argued that if women got the vote 

there would be an end to "slavery, child labor, and poor working conditions" 

(Schneiders, 1991, p.8). Women's liberation has a much broader and more 

inclusive outlook than either the women's movement or women's emancipation, 

namely the liberation of women and men into the fullness of human personhood 

(Schneiders, 1991, p.9). That, in any case, feminists do not agree on whether to 

emphasize the difference of women's experience from that of men, or to emphasize 

the essential similarity of human capacities across genders is also underlined by 

Warhol and Herndl (1991, p. 80). 

Karen Offen suggests that a transcendence of these positions is available: 

Feminism makes claims for a rebalancing between men and women of the social, 

economic and political power within a given society, on behalf of both sexes in the 

name of their common humanity, but with respect for their differences (1988, p. 

150). 

In the twentieth century, in short, feminism, though possessed of a common 

understanding of the oppression of women, attacks its issues from many angles. 
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Catholic Feminism 

Feminism as a philosophy reflects two strands of thinking on women: the 

first is that women are unique because of their nurturing capabilities; the second is 

that women are human and entitled to full equality. This recognition of women's 

uniqueness and humanity is also most distinctly at the root of Catholic feminism. 

The origin of Catholic feminism is not documented, but it is clear that after Vatican 

II, the term began to appear in print. Before John XXIII's Vatican II, there had been 

American Catholic women active in the suffrage movement, the labor movement, 

and in higher education who worked for change as individuals within the church. 

After World War II, as historians agree, the role of women in American society 

changed, and a renewal in feminist thinking not only influenced American 

society, it influenced women religious and the church. Rader points out that "with 

greater emphasis on and greater accessibility to higher education for women, the 

older and more traditional concepts about women [in the church] began to be 

questioned" (1989, p. 183). 

Even before Vatican II, American women religious had met in 1956 and 

1959 at a Conference of Major Superiors for Women. Their conferences dealt with 

issues of concern for women religious such as the need for more and better 

education, the need for collaboration among women religious orders, and the need 

for leadership training. These meetings can be seen to have helped set the stage for 

Catholic feminism by their organized discussion of women’s role in church 

leadership. By the time Pope John XXIII convened Vatican II, the women of the 
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Catholic religious orders were ready for change, and Catholic feminism was bom. 

Significantly, among the leaders at the conference on women religious was Sister 

Madeleva Wolff, President of St. Mary's College, one of the colleges in this study, 

who stressed the importance of higher education for women. 

The openness of Pope John XXIII encouraged women in the church to 

rethink their roles and their positions. "Catholic women's alliance with the 

broader feminist movement and the call for church renewal through Vatican II 

resulted in a genuine revitalization process for many women" (Rader, 1989, p. 

184). Many women in the church began to question those symbols and rituals of the 

church that relegated women to an inferior position, as Rader recounts. 

Catholicism and feminism are hardly exclusive of each other. As Miller 

states "there is a fundamental congruence between many/most of the basic values 

undergirding Catholic social teaching and those upon which the women's 

movement of the past 100 years have been based" (1991, p. 3). "The women’s 

movement and Catholic social teaching are grounded in the belief of the 

inalienable dignity of the individual person, which is for Catholic social teaching 

based on the creation of man and woman in the image of God" (Lee, 199 l,p. 5). "In 

its simplest form Catholic feminism reinforces Genesis 1:27: 'God created male 

and female in his image,’" wrote the radical Catholic feminist Mary Daly (1975, p. 

137). 

Rader also points out that the seeds of Catholic feminism were sown among 

the nuns who saw injustice to women in a church that espoused the teachings of 

Jesus. Sister Theresa Kane in 1979 publically reminded the new Pope John Paul II 

20 



to be mindful of the need for dialogue with women in the church. On the local level, 

women religious through their work in education and on a variety of social justice 

issues constantly reminded their church to rethink issues of concern for women. 

Catholic feminism is an outgrowth of the larger feminist movement, and of 

the call for leadership and renewal among religious women. As there is no one 

feminism, there is no one Catholic feminism. Some Catholic feminists are pro- 

choice; groups such as Catholics for Choice define themselves as Catholic 

feminists. Other Catholic feminists, believing that change can come from within 

the church, accept the teaching that abortion is wrong and prefer to move slowly on 

issues such as the ordination of women. And still other Catholic feminists argue 

that Mary, the mother of Jesus, was the first feminist in the church and her 

willingness to become the mother of God showed courage and not passivity. 

In his detailed analysis, Mannion describes five types of church-related 

(Catholic) feminism (1991). The first is affirmative feminism corresponding to 

the conservative strand of church thinking which accepts Pope John Paul's letter on 

women a letter which advocates elimination of the oppression of women, yet hails 

her role as mother and worker for the sick and the poor. Mannion labels a second 

type as corrective feminism; this holds a deep respect for Catholic tradition and 

advocates a role for women in the church excluding ordination. The third is 

reformist feminism influenced by the feminist movement of the 60’s with which 

many American Catholics sympathize. This brand of Catholic feminism 

advocates a restructuring and reshaping of doctrine and structure in the church to 

allow for a greater participation by women, usually including ordination. The 
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fourth is reconstructive feminism whose agenda is the dismantling and 

restructuring of the church in order to create new religious communities that are 

radically egalitarian and non-hierarchical. Reconstruction feminists see the 

church as so hopelessly patriarchal, sexist, racist and classist that it can only be 

saved by a revolution. The fifth is separatist feminism and Catholic feminists who 

advocate this kind of feminism believe that Catholicism is irreformable. 

(Mannion, 1991, pp. 213- 215). 

Rosemary Ruether, a Catholic feminist, and a theologian discusses three 

types of feminism, liberal, socialist, and radical; and Catholic feminism is 

influenced by the three. Ruether believes liberal feminism, focused on "women's 

right to dignity and control over their sexual persons, against sexual harassment 

on the job, abuse, rape and pornography" has had the most influence on Catholic 

feminism (1983, p. 217). 

Schneiders, using the same categories, describes radical Catholic 

feminists as those who "have identified patriarchy as a sinful structure, and the 

Roman Catholic church as the most patriarchal structure in the world" (1991, p. 25). 

Weaver (1985) points out that one of the structural changes desired by both 

radical feminists and Vatican II theologians is in the area of social justice, and in 

this sphere the women's movement and contemporary Catholicism share the same 

concerns. 

Summarily, the literature shows that Catholic feminism taken as a whole 

calls for women's right to equality in the church and in the world, and that this 

Catholic feminism is doctrinally based on Catholic social teaching. 
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beginnings were sown the current struggle of women for fuller participation in the 

life of the church" (1985, p.6). 

Oates maintains that "with limited endowments, but with radical 

leadership by talented women about ten percent of Catholic women’s colleges 

succeeded in challenging traditional view on women's education and careers" 

(1988, introduction). Oates points out that St. Catherine's, St. Mary's,Trinity and 

others became superior Catholic women's colleges because of the leadership from 

the progressive religious communities that founded them. 

Catholic women's colleges stressed a liberal arts education that challenged 

women intellectually. Power believes that Catholic women's colleges "came closer 

to approaching the primary aim of liberal education than did the early Catholic 

colleges for men" (1958, p. 196) offering as evidence the fact that colleges like 

Trinity and St. Mary's offered degrees in Philosophy, Classics and English. 

A later work is Mitrano's dissertation on Catholic women's colleges. 

Mitrano believes that "from the end of the Second World War until roughly the 

middle of the 1960's Catholic women's colleges came of age" (1989, p.19). 

Administrations, physical plants, student bodies, curricula, expanded to their 

largest dimensions. The college administrations worked with virtual autonomy 

from the church hierarchy. Academic and social life flourished. Mitrano also 

states that "the female nature of these institutions should draw the attention of 

women's historians "Catholic women’s colleges were crucibles of female culture. 

They captured twentieth century American Catholic womanhood" (1989, p.13). 
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Fass points out that Catholic women's colleges provided women "a distinct 

atmosphere in which women's separate destiny and religious purposes were 

promoted as well as unique academic programs" (1989, p. 217). 

Klein like Fass points to the unique academic program at Catholic women's 

colleges, and examines the leadership style of Sister Madeleva Wolff who made St. 

Mary's College a strong academic institution that prepared women for leadership 

roles (1988). 

The literature on Catholic women's colleges points to the case that they 

served feminist goals. A Catholic women's college publication argued before 

WWI for the vote for women, saying "the question of the vote is not a question of 

sex, but citizenship" (Warren, 1914, p. 430). Solomon states that while most 

women's colleges were not breeding grounds for suffrage, the Catholic Student 

Association in a few issues of the Catholic Student (1909-1916) featured articles in 

support of suffrage (1985, p. 112). 

Kenneally states that "although Catholic schools may have been 

encouraging feminine subservience, nuns provided role models that undercut that 

message, and in Catholic women's colleges, women assumed positions of 

leadership" Catholic women students developed close bonds and fellowship at their 

colleges" (Kennealy, 1990, p. 96). 

Catalogues from Trinity, St. Mary's, St. Catherine's, and Regis, cited later 

in more detail, also attest to feminist goals in their statements of educating strong, 

valiant Catholic women. 
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The final section of this review of literature discusses the documentation on 

the Catholic women's orders. 

Female Religious Orders 

Most of the literature on female religious orders consists of histories of the 

orders, written most frequently by a member of the order. Some of the histories are 

rather chronologies for particular events, such as the twenty-fifth anniversary of 

the Mother Superior, or the fiftieth anniversary of the order in the United States. 

Some histories of religious orders also tell the story of the founding of an academy 

or a college. 

There is also some periodical literature on female religious orders and 

feminism. One publication, "The History of Women Religious Newsletter" 

contains information on books and articles about women religious and is attentive 

to the relationship between feminism and female religious orders. 

Hurley (1951) chronicles the founding of the Sisters of St Joseph of 

Carondolet and their establishment of St Catherine's, one of the colleges in this 

study. Sister Antonia McHugh, the dean and president of St Catherine's was 

committed to a first class education for Catholic women. Chase said of this leader: 

"Mother Antonia is known throughout the country and beyond wherever Catholic 

higher education is known. Thirty years ago she was the Mary Lyon of the Middle 

west in her zeal, energy and vision" (1945, p. 231). 

Sister M. Eleanore in a 1931 history of the Sisters of the Holy Cross 

chronicled the founding of St. Mary's and credits the strong, persevering, 
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intelligent women who believed in education for women with the ultimate existence 

of the college. 

Sister Angela Elizabeth Keenan tells the story of the three sisters of Notre 

Dame who established Trinity College in a work meaningfully entitled Three 

Against The Wind (1973) and praises the fortitude and intelligence of the sisters. 

Brewer also cites the nuns as dedicated, intelligent teachers of young 

Catholic women who persevered in the establishment of academies and colleges for 

women (1988). "At a time when most women were defined by their roles as wife 

and mother, intelligent and courageous women religious were shaping a dynamic 

institutional force, and achieving unprecedented autonomy for their gender" 

(Bauch, 1990, p. 24). Bauch notes that democratic pluralism was also a feature in 

religious communities. The sisters organized themselves in ways that nurtured 

talent and leadership within their ranks, independent of family background or 

upbringing (1990, p. 25). Kenneally supports this judgement that nuns found 

independence and self esteem in the sisterhood of religious orders, where they 

contested hierarchical dictates and enjoyed the company of a community of women 

(1990, p. x). 

As early as 1916, Sister Mary Malloy had called for Catholic women to be 

educated for leadership in the professions at Catholic women's colleges 

(Kenneally, 1990). More of the nuns who believed in educating women for 

leadership began to embrace feminism openly in the 1960's. 

In the 1950's and by the 1980's "sisters were increasingly identifying their 

own issues, embracing feminism as a social justice concern"(Weaver, 1985, p. 81). 
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Weaver points to Sister M.Madeleva of St Mary's College who in a paper presented 

to a Catholic conference in the 1950's argued forcefully for educating nuns and lay 

women in an intellectually challenging and open environment. 

Catholic sisters exhibited feminist characteristics. Bauch points out that 

"the ethos that most strongly characterized these sisters was their relationship with 

one another. They were deeply rooted in the concepts of community, bonding and 

service to others" (1990, p. 25). 

The outcome of their work reflected the beliefs to which they were dedicated. 

"As teachers," Abigail McCarthy wrote, "sisters encouraged women to be leaders 

and to be compassionate. There was the effect of the nuns themselves, a group of 

highly dedicated women, committed to the education of women. They were 

wonderful women who gave great encouragement and the emphasis was on the 

whole woman, concern, compassion" (1983, p. 358). 

McCarthy quotes a graduate of a Catholic women's college who says the 

nuns were leaders and developed in their students a sense of leadership. 'We were 

the leaders and we had the responsibility. We came out of college unafraid of 

responsibility and willing to take it" (1983, p. 358). 

The literature describes a history of women in Catholic religious orders 

who believed in education as a liberating and strengthening force that had to be 

made available to Catholic girls and women, and who had the energetic certainty to 

implement that belief. They were certainly part of a feminist tradition. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This analysis of four Catholic women's colleges uses historical and 

qualitative methods within a case study design. It seeks to answer the following 

research questions: 

1. In Catholic women's colleges, what attitudes and beliefs on the role of 

women and the nature of the education of women were held by the founders 

and also their successors? 

2. How do these attitudes and beliefs relate to feminism and in what respects 

did Catholic women's colleges share feminist goals? 

3. In what ways, if any, have Catholic women's colleges contributed to 

Catholic feminism? 

Historical case studies are common in educational research. Bogden and 

Biklen describe these as studies which "focus on a specific organization, and trace 

its development" (1982, p.59). Merriam specifies further that the key to historical 

case studies is the investigation of a phenomenon over a period of time (1988, p.25). 

This study also falls within the general rubric of qualitative research. 

Qualitative research is guided not by hypothesis, but by questions, issues, and a 

search for patterns (Patton, 1980). Merriam specifies that qualitative studies focus 

on "discovery, insight, and understanding" (1988, p. xiv). 

While this case study is historical in the sense that it considers four 

institutions as they developed between 1895 and 1990, it is not a detailed and fully 
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elaborated history of these institutions. Rather it draws upon the historical record to 

explore specific ideas and concepts. 

While the study is qualitative, it is not holistic or intensive in the sense of 

presenting a fully developed view of a bounded phenomenon at a certain point in 

time with careful attention to all parties, perspectives and human interactions. 

Instead the focus is on a set of limited questions that deal with attitudes about the 

role of women and the nature of women's education on Catholic women's 

campuses, and how these attitudes relate to feminism, and Catholic feminism. 

Research Design 

The design for this study involved the development of case studies of four 

Catholic women’s colleges: Trinity College founded in 1898 in Washington, D.C.; 

St. Mary’s at Notre Dame, founded in 1900, located in Notre Dame, Indiana; 

College of Saint Catherine, founded in 1906, and located in St. Paul, Minnesota; 

and Regis College founded in 1927, and located in Weston, Massachusetts. 

The research was undertaken in three phases. The first phase involved a 

general review of the literature on broad topics such as feminism, the higher 

education of women, and Catholic women's colleges; and a review of special 

materials from a number of those colleges. This review focused on attitudes and 

beliefs about women and women's education at Catholic women's colleges, and on 

feminism and Catholic feminism. At this stage, I consulted with several Catholic 

historians for direction about the materials that had been found and about 

materials and sources I needed to find. 
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The second phase involved the selection of the colleges and a more thorough 

review of documents, historical and current, from these colleges. Once I had 

selected the four institutions for this study I consulted with librarians and 

archivists at the women's colleges. 

I was then able to outline the study and identify some gaps in the research. 

Using Merriam's description of a case study as one that focuses on discovery and 

insight, I was at the stage where I had discovered what I knew and what remained to 

be developed. At this point also the design of the case study based on an historical 

timetable for the four colleges was established. 

The third phase of the research consisted of interviews with people 

associated with Catholic women’s colleges and, in particular, with people at the 

case study institutions. 

Selection of Case Study institution? 

The four colleges selected for this study were chosen because of their history, 

the religious orders that sponsored them, the leadership at the colleges, the times 

they were established, and the availability of information and access to sources. 

These four colleges, three of which had been established in the first decade of the 

twentieth century at the time of the push for women’s suffrage, intrigued me 

because I was curious as to whether or not that movement had had an influence on 

their founding. Finally, these four are not necessarily representative of all 

Catholic women's colleges, nor are they necessarily the most feminist. 
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The first college used for this study is Trinity because of its interesting and 

turbulent history. Its founding sisters had to fight the church hierarchy to establish 

a Catholic women's college. The choice of Trinity allows for an examination of the 

historic debate among some Catholics about the value of Catholic women's 

education. As this was also the first Catholic women's college to be established that 

did not emerge from an academy, it provides a clear view of the founder’s 

definition of a Catholic women's college. 

St. Mary's at Notre Dame was chosen, in part, because of the history of the 

Sisters of the Holy Cross who founded it. Members of that order came from France 

to clean, cook, and assist the Holy Cross fathers and brothers in their mission to the 

United States and in addition to their domestic chores, they established an academy 

that eventually became a college. St Mary's had a nationally respected president, 

Sister Madeleva Wolff, from the 1930's to 1960. Sister Madeleva believed it was 

only just to provide a higher education to Catholic women equal to that offered to 

Catholic men. In light of investigating the relationship of these colleges to Catholic 

feminism, St. Mary’s is important for having, under Sister Madeleva, established 

the first graduate school of theology for women. The choice of St. Maiy's allowed 

for the examination of the views of a woman who was an articulate scholar and 

recognized leader of Catholic education. 

St. Catherine's was selected because its founding provided a dramatic 

contrast to that of Trinity. The founding order, the Sisters of St. Joseph of 

Carondolet, had the active support of John Ireland, Archbishop of St. Paul, whose 

own sister, Mother Seraphine, established the college. Archbishop Ireland was a 
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cleric of enlightened views on women’s issues, and was, for example, not opposed to 

suffrage. Unlike Cardinal Gibbons of Washington who supported Trinity because 

he feared Catholic women would attend secular schools, Archbishop Ireland 

believed in women's education. St. Catherine’s also had a strong, dynamic leader 

in its second president Sister Antonia McHugh, who publicly articulated her views 

on the importance of women’s education, and who altered the education and the 

public style of the order’s nuns. 

Regis College was selected because its later establishment allowed for 

comparisons of mission, purpose and curriculum with the earlier three 

institutions. 

Two of the four colleges are located in the East, and two in the Midwest. Two 

are close to male Catholic colleges, two are not. Three emerged from girls’ 

academies, one did not. Each was established by a different religious order. In a 

time of college identity crises, all four are committed to remaining Catholic and 

female. 

Identification of Literature Sources 

During phase one of this research key Catholic periodicals such as 

Commonweal. America. The Catholic World. Catholic Education Association 

Bulletin. Catholic Educational Review and U.S.Catholic Historian were reviewed. 

Those journals included articles on Catholic higher education and Catholic 

women's colleges, as well as essays on specific sisters who founded Catholic 

women's colleges. These articles provided information on the kind of education 
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offered in these colleges as well as the prevailing attitude toward Catholic women. 

Also reviewed during this first phase were Sign The Journal of Women in Culture 

and Society. Feminist Studies, and the works of several feminist historians, 

among them Nancy Cott, Barbara Miller Solomon and Paula Fass. These works 

provided a sense of the history and the themes of, as well as the differences among, 

feminists. These periodicals provided a context for the study. 

In the second stage, materials from the libraries and archives of each 

institution were reviewed. Specifics about these materials are included in the 

section on data collection. Finally, other pertinent materials from college 

catalogues, and from these colleges' alumnae and student publications were 

reviewed. 

Interviews 

As noted previously, interviews were used to amplify the knowledge gained 

from documentary sources. Three types of interviews were conducted. 

1). Consultations were used during phase one with a Catholic historian and 

several sisters concerning the women's movement both in the church and 

among nuns. In particular, I consulted with Dr. Mary Oates, author of 

works on Catholic women's colleges, and Dr.David O’Brien, historian, at 

the College of the Holy Cross. Both Dr. Oates and Dr.O'Brien provided me 

with information about resource material on my topic. These consultations 

helped me understand the issues and formulate the questions that would 

have to be asked. 
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2) . I consulted, more briefly, a range of other specialists to fill in specific gaps. 

Among others, these included Sister Sheila Flynn of the Religious of the 

Assumption, Sister Mary Gurley, Order of St. Francis and Sister Mary 

Ann Guertin of the Sisters of St. Joseph about the role of religious women in 

today's church; Dr. Marc Le Pain, Catholic theologian, about issues of 

women and Catholicism, and in particular theological issues; and Dr. 

Angela Dorenkamp, a Catholic feminist, concerning feminism and the 

church. 

3) . Formal interviews. These interviews were conducted with key people 

connected to the four colleges. Those interviewed included: 

A) . Three college presidents: 

Dr. Patricia McGuire, Trinity 

Dr. Anita Pampousch, St. Catherine 

Dr. Terese Higgins, Regis 

B) . Alumnae 

Ann Marie McGovern, Director of Alumnae at Trinity 

Lucia Knoles, St. Mary's 

Martha Sullivan, Regis College 

C) . Administrators 

Sister Mary Hayes, Librarian Trinity 

Martha Sullivan, Assistant Dean, Regis 

Sister Catherine Murphy, Assistant to the President, Regis 
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These were oral interviews, and some were conducted by telephone. Those 

interviewed were asked for their observations and opinions on the mission of 

Catholic women's colleges, their own institution in particular, the role of women in 

the church, the influence of feminism on the campus, and the kind of education 

their institution provides women. 

A set of questions was developed (see Appendix) as a guide for the 

interviews but the actual interviews went considerably beyond the outline. The 

interviewees were allowed to lead the conversation. This proved helpful in 

gaining an understanding of the perspectives of the interviewees concerning 

Catholic women and higher education. Because there was rarely any mention of 

feminism in the written documents of the colleges, I used the interviews to try to 

understand feminism on the college campuses and the importance of Catholicism 

and feminist thinking at these colleges. 

Since it was difficult for the interviewees to be candid about certain aspects 

of feminism, the unstructured interviews allowed the participants to approach these 

subject in their own ways. 

The interviews enhanced the material from the review of the literature by 

providing material not otherwise available. These people were chosen to be 

interviewed either because the consultants had recommended them, or because 

their positions and accessibility made them plausible resources. 
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Data Collection and Analysis 

The data on which this study is based, includes, as described previously, 

documents gathered from each of the four colleges and notes from the interviews 

and consultations. The following kinds of material were obtained from the four 

libraries: 

college catalogues 

mission statements 

faculty and student writings 

alumna magazines 

yearbooks 

commencement bulletins 

This researcher also consulted with archivists of each college. The 

archival material supplied by them included: 

early catalogues 

early mission statements and prospectus correspondence among the 

founding sisters 

commencement bulletins 

transcriptions of interviews with the founding sisters 

correspondence, as well as early catalogues and alumna magazines 

dating back to the 1940's. 

This material, both published and unpublished, was sorted by colleges and 

by the research questions, resulting in extensive files. 
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The interview notes were recorded during and immediately after the 

interviews. In dealing with the interviews, the interview notes were separated by 

colleges, and by the issues raised in the research questions. 

After the interview notes were added to the file, I reread the material, and, 

in two cases interviewed people again. I reread the files again, and redrafted the 

cases. 

Limitations 

In developing this qualitative historical case study, considerable reliance 

was placed on the review and document analysis of the literature, and the 

interviews were used to enhance the study. This method of research has its 

limitations, but provided at least an official (because published) baseline of 

information.The study was limited because I was unable to visit three of the four 

campuses. Most of the interviews were conducted by phone, rather than in person. 

Issues such as abortion are difficult to raise with administrators at Catholic 

women's colleges. Also some persons were reluctant to respond to such questions 

as power, feminism and the church, given their positions at Catholic colleges. It is 

important to note the limitations this imposes. 

While this study does not make the case that all Catholic women's colleges 

have an equally feminist tradition or that Catholic feminism resulted solely from 

the Catholic educational system for women, the study shows the kinds of feminist 

thinking among the sisters, the influence of feminism throughout the history of 

Catholic women's colleges and the colleges' function as a seedbed for leaders of 
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Catholic feminism. As Merriam points out, one selects a case study approach 

because one wishes to understand the particular in depth, not because one wants to 

know what is generally true of the many (1988, p. 173). The case study approach was 

used in this study in order to look at four Catholic women’s colleges. The history 

and mission of these colleges revealed by this approach is discussed in the next 

chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE CASE STUDY 

This case study consists of an examinations of attitudes and beliefs about 

the role of women and the nature of the education of women in Catholic women's 

colleges in four specific colleges from their founding to the present, 1895 to 1990. 

The ways feminism shaped the colleges, and the relationship of the growth of 

Catholic feminism to Catholic women's colleges is a continuing focus of the study. 

The four colleges in this study reflect the wider spectrum of Catholic 

women's colleges, their issues and their culture. Because these colleges are typical 

Catholic women’s colleges, one can address the questions in this study. 

During a time span of almost 100 years, Catholic women's colleges 

flourished against a significant historical background including the women’s 

movement which achieved passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, the first and 

second World Wars, the Catholic church's upheaval started by John XXIII's 

Vatican II, and the women's liberation movement of the 1960's. 

In their beginnings, Catholic women's colleges had a clear sense of being 

Catholic and identified themselves closely with what was largely an immigrant 

church. Coughlin says of Catholic women's colleges "in many cases, not only did 

we begin schools for immigrants,we were these immigrants" (1985, p.4). The 

colleges educated the daughters of immigrants, and provided them with a chance to 

break out of an immigrant culture by encouraging learning and competitiveness 

in a Catholic female environment. 
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"Generally the Catholic women’s college has been molded in the belief in 

the distinct nature of woman and her need for a feminine education. This meant a 

clinging to the kind of women’s education that came from the ladies' seminary" 

(Ruether, 1968, p. 63). In other words, young women should be cultured, polite, and 

pious. They should be feminine, schooled and graced in the ways of a lady. There 

were teas and dances and luncheons, and an emphasis on family. But as the 

colleges developed, and two Great Wars and the Great Depression occurred, they 

began to have higher expectations of the academic program. Courses like 

economics and political science, courses with an emphasis on social justice, were 

added. With the '60's resurgence of women's liberation and Vatican II, change in 

the colleges’ sense of their own mission began to show. 

Kenneally maintains that Vatican II was a turning point for American 

Catholic women, because Council documents condemned discrimination, and 

proclaimed women's right to embrace a life equal to that of men (1990, p. 198). 

Women's liberation, the second wave of feminism, more inclusive than women's 

emancipation and demanding recognition of the full personhood of women was 

engendering literally countless consciousness raising groups (Schneider, 1990, p. 

9). These two movements of the 1960's occurred during a time when many Catholic 

male colleges were becoming coeducational, and Catholic women's colleges faced 

fierce competition from them. After the 1960's Catholic women’s colleges either 

become coed, remained single- sex schools, or closed. The four in this study 

remained all-female colleges, and their history, their mission, and their 

curriculum from 1895 to 1990 shows that they shared some feminist goals. 
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This case is presented in three periods. The first period, 1895 to 1928, 

represents the beginnings of Catholic women's colleges and describes the 

controversies and the struggle involved in these foundations. 

The second period, 1928 to 1955, looks at the flowering and the development 

of Catholic women's colleges, and their permanent establishment in Catholic 

higher education. 

The third and final period, 1955 to 1990, shows the changes in these colleges 

following World War II, the women's movement, Vatican II, and the growth of 

Catholic feminism. 

Each section contains a general discussion of Catholic women’s colleges 

and the situation of feminism during that time period, followed by a detailed 

discussion of each of the four colleges in the study. 

1895 to 1928: Beginnings 

Attitudes and beliefs about the role of women in society and consequently 

about the nature of higher education for women were changing at the turn of the 

century and American Catholics were caught up in the change. Between 1895 and 

1928, Catholic religious women founded the first Catholic women's colleges in the 

United States. The colleges were established, administered, and staffed by nuns, 

and rapidly became accredited institutions. The Catholic church had become a bit 

more "americanized" and less fearful of acculturation. Catholics were 

penetrating the mainstream of American life and beginning to exert an influence 

in business and government. The church was a "more self assured church, more 
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confident as a result of increased numbers and growing tolerance by the 

community" (Kenneally, 1990, p. 94). This period was an important time for 

Catholic women because of the establishment of the first few Catholic women's 

colleges, which set the stage for the continued support by the church and its 

adherents of higher education for Catholic women. 

The church at this time was grappling with issues relating to the role of 

women in the twentieth century. Although most clergy adamantly opposed 

suffrage, there was a beginning tilt toward higher education for women. Two 

prelates, Bishop John Lancaster Spalding, who lent his support to Trinity College, 

and Bishop John Ireland, who spearheaded the drive for St. Catherine’s, were 

strong proponents of higher education for women, and were ahead of the other 

Catholic hierarchy in their thinking. Bishop Spalding wrote of woman, "We 

degrade her when we consider her as little else than a candidate for matrimony" 

(1897, p. 6). This bishop was also an exponent of equal rights, equal pay, and equal 

suffrage for women (Kenneally, 1990, p. 90). Bishop Ireland believed that modern 

woman must be more than a graceful lady; she must be a cultured and 

accomplished scholar (Kenneally, 1990, p. 90). 

Many girls' academies had already been founded by nuns, the earliest in 

1727 by the Ursuline Sisters in the Louisiana territory. The Sisters of the Holy 

Cross established St. Mary's as a girls' academy in Bertand, Michigan, before they 

founded St. Mary's College. The Sisters of St. Joseph who established Regis College 

in 1927 were already running several girls' academies. The Sisters of St. Joseph 

of Carondolet had already established a girl's academy before founding the College 
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of St. Catherine. Trinity, alone, was the only college of the four not preceded by an 

academy. 

In those first decades of the twentieth century, the feeling grew that a high 

school education was not sufficient for Catholic girls. There was a growing middle 

class among Catholics, who, like their Protestant counterparts, saw that higher 

education for women was a necessity for such jobs as teaching and librarianship. 

Young Catholic women were attending public universities, in some cases because, 

as women, they were denied admission to Catholic University in Washington. 

The church hierarchy feared that Catholic women would lose their faith in these 

non-Catholic environments, and Bishops and Cardinals increasingly encouraged 

religious women’s orders to establish women's colleges (Mitrano,1989). 

“Established under the rubric of the Catholic church, and managed and 

staffed by female religious orders, Catholic women's colleges promised to insulate 

Catholic young women from Protestant contamination and to prepare them for 

marriage (Mitrano, 1989, p.14). 

It is incontrovertible that in some measure Catholic women's colleges were 

established to insulate and protect Catholic women from the world. The colleges 

were protective of their students, they wanted them to remain Catholic and feared in 

a pluralistic society the loss of their faith. They were competitive, they were 

sufficiently confident of their Catholic faith and of themselves to establish colleges 

to educate Catholic American women. In addition the demand for teachers was 

growing, and Catholic families saw teaching as an excellent opportunity for their 

daughters and were willing to send them, if necessary, to public schools. Mitrano 
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argues that the desire for “upward mobility and requirements for teachers pushed 

church leaders into a new position on women’s higher education” (1989, p. 51). 

Thus multiple pressures urged on the demand for Catholic women's colleges. Non¬ 

sectarian women's colleges and Catholic men's colleges had already been 

established. Catholic women's colleges became finally acceptable in theory and in 

fact. 

During this early part of the twentieth century, women not only obtained the 

right to vote, but also middle-class women pursued higher education in increasing 

numbers. The question was no longer whether women should go to college, but what 

kind of education best suits women. "The noise that surrounded women’s colleges 

in the 19th centuiy subsided and by the 1920's, women represented almost half of all 

college enrollments" (Fass, 1989, p.157). "Going to college became an accepted part 

of growing up for women in certain social groups, and the issue at this time was 

what should be the goals of a liberally educated woman" (Solomon, 1985, p. 78). 

Solomon points out also that most educators had no problem with agreeing on a 

curriculum for men, but the education of woman was an enigma: "Her presence 

raised separate questions: should her education be the same as men? Should a 

woman aspire to a profession? Beneath the ambiguity lay the assumption that 

women would eventually marry and bear children" (Solomon, 1985, p. 82). 

Women's colleges were established much earlier than Catholic women's 

colleges, and the Catholic women's colleges which were established during this 

particular time frame, do not seem to have struggled with the questions of how to 

educate women that were so troublesome to early women’s colleges. Catholic 
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women’s colleges faced issues of balancing a liberal arts curriculum with the 

Catholic Mission of the College. The evidence shows they believed in educating 

women separately from men. They modeled their curriculum after the liberal arts 

curriculum of the "Seven Sister colleges", and they believed women were destined 

for marriage and family (Coughlin, 1985, p.3). They modeled the curriculum after 

other women’s colleges because they believed there was a distinct and unique way 

to educate women. The curricular dilemma for the Catholic women's colleges lay 

instead in the desire to maintain a Catholic mission and simultaneously open 

opportunities for women. 

It is important to note that nuns of this period accepted the teaching of their 

church that a woman's role was to be played out in the family, presumably with the 

exception of those who chose the "better way" of the convent. Catholic women’s 

colleges provided a strong preparation in the liberal arts along with an underlying 

philosophy that prepared them for Catholic marriage and family life. Kenneally 

states, "To equip students for society, Catholic women's colleges provided courses 

similar to Bryn Mawr and Vassar; at the same time courses in domestic economy 

were offered to prepare them for the home" (1990, p. 55). To greater or lesser degree, 

how to prepare woman for a dual role in home and society was a concern on all 

women's campuses in the 1920's. 

However, the history of the early Catholic women's colleges and of the 

religious orders that sponsored them reveals that they pursued some feminist goals; 

certainly they created an all-woman environment that allowed for some 

exploration of feminist thinking at that time. During this period, many American 
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women were marching for voting rights. Catholic women’s colleges did not take a 

stand on suffrage, although Solomon (1985) states that Catholic college student 

newspapers supported suffrage, and Oates (1989) points to at least one female 

Catholic college student at a Catholic women's college (St Angela's which became 

the College of New Rochelle) who supported suffrage. 

Most Catholic prelates opposed suffrage, particularly Cardinal Gibbons, 

who believed woman would lose her femininity and respect if she were able to vote. 

Interestingly, Gibbons lent his support to the establishment of Trinity College. So 

while church leaders largely opposed suffrage, they also increasingly supported 

higher education for women. One factor in their support was certainly the religious 

women such as Sisters Julia McGroaty, Mary Euphrasia, and Antonia McHugh, 

described in a later section of this study, who pushed the Cardinals and Bishops into 

supporting Catholic women's colleges. 

Feminism 

Attitudes and beliefs about the role of women became increasingly feminist 

in the early twentieth century, as the suffragist movement spread. Although 

women had gained the opportunity to attend college, the issue of how to educate 

women continued to be discussed on the women’s campus. Feminists organized to 

secure the vote for women. Margaret Sanger began her crusade for birth control 

and health clinics for women. Feminism was popularly equated with the suffrage 

struggle but in fact feminists were debating issues of higher education and 
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professions for women as well as the institution of marriage and freedom from 

childbearing. 

The three strands of feminism described by Ruether (1983) and 

summarized in Chapter I, were vividly present in these decades of the early 

twentieth century. Liberal feminism, focused on the exclusion of women from the 

public sphere, made voting rights and educational opportunity primary on their 

agenda. The socialist feminist agenda focused on wages and working conditions 

for female factory workers. The radical feminist agenda gave priority to 

Margaret Sanger’s crusade for legal access to birth control for women. These 

issues were debated around the country in schools, homes, churches, labor halls 

and a plethora of publications (Cott, 1987). 

During the first two decades of the twentieth century, then, a climate of 

feminist activity developed. "Female graduates gained proportion on male 

graduates and some traditional male professional training was open to women" 

(Cott, 1987, p. 22). The percentages grew rapidly. "By 1920 women represented half 

of all college enrollments" (Fass, 1988, p. 157). 

Although clear in their mission to educate women in Catholic liberal arts 

tradition, in an all female environment, a certain tension existed at the Catholic 

women's colleges between liberal arts and professional orientation, between the 

ideals of domesticity and intellectual equality. That mixed message reflected the 

tension in the women's movement of the early twentieth century illustrated for Cott 

by the views of two early twentieth-century feminists, Ellen Key, a feminist who 

believed that motherhood was woman’s unique accomplishment, and Charlotte 
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Perkins Gilman, a feminist who stressed woman’s role outside the home (1987, p. 

49). 

Although the founders of Catholic women's colleges did not embrace 

feminism, it is clear that they believed in the feminist goal of education. They 

worked in a community of women, and their students lived in an all female 

environment. They accepted the view that women were likely to be wives and 

mothers, and in many ways they didn't differ from feminist thinking of Ellen 

Key, who believed woman's uniqueness was her ability to mother and to nurture. 

They didn't work for suffrage, and they weren't advocates of birth control. It 

appears that their thinking about women reflected the church, yet their actions 

reflected the feminist movement. As Kenneally says, "they seemed to 

compartmentalize faith and action with little relationship between the two -closet 

feminists unaware that their daily activities challenged traditional church norms. 

As a result, they often had little sympathy for radicals who defied religious 

convention"(1990, p. x). 

In general, Catholic women’s colleges displayed some tensions about how 

to educate women. They struggled with balancing issues of educatiing women for 

professions, educating women in a liberal arts curriculum, and educating women 

to value a Catholic home. They modeled themselves after the Seven Sister colleges 

and established a liberal arts curriculum, but also like many women's colleges 

they established training programs for such professions as nursing, teaching, and 

librarianship. The issue of how best to educate a woman who undoubtedly would 

marry and have children was a concern at Catholic women’s colleges. They 
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firmly believed that Catholicism and Catholic family life were as important as the 

academic life. These issues were alive at the four colleges of this study. 

Trinity College. 

"The anticipated opening of Trinity College in 1900 served to focus public 

debate on women’s education (Oates, 1988, p ii)." Trinity was established because 

of the work of two members of the Notre Dame order, Sister Julia McGroaty and 

Sister Mary Euphrasia. They were determined to establish a first-rate Catholic 

women's college, and they managed to get the support of the pre-eminent Cardinal 

Gibbons, in spite of considerable opposition among the laity and other members of 

the Catholic hierarchy. Cardinal Gibbons, an outspoken opponent of suffrage, was 

happy to support a Catholic women's college. Alarmed at the growing number of 

Catholic young women entering secular colleges, the Cardinal was anxious to open 

a women's college. 

Not all Catholics, and certainly not all bishops, agreed with Cardinal 

Gibbons and an angry and at times acrimonious debate took place over the 

founding of Trinity. When Sister Julia purchased land about a mile from Catholic 

University, critics of education for women denounced the sisters and accused them 

of trying to establish a coordinate college similar to Radcliffe at Harvard (Oates, 

1988, Introduction). The argument against higher education for women was 

resurrected by conservative clerics and newspapers arguing women were too 

delicate for intellectual pursuits. These same critics argued women were destined 

for marriage and motherhood and had no need of college. The opposition argued a 
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college- educated woman would be a more enlightened mother and instill 

knowledge in her sons. Trinity also gained the support of Bishop Spalding who 

believed in higher education for women because, as he said, "It is our duty to give 

the best education to woman, for as a mother she is the aboriginal God-appointed 

educator" (Kenneally, 1990, p. 95). 

Trinity's founders were strong willed and determined religious women. 

Butler states that Sister McGroaty and Sister Euphrasia pointed out to the church 

hierarchy "that what was needed was not an academy, but a college for Catholic 

women" (1897, p. 70). Sister McGroaty became ill during the arduous process of 

establishing Trinity, and from her sick bed wrote to Sister Euphrasia, "For the 

sake of the work of Catholic colleges for women we must not fail or it will put it back 

twenty years or kill it" (Butler, 1897, p. 71). While bishops cited woman's role as 

mother in defending higher education for women, Sister Mary Euphrasia instead 

cited a famous woman in Catholic history when she made the case for Trinity. She 

pointed out that a Benedictine nun held the chair of philosophy at the University of 

Padua during the Renaissance, and so the church had a history of educated women. 

She wrote, "Let us take up the work of Padua" (Letter, 1897 Trinity Archives). 

The Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur had been founded in 1804 by Mother 

Julia Billiart and Mother St. Joseph in Amiens, France. The first community in 

the United States was established in Cincinnati in 1840 (Trinity College Bulletin, 

1898). According to the Prospectus for Trinity (1899) "teaching is the work of the 

Order and its establishments include chartered colleges, academies and parochial 

schools" (p. 84). 
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Sister Julia, the daughter of Irish immigrants, was the first young woman 

to join the Sisters of Notre Dame in the United States. Sister Mary Euphrasia, a 

convert to Catholicism who had been educated at the Patapsco Female Institute in 

Maryland, also joined the Sisters of Notre Dame. Both women were dedicated 

religious and saw their mission as the education of young women in a Catholic 

tradition. Sister Julia is described as having "a soldierly spirit akin to her three 

brothers and no obstacle would stand in her way" (Butler, 1897, p. 69). Both Sister 

Julia McGroaty and Sister Mary Euphrasia battled their church to establish 

Trinity, because of their belief in educating women for leadership and for service. 

The first Trinity catalogue in 1898 emphasizes the mission of Trinity to 

educate a Catholic young woman in a Catholic environment. In addition to 

educating young women for true Christian womanhood, the catalogue promises that 

Trinity will provide opportunity for scholarship. The 1898 Trinity catalogue states, 

"the curriculum of studies will embrace all the branches taught in the best colleges 

for women with the addition of the Science of religion, Domestic Economy and other 

branches deemed useful in fitting a woman for her proper sphere in home and 

society" (p. 23). 

The 1898/9 catalogue states "the church encourages the higher education of 

women whose mission is not only the sanctification of souls, but the development of 

a Catholic educated woman." 

In 1900 the phrasing reads, "Trinity College is a Catholic liberal arts 

college for women founded by the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur to meet the 

higher educational needs of women". 
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In the 1901-2 catalog, the purpose is "to teach the history of the religion of 

Jesus Christ,the history of the true emancipation and elevation of womankind". 

From the beginning the Sisters of Notre Dame who taught at Trinity 

insisted on a strong academic program using as their motto "Scientia ancilla 

fidei" [knowledge is the handmaid of faith] (Keenan, 1973, p. 108). The women who 

entered Trinity studied a rigorous curriculum of philosophy, religion, literature, 

Latin, Greek, math and science. The faculty at Trinity strongly believed in an 

education combining a sound liberal arts curriculum and Catholic principles 

Teacher education was established early on in 1903, as the sisters saw the 

need for training women to enter the career of teaching. The curriculum continued 

to be strong in liberal arts, but by 1918 political science had become a separate major 

at Trinity. Economics was also offered and Dr. John Ryan, whose most famous 

book was The Living Wage, and who was founder and head of the Social Action 

department of the National Catholic Welfare Conference, came to Trinity to teach 

(Mullaly, 1987, p. 220). 

The founding of Trinity College gives strong support to the judgment that 

the Catholic church of the early twentieth century was caught up in the changing 

American attitude on women, although there is some evidence to suggest that not all 

clerics accepted the changing role for women. The founding sisters believed in the 

rightness of their determination to establish a college for Catholic women. They 

believed in women's uniqueness, so they advocated separate education for women. 

They believed women had a role in the family as wife/mother, yet they prepared 

women for professions such as teaching, and social work. They worked for the two 
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feminist goals of educational opportunity and access to professional work. They 

did not support the feminist goals of voting rights, nor of course of access to birth 

control, a position forbidden by their church. 

The College of St. Catherine 

The College of St. Catherine was founded by the Sisters of St. Joseph of 

Carondelet in 1905 in St. Paul, Minnesota with the support of Archbishop Ireland 

whose sister Ellen Ireland became Sister Seraphine of the Sisters of St. Joseph. But 

the driving force behind the founding of St. Catherine's was Sister Antonia 

McHugh. The daughter of Irish immigrants, she received a boarding school 

education at both St. Joseph Academy in St. Paul and St. Mary's in Winnipeg. 

With the help and support of Archbishop Ireland, the Sisters of St. Joseph opened St. 

Catherine’s in 1906 and by 1916, it had become a fully accredited college. The first 

women's college in Minnesota, under the sponsorship of the Sisters it became 

accredited, gained a distinguished faculty, an exceptional library and a lay board 

of trustees. While Archbishop Ireland is sometimes credited as the founder of St. 

Catherine's, there is no doubt that Sister Antonia McHugh was the builder 

(Kennelly, 1978, p. 11). Over a period of twenty-five years, six major buildings 

were constructed, and most important, a chapter of Phi Beta Kappa was established. 

This was the first chapter established at a Catholic college. 

The Sisters of St Joseph of Carondolet had been founded in France on 

October 15, 1650. They came to the United States in the nineteenth century, first to 

Carondolet, Missouri, and then to Boston, Massachusetts. Pursuing their mission 
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of teaching, they founded academies and then colleges. The Sisters of St Joseph 

showed a full commitment to education for their own members, and Sister Antonia, 

who became dean and then president of St. Catherine's earned a bachelor's and 

master's degree at the University of Chicago. Solomon states that Sister Antonia 

believed in women's right to education and would not settle for a finishing school 

education. She had a vision of a liberal arts education for women (1985, p. 154). 

Sister Antonia did not face the animosity that faced Sister Julia at Trinity; 

in many ways the debate over higher education for Catholic women had subsided. 

Sister Antonia convinced the North Central Association that the quality of St. 

Catherine's education was excellent and that the lives of the sisters who served 

without pay represented the equivalent of a cash endowment for the institution they 

staffed (Kennelly, 1978, p. 13). 

As dean of the college, Sister Antonia made certain that the teachers, at the 

least, had master’s degrees. Sister Antonia insisted that the sisters who were to 

teach at the new college of St. Catherine's go outside the convent for higher 

education, a distinct departure from practice (Hurley, 1951, p. 236). By 1936, ten had 

earned doctorates from the Universities of Minnesota, Chicago, Columbia, 

Michigan and Catholic University. "This range of universities was indicative of 

the emancipated views held by Sister Antonia regarding the proper education of 

nuns" (Kennelly, 1978, p. 13). She insisted the faculty have doctor's degrees before 

they were thirty five and she insisted that the sisters travel and see New York as 

well as London and Paris. 
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Sister Antonia was first the college's dean and then its president. She saw 

part of her job as making the college a recognized institution in Minnesota. When 

a student inquired at the University of Minnesota about "that Catholic women’s 

college, St. Catherine's", she was told by the registrar that it was a convent high 

school. When Sister Antonia learned about this, she went to see Minnesota's 

president, and he duly informed the registrar that the College of St. Catherine was 

indeed a college and the university recognized it (Hurley, 1951, p. 242). 

A graduate of St. Catherine’s said of Sister Antonia, "Who could ever 

forget her urging us to chisel our characters, to accomplish hard things, to be 

women of good sense. She taught us that the ideal of strong Catholic womanhood is 

big, simple, noble and practical" (Hurley, 1951, p. 246). 

Sister Antonia had an almost limitless vision of a woman's college and 

she achieved many goals. The College of St. Catherine was accredited, obtained a 

Phi Beta Kappa chapter and had an enrollment over 550 students, and when in 1929 

a new Archbishop spoke at a college gathering, he recognized that St. Catherine's 

existed because of "the devotion and zeal of these consecrated women" (Hurley, 

1951, p. 255). Sister Antonia "was the Mary Lyon of the Middle West in her zeal, 

energy, and vision toward the culture of young women of her faith. There are 

indeed few women in America who have accomplished what she has accomplished 

for the education of their sex" (Chase, 1945, p. 231). 

The college's early mission statements (1905 to 1915) emphasize the 

Catholic character of the college and the pursuit of the liberal arts. In the 1905/6 

catalogue the mission states its purpose is the promotion of Catholic scholarship, 
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and the fashioning of a strong, cultured, intelligent Catholic womanhood. This 

mission of Catholic womanhood and Catholic scholarship remained consistent 

throughout the 1920's. 

The curriculum was liberal arts, and it was challenging and exciting. 

There were courses in Latin, Greek, French, and German, English, Literature, 

Economics, History, Physics, Botany, Chemistry, Geology, Music and Art. Two 

professional schools for women: the School of Library Science, and the School of 

Nursing were established. In addition to the regular curriculum, Mother 

Seraphine, Superior of the sisters, and herself a teacher at St. Catherine's, urged 

young women to read a manual that consisted of the biographies of famous women. 

She believed the book would provide inspiration for the business of life. While this 

suggests an almost radical feminist consciousness, the unthinking dualism of 

Catholic women’s colleges is indicated by the fact that one chapter of this manual 

dealt with "Home, Women's Sphere" (Kenneally, 1990, p. 94). 

St. Catherine's, foundedshortly after Trinity, had the support of its local 

Bishop, and the local Catholic community. Attitudes about women and their 

opportunities were changing among Catholics, and St. Catherine’s proclaimed the 

same goals of education and professional opportunity for women as the feminists 

did, while making no statement for voting rights, nor, naturally enough, for access 

to birth control. No evidence has appeared to suggest that they pushed for leadership 

roles for women; and the sisters accepted their place in, and ultimate obedience to, 

the patriarchal hierarchy of the Catholic church. 
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St. Mary’s College 

St. Mary's was founded as an academy or high school in 1844, by the Sisters 

of the Holy Cross, who had come to Indiana from France. The sisters founded an 

academy first in Bertrand, Michigan and then moved it to Notre Dame, Indiana 

where, in about 1909, it became St. Mary’s College. Because it was located near the 

campus of Notre Dame, several Notre Dame professors taught on St. Mary's 

campus. St. Mary's, like St. Catherine's, did not face the hostility Trinity had to 

overcome. 

For many years St. Mary's was both an academy and a college and Mother 

Pauline O'Neill, the first president, often referred to both as a high class convent 

school. She also stressed that the aim of St. Mary’s was to make its students women 

of ideas rather than women of mere accomplishments. (O'Neill, 1910, p. 4). 

The Sisters of the Holy Cross, a women's religious order from Le Mans, 

France, came to the United States in 1843 to assist the Holy Cross fathers at Notre 

Dame, Indiana. The sisters were expected to clean, cook and care for the priests, 

but since their mission was to teach, they established their first girls' academy one 

year later. When they moved the site of the academy to Notre Dame, the charter 

from the state authorized a college, so the academy became St. Mary's College. 

St. Mary's College states in one of its earliest catalogues its mission is "to 

produce women who understand the comparative values of life and follow the 

teaching of Christ" (Catalogue, 1910). Another early catalogue states that St. 

Mary's adheres to a mission of Catholic teaching that stresses character. 

"Believing that character is higher than intellect, St. Mary’s attaches a special 
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value to a sense of honor, self-respect, reverence, right values, recognition of 

personal duty" (O'Neill, 1910, p. 4). 

St. Mary's, however, also had a strong liberal arts curriculum from the 

outset. Mother Pauline O'Neill, St. Mary's first president, believed that colleges 

should provide a cultural atmosphere and she invested heavily in the liberal arts 

area. She stressed cultural programs bringing to the campus such speakers as 

Yeats, Henry James and William Howard Taft. (Oates, 1988, p.422). Two of the 

earliest programs of study were in teaching and in nursing. 

St. Mary's believed in educating their students in the Catholic faith and in 

the liberal arts tradition, and probably in that order. In this period , the evidence 

shows that they accepted the feminist goal of educational opportunity and also saw 

women as needing professional training in the “womanly” occupations, but did 

not support such feminist goals as voting rights and access to birth control. 

Repis College 

Regis College in Massachusetts was established in 1927, at the very end of 

this first period, long after the heat of the debate on higher education for women. 

With the help and support of Cardinal O'Connell, Mother Mary Domitilla, the 

superior for the Sisters of St. Joseph, purchased the 168 acre estate of Mrs. Fanny 

Morrison, a wealthy widow, in Weston. On this land, just west of Boston, was built 

the first residential Catholic college for women. Perhaps because it was established 

in the 1920’s, there is no indication that Regis had to battle clerics or the church to 
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establish itself. The first catalogue (1927/28) mentions the hearty approval of his 

Eminence William Cardinal O'Connell for the founding of the College. 

The Sisters of St. Joseph, like the Sisters of St. Joseph of Carondolet, were 

founded in 1650 in France. In the nineteenth century their religious superior sent 

several to Missouri, some of whom came eventually to Boston. The Sisters of St. 

Joseph were a teaching order, and in America aimed at educating the daughters of 

Catholic immigrants, believing education would provide opportunity and a chance 

at upward mobility. Mother Mary Domitilla, founder of Regis College, firmly 

believed in the education of Catholic women and dedicated her life to the 

establishment and the development of Regis College. 

The 1927-28 Regis catalogue states that the college was committed to provide 

Catholic women with the advantages of higher education in a Catholic 

environment. Its mission was to make a Catholic young woman a loyal daughter 

of the church (1927-8, p. 6). Regis further stressed in its mission statements that its 

purpose was to develop self confidence and intelligence in students, and foster a 

commitment to public service. 

Although founded later than the other colleges, Regis also stressed the 

liberal arts. The curriculum described in the 1927-28 catalog included Latin, 

Greek, history, philosophy, math and science. These courses reflected a 

commitment to scholarship and to a Catholic liberal arts education. On the other 

hand, programs in home economics, teaching and nursing were also available for 

students and refelcted a concern for professional training. 
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As their mission statements indicate, Regis educated women for church 

and society, believing students should be learned and strong in their faith, but they 

also educated their students to be responsible citizens and to be committed to public 

service indicating their belief in at least two of the goals of feminism: improving 

educational opportunity for women and enabling women to become leaders of their 

community. The vote for women was now an actuality. Access to birth control, 

banned by their church, was not even on the agenda. 

i 

1928 to 1955: The Growth Period 

Once the nineteenth amendment passed, women became increasingly 

visible in American society. Women now had the right to vote; many more were 

earning college degrees. Two feminist goals had been achieved, voting rights and 

educational opportunity. Attitudes and beliefs about the role of women in Catholic 

colleges appeared to follow mainstream American thinking. Catholic women, 

like other American women, wanted to go to college and Catholic women's colleges 

were springing up in many dioceses. These substantial changes seemed to signal 

for American women that their progress would be continuous. Solomon points out 

that participation in WWI and the passage of the 19th amendment seemed to augur 

other successes in the future... In 1920 women anticipated an era in which women 

would be at the center to shape a new world. The promise of the educated woman had 

just begun (1985, p.140). 

One of those promises was the accessibility of higher education for women 

other than white middle-class Protestants. Growing numbers of Catholics, Blacks 
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and Jews began to attend college. Solomon states "going to college was a necessary 

prelude to a successful life" and because of the increase in various racial and 

ethnic groups gaining access to college, "educational pluralism shaped the 

expectations and experiences of female students in diverse institutions" (1985, p. 

141) 

To accommodate the growing numbers of Catholic women who wanted 

higher education, separate Catholic women’s colleges continued to be established. 

Catholics were more integrated in American society and were becoming part of the 

American middle class, and Catholics wanted education for their sons and 

daughters. The church recognized that their members were becoming more 

Americanized, and while the church saw this as a positive occurrence, church 

prelates worried that Catholics might lose their faith in a pluralistic society. 

The Catholic hierarchy therefore continued to encourage religious women 

to establish women’s colleges, and in some dioceses bishops ordered religious 

orders to open and operate colleges for Catholic women. Between 1920 and 1955, 116 

Catholic women's colleges were established to provide higher education for 

Catholic women and to instruct them in the Catholic faith. Oates maintains that the 

proliferation of Catholic women’s colleges produced more quantity than quality. 

Sister Mary Malloy, Dean of St. Theresa’s College, had already in 1916 questioned 

the proliferation of Catholic women’s colleges, arguing for quality and superiority 

over quantity (Oates, 1988). 

Ruether ascribed an anti-intellectual environment to the Catholic women's 

colleges that trained their students for work outside the home (Kenneally, 1990, p. 
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164). Ironically, while Catholic women's colleges believed their goal was to 

educate Catholic ladies, "Catholic educators, like social reformers, increasingly 

emphasized vocational training which had the effect of undermining their 

objective" (Kenneally, 1990, p. 165). Training versus education, as well as the 

quality of women's education, were issues for all women's colleges in this period. 

Members of the church hierarchy continued to rail against feminism after 

the 19th amendment passed. Kenneally quotes a male cleric who said "The 

granting of the franchise to women has made many of them aggressive and their 

new power has excited many and led them to adopt the most radical ideas" (1990, p. 

161). Some bishops and priests linked feminism with the evils of Bolshevism, 

Fascism, and Communism, and many priests equated feminism with free love, 

and easy divorce (Kenneally, 1990). Catholic women were reminded by their 

clergy to look to Mary as the ideal; among other things, this meant that wives must 

emulate Mary and be subject to their husbands. 

It is clear from this that although Catholic women benefitted from the vote, 

and gained access to higher education, they were not considered fully equal to men 

in the eyes of the church. The church leaders and many members equated 

feminism with sexual freedom and a dangerous emancipation of women. 

Kenneally points out that one of the ways churchmen attempted to preserve 

traditional sexual values was in fact through the teaching at Catholic women's 

colleges. "Catholic women's colleges continued to exalt motherhood as woman's 

natural sphere and to proffer Mary as the exemplar for young ladies" (Kenneally, 

1990, p. 164). 
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Not surprisingly, Catholic women's colleges emphasized training in 

virtue and the responsibilities of the home. They also opposed coeducation, arguing 

it was irreconcilable with the goals of education for women. Further they believed 

mixed classes would prove a temptation for men (Kenneally, 1990, p.165). In 

recognition, however, of woman's new social status Catholic women’s colleges, 

during this period increasingly offered vocational courses and majors such as 

political science, law, and health care. Kenneally (1990) points out that Sister Mary 

Malloy, Dean of St. Theresa's College, in 1928 described the end of Catholic 

undergraduate education for women as a career in public service, a life of 

scholarship or graduate school or college teaching (p. 166). Malloy urged Catholic 

women's colleges to de-emphasize the training in music and home economics that 

made Catholic women's colleges little more than academies. Other women spoke 

out and stressed academics rather than manners, the intellectual as well as the 

moral life. But the continual emphasis on woman as lady and as wife/mother 

persisted at Catholic women's colleges, and a dual mission of career and 

motherhood was the aim. The liberal arts continued to be emphasized, because they 

were seen as the way to bridge the two missions of family and career, missions that 

reflected the time. 

The debate on women's issues on Catholic women's campuses continued to 

circle around curriculum and mission. Meanwhile feminist thinking was 

continuing to evolve and the feminist movement continued to mean different 

things to different people. A tension within the movement continued to exist over 

woman's role. Many feminists linked voting rights with economic independence 
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for women, and higher education provided some access to professions. Cott says 

that in the 1920's controversy over woman’s economic rights flared, and “whether 

even with votes, women in the economic arena had rights or roles equal with men's 

was the question” (1987, p. 120). Other feminist issues to emerge at this time 

focused around sex-based legislation. Feminists, especially those like Alice Paul 

who founded the National Women's Party (NWP), argued for equal opportunity for 

women in the work place and the elimination of protective laws that actually held 

back women. However this was a double edged sword, since protective legislation 

was humane and protected women from long hours, and Cott says that women 

workers saw protective legislation as a way to defend their stake, while men 

wanted to control the jobs women could enter. "Male unionists viewed women first 

as women - potential or actual wives or mothers, and secondarily as workers" 

(Cott, 1987, p. 126). 

Labor's view of women as primarily wives and mothers, and secondarily 

as persons did not differ from the Catholic view. Catholic sisters who administered 

and taught in Catholic women's colleges had similar attitudes about the role of 

women. They fostered on their campuses a respect for family life. Sister Madeleva 

Wolff, the second president of St Mary's College, in an address to Catholic women 

college students in 1944 likened a Catholic women's college to the Roman 

catacombs. She says, "The Catholic college is a hidden city of the mind, closed 

against paganism, against spiritual and intellectual persecution" (p. 330). For 

Madeleva, these colleges protected Catholic women from the world, and gave them a 

foundation of intellectual and spiritual strength. Madeleva, however, also 
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genuinely believed in educating women in all spheres, and introduced a graduate 

school of theology for women at St. Maiy's in 1950, thus providing Catholic women 

the opportunity to study in a discipline previously reserved only for men. 

While the official attitudes in Catholic women's colleges continued to 

reflect church thinking on women's family role, the nuns traditionally seen as 

"brides of Christ" began to question their role and their place in the church as early 

as the 1940's. In 1941 Sister Bertrande Meyers published her St. Louis University 

doctoral dissertation: "The Education of Sisters: an appraisal of twenty five years 

of part time attendance of sisters at colleges." She discovered that the nuns loved 

learning, wanted more education and were balking at restrictions put on them by 

the church (Weaver, 1985, p. 81). Sister Madeleva Wolff published her paper "The 

Education of Sister Lucy" in 1949 that challenged the church to provide equal 

opportunity for sisters in education. In 1954 the Sister Formation Council was 

established to insure educational opportunity for all sisters. The Major Superiors 

of Women, a national forum, was also established in 1956 to enable the exchange of 

ideas about religious and professional life. The decade from 1950 to 1960 was to 

make the greatest changes in the religious orders of women (Weaver, 1985, p. 83). 

Many of the religious who ran the colleges, and lay women also, were caught up by 

the feminist movement in spite of the church and educational opportunity became 

the one feminist goal they continued to embrace, while not embracing the goal of 

birth control and sexual freedom. 
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Trinity College 

The sisters who taught and administered at Trinity during this time period 

were conscious of their role as academicians, stressing learning, the need to be 

well educated, and to hold one’s faith firmly. Trinity’s catalogues in the 1930's and 

the 1940’s stressed the development of character, especially the womanly character. 

A catalogue in 1931/2 states "woman's mission is so sublime, and her opportunity 

so great, that she must be educated to know right and possess a will to choose right." 

The curriculum continued to emphasize liberal arts with an emphasis on 

teaching, and social work as professions for women. Theology continued to be 

important and courses on church history, the early church Fathers, and moral 

theology were offered. The Trinity catalogues of the 1930's and the 1940's stated, as 

the catalogue of 1901-02 had, that "the history of the religion of Jesus Christ is the 

story of the true emancipation and elevation of womankind." 

Students at Trinity lived in Washington, DC, but their social life involved 

activities on the campus that reflected a Catholic feminine culture. There were 

"Big Sister/Little Sister Teas" where a junior adopted a freshman and became her 

mentor at college. There was the "campus sister" luncheon where underclass 

women feted upper class women. A Trinity student in the 1920's, the 30's and the 

40's played "bridge, attended tea dances as well as teas, and made 'blushing 

bunny' cinnamon toast or fudge in the kitchenettes" (Mullaly, 1987, p. 330). Clubs 

such as the Wekanduits and the Christ Child Club at Trinity provided food, meals 

and clothing for the poor. Members of these clubs also worked at local Catholic 
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parishes in Washington (Mullaly, 1987, p.335). During the 1940’s Trinity students 

helped out with the Red Cross as part of the war effort. These social activities 

reflected a Catholic culture that emphasized family, church and charitable works. 

Trinity shared in the feminist goal of educational opportunity. To some 

extent they also accepted the feminist goal of economic opportunity, because 

education would provide economic advantages. In fact, some of their academic 

programs led to careers, while they continued to emphasize woman's role as wife 

and mother. To a degree Trinity reflected the tension in the feminist movement 

over woman’s role. At Trinity they rejected the feminist goal of sexual freedom for 

women and did not advocate birth control. They did not accept the feminist view of 

leadership roles for women. They educated women with the expectation that women 

would marry and raise a family. 

The College of St, Catherine. 

Sister Antonia McHugh continued to dominate at St. Catherine's through 

the 1930's. She believed that women should be provided a college education equal to 

that of men, and so she looked to the University of Chicago rather than the Seven 

Sister colleges for her academic model. According to Kennelly, Sister Antonia 

came to conceive of women's work in an expansive way. She encouraged nuns to 

travel, to pursue graduate education, and to think big. Sister Antonia is a story "of 

corporate woman power" (Kennelly, 1978, p.8). She built the college, she raised 

money, she secured grants. Her vision led her to encourage sisters and students to 

think beyond the convent and the college. Sister Antonia had high ambitions for 
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her nuns and her students. She was a progressive who believed in the leadership of 

women (Chase, 1945). 

The College of St. Catherine, in its catalogues of the 20’s, the 30's and the 

40's states that its mission is "the promotion of Catholic scholarship and the 

fashioning of strong, cultured, and intelligent Catholic womanhood." While the 

mission statement emphasized the religious and the cultural, it also stressed the 

commitment to a solid academic program. 

In the 30's and the 40's the liberal arts curriculum included courses in 

science such as Geology, Botany and Physics. These courses were added to the 

curriculum because of the college's emphasis on training for careers in health such 

as nursing, health supervision and dietetics. The 1934/5 catalogue for the College 

of St. Catherine states "the curricula of the departments lead to the degrees of 

Bachelor of Arts and Bachelor of Science, the purpose of the college has grown out of 

the need of a Catholic woman's college of high grade to attract and develop women 

capable of becoming leaders in the world's work, and in the curriculum one must 

correlate the study of theory with the actual practice in the field" (Catalogue 1934/5, 

p. 18). 

Students at St. Catherine's participated in student government activities, 

and club activities such as Sodality (a religious and charitable group), Drama, and 

Public Speaking. There were well-chaperoned dances and cotillions, and the 

students had to show their party dresses to the sisters before they could wear them. 

There were Big Sister/Little Sister Teas, Snow Carnivals, Winter Weekends, and 
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church related activities. The major emphasis on St Catherine's campus, however, 

was academics and an Honor Society, as well as a Phi Beta Chapter existed. 

In terms of feminism, St. Catherine's accepted fully the feminist goals of 

education and of career opportunities for women. The college was beginning to 

accept the feminist goal of leadership roles for women in society, especially in 

careers such as education. They accepted the feminist goal of recognition of 

women's role as nurturers, but not the feminist goal of access to birth control. 

St. Mary's College 

Nationally, the best-known academic leader among these nuns was Sister 

M. Madeleva Wolff, president of St. Mary's from 1934 to 1961. During her tenure 

as president, she challenged the church to provide quality education to women, both 

religious and lay. The daughter of German immigrants, Wolff transferred from 

the University of Wisconsin to St. Mary's and graduated in 1909. She entered the 

Congregation of Holy Cross and received a master's degree, then a doctorate from 

UCLA (Kenneally, 1990, p. 166). 

Sister Madeleva shaped the academic and cultural programs of the college. 

According to a college catalogue in the 1930's, St. Mary’s would prepare young 

women for careers as well as home, and out of this would come a more refined 

womanhood. According to Sister Madeleva, "Out of order and zeal of all things 

Catholic will come effective feminism" (Kenneally, 1990, p. 166). 

"Sister Madeleva was a charismatic leader whose strong personality 

influenced her style" (Klein, 1988, p.5). As a president she exercised authority over 
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the entire campus. Faculty submitted course outlines to her, student copy for 

publication was sent to her, she presided over most meetings on the college campus 

(Klein, 1983, p. 4). Under her stewardship St. Maiy’s enrollment went from 300 to 

1,000; she undertook fundraising and, remarkably for a Catholic women's college, 

created a board of lay trustees in 1956. "She was ahead of many of her 

contemporaries in her efforts in such areas as fundraising, and development" 

(Klein, 1988, p. 3). 

In addition to being a dynamic president, Sister Madeleva was a poet and a 

scholar, and she brought her devotion to scholarship to her presidency. Lucia 

Knoles, a graduate of St. Mary's said, "At St. Mary's you had to be a scholar and 

you had to be culturally well rounded, and that was Madeleva’s legacy to the 

college" (Knoles, Oct. 5, 1990). 

Sister Madeleva believed in educating women to the same degree men were 

educated, but she believed in educating women separately from men. She said "For 

more than a century and a quarter our girls have had excellent colleges for women 

from which to choose. They select this type of school because they want this 

experience of the intellectual life as and with young women" (Madeleva, 1961, p. 

50). 

When no other Catholic institution had such programs, Sister Madeleva 

instituted undergraduate and graduate degrees in theology for women. St. Mary's 

theology program prepared the way through its faculty and its graduates for 

women's full participation in the burgeoning theological studies of the Vatican II 

renewal (Mize, 1990, p. 1). Madeleva's greatest contribution to the education of 
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Catholic women may have been this, of forcing the church to accept women's right to 

study theology. Mary Daly, radical feminist theologian, is a graduate of St. Mary’s 

graduate program in theology. 

Catalogues from the 1930’s through the 1950's state the college's mission is 

to "encourage a life of academic excellence and to inculcate the principles of justice 

in society. Also the college aims to make young women zealous and to instill the 

right attitude toward home life and to train the homemaker for her duties." The 

statement reflects the Catholic attitude about the role of women as wives, but it also 

reflects the prevailing feminist image of women as capable of intellectual 

activities as well as a newly stated interest in social justice. 

The curriculum was liberal arts, it was Catholic and it was oriented to 

women. It encouraged women to think, to reflect on their Catholic heritage and live 

out Catholic teaching as good Catholic wives and mothers. It continued to stress 

courses that prepared women for teaching and for nursing, and in 1950 a graduate 

school in Theology, the first in Catholic higher education for women. 

Student activity centered around programs that were decidedly female. 

Mother/daughter luncheons where all were dressed in white were common on the 

St. Mary's campus in the 30's, 40's and 50 s. Social events often revolved around 

the church. Clubs such as Sodality, whose mission was a devotion to Mary, often 

prepared young Catholic women for churchwork, but more important the Sodality 

encouraged women to be like Mary, whose glory was motherhood. Activities such 

as teas and luncheons were a regular part of the St. Mary’s student life. Dances 

were held and young men from Notre Dame were invited, and St. Mary's girls 
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were required to gain approval from the sisters about their prom dresses. The 

social activities reflect a strong Catholic culture that emphasizes Catholic family 

life. 

St. Mary’s accepted the feminist goal of education and the feminist value of 

woman's unique role as wife/mother. The college began to test the water on issues 

of leadership in the church with the establishment of a school of theology, indicating 

a high value on women's capability and autonomy certainly shared by feminists. 

They did not accept the feminist goal of sexual freedom and access to birth control. 

Regis College 

From the early catalogues of 1927 through those of the 1950's, the stated aim 

of the college was to provide a liberal arts curriculum in an all female 

environment. In the 1930's Regis stated its aim was to develop a young woman 

intellectually, and spiritually. In the 1940's the mission emphasized vocation and 

profession. In the 1950's the mission again emphasized liberal arts in a Catholic 

tradition. 

The liberal arts curriculum was maintained, with professional 

preparation for teaching and nursing also offered. In the 30's and the 40’s 

secretarial courses were added to prepare women for work. Courses in home 

economics were offered and students took courses in meal planning and nutrition, 

preparing for such careers as dieticians. 

Sister Terese Higgins, president of Regis, believes that the attitude of the 

founders and the first sisters of Regis was definitively pro-women. The college's 

73 



major early figures, Mother Mary Regis and Mother Mary Domitilla, believed in 

the empowerment of women through education, and they created the atmosphere 

and the reality of a community of women on the Regis campus (Higgins, 1990). 

Mother Mary Regis and three other sisters came from Carondolet, Missouri 

to Boston where she immediately established the Congregation of the Sisters of St. 

Joseph. In a history of the Sisters of St. Joseph, Mother Mary Regis is described as 

courageous, devoted, and possessing foresight and executive ability. Regis College 

is named for her. 

The sisters immediately established academies for Catholic girls in the 

Boston area, and Sister Mary Domitilla, who succeeded Mother Regis, worked with 

Cardinal O'Connell of Boston to establish Regis College, whose aim from the 

beginning was to instill in students a love of scholarship, devotion to research, and 

the skills for a professional career (Higgins, 1990). 

In the early days of Regis the faculty and the students dined together, and 

the faculty were part of socials on campus. "Catholic women's colleges were 

crucibles of female culture, the epitome of a female world of love and ritual. They 

offered women in religious orders extraordinary opportunities for professional 

expression as scholars, teachers, and administrators. Likewise, these schools 

captured twentieth century American Catholic womanhood. Catholic women’s 

colleges embodied the ideal" (Mitrano, 1989, p. 23). 

At Regis, "women students developed close bonds with one another, a sense 

of fellowship and at the same time a strong attachment to the schools and their 

purpose" (Kenneally, 1990, p. 96). "There always was individual attention and 
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caring for us as students, and I think this was a kind of empowerment, because you 

believed in yourself' (Knoles, October 5, 1990). 

Courses on marriage were offered and Martha Sullivan, a Regis graduate, 

remembers the chaplain from the Marriage Tribunal of the Boston diocese lectured 

there. 

In comparing this college’s goals with the general goals of American 

feminism, it is clear that education for women and the belief in a uniquely female 

nature was espoused by both, as well as that both saw access to meaningful 

employment as a woman’s right. Regis however was no proponent of women as 

leaders in the society nor, understandably, of access for women to birth control. 

1955 to 1990; Changes and New Directions 

After World War II, the returning veterans went back to school on the GI 

Bill, or returned to their jobs. Women who had been almost the only students in 

colleges during the war years, or who had worked in jobs normally reserved for 

men, found themselves in an awkward situation. Soloman states, “Women 

suffered a huge setback when the operation of the GI Bill reduced female access to 

higher education” )1985, p. 189). Women were expected to return to the family, and 

let men hold the jobs and attend school. Fass points out that "after the war, the 

proportion of women attending college dropped 30%, lower than any other time in 

the 20th century" (1989, p. 157). Although the proportion decreased, the numbers 

didn’t decrease. This is more a reflection of the numbers of men returning to 
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college. In fact, Solomon states, “percentages declined, but absolute numbers 

increased” (1985, p. 191). 

At the undergraduate level, women students lost ground to 

men. The proportion of women among college students 

decreased from 47.3 percent in 1920 to 35.2 percent in 1958. 

Once again in actual numbers women advanced period. 

They received 55,000 of the B.A’s in 1930 and 139,000 in 1960 

(Solomon, 1985, p. 191) 

The number of Catholic women’s colleges increased to 116 by 1955 

The issue of curriculum and how best to educate a woman surfaced again 

in the 1950's with the publication of Lynn White's Educating Our Daughters in 

which he condemned liberal arts curriculum at women's colleges. White called for 

a curriculum that emphasized “womanly gifts” and his ideas became popular 

because there was some consensus that women should again be educated for the 

home (Fass, 1989, p. 158). 

After the war, more women who were college educated were likely to marry 

and hold a job. Solomon says "the post WWII woman graduate differed from her 

predecessors, marriage no longer removed her from the work force" and "by the 

early 60's almost three fifths of college women worked; paradoxically, at a time 

when more college educated wives worked, their educators were upholding the 

primacy of women's role as wife and homemaker" (1985, p. 187). While the 

Catholic women's colleges continued to emphasize women's family role through 

76 



the 1950 s, by the mid-60's, in a recognition of the national realities, they had begun 

to emphasize woman's career choices, and played down the family role. 

In 1963 Betty Friedan published The Feminine Mystique and said women 

were unhappy with their lot, but didn't know why. "When Friedan wrote The 

Feminine Mystique she tapped into a deep reservoir of white middle class 

American women's discontent" (Riley, 1989, p. 22). Many of those college- 

educated women were not happy as homemakers and didn't know why. In the 

1960's also Millett published Sexual Politics, deBeauvoir published The Second Sex. 

Greer published The Female Eunuch and Mary Daly published Bevond God the 

Father. The women's movement was bom again with a stronger push for equality. 

The renewed interest in women's issues ignited a spark among activist as well as 

non- activist women.Rebellion and political unrest were the order of the day. 

Women marched for equal rights as well as for peace. Women demanded equal 

pay and equal access to law school, medical school, and other male- dominated 

graduate programs. Women, following the tradition of Margaret Sanger, 

demanded access to all kinds of birth control, and demanded a repeal of the laws 

against abortion. The activist women of the 60's not only set the stage for sexual 

revolution, they also laid the groundwork for the Supreme Court decision called Roe 

vs. Wade. 

But the most significant event for Catholics and Catholic women was 

Vatican II, the Council convened by Pope John XXIII that opened the Vatican gates to 

radical ideas. The Council, and the Pope’s encyclical Pacem in Terris, 

encouraged new perceptions of women no longer being treated as objects and 
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demanded rights befitting a human person in domestic and public life (Kennealy, 

1990, p. 198). 

Vatican II created an atmosphere where a discussion among Catholics of 

women's rights in society and the church seemed possible (Reuther, 1990, p.135). 

Vatican II proclaimed women's equality with man; Catholic feminism began to 

develop as a philosophy and way of life for some Catholic women, not least among 

them the women in religious life. "After Vatican II nuns broke with set patterns of 

the past, they began teaching on secular campuses, they were involved in drug 

programs, migrant worker camps, in theological professorships in Catholic 

colleges" (Deedy, 1987, p. 196). When John XXIII invoked Vatican II, many sisters 

were ready for it. "Sisters participated in civil rights marches, protested the 

Vietnam War, organized tenant marches, and made serving the poor a top 

priority" (Ewens, 1989, p. 41). The nuns in this instance were leading the church. 

President Higgins of Regis holds that women religious are, and have been, ahead 

of the church on issues of justice and equality (July, 1990). 

The first usages of the term Catholic feminism are not documented but the 

phrase achieved currency in the 1960's. Weaver maintains that the Catholic 

feminist movement was led by a combination of nuns and of laywomen, the latter 

harder for the hierarchy to isolate and discipline (1985, p. 404). Rosemary Rader 

writes that Catholic feminism, a post-Vatican II phenomenon, must be set within 

the context of the general women's movement; it's not a monolithic phenomenon in 

that it utilizes diverse theoretical frameworks and it recognizes the legitimacy of 

various objectives, ideologies and means of action (1989, p. 183). 



Rader’s definition of Catholic feminism is that it seeks to eliminate 

sexism and to liberate both men and women in order to allow them to respond to the 

message of God (1989). Catholic feminists, for example, question practices and 

rituals in the church that have relegated woman to a subordinate position. Catholic 

feminism led to larger participation in the church for women and, on its campuses, 

a recognition of women's history in college curriculums. Ewens points out that 

changes in convent culture that occurred during the 40's and the 50's as well as the 

educational opportunities for Catholic women made it easier to accept the 

burgeoning new ideas in the church, especially those that involved women (1989, p. 

41). Weaver believes one can make an analogy between radical feminism and 

Vatican II; "both the council and radical feminism aim toward structural change 

in three areas, universalism, collegiality and social justice" (1985, p. 46). She 

illustrates her point by showing that on the issue of universality the church became 

open to a new respect of other Christian faiths, and to a new understanding of those 

who were not Christians; the women's movement after the misleading hope of 

universalism, realized women needed to be sensitive to diversity among women. 

Both embraced collegiality and a sense of shared power, and both emphasized 

social justice, the church accepting the gospel and its mandate to help the poor, and 

the women's movement committing to helping women who are poor, or oppressed 

(1985, p. 47). 

Weaver in a later essay raises useful questions about the role of the sisters 

and to what extent factors in their lives empowered them. She asks, Did the 

availability of professional careers to Catholic women in convents give them a 
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particular kind of strength? Did the alternative of religious life alter the relations 

between men and women in the Catholic church and provide avenues of power for 

women?" (1986, p. 407). 

Colleges, like most human institutions, are not pathbreakers, and the 

Catholic women's colleges have always been careful to hold to a balance between 

church thinking and feminist thinking. However, the roster of Catholic feminists 

reveals that the Catholic women's colleges by both the education they gave, and the 

faith in women which they exhibited, helped shape the development of Catholic 

feminism. 

Some critics hold that Catholic feminism is an oxymoron, because to be 

Catholic is to accept a patriarchal view of women. Women are nearly invisible in 

church history, "women are the immigrants of contemporary American 

Catholicism" (Weaver, 1985, p. 12). Women have not been assimilated or 

empowered in a church that still views laywomen as wives and mothers and 

religious women as set apart from the world, dressed in medieval clothing and 

ruled ultimately, by a bishop (Weaver, 1985). 

In the 1980's, however, the question about power in the church became the 

real argument between men and women, both lay and religious. "New concepts of 

religious life are democratic,where the Vatican is hierarchical; the new nuns are 

feminists, aware of the need for and value of shared power, while the Vatican is 

patriarchal, convinced of the need for and value of clearly defined superiors 

(Weaver, 1985, p. 13). 
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Catholic feminism is richly diverse, and there are differences of opinions 

among Catholic feminists over issues such as the ordination of women, abortion, 

theology, and church structure. While Catholic women’s colleges advocate for 

women, and provide opportunity for education and career, they do not advocate for 

women's reproductive rights. Some Catholic feminists, especially those who 

belong to Catholics for Choice believe in a woman's right to abortion, other Catholic 

feminists are opposed. Some Catholic feminists have organized the Women's 

Ordination Conference; others want to have all believers share in the priesthood, 

and still others call for the elimination of any priesthood. 

The period from the 60's through the 90’s ushered in a more feminist view 

of women on Catholic women’s campuses. Catholic women's colleges were in the 

business of educating women, and not of espousing causes. They did however 

respond to events around them, and, as a result of the women's movement, and the 

increased visibility of women in the church, they became more in touch with 

feminism. Their mission and their curriculum became even more women 

centered, and college clubs and activities became somewhat feminist. In the sense 

that there is a feminist presence on campus, it is a Catholic feminism, a feminism 

that tries to avoid conflict with the church. 

Weaver states "The new nuns are feminists, aware of the need for and 

value of shared power"(1985, p. 13). Many of those nuns were either educated at 

Catholic women's colleges or work for them. The directions of the colleges, and of 

the Catholic feminists, are not possible to predict. To be a Catholic institution and to 

educate women has become even more difficult. 
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This period, 1955 to 1990, had repercussions in the four colleges of this study 

which are discussed in the next sections. 

Trinity College 

Patricia McGuire, a Trinity graduate, and the current president of the 

college, believes feminism, particularly Catholic feminism, is alive and well on 

her campus. She says the founding of the college was feminist and that Trinity 

today is a model of Catholic feminism. She takes umbrage with those who think 

Catholic and woman or Catholic and feminist is an oxymoron. Although she 

admits that being Catholic and feminist is not without challenge and that church 

issues for women are difficult, one can still be Catholic and feminist. She believes 

Trinity's feminism is "more refined, were not like Smith or Mt. Holyoke. We're 

quiet, determined and self assured. We're committed to women, we're value 

centered and we believe in the dignity of women" (Personal communication, 

October 10,1990). 

McGuire also maintains that the whole college is infused with women 

centeredness, and the college's commitment is to the intellectual development of 

women. "We are a college for all women, the traditional 18 year old as well as the 

adult woman returning to school; and we articulate a mission for today s woman 

(October 10,1990). 

The one feminist issue that is difficult for Trinity and for President 

McGuire is abortion. "Abortion is a tough issue and that at Trinity they don t do 

things in open conflict with the church" (October, 10, 1990). 
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Mary Hayes, a Sister of Notre Dame and the college archivist, believes 

there is a feminist presence on the Trinity campus, most especially among the 

students. She says many Trinity students are pro-choice, but there's also a Right to 

Life group (personal communication October, 10 1990). 

Trinity's leaders then believe the college is feminist. Ann Marie 

McGovern, the director of alumni affairs, affirms that in her memory there's 

always been a feminist atmosphere at Trinity. She says "At Trinity alumnae 

gatherings you couldn’t attend and say, well I raised my family and claim that 

was your accomplishment, what else did you do, how had you used your education?" 

She points to successful Trinity alumnae as proof of Trinity's commitment to 

feminism, a feminism that encouraged education and opportunity for professions. 

Two female members of Congress are Trinity graduates (Nancy Pelosi and 

Barbara Kennelly). Cathleen Black, publisher of USA Today, and Carolyn 

Blakeslee, producer of the McNeil/Lehrer News Hour, are Trinity graduates, as 

well as scores of lawyers, doctors, professors, reporters and several Catholic 

theologians (personal communication, October, 1990). 

Trinity’s catalogues don't mention feminism or the feminist movement, 

or even Catholic feminism. Rather, they speak of women as leaders, women 

having access to professions, and Trinity providing role models for its students. 

Trinity College’s 1989/90 catalogue states "Trinity provides the ideal 

environment for the development of leadership skills in its female students. The 

majority of administrators and faculty are women, offering Trinity 

undergraduate wide exposure to female role models (p. 14). Trinity s mission 
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statements from the mid 60's through the 80's emphasizes its mission as educating 

women for careers and for further education. There is no mention of educating 

women for home and family in any recent Trinity publications. 

The mission statements from the mid 70's to 1990 emphasize leadership for 

women, "Trinity offers women opportunities to experience the responsibilities and 

rewards of leadership" (1990-91, p. 6). It is clear in Trinity's mission statements in 

catalogues from the mid 60's to the present that it is increasingly and avowedly 

feminist, emphasizing both education and leadership for women. 

Trinity still maintains its Catholic tradition; the 1990/91 catalogue states, 

"As a Catholic college, Trinity is committed to providing Catholic students with the 

opportunity to continue their spiritual growth and to develop a sound intellectual 

support for their faith" (p. 6). 

The curriculum from the 1970's to the present is significantly more women 

centered than it was in earlier times. Courses in Business and Sociology reflect 

women studies. Such courses as ' Women/Men Organization" on sex and gender 

as organizational variables; and "Social Movements: Women", and "Sociology of 

the Future: Women" reflect the influence of feminism. Courses in philosophy and 

theology show the influence of Catholic feminism with courses on Famous Church 

Women", and "Descartes to Beauvoir". 

The overall curriculum design is also shifting in feminist oriented ways. 

In the 1970's responding to career changes and needs of women, a master s in 

business administration was instituted, and, also in the 70s a program called 
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"Degree Completion Program" was implemented to respond to women who were 

unable to complete their degree. 

At Trinity College, an organization called Trinity Organization of 

Women exists and is a proponent of a woman’s right to control her own body, but a 

women's health clinic at the college can not dispense birth control devices, nor 

counsel for abortion. Nevertheless, real debate on women's issues is heard on 

Trinity's campus. Abortion rights activists Frances Kissling, founder of 

Catholics for Choice and Bill Baird, have spoken on abortion at Trinity. 

Today, Trinity College shares and implements most feminist goals, 

especially those of educational opportunity, access to professions, and to leadership 

in the community. As an institution, Trinity does not accept the feminist goal of 

access to birth control and abortion, and will not provide students with counseling 

on reproductive rights. 

St. Mary's College 

Until recently all of St. Mary's academic leaders were Sisters of the Holy 

Cross and they instilled in the college a commitment to community, family, church 

and work. Some contemporary examples illustrate this. 

Professor Mary Connolly, an Associate Professor of Mathematics, is part of 

a lay-centered parish called Little Flower church, that consists of a pastoral team of 

two priests and lay parishioners; the parish is governed by the laity. This is novel, 

but it is in the tradition of the sisters who are active participants of parish life and 

committed to community service. 
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Becky Stoddart, an associate professor of psychology, is a wife, mother and 

teacher who says she’s able to juggle her commitment to teaching, scholarship and 

family by keeping her priorities clear. She rewrote St. Mary's maternity policy, 

and got the college to commit to having daycare on campus. Stoddart emphasizes 

woman's career, but also her commitment to family. (St. Mary's Courier, 1990, p. 

10). 

Lucia Knoles, a 1972 St. Mary’s graduate, describes the St. Mary's 

academic community as committed to the academic life. 

"The professors lived a very academic, intellectual, Christian life. 
The atmosphere at St. Mary's was intellectual, it was academic, it 
was enlightening, I don't think it was feminist. There was little 
interest in women's issues or the women's movement, in fact I 
believe there was antagonism toward women's issues. At St. 
Mary's I had my first experience with truly educated women, and I 
knew I also wanted to be truly educated" (personal communication, 
October, 1990). 

She also said "I don't remember too many women wanting a career or graduate 

school, many wanted marriage and a family" (Knoles, October 5, 1990). 

In its mission statement St. Mary's College describes itself as a pioneer in 

the education of women, and as an academic community in which women are able 

to develop their talents and prepare to make a difference in the world. The mission 

statements from the 1970’s through 1990 emphasize the rights and responsibilities of 

women in work, in the church, and in the community. St. Mary s continues to 

emphasize its Catholic mission, and the 1989/90 catalogue states, As a Catholic 

college, St. Mary's cultivates a Christian community of intellectual inquiry, 

liturgical prayer, and social action" (p. 7). Mission statements from the late 1970 s 
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until the present also stress diversity, "In order to offer the richest educational 

experience possible the college strives to bring together women of different races, 

culture and nations." The college's stated mission reflects women, the church and 

diversity. 

The curriculum at St. Mary's has become increasingly women-centered 

since the 1970’s, and there is a minor in Women Studies. "Christianity and 

Women: Problems and Possibilities", "Women's Search for God", "Psychology of 

Women", "The Role of Women in American History" are some of the courses 

added since 1980. An annual lecture in honor of Sister Madeleva is given each 

year, and the speaker usually focuses on a topic of concern for women. In 1989, for 

example, Catholic feminist Sister Joan Chittister O.S.B. lectured on "Job's 

daughters: Women and Power." 

Through its graduate school of theology, the first opening for women in that 

discipline, St. Mary's played a role in shaping Catholic feminism. Sister 

Madeleva Wolff, its longtime president, successfully established quality education 

for Catholic women at St. Mary’s which since its inception has supported the 

feminist goal that recognizes women's unique nurturing qualities. St. Mary’s 

does not accept the feminist goal of women's reproductive rights, and although its 

mission and curriculum stress social commitment, it does not appear that St. 

Mary's places much stress on the feminist goal of leadership which includes 

women’s right to have power in the society. 
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The College of St. Catherine 

Dr. Anita Pampousch, the president of St. Catherine's, and a former nun of 

the order of St. Joseph said in an interview "The College of St. Catherine has 

always believed in the empowerment of women" (August, 1990). 

"The curriculum has always been conscious of women's need. 
The curriculum is historically liberal arts and it always prepared 
women for professions and for graduate school. The Sisters of St. 
Joseph have always had a strong commitment to excellence, and 
students through the curriculum were and are encouraged to do all 
they can do" (October 10, 1990). 

Dr. Pampusch sees the college as moderately feminist and she admits, 

we walk a narrow line, we do not dispense contraception on 
campus, we refer students to off campus facilities or to counseling. 
We stay away from the abortion issue, although we have a 
population on campus that disagrees with us. We don't for example 
charter a Pro Choice Club. We have to be sensitive to the church’s 
position. (October 10, 1990) 

While she believes St. Catherine's empowers women, she makes clear that 

birth control and abortion are not options for the students. Meanwhile, Dr. Carol 

Tauer, a graduate of St. Catherine’s, and an ethicist, is doing research on church 

law and history which concludes that the church's teaching on abortion is not 

dogma, and that the early church accepted some form of early abortion. 

A current description of the College of St. Catherine states "three basic 

values have shaped the College since its inception in 1905, a devotion to the liberal 

arts, a belief in the potential of women, and an adherence to personal values" 

(Peterson's Guide, 1986). The 1989-90 catalogue states that the mission of the college 

"encourages women to define themselves independently of the narrow expectations 

of women which society holds." and further "In this atmosphere sensitive to 
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women's needs and concerns, the college provides quality programs in which 

students acquire knowledge and gain an understanding of their cultural 

heritage." 

Since the 1970's St. Catherine's mission has continuously made strong 

statements on its commitment to educate women for the world. It affirms its 

Catholic heritage and stresses ethical thinking as one of its goals, but the stress is 

clearly on women gaining educational opportunity and leadership qualities. 

The curriculum is women-centered and reflects feminist thinking. There 

is a Center for Women's Research and Scholarship that awards grants to women 

doing research on Catholic women, and there is also a Women's Studies program. 

The program allows students to "analyze the experience of women in historical 

and cultural context and to examine the social forces which have shaped the 

situations of women individually, globally, and nationally" (Catalogue, 1989/90). 

Students are offered the opportunity to explore how scholarship on women relates to 

the liberal arts. Students can do concentrations in Gender and Rhetoric, Women in 

Christianity, Women and Literature, Women in America, and Sociology of 

Women in Society. 

Since the 1970's, as with all four colleges, the curriculum has shifted more 

toward a women-centered course of study. Pre-law and pre-medicine programs 

are available. Women at St. Catherine's are encouraged to pursue graduate 

education. Home Economics is still a department at St. Catherine's but the 

emphasis in the program is now on merchandising as well as nutrition. In fact, 

programs that encourage women into male- dominated professions have existed at 
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St. Catherine's since the 1950’s, and in addition to pre-law and medicine, there are 

programs in forestry, veterinary medicine, dentistry, and engineering. 

There are some connections between feminism and St Catherine's, and 

recent college catalogues stress the women-centeredness as a tradition at the 

college. The Women's Center that encourages scholarship and research on 

women, and the presence of scholars such as Dr. Carol Tauer, graduates such as 

Catholic feminist Abigail McCarthy, and past presidents such as Antonia McHugh 

attest to an authentic feminist environment and thinking on this campus. 

St. Catherine's pursues the feminist goals of educational opportunity, 

access to professions, and leadership roles for women. As with its sister colleges, 

birth control and abortion are not actively promulgated at this still-Catholic 

women’s college. 

Regis College 

Sister Terese Higgins, president of Regis, says "were a top notch liberal 

arts college and at Regis women could do anything, from the beginning to the 

present. The vision of Mother Domitilla to prepare young women for leadership, 

for service is still true today. The difference from 1927 to 1990 is one lives out the 

vision differently" (personal communication, July, 1990). 

She believes that the mission of Regis is the same today as it was in 1927, it 

was clear from the beginning that Regis was pro-women (1990). The Sisters of St. 

Joseph who founded Regis saw bigotry fostered against Catholic Irish immigrant 

women. By establishing an academy and then Regis College, the nuns were 
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fulfilling their mission to educate the poor. Today Regis has opened her door to 

Hispanic women and is fostering that same sense of scholarship, leadership and 

service in these women of the 90's, that it encouraged in the immigrant women of 

1927. "The majority of church-affiliated colleges for women were, in fact, founded 

to educate women, often from an ethnic minority, who otherwise would never have 

attended college." (Higgins, 1990, p. 27) 

President Higgins believes that today's religious women are "ahead of the 

church" and she admits the sisters are at times in conflict with the church. The 

sisters at Regis believe in a form of Womanchurch, that is a liturgy in which the 

women do all the readings, assist at the mass and they act out on the altar except for 

consecrating the Eucharist. The liturgy reflects women, both in readings and in 

music. At Regis, the Sisters of St. Joseph consider the chapel their parish. In 

addition to setting the liturgy, they dispense communion, and bring up the gifts. 

When Cardinal Law of Boston first visited Regis, he offered to say Mass, and the 

sisters were quite pleased. Then he told them he didn't need their assistance at 

mass, he would bring his people to do readings, and distribute communion. The 

sisters told the Cardinal he couldn't do that. This was their parish (a juridical 

concept) and while he was welcome to say mass, he couldn't dictate who else was on 

the altar. The cardinal agreed with the sisters' wishes (August, 1990). Issues of 

social justice, equality and opportunity for women are major concerns of nuns, and 

President Higgins asserts that sisters in the church today are on the cutting edge, 

the frontier of where the church should be. 
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Commencement speakers for the past twenty years have been prominent 

women. In 1979, Maxine Kumin the poet and writer was awarded an honorary 

degree and addressed the commencement. Other commencement speakers have 

been Rosabeth Moss Ranter, Chair of Goodmeasure Inc.; Barbara Miller Solomon, 

author; and Carol Gilligan psychologist and researcher on women’s issues. 

Former Lt. Governor and abortion rights activist Evelyn Murphy was also a 

commencement speaker, although President Higgins said she would not ask 

Murphy to speak again, because of her abortion stand. 

At Regis, she said, we have "an all girls' network. We have always been a 

college of women helping women, advocating friendship and support for one 

another, and we remain all-women and Catholic" (Higgins, July, 1990). 

Others on the campus share Higgins view that Regis is pro-women, but it is 

not pro-choice. Sister Catherine Murphy, assistant to the president says, "As a 

Catholic college we do not support or promote abortion, we do not counsel for 

abortion" (Murphy, July, 1990). 

Martha Sullivan, a Regis graduate, and Assistant Academic Dean, 

believes Regis is a successful advocate for women because the sisters are clever 

political strategists when it comes to church politics. "These nuns are cagey, they 

go around the bureaucracy of the church. They are gutsy" (Sullivan, July, 1990). 

Sullivan also avers that women at Regis are encouraged to work hard and make 

something of themselves. "You had to work hard, to achieve, and to give something 

back to the community" (Sullivan, July, 1990). 
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Since the 1950's Regis' mission has been to educate women in a Catholic 

feminine tradition. However, in the 1960’s the catalogues began to stress a 

commitment to scholarship, and leadership. By the 1980’s the mission statement 

said "Regis is dedicated to the education of women and to the development of each 

woman's full potential and to the preparation of women for a diversity of careers 

and for roles of leadership and service in the modern world" (Regis catalogue, 

1989-90, p. 2). The mission statements of the 80's and the 90’s stress the importance 

of leadership and choice and access to careers. Although the mission stresses the 

Catholic identity of the college, the role of women in the world is mentioned more 

often. Today Regis' mission includes outreach to immigrant women, especially 

Hispanic women, and to that end summer programs have been introduced on the 

campus to prepare these students for the curriculum. 

Today, at Regis, women can choose a Women Studies program in which 

they can choose among such concentrations as Women Writers of Fiction, Women 

Philosophers, Women in the American Economy, and Women in Early European 

Society. Unusual for any women’s college, the curriculum also includes a pre¬ 

engineering program in conjunction with Worcester Polytechnic Institute, as well 

as a pre-law program. 

The feminist tone and environment of Regis can be seen in the rhetoric, the 

actions, and the curriculum of the college. The leadership of the college cares about 

social issues and especially third world issues as they relate to women. The 

official literature of the college promotes the image of the intellectual woman, the 

career woman, the professional woman. 
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Regis actively pursues the feminist goals of educational opportunity, access 

to professions, and leadership skills. Although Bill Baird, abortion activist spoke 

on the campus several years ago, Regis does not advocate for reproductive rights for 

women. 

In final summary, these four colleges, Trinity College, St. Mary's at Notre 

Dame, The College of St. Catherine, and Regis College form an eloquent case study 

of the evolution of thinking of women in the Catholic church, the influence of 

feminism and its impact on Catholic women, and the growth of Catholic feminism. 

The next chapter will describe the conclusions drawn from this study and make 

some recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

In conclusion, some answers have taken shape in response to the research 

questions of this study, which were the following: 

1. In Catholic women's colleges, what attitudes and beliefs on the role of 

women and the nature of the education of women were held by the founders 

and also their successors? 

2. How do these attitudes and beliefs relate to feminism and in what respects 

did Catholic women's colleges share feminist goals? 

3. In what ways, if any, have Catholic women’s colleges contributed to 

Catholic feminism? 

The historical record demonstrates that American Catholic women’s 

colleges were established and administered by Catholic nuns who believed that 

women should be educated in schools separate from men. The teaching and 

administrative staffs were all women who themselves lived in communities of 

women. They managed to believe in a dual role for women in that they accepted 

their church’s teaching that women's real role was in the home, yet that women had 

to be educated for work in the professions. Their attitudes about women's role was 

consistent with the thinking of most Americans in the first half of the twentieth 

century, namely that women's role was to be homemaker, and professions such as 

teaching, nursing, and social work were acceptable for college educated women. 
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Catholic women's colleges came into being because the time was ripe for 

Catholic higher education for women in an upwardly mobile, immigrant, 

protectionist church. While some clerics argued that women didn't need to be 

smart, religious women argued zealously for women's colleges. In 1915 Sister 

Mary Malloy said, "We have a chance to do something of heroic proportions in the 

Catholic church ... to make this century the Catholic women's century" (Oates, 

1988, introduction). Mitrano states that "Catholic women's colleges were not 

pathbreakers, but they do present a unique history of women as educated and 

Catholic, and by their very existence raise feminist issues within the Catholic 

context" (1989, p. 2). While Catholic sisters and their colleges were not avowedly 

feminist, the action of establishing colleges and providing educational opportunity 

for Catholic women was an implementation of the feminist goal of gaining access 

to higher education for all women. 

It is worth emphasizing again that the sisters who founded and staffed 

Catholic women's colleges lived a life different from Catholic laywomen. They 

did not marry and raise families. Unlike other Catholic women, the Sisters didn t 

live a life of domesticity. As Bauch puts it, "They were astute businesswomen and 

capable managers at a time when most women played a domestic role (1990, p. 24). 

These religious women lived in all-female communities. They were a real 

sisterhood and created a culture that was distinctly female. The ethos that most 

strongly characterized these sisters was their relationship with one another. They 

were deeply rooted in the concepts of community - bonding, service to one another 

and others, and mutual loyalties" (Bauch, 1990, p.25). In their all-female colleges, 
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these nuns served as role models for the young Catholic women who attended the 

colleges. Many were genuine scholars and passed on a love of learning to their 

students. Because they were religious women, they modelled for their students a 

life of commitment to one's beliefs. Kenneally argues, "The sisters provided an 

alternative role model, a tradition for Catholic female rebels, and an educational 

system that produced many women who would either ignore these ideals or directly 

challenge them" (1990, p. 59). 

Although the sisters were bound in faith and sworn obedience to a 

patriarchal church that sometimes treated them harshly, they found multiple ways 

to achieve their own goals, which they saw as necessary for women. Religious 

women as early as the nineteenth century had envisioned colleges for women. 

Ewens points out that Mother Austin Carroll of the Sisters of Mercy in 1880 planned 

for a woman's college in New Orleans (1989, p. 34). As they established women's 

colleges, they challenged the church to provide an education for women that equaled 

that of men. 

The sisters who established colleges in the early twentieth century had to 

struggle against the prevailing view that women's role was in the home and that 

higher education was antithetical to that calling. As Cardinal Gibbons who lent his 

support to Trinity College after meeting with Sister Julia McGroaty said, Woman 

degrades herself if she chooses to enter the public arena, her proper place is the 

home" (Campbell, 1989, p.162). Gibbons supported Trinity College because he 

believed Catholic women were more safely educated in a Catholic women s college 

than in a non-Catholic college. As has been shown, his action produced some 
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unintended consequences. Trinity was one of the first Catholic women's colleges 

and Ewens unequivocally states "the establishment of colleges like Trinity in 

Washington, D.C. spearheaded the move of the sisters into higher education" (1989, 

p. 34). 

The four colleges discussed here, Trinity, St. Catherine’s, St. Mary’s and 

Regis College, demonstrated an acceptance of the feminist goal of educational 

opportunity by establishing Catholic women's colleges. They were not, as 

institutions, visible proponents of voting rights for women. By offering 

educational opportunity for Catholic women, they prepared them for the option of 

careers, indirectly and in some cases directly demonstrating an acceptance of the 

feminist goal of professional opportunity for women. Recognizing women's 

childbearing and nurturing capabilities, they stressed woman's role as wife and 

mother. They did not accept birth control as a feminist goal, and birth control was 

not discussed on their campuses, save for a very few instances in the very recent 

past. Most did not advocate leadership positions for women in public life, yet sisters 

filled the leadership positions at their colleges, assuming roles normally reserved 

for men. 

It seems reasonable to also conclude that the Catholic nuns in their 

women’s colleges provided training, a recruitment pool and an audience for the 

many aspects of Catholic feminism. From 1900 through the 1950's, they pushed for 

and achieved more and better education for women. While they accepted church 

teaching that woman's role was that of mother/wife, they neither married nor had 

children. They were female role models with real power and they used it to 
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advance women professionally. Their mission statements reflected their 

acceptance of Catholic teaching, but the curriculum reflected the working needs of 

their students. 

Catholic women’s colleges through the sisters and their insistence on the 

feminist goal of educational opportunity helped, along with Vatican II, to foster the 

spirit of renewal that led to Catholic feminism. But just as the feminist movement 

existed outside and around Catholic women's colleges, Catholic feminism exists 

outside Catholic women’s colleges. Feminism and Catholic feminism have 

influenced the mission and the curriculum of the colleges, but Catholic feminists, 

at least those who want to change the structure of the church, are not found on 

Catholic women’s colleges. Dr. Anita Pampusch, president of St Catherine's 

believes that the ordination of women is not a hot issue on her campus, "The idea of 

celibacy is not appealing to today's young women" (October, 1991). She admits also 

that some feminist issues such as abortion are a source of difficulty on Catholic 

women’s campuses; as president, she avoids putting her college in conflict with her 

church 

Today, Catholic women’s colleges and these four in particular walk a 

tightrope on women's issues. The current Pope, John Paul, leads a majority 

conservative bloc in his church that views women in a traditional mode. Although 

pro-choice advocates have spoken on the campuses of Trinity and Regis, it s 

unlikely that pro- choice activists would be invited to speak today. Issues such as 

women priests, abortion, and birth control are unlikely to be promoted officially by 

Catholic women’s colleges. Although some Catholic women on Catholic women’s 
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campuses favor the ordination of women, and abortion rights, they are not likely to 

be open about their views. It is likely that as time goes on, issues such as abortion 

and the ordination of women will become more volatile at Catholic women’s 

colleges. It’s also likely that the issue of academic freedom will be tested at these 

colleges especially around women’s issues and the church. For example, abortion 

may continue to put a wedge between those Catholic feminists who want to remain 

in the church and those Catholic feminists who want to dismantle the church. 

Catholic women’s colleges need to be strong to persevere, because they are 

women’s colleges and will face women’s issues that put them in conflict with the 

church. 

A fair summary of the case would seem to be that these four colleges have 

educated women from the early 1900's to the present, and have manifestly 

demonstrated their sharing of the feminists' goal of education and opportunity for 

women. They, like other women's colleges, tried to balance their mission and 

curriculum to reflect the times and the needs of their female students. Because they 

are Catholic, they have a special relationship with the church and support church 

teaching. They are careful not to put themselves in conflict with the church. They 

are proud of their tradition and their mission as Catholic women s colleges and 

encourage women to be leaders and good Catholics. It is clear that they believe that 

both Catholicism and feminism can co-exist on their campus, and that they have 

therefore provided a fertile field for the development of Catholic feminism. Their 

campuses are woman-centered and Catholic-centered, and their curricula reflects 

not only a female tradition, but a Catholic tradition. 
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In the 90 s the College of Saint Catherine's states a goal that is certainly 

both feminist and Catholic. 

The campus atmosphere encourages women to define themselves 
independently of the narrow expectations of women which society 
holds. The college affirms its Catholic heritage, which provides the 
foundation for its educational programs, and for a community of 
faith (1990, p.6). 

Trinity College, St. Mary's, and Regis College have similar statements in their 

catalogues. 

While it is clear that these four colleges are women-centered, they are not 

colleges that are strongly feminist. They encourage women to be successful, to 

choose a career, and to study. They are colleges committed to remaining all 

female, and to remaining Catholic, but they do not encourage discussion with the 

church on issues concerning women's access to birth control and to abortion since 

to do so would violate their mission as Catholic institutions. To argue, however, 

that these colleges are not feminist-oriented is incorrect, because they encourage 

women to learn, to achieve, and to effect change. 

Ten recommendations for further research have evolved in the course of this 

case study research. The first five recommendations are most closely concerned 

with the achievement of a better understanding of the relation between Catholic 

women's colleges and feminism. 

1. It would seem useful to replicate this study, focussing on other Catholic 

women’s colleges, to enable greater generalization of the conclusions, or 

the reverse, but not necessarily with this method. 
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2. A study of convent life focusing on the community of women, women 

friendships, bonds, and relationships would be useful. Such a study would 

be enlightening about women religious and their relationships as women 

with other women. This research would be difficult, because there are few 

women religious and they may be unwilling to speak about convent life. 

There are letters, and some documentation that can be found in college 

archives. Such research would add to a previously unexamined and 

significant segment of women’s history. 

3. A history of Catholic women’s colleges is needed. Some initial work has 

been done on the subject. Dr. Mary Oates in Higher Education for Catholic 

Women: An Historical Anthology (1988) has an interesting collection of 

essays about Catholic women's colleges that focuses on history, mission, 

and curriculum. There are several chapters about Catholic women's 

colleges in works on Catholic higher education, in particular Edward 

Power's A History of Catholic Higher Education (1958), and James 

Kenneally’s A History of Catholic Women (1990), but a more 

comprehensive history can be written. 
t 

4. A study of women graduates of Catholic women's colleges who became 

active in public service and public life can be written. A good source is the 

essay "A Luminous Minority" by Abigail McCarthy, who makes the point 

that many graduates of Catholic women s colleges became political 

activists. McCarthy, who lives and writes in Washington, D.C., would be 
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helpful. The resources of alumnae offices Catholic women’s colleges could 

also be tapped. 

5. A scholarly history of the religious women who founded Catholic women's 

colleges would be helpful. Currently, many religious women's orders are 

now writing their respective histories. Among recent publications is On 

Good Ground, a history of the Sisters of St. Joseph of Carondolet by Angela 

Hurley. The publication The History of Women Religious newsletter is a 

helpful tool for this research. 

6. Studies can be undertaken about Catholic women's colleges, such as 

Webster College, that have severed their connection to the Catholic church. 

Several Catholic women’s colleges walked away from the sponsorship of 

the church, debating issues such as Catholic teaching, the role of the 

sponsoring order, and academic freedom. There is little literature about 

the colleges that discontinued their church connection, but there are many 

available sources such as sisters, former sisters, trustees, faculty, 

administrators, and alumna who could be interviewed in a qualitative case 

study. 

7. A study of comparison and contrast of feminist issues on those Catholic 

women’s colleges that became co-educational, as well as those Catholic 

women’s colleges that severed their ties with the church with those that 

remained Catholic women’s colleges could be interesting. 

8. A study of outcomes, by way of examining the first students, often 

immigrants or the daughters of immigrants, at Catholic women's colleges 
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can be written. A qualitative case study could be undertaken to look at this 

topic. 

9. In relation to the existence of Catholic women's colleges, a study of the effect 

of coeducation in previously male Catholic colleges on enrollments and 

endowments would provide economic and sociological information. This 

study would examine the history of particular male Catholic colleges, their 

proximity to Catholic women's colleges and the causes and timing of their 

coeducational shift. A qualitative as well as a quantitative study of this 

topic would be useful. 

10. A study on the leaders in Catholic women's colleges and how each shaped 

her college might be revelatory. Several doctoral dissertations, such as 

Mary Klein’s, have been written on Sister Madeleva of St. Mary's, and 

several essays on Sister Antonia McHugh of St. Catherine’s. There is 

literature and documentation available, and there are still people living 

who can provide information. 

11. The possible future of Catholic women’s colleges is already producing some 

research. A dissertation on The Rise and Fall of Catholic Women's 

Colleges in New York (1989) by Tracy Mitrano suggests that other regional 

studies would be worthwhile. 

Briefly put, this study made clear that useful studies remain to be carried 

out on the Catholic women’s colleges which were significant in educating women 

of the Catholic persuasion and simultaneously helping them move into the 

mainstream of American life. 
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APPENDIX 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR COLLEGE OFFICERS 

How long have you been associated with your college? What changes have you 

seen in the education of women at your college in the past years? 

Is there a uniqueness or distinctiveness to the education of women at your 

college? 

Is there a feminist atmosphere at the college, a feminine atmosphere, a Catholic 

atmosphere? 

Because your college is Catholic, how have the changes in the church affected 

your college? 

Are there any conflicts between Catholic and feminist thinking on your 

campus? 

Do faculty and students feel comfortable with feminist goals that are in conflict 

with church teachings? 

Do you think academic freedom is ever compromised on your campus because 

of the church? 

Catholic women's education gives us a glimpse into the lives of Catholic 

women. 

Is there a sisterhood? 

Is it part of the tradition on a Catholic women's campus? 

Aside from religious women? 

How is education on your campus like or different from other Catholic women’s 

colleges, from other women’s colleges? 
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What is the future for your college, and the future for women in the church? 
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