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Abstract

This article examines the biographies and personal records of nineteenth-century Catholic nuns who worked in education, with a view to determining how they reconciled their individuality with the demands of religious life. Their resistance to rules, and the ways in which they wrestled with the vow of obedience, is examined. The roles of the Novice Mistress and the Superior in teaching and managing the members of their religious communities are explored, with particular reference to three orders of women religious. 
Keywords: convent; resistance; individuality; Catholic; education 

Introduction 
The theme of the 2012 annual conference of the History of Education Society offered many scholars of women’s history the opportunity to consider their subjects as rebels, rulers and reformers. Recent scholarship on nineteenth- and early twentieth-century nuns1 has pointed to myriad ways in which nuns were rulers and reformers within education, and there is much evidence of their institutional leadership, educational management and financial acumen.2 Scholars including Elizabeth Smyth and Rosa Bruno-Jofré working on teaching orders in Canada; Sarah Curtis, Phil Kilroy and Rebecca Rogers on French women religious in education; and Emily Clarke and Kathleen Sprows Cummings on nuns in the United States have greatly illuminated our understanding of what nuns contributed to educational leadership and teaching.3 Less is known about ways in which nuns were rebels, showing resistance to their families, convent Superiors and the hierarchical Church.4 This is so in part because few nineteenth-century nuns left personal papers, and convent records are economical in their recording of disciplinary issues. There is therefore a need to explore sources that allow researchers to infer the kinds of resistance that existed in convents. While nuns may not have left written accounts of their transgressions, the rules and rhetoric that anticipated and corrected rebellious behaviour can be scrutinised. This article looks at records of Irish nuns who worked in education at home and internationally.5 While the article draws on the early work of Catriona Clear, who paved the way for the scholarship of Mary Peckham Magray, Mary Raughter and Máire Kealy, it recognises that there is a need for more research on Irish nuns.6 In the past two years, convent life in Ireland has attracted new attention, and the international reach of Irish women missionaries has also been the subject of recent scholarship.7 

As the historiographical work of Hellinckx et al. has indicated, attention has been paid to the contribution of religious congregations involved in teaching and health care.8 There has been a clear break with the traditional, often hagiographical, style of writing about nuns, and an emerging body of work that seeks to position the history of women religious within the history of education, women’s history, and the history of medicine and nursing. Such work has rigorously dismissed the stereotype of the Catholic nun as the ‘obedient, meek, humble servant of the male- dominated church’.9 This article positions itself within such historical discourse, drawing on perspectives from recent scholarship and adding an analysis of some sources that have not heretofore been examined with a view to understanding Irish nuns as women educators. In doing so, the article recognises that while convents, per se, were established as religious houses, those belonging to teaching orders usually had schools attached, and the convent school has played a role not only in education but also in the national imagination.10 

This article uses biographies, personal records and institutional records to examine a sample of nineteenth-century Irish Catholic nuns, who worked in education around the globe, with a view to determining how they reconciled their individuality with the demands of religious life. It also draws on Canon Law, and on official publications such as manuals for novices that give insight into the demands of religious life. Of particular relevance in this article is the religious vow of Obedience taken by nuns, which bound them to the observance of the Rule and Constitutions of their order, and obliged them to obey their Superior. The purpose of the vow of Obedience is discussed, acknowledging its place in hierarchical community life. As will be seen, the exercise of power within convents was not always repressive; rather it was often a productive force.11 Powerful and dynamic Superiors kept members of large communities working as one, thereby ensuring that large schools functioned efficiently, and international expansion continued rapidly. They routinely relied on the discourses of religious life, and this was especially so during the training and formation of nuns in novitiates, at a time when they internalised the ‘cause’ of religious life. However, it will be shown that many nuns rebelled against the demands of complete obedience. 

Convent schooling and convent life: preparation for conformity 
Although they have been the subject of research elsewhere, two phenomena must be noted before commencing this discussion of Irish nuns.12 The first is the dramatic and rapid growth in the number of religious orders for Irish women in nineteenth-century Ireland, and the second is the increased attraction of religious life for women at that time. The former phenomenon has been scrutinised by scholars including Tony Fahey, Suellen Hoy, Catriona Clear and Mary Peckham Magray, all of whom have commented on the speed with which the landscape of religious life changed: while there were approximately 122 nuns in Ireland in 1800, by 1901 there were 8031, giving a ratio of one nun per 400 members of the population.13 Convents spread across the country, with a concentration of them to be found in Dublin and the southern part of the map. In the second half of the century, the rate of vocations increased nine-fold.14 In the middle decades of the century growth was most dramatic, with 68% growth in the number of nuns in the period 1860–1869. The latter phenomenon – the increasing appeal of life as a nun – cannot be measured with statistics and percentages. It involves interrogating a whole range of sources, including biographies and personal records where they exist, with a view to understanding elusive human characteristics such as motivation, taste, emotion and – perhaps most elusive of all – spiritual faith. 

It was common to refer to the deeply personal vocation to religious life as the ‘call’, and, as I have argued elsewhere, the increased sensitivity of girls to this call was doubtless influenced by the increasing availability of a more active apostolate for women from the early nineteenth century, at which time the Holy See began to grant approval to congregations with simple vows, in which members observed only partial cloister.15 With the proliferation of new congregations by the mid-nineteenth century, young women could devote their lives to serving others through teaching or nursing. In turn, the involvement of nuns in education would have a direct influence on pupils, making them increasingly attuned to, and attracted to, the call to religious life. Scholars have noted that having a priest or a nun in the family was a source of great pride, and the exalted status of religious life doubtless contributed to its attraction for many young women.16 
While many Irish women who chose religious life did so because they believed they had a vocation to that life, some may have had other motivations. Without a doubt, such a life offered attractive philanthropic and leadership possibilities to women, giving them positions of authority and influence that were not widely available to their secular counterparts. That there were few opportunities for lay Catholic women to establish voluntary societies was partly a consequence of ‘the insistence of the Catholic hierarchy on collective philanthropy by women being organized through religious congregations’.17 Indeed Margaret MacCurtain et al. have also suggested that ‘the overpowering importance of convents to the religious life of Catholic females may have had a detrimental effect on the involvement of lay Catholic women in social life’.18 Pauline Jackson, agreeing that convent life offered unusually attractive opportunities to Irish women, has demonstrated that religious life allowed them, irrespective of education or wealth, to escape the drudgery of married life and childbirth.19 And, as research suggests, some women were doubtless attracted to missionary teaching orders because they presented the opportunity to travel to exotic countries, for a heroic purpose.20 In consecrating themselves to God, women were taught that they had chosen the best possible way to live life. Male clergy, and some Superiors, were responsible for writing influential publications on themes such as ‘vocation’ and the ‘character and work’ of the nun. These works told girls that nuns ‘constitute the élite of the Christian army’21 and that as nuns in the mission field they would become part of ‘the glorious phalanx of the greatest benefactors of the human race’.22 The rhetoric surrounding religious life glorified it for women: they were giving their lives to ‘the splendid cause’.23 However, as will be seen, some would rebel. 

Religious life and the rejection of secular spheres 
Before examining resistance within the convent, it is important to note that for some women their greatest act of rebellion was going against family wishes in order to enter a convent in the first place. Frances Teresa Ball was one such young woman. She was born in Dublin in 1794 to John Ball, a wealthy silk merchant, and Mabel Clare Bennett, who belonged to a distinguished West of Ireland family. Like many prominent Catholic families at that time, the Balls sent their children to England to be educated. Their son, Nicholas, went to Stonyhurst, while daughters Isabella, Anna Maria and Frances attended the famous Bar Convent, York, which belonged to an order of nuns known as the Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary (IBVMs). By the time Frances was old enough to be sent away to school, her father – by then a man of 75 – wanted his youngest daughter to remain at home with him. His wife, however, insisted that their last daughter should be well educated and she delivered Frances into the hands of the nuns in York on the same day in 1803 that she collected the older girls to escort them back to Ireland and to a life of social activity that culminated in their successful marriages. In 1804, John Ball died. Four years later, Frances returned to Ireland from the Bar Convent, to live with her mother who was already making plans for the marriage of her youngest daughter. 

However, Frances had decided that she wanted to become a nun. Her mother put up strenuous opposition, supported by Frances’s guardian, even offering to increase her dowry to £10,000 if she would agree to abandon notions of religious life. In 1814 she managed to get their agreement and, on the advice of Archbishop Murray, she returned to the Bar Convent to enter the Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary (hereafter IBVM), and took the name Teresa. Seven years later, Archbishop Murray brought Mother Teresa Ball back to Dublin, to make what would become one of the most important IBVM foundations in the world, at Rathfarnham Abbey. Her Sisters were known thereafter in Ireland and elsewhere as the Loreto Sisters (‘Loretto’ in Canada). Motivated by her faith, Mother Teresa Ball repeatedly demonstrated a spirit of adventure, making many international foundations. 

It is unsurprising to find that many parents were not easily mollified when their daughters rebelled against them, in order to enter a convent. Indeed, in some instances girls ran away from home to become nuns. One of the first young women to come to Mother Teresa Ball to enter Rathfarnham Abbey ‘left her home without the knowledge of her family’ and, arriving at the convent, made her way to the chapel oratory where she planned to take ‘hold of the altar’ and refuse to move.24 An accommodation was arrived at, whereby the young girl’s Protestant father permitted her to remain at the convent for a month, but Mother Teresa asked him to remove his daughter when public scandal was growing that the girl was being kept against her own wishes.25 

There were many women who entered religious life having been raised in another faith, and theirs was often a rebellion against not only their parents but also their church. Born in 1787, one of Teresa Ball’s close contemporaries was Mary Aikenhead, the daughter of a Cork physician and member of the Established Church (Anglican). Influenced by the devout Catholic nanny who raised her, Aiken- head was baptised into the Catholic faith in 1802. Between 1812 and 1825 she made her novitiate at the Bar Convent, York, and then returned to Ireland to found the congregation of the Sisters of Charity there. In her lifetime she founded ten charitable institutions in Ireland, and supported missionary foundations in France and Australia. There were also many less well-known nuns, whose conversion to Catholicism either preceded entering religious life, or was accomplished in order to enter a convent. Margaret Dalrymple, one of eleven children born to Limerick Presbyterian James Dalrymple, turned to Catholicism and became a Religious of the Society of the Sacred Heart (hereafter RSCJ) in 1875, and spent most of her life 
teaching in New York.26 Ellen Power, born in Tyrone in 1825, similarly left the Anglican Communion to enter the RSCJs in 1856. Eliza Bradley converted to enter the same order in 1860, while Antrim woman Mary Entwistle joined them in 1865, having also converted from Protestantism.27 

Occasionally women became nuns having rebelled against their roles as wives and mothers. As early as 1646 a young Irish woman, Juliana Nolan, entered the Dominican order having ‘separated by mutual consent’ from her husband who became a Dominican priest.28 More usually, married women only entered convents when widowed, and the fact that they were mothers did not preclude them from becoming nuns. Cork woman Ellen Woodlock gave birth to her only child shortly after the death of her husband around 1833. At some time in 1834, she entered the Society of St Louis, in Juilly, France, where she had become a nun having placed her young son as a boarder in the nearby Juilly Collège.29 By 1851, having helped the order to recruit several Irish women, she decided to leave religious life and she was dispensed from her vows. Woodlock returned to Cork where she undertook charitable work.  Dorinda Ashlin, whose four children included Mary Dora Ashlin RSCJ, similarly wanted to pursue religious life after her husband died and her children were raised. She, however, was encouraged to remain a secular, living within Mount Anville Convent, Dublin, where she was able to offer both financial and practical support, occasionally acting as a chaperone for travelling nuns. She was professed a nun on her deathbed, at the age of 92.30 

It is impossible to comment conclusively on why women rebelled against the expectations of their families, their church and society by becoming nuns. Many were doubtless drawn by a ‘call’ to devote themselves to God, while others saw convent life as an attractive alternative to marriage and motherhood. Women with some schooling, or a dowry, who entered an order of teaching Sisters could expect further education, a lengthy teaching career and the possibility of travelling overseas either to missionary schools, or to make a new foundation. As Anthony Fahey has noted, religious life also offered women leadership possibilities, presenting opportu- nities to Catholic women that ‘had no counterpart in the Protestant churches and denominations’.31 By converting to Catholicism and becoming nuns, women could have careers that were by all accounts uncommon at that time. Similarly, having rejected parental wishes, women such as Mother Teresa Ball could have a professional life that included travel, teaching, strategising, making foundations and developing models of leadership for hundreds of women and thousands of girls on three continents. These gestures of resistance to the demands and attractions of secular life prepared some women for the lives ahead of them, where obedience to the will of God would determine everything. 

Obedience and the will of God 
As will be seen below, the vow of obedience taken by nuns included that they show subservience to their convent Superiors, and that they abide by the Rule and Constitutions of the religious order they had joined. Before examining how this vow made demands on temporal life, it is important to recognise that nuns were taught that there were spiritual reasons for these demands. Henri de Lubac, one of the most influential Catholic theologians of the twentieth century, noting that many people saw ‘the exercise of authority in the Church as an intolerable tyranny’, argued that such people failed to understand that the Spirit of God directs and animates the Church. The Church, in turn, is the ‘divine magisterium’, to whom believers freely submit, placing themselves ‘under the eternal law by the obedience of faith’.32 The act of ‘dying to oneself’, by rejecting temporal desires and needs, was central to becoming a good nun, and was reinforced through reading about the lives of the Saints, following the direction of the (male) hierarchy, and listening to the instruction of convent Superiors. Scholars including Rosemary Radford Reuther and Christine Trimmingham Jack have written compellingly on the patristic theology of the founding Fathers of the Church, arguing that it defined woman by her subordination to man and her ‘“carnality” in the disorder of sin’.33 In this theology, woman could be saved ‘by overcoming the body and living a virginal life’ as a nun.34 The teachings of St Thomas Aquinas, explaining that religious perfection consists ‘chiefly in the imitation of Christ’, stated that those being instructed to become professed religious needed ‘to follow the direction of someone under whose control they are directed ... as disciples under a master’.35 This ‘master’, for women religious, was their Superior, and she represented the authority of God on earth.36 

The acceptance of the direction of the Superior sometimes brought suffering and humiliation, but nuns were taught that this brought them closer to God. The papers of Mother Teresa Dease, Irish foundress of many convents in nineteenth-century Canada, indicate that she taught her community: ‘by obedience ... we place our will not only in the hands of God, but also at the feet of our Superiors ...’37 The ability to obey reflected humility, and, as Dease explained, ‘humility is the Strength of God ... [and] suffering is the highest art. We do more when we suffer than when we labor.’38 While records of Dease’s lessons to her convent community suggest that some nuns struggled with the rules of humility and obedience, her personal let- ters are evidence of her own struggles. They indicate that, despite her success in developing female education in Canada, and her reputation as an excellent teacher, she only very reluctantly accepted the instruction from her Superior, Mother Teresa Ball, that she should go to Canada. Her letters back to Ireland show that Dease did not believe she was equal to the task, and she often hinted that she would like to come home to Dublin. Late in her life, in a rare moment of openness, she wrote to Mother Scholastica in Dublin in 1871, saying that she did not, in fact, want to be a teacher or leader at all, rather – astonishingly for one in her elevated position – she wanted to be a lay sister. Her letter said: 

... It may be the will of God that I should finish my career in Canada, if so I am perfectly satisfied to do so, but I shall make an effort that it be not in the quality of Superior ... My greatest satisfaction would be to enter the grade of lay sister and die in that holy quality, for I really believe that is the life that is the ideal ... I say this to you in the strictest confidence ...39 

Dease, accepting that her responsibilities in Canada were ‘the will of God’, denied her own desire to follow Christ by serving her community rather than directing it, and she remained in Canada where she eventually died, and was buried, in 1889. 

Convent life and the Rule of Obedience 
To understand the nature of resistance in convent life, it is useful to turn to publications such as the Rule and Constitutions that governed the lives of nuns, and manu- script sources such as Visitation Reports, accounts of ‘exhortations’, and personal letters. In religious orders, the Rule and Constitutions provided directions on how to behave in every situation, ensuring uniformity and order, and minimising the possibility of independent or rebellious behaviour. The spirit of conformity that the Rule and Constitutions enforced was, in turn, passed on to pupils in convent schools. Central to ‘living the Rule’ was the practice of obedience, and a nun who was a model of obedience was referred to as a ‘Living Rule’. So central was this practice that when nuns periodically were given instructions as to what responsibility they were next to take on, such as going overseas to teach in a mission school, it was known as being given one’s ‘obedience’. The importance of obedience cannot be overstated, and both novices and professed nuns were constantly reminded of its virtue. Nuns took a vow of obedience, along with vows of poverty and chas- tity, and some orders had an additional vow; Religious of the Society of the Sacred Heart (RSCJs) took a fourth vow consecrating themselves to the education of girls and thereby promising obedience to a shared mission. The importance of fidelity to the vows of religious life was articulated in the directions of convent Superiors, and in the readings prescribed for nuns. Convent literature reminded them of the importance of ‘exact observance’ of the Rule and Constitutions, and of the need for ‘perfect supernatural obedience’.40 For example, the Directory for the Professed of the Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary explained: 
... everyone is to persuade herself that, living under obedience, she must give herself up to the government and guidance of Divine Providence in the person of her Superior ... [she must] endeavour as far as possible to discharge her daily duties in the spirit prescribed by the Constitutions, and according to the method taught in the Novitiate.41 

‘Loyal and filial submission’: teaching and learning to obey42 
The Novitiate was the part of the convent in which postulants and novices commenced their preparation and training for life as a professed religious. In the Novitiate every moment of every day was managed; novices were taught how to make regular examinations of conscience to improve wayward behaviour, and there were few opportunities to rebel against the routines and regulations of convent life. Many women conformed to a life of obedience. However, sources show that many others demonstrated resistance. Often this resistance was expressed through small gestures of disobedience, or wilful behaviour, and this kind of behaviour could be modified and improved upon, under the sustained influence of the Novice Mistress. The Novice Mistress was responsible for young women who entered the convent, during the period of their noviceship (usually two years), until their First Profession, at which time a religious ceremony marked the commencement of their lives as vowed religious. The Novice Mistress was responsible for the ‘formation’ of novices, giving them lessons to prepare novices for religious life, monitoring their development and behaviour, and teaching them how to obey the Rule and Constitutions.43 Novices were taught how to ‘follow with docility whatever instructions or advice they receive’, and to obey ‘with submission of will and judgement’.44 

While the Novice Mistress had to teach the lessons of ‘loyal and filial submission’ that were absolutely necessary to contribute to, and indeed to survive, communal life, she also often detected when a novice or postulant was not suited to the convent. The period of noviceship allowed a religious community to weed out unsuitable candidates. While records of novices leaving convents are not detailed, and rarely indicate the grounds for dismissal, from the records that exist it can be inferred that the period of noviceship was a deciding point for many young women. Rebecca Rogers, in an examination of novitiate registers for the congrégation de la Mère de Dieu, notes that novices typically left because of poor health, lack of aptitude for teaching, or because they were unable to ‘follow daily rules’.45 Records of the Dublin novitiates of the Society of the Sacred Heart contain lists of ‘sorties’: novices and postulants who left before first profession. Extrapolating from these records, it is found that of the 239 Choir novices who entered between 1921 and 1953, 48 left before their first vows. In the novitiate for coadjutrices (lay Sisters), which opened in 1918, 154 women entered by 1953, and 57 left before their first vows. In both novitiates, most of those who left did so having spent at least six months in the novitiate, and only one left within a month of entering. It is reasonable to surmise that some novices left at their own wish, and others were asked to leave. For example the House Journal for the novitiate notes, on 3 March 1892, that a novice has been asked to leave because she lacks ‘‘l’intelligence de la vocation religieuse’.46 Indeed, nuns acknowledged, from time to time, that they may have accepted entrants for the wrong reason; Mother Magdalen Bray, writing from the South Presentation Convent, Cork, to Mother Genevieve Beale in Juilly, in 1849 reflected: 

Did you hear that we have a grand-niece of Mrs O’Gorman’s with us? Her name is Mary Agnes Nagle, an innocent artless girl of about 20 years of age ... what induced us to take her was her being a distant relative of our Venerable Foundress [Mother Nano Nagle].47 

The presence of novices in convents placed a responsibility on professed nuns to teach by example, as Mother Marie de Loë, Superior General of the Society of the Sacred Heart, commented in 1924: 

It really matters that the Professed should be [the novices’] role models, and the rules of silence, modesty, the spirit of Poverty, good manners, delicate practices, order and care in everything should be placed before their eyes at all times.48 

‘Dépendance religieuse’: the management of insubordination 
While novices were under the scrutiny of the Novice Mistress, the Superior constantly monitored all the nuns in her convent community, and taught them behaviour appropriate to both the convent and the schoolroom, while the Superior General had authority over the entire order. As seen earlier, nuns such as Mother Teresa Dease demonstrated the ability to accept responsibilities and commands given to her by the Superior General, in the spirit of submission and humility, while rejecting temporal desires. Many other nuns struggled to obey their Superiors, and to submit to the requirements of religious life. Some sense of their struggles can be gleaned from letters and official records. Sister Marianne O’Sullivan, writing from the St Louis Convent, Monaghan, to her Superior General in Juilly, France, in 1860, apologised for a transgression, saying ‘I have fallen down in my duty to you ... my conscience gives me no peace ... my Mother, I have no excuse to give you save that I was foolishly stubborn’.49 
Sources that are useful for understanding how nuns struggled to learn obedience are the official reports of visitors to convents. Sometimes the Superior General, or the Assistant General, visited convents and kept accounts of what they saw in their Visitation Reports. Regular Visits, required by Canon Law, were official visits (usually every two years) from what are now known as leadership teams, which typically included the Vicar or Provincial in charge of a region. They were made in order to see that the convent and school were being run correctly, and to check on the well-being of individual sisters. The Reports of Regular Visits were completed in order to help the convent Superior to ‘correct defects and abuses and ... promote the welfare of the community’, and to ‘advance the spiritual and temporal well-being of the community’.50 Where detailed Reports survive, they offer great insight into how exacting convent life was, and they remind us that daily routines made great demands not only on the teaching ability of the nuns but also on their ability to live with little privacy and almost no free time. Small offences were treated seriously, as it was important to erase any early signs of unacceptable behaviour. Superior Vicar Mother Mabel Digby, visiting the Irish convents of the Society of the Sacred Heart in 1875, recorded of one convent that ‘Punctuality leaves a little to be desired as well as order which it is so important to teach the young religious’.51 Mother Janet Stuart, Superior Vicar, visiting in 1910 commented that ‘The Rule appears to be well observed but more attention is necessary to punctuality ...’,52 while in 1927 the Assistant General recorded an often-repeated request for, ‘silence d’action’, adding that ‘the banging of doors needs attention’.53 These seemingly small infractions were taken very seriously, as self-discipline was necessary to form good nuns, and good nuns made good role models in the classrooms of convent schools. As Rogers has argued, through their ‘self-effacing devotion and purity’, women religious ‘transmitted their biological affinity for a modest, pious life to their students’.54 
Comments on individual nuns indicate that some struggled with the rules of reli- gious life. Mother Janet Stuart, Superior Vicar of the RSCJ Vicariate of England and Ireland, visited the Irish convents several times between 1894 and 1907. In her Reports, which included praise of many nuns, a few were singled out for being ‘egotistical’, ‘inclined to be independent’, and ‘too quick to criticize’, while one was ‘too fond of her own ideas’.55 In the 1906 Report, one nun is identified as having a ‘difficult’ character, and four years later it is noted that she is still ‘easily irritated, though she is working on it’.56 Difficulty with the vow of obedience was not always manifest in wayward behaviour; some nuns could be over-zealous in observing their vows, and this too was a problem. The Superior Vicar reported of one nun, in 1896, that she was ‘obedient to the point of scrupulosity’.57 The collective faults of communities were also noted; when the Superior Vicar visited the Sacred Heart Convent, Glasnevin, in 1862, she commented on the ‘local difficulties ... natural independence’ of the community, which she believed needed to be managed with vigilance by the Superior.58 

While those making the Regular Visit would report on their findings, and make strong recommendations about what needed to be corrected, it remained the responsibility of the local Superior to manage her convent. She had to know everything about the convent finances, buildings, and the running of the schools. She also had to manage the community, ensuring that the ‘spirit’ of the convent was good. Perhaps the greatest challenge to a Superior was the requirement to be fair and kind to those in the community who were difficult or rebellious. The Abbé Bautain, founder of the Dames de St Louis in France, wrote to Mother Genevieve Beale shortly after she had been sent from Juilly to make a foundation in Ireland: 
I count on your discretion and your good spirit ... Try above all to behave well with your sisters, even with those who do not behave well towards you, and bring them round by your patience and charity.59 
When Superiors failed in some of their duties, they were admonished and expected to improve; for example ‘weakness and hesitation on the part of the Superior’ was reported by a Superior Vicar visiting Glasnevin Convent in 1853.60 This ‘weakness’ was detected in her failure to ensure that the nuns observed silence at the required times. 
Records of the ‘exhortations’ of Superiors are another source that provides evi- dence of the many disobediences that they had to admonish. Exhortations were like short lessons, delivered to remind novices and nuns of how to behave. The exhortations of Mother Superior Teresa Dease to her community in mid-nineteenth-century Toronto indicate that she warned the Sisters not to mark their books with pen, not to wear ‘ragged or torn habits’, not to allow the windows to bang at night, and to speak distinctly when reading aloud. She had to regularly remind the community to ‘respect the Rule of Silence’ at mealtimes, and not to speak with malice. Dease also circumscribed the spaces in the convent to which the nuns had daily access; her lesson one morning included: ‘None should go up or down the front stair nor enter the front parlour without leave and necessity.’61 

Convent records, particularly obituaries prepared only for internal circulation following the deaths of nuns, are useful for evidence of how they lived out their ‘obediences’, though it is difficult to find explicit references to ways in which they may have rebelled against rigid convent life. Nonetheless there are instances where nuns are remembered as ‘difficult’, and it is likely that these oblique comments refer to a wilful spirit. The Lettres Annuelles of the Society of the Sacred Heart contain obituaries for every deceased member of the order since its foundation, including some 1600 Irish-born nuns. By examining and coding the obituaries for Irish nuns, this author has found that those who showed humility and obedience were praised for these virtues in their obituaries. Sr Bridget Strain was remembered as ‘the model of a humble Sister ... [whose] obedience was prompt and generous’.62 The ‘loyal and filial submission’ of Sr Bridget Quinn was similarly commended.63 On the other hand, Sr Anne Brennan ‘battled all her life with her difficult character’.64 

As has been indicated, Superiors drew on the Church Fathers and the rules of their order to offer leadership, but they also taught their communities by the example of their own behaviour. As Mother Lucie Merilhou wrote in 1862, following her Regular Visits, the ‘vigilance and attention by the Superiors together with the example they give’65 is the remedy for the faults within a community. Superiors also had responsibilities to the pupils and parents. Mother Teresa Dease, advising on the duties of women religious in Canada, said: 

Superiors are obliged to aim still higher than others ... for after all it is our vocation to form ladies. As it is Superiors that generally meet the parents of the children and others, it is of great necessity that their manner of acting and speaking be as much as possible faultless ...66 

It was understood that the ‘maternal interest’ of the Superior and her community had ‘influence’ on the children in the schools attached to convents,67 and although convents for teaching orders were semi-cloistered it was important to those running convent schools that they had ‘good relations with the outside world’.68 

There is much research exploring the influence of convent life on the routines of convent schools. Regular prayer, daily Mass, novenas, the celebration of feast days and participation in sodalities were all features of convent schooling, and it has been argued that these helped to attune girls to the rhythms of religious life and to make them receptive to a religious vocation.69 However, most of the demands made on nuns were not equally made on their pupils. Nineteenth- and early twentieth-century convent schools had rules and customs, but they also allowed pupils some freedom. Sources for schools run by the orders examined in this research indicate that the pupils were often indulged by the nuns, who gave them surprise picnics and organised concerts, tableaux and games for their entertainment.70 Mother Janet Stuart taught the RSCJs that the best way to keep the Rule was by ‘blending order with freedom’, and she insisted that ‘humility is not a virtue for children. It is better to inspire them with a sense of their dignity than of their unworthiness ... [and with a] love of truth.’71 

Conclusion 
Convent life was attractive to women for many reasons. Some women felt a vocation, while others were attracted to what religious life included. Depending on the position of a young girl entering a convent, its attractions could include shelter and security, economic independence from men, education and training, and opportunities for travel and leadership. Unsurprisingly, not all professed women religious were suited to the demands of the convent, and some women rebelled by ignoring regulations. Superiors instructed novices and nuns on how to live by the rules of the order, and reminded them of the spiritual ‘purpose’ of these regulations. Convent records, such as Reports of Regular Visits, accounts of ‘exhortations’ and manuals of instruction, allow researchers to identify causes for resistance, while also indicating how unacceptable behaviour was managed. 

Perhaps the greatest, and indeed most conclusive, gesture of rebellion that a professed Sister could make was to leave the convent. As Barbara Walsh has noted, ‘to leave a community at this stage was ... a very serious step and departure was strictly governed by Canon Law (Canons 637–45)’.72 Regrettably, for the period under review in this article, though religious orders recorded when nuns left, their reasons for doing so were rarely noted. Sometimes poor health was indicated, but personal reasons for leaving were not recorded, and it is impossible to know how many nuns left the convent because they found the vow of obedience impossible. What is clear from convent records is that the majority of professed nuns stayed in religious life. However, evidence indicates that there were many ‘rebels with a cause’. These were women who, while they remained committed to the ‘splendid cause’ of apostolic life within highly regulated convents, allowed their individuality to find expression in small acts of resistance. 
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