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Au cours des quinze dernieres annees les
historien(ne)s des femmes au Quebec ont
commence a explorer /'importance des
communautes religieuses de femmes dans la
societe canadienne-franraise. Le point de
mire pour leur interet s'est deplace vers la
communaute en general, les raisons pour
avoir choisi la vie de couvent, et les diverses
entreprises de charm. De plus en plus
d'historien(ne)s reconnaissent le besoin
d'examiner la vie religieuse comme alternative
au manage et ala maternite. Etant donne la
realite religieuse et socio-economique du
Quebec dans les annees 1930, la vie de
couvent peut €lre vue comme une option
attirante pour les jeunes femmes avec des
aspirations professionnelles ou religieuses.

Within the last fifteen years historians
of women in Quebec have begun to
explore the importance of religious
communities of women within French­
Canadian society. The emphasis has
shifted away from finding heroines and
models of piety among the nuns2 (usually
the foundresses or leaders), to an interest
in the general membership, its reasons for
choosing a convent life, and its various
charitable endeavours. Not all agree on
the nature of the contribution nuns have
made, but more are recognizing the need
to examine the religious life as an avenue
that was open to women as an alternative
to marriage and motherhood.

As recent scholarship has begun to re­
dress the lack of attention paid to nuns
over the years, two basic hypotheses
about communities of women have
emerged. One of these suggests that reli­
gious congregations absorbed marginal­
ized women of the society, particularly
widows and women 'd'un certain age' who
were engaging in works ofcharityon their
own.3 It is Bernard Denault's contention
that the clergy actively sought to direct
the efforts of these women in accordance
with its view of the role of the Roman
Catholic Church in society.4 Although
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Denaultpresents a convincing case for the
growing hegemony of the Church in the
realm of social services, he fails to treat
nuns as agents on their own behalf.
Denaultwould seem to suggest that it was
the approbation of the clergy that saved
these women from alife on the 'fringe: At
the same time he wants to make the point
thatitwas to theadvantage ofthe clergy to
take over and direct the initiative of these
women. Nevertheless, it is not at all clear
by what magic this group of 'margina­
lized' and 'passive' women was trans­
formed into an organization worthy of
esteem.

Assessments of religious communities
that are more sensitive to the aspirations
of women have been put forward by
Micheline Dumont 5 and.. Marta
Danylewycz.6 These historians have
argued that the religious life represented
an alternative to marriage, motherhood,
and spinsterhood. Their approach ac­
knowledges the desire of women to be
involved actively in society. Dumont
emphasizes the need to analyze the role
of communities "comme pOle d'attraction,
pour l'ensemble de la population feminine;
c'est d'€valuer leurs fonctions en regard des
besoins sociaux de leur epoque."7 Both
Dumont and Danlewycz have stressed
the fact that religious life was an attractive
option for women as long as they were
philosophically and economically con­
strained to attach themselves to a 'foyer.'
Dumont suggests that, in a society in
which motherhood was held as the ideal
for women, the notion ofa "maternite spir­
ituelle"B increased both the acceptability
and the appeal of the religious life. Fur­
thermore, Dumont argues that, once in
the convent, some women used
the religious life as a vehicle for occu­
pational advancement and self-expres­
sion. According to Danylewycz, the con­
vent offered nuns many opportunities
unavailable to their lay peers.

The work of Danylewycz and Dumont
also raises some rather difficult questions
about the motivations and attitudes of the

nuns. While Danylewycz found evidence
of what she called "feminist praxis"9
among the nuns, Dumont argued more
explicitly that "les religieuses (fiaient) peut­
etre des feministes sans le savoir. "10 Can
one, however, argue that a latent femin­
ism inspired these women to join the con­
vent when, even by Dumont's own
admission, many if not most nuns per­
ceived themselves to be responding to
a call from God to be of service within the
Church? Does evidence of "feministprax­
is" mean that religious life was a protest
against the role assigned to women with
the patriarchal structure of the Church?
Or does challenging the authority of
bishops and priests with regard to their
own communities suggest that the nuns
accepted the patriarchal structure, but
sought to secure their own place within
it? Furthermore, with regard to the
'proto-feminism' ofsome nuns, onemight
wonder whether this phenomenon
actually motivated women to opt for the
religious life, or whether it was an out­
growth of their experience after they
entered.

It would seem that, for the majority of
women, choosing the religious life did not
constitute a conscious protest against the
restricted lives of lay women in Quebec.
Nuns continue to describe their choice of
the convent as a response to a call from
God.lI This is hardly surprising when the
very validity of their 'vocation' is pre­
mised on the fact that their choice of the
convent is seen in religious terms. It is
quite possible that citing any other reason
for wanting to enter may have been
unacceptable to those responsible for
screening entrants. Since there was, then,
a religious rhetoric that was approved,
and perhaps expected, it is difficult to
assess motives for entrance.

Difficulty does not, however, mean im­
possibility. Dumont and Danylewycz
have been right to insist that the lives of
the nuns must be examined. One can be­
gin by studying women who entered
communities during specific periods of
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time in order to recreate as closely as
possible the nature of the choices available
to them. Admittedly it is dangerous to
generalize on the basis of one group of
entrants. Nevertheless, it seems this is the
only place to start to delineate the broader
picture. This paper will present some of
the findings of a study of a Montreal­
based community during the 1930s and
1940s.12

The Community under study was
chosen for several reasons. This group
was involved in virtually every aspect of
the social services and numbered both
professionals and non-professionals in its
membership. One traditional work of the
Community even into the 1930s was
home-visiting, and the Sisters played an
important part in the life of the rural
communities in which they lived. 13 Their
entrance requirements were not prohibi­
tive, apart from canonical stipulations
regarding age and legitimacy. 14 Although
good health was seen as an asset, ex­
ceptions were made. There were no set
levels of education to be attained prior to
entrance, nor was a dowry actually
demanded (although formally it was a
requirement). These factors made this
community more easily accessible to
women who wanted a life of service to
the Church. The young women usually
brought with them what they could: a
table service, a few articles of under­
clothing, and whatever their parents
might want to give. The Community sup­
plied the rest.

The major source of information for
this study was the Community's Register
of Membership, which includes the en­
trants' names and the names of their
parents, as well as the occupations of the
fathers. It records the location of the en­
trants' births and the locations from which
they entered. The dates at which they
progressed through various stages of
training are also listed. In some cases a
note has been made on their educational
training. Necrologies and various com­
memorative booklets of the Community
were also consulted. Although the Com­
munity had an English-speaking Noviti­
ate in the United States, this study
examines only those women who entered
in Montreal. 15 In total we are dealing with
2,007 entrants over a twenty-year period.

The time frame selected for the study,
1930-1950, encompassed both a period of
very successful recruitment of new mem­
bers ot the Community (the first half of the

1930s) and a period of ominous decline in
new membership (the 194Os). In Quebec
generally the population of nuns in­
creased by 29% during the Depression
and the years 1930-1934 were record years
for recruitment of new members. Some
have attributed the increase in member­
ship to the economic dislocation caused
by the Depression. 16 By cOlltrast, the 1940s
was marked by a return to prosperity occa­
sioned by the Second World War, and by
the recruitment of women into jobs pre­
viously denied them because of their sex.
During this time growth of religious com­
munities of women was 10% less than in
the previous decade. The recruitment to
this community faltered during the 1940s
as 40% fewer new members joined. This
study examines the extent to which the
material conditions of existence may be
said to have affected recruitment. The
religious/political contexts of both the
increase and decrease in membership
were also studied.

Some broad patterns and conclusions
emerged from the sources. 17 Firstofall, the
ages at which the young women chose the
religious life offers an insight into how
women perceived their choice: whether
they viewed it as their first choice, or their
last hope, with optimism and enthusiastic
idealism, or panic. The average age of the
entrants over the twenty years was 21,
and most of the women were between 18
and 24 years of age. 18 The average age of
marriage in Canada during these years
was approximately 25. 19 Almost half of
those who entered in any age category left
before it was time to pronounce final
vows.

What all of this suggests is that, first of
all, women chose to enter the convent at
an age younger than that at which they
might marry. That so many left implies
that there was little stigma attached to
leaving before final vows. (By contrast,
leaving after final vows was viewed by the
Church much as divorce was at the time).
It would seem that many young women
entered the convent to test their suitability
for the life. Catholic girls at the time were
encouraged to consider the possibility of a
'vocation,' and one could at least try the
convent and then get out - unlike mar­
riage. It would appear that most women
who decided to enter the convent saw it
as a positive first choice, rather than their
only alternative when other things failed.

Most of the entrants also came from
those areas where the Community had
houses, so the young women would have
had some familiarity with the nuns.
Another factor which may have influ­
enced entrance was that approximately
20% of the entrants had a sibling in the
Community. Not only did the presence of
a sister in the Community constitute a
positive role model, but in an age when
contact with family and friends was strict­
ly controlled after entrance, the know-

. ledge that one was not'alone' would have
been most reassuring.

To establish the socio-economic back­
ground of the entrants, the occupations of
their fathers were analyzed. Farmers'
daughters were disproportionately repre­
sented. Not quite half of those who en­
tered and more than half of those who
stayed, came from the farm. Since the
nuns did not provide any educational
facilities for the elite of the society where
upper-class young women would have
come to know them, the underrepre­
sentation of professionals' daughters is
not surprising. Nor did the poorest ele­
ments in society provide many members
for this group. In fact, the diversified
ministry in which the Community was
engaged, and the rural location of many of
the convents, put the Community in con­
tact with precisely those kinds of women
who entered.

The educational background of the
women who entered seems to reflect the
characteristics of the general female
population. Most had completed the
equivalent of Grade 8; many had a year or
two of high school. A few had teaching
certificates or professional training. Un­
fortunately, however, the records are not
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entirely complete with regard to this
aspect of the entrants' backgrounds.

To appreciate the choice represented by
the convent, one must understand what
other options were available to women.
In the 1930s, not surprisingly, the econo­
mic climate was most unfavorable for
Quebecoises. Fifty percent of the
women who worked outside their own
homes were engaged in 'service.' For
many, if not most, this meant domestic
service, the mainstay of 'working' women
during the Depression. The professionsof
teaching and nursing were increasingly
taken over by the nuns who, for example,
took up teaching positions at a faster rate
than the laity. This was understandable
when nuns could be hired to teach for a
pittance - even less than the already low­
paid lay teachers. 20 Finally, the attitudinal
climate of the 1930s did not favour women
in the workplace. The Francoeur Bill intro­
duced in the Quebec legislature in 1935
went so far as to seek to exclude women
from the workforce unless they could
prove need. 21

At the same time that there was a great
deal of hostile rhetoric aimed at those
women who were trying to make a living,
the clerico-political elites continued to
extol the role of wife and mother within
the French-Canadian context. The image
of the nurturing female also encompassed
those women who would dedicate their
lives to the service of others in the Church.
So, during the 1930s when most women
found the workplace inhospitable, reli­
gious communities offered attractive
alternatives where women could enjoy
legitimate power and respect. Young
women were being fed a steady diet of
what was acceptable for them and they
had the time to try out the religious life - a
life that was often linked to a profession.

What changed in the 194Os? As has been
shown, the age of entrants and the per­
centage of those with kin remained fairly
constant. Farmers' daughters continued
throughout the period to be overrepre­
sented in the Community. What this
meant, particularly in the 194Os, was that

. the Community continued to draw on a
diminishing sector of the population.
Whereas 27% of Quebec males were
employed in the agricultural sector at this
time, 39% of the recruits came from farms.

Another consideration is the type and
scale of work undertaken by the nuns
during the 194Os. The eight new founda­
tions of the Community in these years
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included an orphanage for boys, an
elementary school for the children of
workers in a munitions factory, a rest
home for their own nuns, an educational
institute, and three hospitals. The Com­
munity was being forced to give its
members some occupational/professional
training to work in larger institutions,
particularly hospitals. Many Sisters were
assuming supervisory or administrative
roles. Nuns were less frequently to be
found making home visitations. In a real
sense, the life of the nuns was becoming
more professionalized in terms of occupa­
tions, and the scale on which they were
asked to perform certain works militated
against their spending much time with
potential new members. Since recruit­
ment depended to a great extent on infor­
mal and individual encouragement, this
could have been a problem.

Throughout the period under examina­
tion, education continued to be a rela­
tively unimportant factor in both entrance
and declining enrolment. Catholic
women, generally, were not encouraged
to receive any other training than that
which would prepare them for
motherhood. Until education would be­
come a means of occupational- advance­
ment for women rather than a preparation
for one's 'vocation,' it seems unlikely that
it could be considered a factor in dimi­
nishing recruitment.

What did change then? Clearly one
must consider the occupational opportu­
nities occasioned by the war. Women in
Quebec, as elsewhere, took part in war
industries and enjoyed the autonomy
that resulted from their employment. 22

Unlike other areas in Canada where
hesitation about women at work was
perhaps a little more muted by patriotic
fervour, the Quebecoises were exposed
to vitriolic attacks by the clergy for their
selfishness and wanton disregard for the
welfare of their children when they
went off to work. 23 In a sense, the clergy
laid all its cards on the table in an attempt
to keep women at home. One mightargue
that the experience many women gained
in the workplace belied the most out­
rageous claims of the clergy with regard
to their moral jeopardy. This contradiction
may have been but one element corroding
the credibility and authority of the clergy,
especially with regard to their pronounce­
ments about women. It would be hard to
argue that the expectations of women did
not change over the war years. One might

also wonder whether those who worked
during the war merely delayed entrance.
There is no evidence to suggest so within
this community. It would seem that those
who postponed entrance never, in fact,
entered the convent.

Several other factors seem worthy of
consideration in trying to account for
waning interest in this community. The
occupational explosion for women dur­
ing the war did not last. Active pro­
grammes were begun by 1944 to encour­
age women 'to go back home.' Most
women did, and on the surface, life
seemed to return to 'normal.' Some mar­
ried women, however, remained in the
workforce, and these relatively few
women can be seen to have kept the door
open for others. These women did not
have the best jobs, but their presence in
the workforce suggested to others that
marriage need not necessarily preclude
paid employment.

One occupation that did make a differ­
ence for women during and after the war
was clerical work. Employment in an
office was generally considered an accept­
able middle-class occupation, and one
that was not already monopolized by
nuns. Women were thus able to begin to
conceive of work outside the 'vocational'
range traditionally presented to them.

In another important development in
the mid- to late-thirties, rural lay female
teachers, and later their urban counter­
parts, began to challenge the clerical
hegemony in their field. 24 These women
were actively resisted by the government
which seemed accurately to perceive that
they were picking away at the under­
pinnings of a system that relied on the
'cheap labour' of the nuns. Similarly, in
the mid-194Os, some nurses saw the need
to unionize in order to withstand the pres­
sure to turn them into 'lay nuns.'25 While
neither of these efforts at organization
could be construed as mass movements,
they represent an incipient awareness
that women who chose not to enter the
convent had a right to a profession and to
a living wage.

In the realm of provincial politics the
struggle to obtain female suffrage con­
tinued without success throughout the
1930s. While many see the granting of the
vote to women in Quebec in 1940 as a
political ploy or a class-specific concern, it
seems that this event can also be viewed
as part of a nascent challenge to clerical
control in Quebec. The fact that Premier

33



Godbout stood up to Cardinal Villeneuve,
threatening to resign and leave his posi­
tion open for an avowed anti-clerical if
female suffrage were not granted, sug­
gests that Godbout knew that he could
successfully defy the iron grip of the
clergy.25

What all of this suggests is that regard­
less of how slow or how minimal social
change may have seemed at the time, it
was probably the most important factor in
accounting for declining enrolment in the
Community. The emergence of clerical
work provided middle-class women with
an alternative to more traditional pursuits.
The growing militancy of some teachers
and nurses was forcing open the doors of
these professions of women who wanted
a career and an income on which to live
independently. The changing attitude
which resulted from manied women's deci­
sions to stay at, or go back to, work was
part of a larger awareness that women
had a right to a just wage and reasonable
working conditions. Although they faced
the hostility of many of their male coun­
terparts, their presence allowed for the
possibility of greater choice for women.

Given the religiOUS and socio-economic
reality of Quebec in the 1930s, then, the
religious life can indeed to seen as an
attractive option for young women with
occupational or religious aspirations.
Accordingly, the Community shared in
very successful years of recruitment to the
religious life throughout Quebec. In the
1940s, however, the seeds sown by those
women who stood up against the image of
women propounded by the clerico-politi­
cal elites began to bear some fruit in the
gradual opening of options for women
other than marriage and the convent. In
this context the Community experienced
a rather dramatic decline in new
members as women looked elsewhere for
life choices.

In all of this, however, we must not lose
sight of the fact that the women who
entered the convent spoke of their choice
in relation to a specific 'call from God.'
Despite the subjectivity of such an asser­
tion, recruitment patterns reveal much
about the nature of their 'vocation.' As
more convent records are made available
in the future, the role and importance of
these women will be more clearly under­
stood.
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munity of Women in Quebec, 1930-1939"
(M.A. McGilI, 1983). The responses to

the question, "Who suggested the reli­
gious life to you?" were revealing both
in content and in emphasis. Almost
unanimously the nuns attributed their
being in the convent to a call from God.
The use of phrases like 'God alone' or
'Jesus Christ Himself' followed by ex­
clamation marks or periods indicated that
there was some sensitivity to the sugges­
tion that they may have had other motives
for being there.
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OURSTORY: KATHERINE AND ME

The tiny Polish lady
limps in to work offering
fresh-baked Easter cakes, tart
garden apples, or spindly
backyard flowers; but always,
her presence brings a hug.

She worries her sentences
With accent, stumbling words
recall the hell of concentration
camps carried to Canada: Katherine
has trouble understanding
the war is over

for us who never lived it.
Terror stutters on her
tongue teaching me
the courage of speech;
teeth embedded like mountains
ranged deep in my life.

When my friend limps
in to visit, we don't talk
easy, I take her
flowers and cake served
with apples and caring,
a mountain to live by, yet

I don't know how to thank her.

Claire-Leah Wright
Toronto, Ontario.
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