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This article provides a review and critique of scholarship on female education in Ireland, arguing that researchers have provided a consensual narrative in which women religious (nuns) played a central role in providing academic education to girls and higher education to women. The tendency has been to claim the activities of women religious as part of the impetus that drove the organised women’s movement in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and that brought about a “revolution” in female education. But there remains a need to stand back from this decidedly secular “cause and effect” narrative, and turn a critical eye on the urge which congregations themselves identified as central to their mission in education. This is a revisionist perspective, qualifying and modifying claims made elsewhere by this author, and challenging the way in which the work of nuns in education has been interpreted as a part of the female education “revolution”. Recognising the spiritual impulse within religious orders that found expression in acts of duty, vocation and mission, the article concludes that convent education had purposes that were quite distinct from those prescribed by official “state” education programmes and examination systems, and that these purposes demand greater scrutiny in order to provide a more balanced understanding of female education in Ireland. 
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Perspectives and methodological issues 

In 1997, Gardner and Cunningham noted that teachers were “an occupational group about whom, at least in the British context, we know surprisingly little”.1 Since then, scholars including McCulloch, Grosvenor et al., and Cunningham and Gardner have expanded our understanding of historical perspectives on classroom management, control and discipline and have widened our perspectives on classroom routines and activities, and “the realities of teachers’ and students’ work”.2 Research in the history of education has, particularly in the last decade, attempted to make the schools and classrooms of the past more accessible, giving voice to teachers and to the experience of schooling by children drawing on sources such as architectural drawings, artefacts, images and life-histories to reveal much about the culture of schools. The work of Trimingham Jack, Lei and Burke and Grosvenor reflects the use of visual sources,3 while scholars such as Smith and Wicks, Trimingham Jack, and Cunningham and Gardner have developed the use of oral histories.4 
In the Irish context, little has been done on teachers’ lives, while the work of religious orders involved in teaching has tended away from exploring the experiences of religious as educators, and towards documenting the histories of orders or schools founded by orders. There remains a need to respond to a call made by Silver to bring “the Catholic, the Christian, the religious experience into the canon of educational history”.5 This is certainly so in an Irish context where, from the mid- nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century, Catholic religious – that is nuns6, priests and brothers – had the monopoly on education at secondary level, and also provided primary and university teaching. O’Donoghue has noted that one of the few studies that examined the “lived experience” of religious teachers is that of Collins, who closely examined the work of eight Dominican nuns over a 30-year period in teaching. O’Donoghue laments the lack of more of this kind of research, stating: 

. . . there has hardly been any research to provide insights into the lives of nuns, religious brothers and priests who taught in Catholic schools and who were influenced by discourses of “vocation” and “the giving of service”, rather than by the “industrial” and “labour” perspectives which have influenced many existing studies.7 
To date, the body of scholarship on nuns in Ireland has been small, largely con- sensual, and has not probed their contribution to education in depth. It is the purpose of this article to scrutinise this scholarship, and identify areas which demand greater attention and perspectives that are worth utilising; it is also an aim of this article to present a revisionist perspective on some of this author’s own work.8 

McCulloch and Richardson have identified the need for historians of education to “work not towards closure but towards open and continuing cultural debate ... approaching historical research in education as essentially a controversial and contested field, rather than consensual endeavour”.9 This approach is useful when responding to two of the needs identified by O’Donoghue: the need for research on nuns who worked in education, and the need to accommodate other discourses within the history of education. It is through this kind of research that we can gain insight into the role of the Catholic Church in Irish education and education abroad provided by Irish religious. In 1998, Mary Peckham Magray noted that: 
... historians have scarcely begun to explore the significance and complexity of the female orders’ relationship to the institutions of Irish Catholicism… as agents of the Catholic church, these women reached out into Irish society in complex and innovative ways. Yet little analytical work has been done on the impact of these women in that society.10 
Elsewhere scholarship has begun to scrutinise the contribution of nuns. For example, Rebecca Rogers has examined the role of religious orders in French schooling, Elizabeth Smyth has written extensively about convent schooling in Canada, and in Belgium an important historiographic study by Hellinckx et al. directs researchers to the growing corpus of research that charts the “forgotten contribution of the teaching sisters”.11 They note that the “vast majority of the publications about the involvement of women religious in education are histories of individual teaching orders or of individual educational establishments conducted by them”.12 Congregation histories tend to be of a general nature, typically attending more to the spiritual and communal life of women religious than to their work in areas such as medicine and teaching. As Hellinckx et al. observe, where publications do look at teaching orders, they tend to focus on “specific events ... conflicts with church authorities ... opposition from Protestants” and other “difficulties”.13 While there are some 525 publications included in the comprehensive bibliography provided by Hellinckx et al., only three of these deal explicitly with teaching orders involved in education in Ireland,14 pointing to the dearth of scholarship on Irish nuns despite their indisputable role in schooling at home and abroad. Indeed, the international reach of Irish nuns in education is almost easier to calculate than their national influence, by drawing on research into schooling in North America, Australia, New Zealand and Africa.15 
The history of Irish education to date has perhaps been ungenerous on the sub- ject of nuns as teachers, and to the spiritual impulse in such teachers, which often found expression in acts of duty, vocation and mission. This impulse was firmly woven into the fabric of convent life, yet it has escaped comment. This article will argue that education in the convent school had purposes that were quite distinct from those prescribed by official “state” education programmes and examination systems. Education included fulfilling the duty of inculcating Church values and ensuring the spiritual development of pupils. It also included encouraging vocations to religious life, and it placed a deep awareness of mission, including apostolic mission abroad, in a central position in the formation of pupils. 

The article is based on research that is multi-method in focus; that is to say, it reflects research involving what Denzin and Lincoln describe as “the studied use and collection of a variety of empirical materials . . . that describe routine and problematic moments in people’s lives… hoping always to get a better fix on the matter at hand”.16 The materials that have informed this article include unpublished sources, such as convent annals; published sources such as Rules and Constitutions from congregations of nuns, and autobiographies and school histories. The research also draws on certain official publications, and on relevant secondary sources. These sources provide insight into the performance of important school rituals that were quite distinct from “academic” education. They also facilitate some understanding of the privileged status of the values of mission and vocation in convent schools and in colleges of higher education that were managed by nuns. It will be seen that these were values specific to Catholic schools and colleges, and that differentiated them from their Protestant counterparts. 
Female education in Ireland 

Secondary education in Ireland was the preserve of a very small minority of teenage children before the passing of the Intermediate Education (Ireland) Act of 1878. That legislation put in place a Board, which oversaw the establishment of the Intermediate examination system. These were like the Cambridge and Oxford Local examinations in England. Boys and girls between the ages of approximately 12 and 16 could be presented for these annual examinations, and the subjects that were most favoured by boys secondary schools were Latin, Greek, mathematics and English. At girls’ schools, French and music were also popular subjects. 
The early years of the Intermediate examination system, the movement to have girls’ schools fully included under the terms of the Act, and the eventual relation- ship between Intermediate schooling and the movement for the opening of higher education to women are areas that have attracted scholarship in Ireland.17 In England, research has identified clear connections between schooling for middle- and upper-middle-class girls, and the opening of the first colleges for English women, and has explored this “movement” which emerged from middle and upper class liberal Protestant circles, and was driven by the efforts of women.18 This type of research certainly influenced some Irish scholars, who observed that in Ireland the movement to develop Intermediate education for girls, and to found colleges for women, began at almost the same time as its English counterpart. There were also some points of contact between both movements. For example, Dr Chenevix-Trench, Archbishop of Dublin, and a founding member of the pioneering Alexandra College for women in Dublin, had also been involved in management and teaching at Queen’s College London. English influences were also felt in Ireland, because of the participation by Irish women in meetings of the National Association for the Promotion of Social Science (NAPSS); and leading figures in the Irish movement, such as Isabella Tod, were deeply interested in the major campaigns on women’s issues in Britain such as the suffrage movement, the property rights of women, the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Act, and the temperance movement. Margaret Byres, the Presbyterian founder of Victoria College for women in Belfast, was the daughter of a noted temperance activist. Indeed Byres invited Maria Grey and Lydia Becker to speak at the official opening of Victoria College, drawing support from the British Women’s Education Union of which Grey was then president. 
Because Alexandra College and Victoria College were the public faces of the movement for college education for Irish women, it has been easy to see the development of these Irish and English female education movements as broadly similar. The pioneering work done in this area in Ireland was that of both Breathnach and O’Connor, while O’Connor and Parkes examined the role and influence of the Protestant Alexandra College, which was founded in 1866 “to afford an education more sound and solid, more systematically imparted, and better tested than [was] to be obtained” at that time in Ireland.19 

The woman whose commitment to women’s education lay behind Alexandra was Anne Jellicoe, who wanted to provide training for governesses. In 1863 she proposed the idea of a Training College for Governesses to the new Archbishop of Dublin, Dr Chenevix-Trench. Dr Trench persuaded Jellicoe to develop her plans on the line of Queen’s College, and he brought together a number of prominent Anglican Dublin men – many of whom were associated closely with Trinity College Dublin (TCD) – to found Alexandra College. It developed both School and College branches, catering for girls and women. In 1869, Jellicoe founded the Governesses Association of Ireland (GAI), and in 1870 the GAI persuaded TCD to introduce university examinations for women, to give women teachers certification. Alexandra College was thus placed firmly at the start of the organised movement for women’s education, and it cultivated its links with TCD, bringing Trinity professors to lecture at the college and inviting their wives and daughters to become Lady Visitors. 
In their assessments of Alexandra College and School, and of Victoria College, scholars such as Breathnach, O’Connor and Parkes have all noted what Breathnach called the “Protestant character of the movement in Ireland”. The strong presence of the Catholic Church in Ireland, and the rapid growth in convent education in the second half of the nineteenth century, suggested that Catholic agency in the female education movement merited examination. It is here argued that just as the Intermediate programme provided a timely and useful structure to secondary education provided at existing Protestant schools, it also had an impact on the increasing number of Catholic schools that were a consequence of the growth in religious congregations in the late nineteenth century. While there were only 12 convents and four orders of female religious in Ireland in 1800, by 1900 there were 368 convents and 35 different orders. 

The congregations that provided secondary education for girls included French orders such as the Sacred Heart (1842), the Faithful Companions of Jesus (1844), the St Louis (1859), St Josephs of Cluny (1860) and the Marists (1873). Other European orders included the Dominicans (1664) and the Loreto sisters (1822). The largest congregations were the Irish Presentations (1775), the Mercy sisters, the Brigidines (1807), the Irish Sisters of Charity (1815), and the Holy Faith order (1866).20 
Concern that Catholic girls might be subjected to proselytism if they were attending “academic” Protestant schools, such as Alexandra College, prompted the Catholic Archbishop of Dublin, Dr William Walsh, to give support to the Dominican and Loreto orders in their efforts in the 1880s to provide higher education to women. By this time, the degree examinations of the Royal University of Ireland (RUI) had been open to women since 1879. From 1886, the Dominican College in Eccles Street, Dublin, prepared its students for these examinations, and in 1893 another Catholic women’s college, St Mary’s University College and High School, opened under the management of the Loreto sisters. In 1887, the Ursuline order opened a college of higher education, St Angela’s College and High School. It is important to note that all of these initiatives shared the aim of providing higher education to women within a distinctly “Catholic” environment, and the Ursulines emphasised the importance of resisting the “great evil of the day, the pursuit of learning unaccompanied by religious training”.21 

A body of research on the activity of some religious orders in Ireland is only beginning to develop, marking a much-needed addition to studies of individual nuns, and founders of orders, which were often hagiographical. Of particular importance is Mary Peckham Magray’s study, The Transforming Power of the Nuns (1998) which examined the period 1750–1900, developing and challenging issues identified by Catriona Clear in her book Nuns in Nineteenth Century Ireland (1987). Their work did not deal in any detail with nuns and education, nor did they engage with the view that it was a Protestant engine that drove the female education movement of the late nineteenth century. 
Raftery has contended that while the public face of the movement was initially Protestant, the view that higher education for Irish women was a uniquely Protestant idea was open to question. She has argued that the movement for women’s education in Ireland was energised by the efforts of the Dominican and Loreto orders, and indeed by denominational tensions that arose when Protestant and Catholic girls’ schools competed openly for the prizes and exhibitions of the Intermediate Board.22 More recently, Harford has positioned certain Catholic orders, and some nuns, very firmly at the centre of education change.23 All of the scholarship mentioned thus far attempted to find the centre of a female “movement” and to widen understanding of the circumstances that facilitated education change. Major research tasks that remain include developing a critical mass of research on individual congregations, activity at convent schools and the character of convent education. 

The growth of Catholic teaching orders of nuns and the increase in religious vocations 

In order to recalibrate our understanding of the role of nuns in the provision of female education, it is necessary to note the relationship between the extraordinary growth of religious congregations and the provision of female education in the twentieth century. In examining this relationship, we are directed to concerns that were far greater to these women than the provision of academic education. 
There was a significant increase in numbers of Catholic religious in the second half of the nineteenth century and this continued through the first half of the twentieth century. One reason for this is the fact that the country was no longer a hostile environment for the church. Catholics were free to practise their religion, to be educated up to and including university level, and to be employed in professional and clerical occupations. This created a climate in which the religious teaching orders flourished, as their work in education was needed. 

The conventual movement had, by 1852, made such an impact on the Catholic Church in Ireland that the new archbishop of Dublin, Paul Cullen, was able to say that nuns were “the best support to religion”.24 Even during the years of famine, poverty and emigration, convents continued to grow and the dramatic and powerful architecture of many convent buildings attested to how female congregations prospered. Peckham Magray has argued that female religious orders were “a necessary component of the church’s transformation” in the second half of the nineteenth century, and she has demonstrated that nuns “helped to make possible the transformation of the Irish church and Irish society”.25 She has noted the fact that “the importance of the work of women religious in the evolution of church and society was well understood by the hierarchy and the clergy, who generally supported and encouraged the spread of the convents” in Ireland.26 

The contribution of religious to Irish education was to be particularly important after Irish Independence in 1922, at which time 95% of the population was Catholic and the Church had the wealth and resources to carve out a monopoly situation for itself in Irish education. The Rector of one Catholic college articulated the role of the teaching orders in educating the rising Catholic middle classes thus: 

A suitable and thorough education for this body manifestly lies at the very bedrock of Ireland’s moral, intellectual and material well-being. If they are sound, the country is safe. If their moral standards become lowered, or their intellectual ideals get awry, it will mean that the Irish nation has degenerated.27
It was in this atmosphere that there was an expansion of religious orders which provided female education. While there were approximately 120 nuns in 1800, this rose to 8000 by 1900, and to 13,360 by the middle of the twentieth century. As Luddy has noted, “these figures do not account for thousands of young women who were preparing to become missionaries”.28 

Schools and recruitment to religious life 

Another reason that the church supported the spread of convent education was that convent schools facilitated the recruitment of religious from within. It has been suggested that the church flourished, even despite the effects of famine and emigration, because it offered employment and status to its members. It drew priests, brothers and nuns principally from rural families, and it did not directly compete with the universities for three reasons. First, there were few professional opportunities for Catholics before 1900, and areas such as the law and medicine were dominated by Protestant families, many of whom were men who had graduated from Trinity College Dublin. Catholic religious were mainly the offspring of “small farmers ... shopkeepers, policemen, teachers, and petty officials” and, as Titley has noted, having a priest or nun in the family was a mark of social distinction. Indeed, it is possible that some candidates were found among large rural families that faced emigration, as the Church offered “a better living than [such people could get] from any other career open to them”.29 

Second, it is probable that many – possibly the majority – of individuals who joined congregations did so because of a sense of religious vocation that could not be ignored, and that was far greater than the “call” to any other occupation or vocational training. Third, entering religious life did not preclude higher education and many religious, including nuns, were sent to university and to teacher training colleges. Religious life presented greater opportunities for higher education than could be expected by many young men and women in large rural families. All of these factors contributed to the creation of an environment in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Ireland that was positively disposed to religious life, and it was not difficult for orders to recruit from within their secondary schools, which were overwhelmingly single-sex institutions. 
A type of boarding school called the “juniorate” was operated by religious orders for boys and girls expressing some interest in religious life; there were also diocesan colleges with boarding schools that provided education for boys who might become diocesan clergy. In addition, there were schools and colleges run by religious orders, and convents often had their novitiate and secondary school located in the same grounds. The overwhelming success of all of these types of schools in “growing vocations” still needs significant scrutiny and analysis.30 From studies that have been done, such as Newman’s study of religious life between 1956 and 1960, it has been calculated that 65.1% of boys educated at juniorates and 24.8% of those at diocesan colleges entered religious life, while secondary schools/colleges of religious orders sent some 14% of their final-year pupils into their novitiates.31 

Irish diocesan colleges were described, by the prominent missionary Revd John Blowick in 1932, as “the nursery of priests”, and boys at diocesan and juniorate boarding schools were encouraged to follow their inclination towards the Church even if it meant defying their parents’ wishes. The diocesan colleges provided entrants with an education, a home and a religious “mission”, and they replaced traditional family life. As Titley has argued, “church law exempted minors from parental control when the question of selecting the religious life was involved” and only the “grave necessity of his family” should prevent a boy from entering the priesthood.32 
The Catholic Church continued to promote recruitment within schools in order to create a supply of priests, nuns and brothers who would in turn ensure the continued Catholicity of schooling, and it was an imperative for the church to be able to “guarantee the orthodoxy of those who instructed the young”.33 Titley has argued that the Church needed to perpetuate its influence by creating and maintaining a “middle-class laity which was unquestioningly loyal to the church”.34 This laity, comprising the rising Catholic middle class, would eventually include educated professional men and women who were among the first generations of Catholic graduates of the National University of Ireland (1909). In scholarship in the 1970s and 1980s, Donal McCartney and D.H. Akenson also commented on ways in which the clergy reproduced themselves via schooling, while Tom O’Donoghue’s work, Come Follow Me and Forsake Temptation illuminates our understanding of this issue. O’Donoghue has developed a very detailed analysis of ways in which the church needed to recruit from within its secondary schools to create an ongoing supply of priests, nuns and brothers. 

While some of the hierarchy in the early twentieth century were opposed to Irish nuns leaving their country to teach at mission schools, mission work was seen by many churchmen as part of the duty of nuns who taught. In addition, some clergy argued that academic education should not be given priority in Catholic schools. In a paper on “Religious Instruction in Irish Catholic Intermediate Schools” in 1916, Revd Michael Maher SJ stated that Catholic school was “not [about] the diffusion of general knowledge, nor the advancement of secular learning . . . [but about] the salvation of souls”.35 Archbishop Byrne of Dublin similarly articulated the ideal of education, in an address at St Mary’s Convent Arklow, 1926, as being “to save the immortal soul of the child”.36 

Female religious orders and the purposes of schooling 

The salvation of souls was, without doubt, the raison d’etre for most, if not all, congregations of Irish nuns who worked as teachers, yet the way in which this was expressed in Irish convent schools has not been subject to scholarly scrutiny, nor has it been taken seriously by other commentators. On the occasions when popular writers comment on their convent education, they often resort to clichéd descriptions of swishing habits, the clicking of rosary beads, and the smells of incense, waxed floors or, in the case of Detta O’Cathain, “stale cabbage”.37 The novelist Katherine Tynan wrote of her convent school as a “place of large and lofty rooms [and] long corridors . . . full of quietness [and the] . . . rustling of the nun’s habit”.38 More recently, the novelist Clare Boylan who was educated by the Presentation sisters recalls from her convent education “the theatrical swinging of the thurible with its clouds of scented smoke . . . the feast of Corpus Christi when we dressed up in our old Communion dresses for the procession”.39 
Some women writers also comment on the routines of convent schooling, reminding us that practices such as the observance of feast days and the participation in sodalities were standard practices. The performance of religious practices in girls’ schools almost forms a backdrop to the academic element of schooling. The academic element has been scrutinised carefully by scholars, who have demonstrated ways in which some orders, such as the Dominican, Ursuline and Loreto sisters, adopted the curriculum followed by secondary schools for boys and indeed by Protestant schools for both girls and boys. Scholars have discussed how this education prepared girls for some clerical jobs and for eventual entrance to the professions via the university.40 The tendency has been to claim the activities of these orders as part of the impetus that drove the organised women’s movement in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and that brought about what O’Connor termed a “revolution” in female education.41 But this is a distinctly secular “cause and effect” narrative, which ignores the purposes of schooling and higher education that were identified by nuns as truly worthy. 

Catholic religious were initially reluctant to present their pupils for the public examinations of the Intermediate Board, with the result that over the first 10 years of those examinations only 207 girls educated at Catholic schools had passed. In 1883, at the Dominican Convent, Sion Hill, Dublin, one nun wrote that “the great majority of parents express strong objections . . . and many expressly stipulate that their girl shall not go in for the examination”.42 In the same year, the Ecclesiastical Record argued that “nuns [were] quite right in preferring maidenly modesty . . . [to the] ... honours of the Intermediate Board”.43 Indeed, when the Catholic hierarchy began to promote academic education for girls it was less because they had revised their position on the primary position of convent education as provider of education within Catholic faith, and more because they were concerned that some Catholic families were sending their daughters to Protestant schools that participated in the Intermediate examination system. 
Like the Ursulines, the Loreto order has also attracted the attention of scholars, who noted the early involvement of this order in providing advanced academic education and preparation for university entrance to its pupils in the late nineteenth century. Harford has commented on ways in which two Loreto nuns, Mother Xaveria Fallon and Mother Michael Corcoran, were “innovative and strategic” in their development of a “higher education strategy” in the early years of the Loreto College, St Stephen’s Green, Dublin.44 O’Connor and Raftery have noted that emphasis in Catholic newspapers during the early years of the Intermediate examinations was on “beating the Protestants ... [and] replacing Protestant supremacy in the exhibition lists”.45 However, on examining the aims and purpose of Loreto education, there is no evidence that a “higher education strategy” and “beating the Protestants” was part of their education mission in Ireland. Indeed it can safely be said that it was never the main aim of any congregation of nuns to play a pioneering role in female education in Ireland, and it is only by referring to the explicit aims of the nuns as documented in their own publications that a more accurate account of their mission in education can be attempted. One of the most useful sources for the expression of an order’s aims are its Rules and Constitutions, while convent annals and novitiate annals can provide first-hand accounts of how nuns lived out their vocations and worked in education. 
Conclusion: finding the “mission” of nuns in education 

The revisionist perspective of this article has identified the need to reappraise the role of nuns in education in Ireland, moving away from the tendency to focus on the consequences of their work and moving towards greater scrutiny of sources that reflect directly the concerns of nuns themselves. Because one of the consequences of the agency of nuns in education was increased provision of opportunities to females, it has been possible to associate their work with the aims of the organised women’s education movement, and to see their spirit as feminist. These acts of inference and interpretation are part of the work of the historian, and they are justified. But it is equally important for scholars to account for the spirit of these teaching congregations by referring to their own explicitly stated aims. The Rules and Constitutions of religious orders give clear expressions of the purpose of the orders and the calling or vocation of its members, and they merit careful analysis by scholars. Nuns themselves would have been deeply aware of the Rules and Constitutions that governed them; they were bound by “exact observance” of the Rules and were obliged to read them regularly.46 
Examining the Rules of the Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary (IBVM), of which the Irish Loreto order was a congregation, it is found that there is “no explicit statement of educational aims and objectives before 1968. The aim of the order was to promote the glory of God through the service of others.”47 Mother Xaviera Fallon was sufficiently observant of the Rules and Constitutions of her order that she introduced a Loreto examination in Religious Knowledge, upon finding that the Intermediate Education (Ireland) Act had specified that “there should be no examination in religious knowledge and no payment in respect of a religious examination”.48 Mother Michael Corcoran, like Mother Xaviera, would not have compromised on the essential mission of the order. She was Mistress of Schools in Rathfarnham and also served as Mistress of Novices with responsibility for the formation of young religious, and in 1888 she was elected Superior General of the order; her understanding of the educational mission of the order would have been absolute. It was articulated in the Rules and Constitutions as follows: 
…children entrusted to our care should be instructed in every branch of secular education ... but all this instruction should be founded on religious enlightenment and animated by religious spirit.49 
Other congregations that were very involved in the provision of female education in Ireland in the period under review include the Mercy, Ursuline, Presentation, Dominican, and Brigidine sisters. Far from placing emphasis on the academic development of female pupils, or the pursuit of higher education for women, the Rules and Constitutions of congregations promoted duty, mission and vocation. To harness evidence in support of the argument that certain convent schools were in the vanguard of the female education revolution, scholars have identified the small, if steadily increasing, number of pupils who entered for the Intermediate examinations and the examinations of the Royal University that were open to women from 1879. On revising this narrative, it has to be noted that the overwhelming majority of convent school pupils did not enter for such public examinations until the second half of the twentieth century. This invisible majority were, however, schooled in values that nuns explicitly supported: values such as piety, modesty and religious devotion. 

The members of all of the religious orders mentioned earlier consecrated their lives to the Church’s service, and it was their duty to live lives of poverty, chastity and obedience (to the Rules of religious life). One way that nuns could live out their vocation and fulfil the Church’s mission was by contributing to the perfection of others and the salvation of souls through their work in education. The Brigidine sisters were reminded in their Rules that their aim was:

The greater glory of God, that the members of [the congregation] . . . might not only apply themselves to attain their own salvation but also employ themselves with all their power in promoting the spiritual improvement of their neighbour, by affording Religious and Secular education to children…50


The realisation of the religious vocation of nuns through carrying out the “mission of education” was articulated clearly by Pope Pius XII in 1954: ‘How could the Church have fulfilled her mission of education and charity . . . without the aid given, with so much zeal, by hundreds of thousands of Sisters. How otherwise could the Church fulfil her mission today?’51 
In addition to the responsibility of education for salvation, nuns were expected to encourage pupils to join their respective religious orders in much the same way that priests and brothers recruited in their schools. It was a practice that had its critics, and some of those who criticised women religious for recruiting within convents demonstrated little regard for nuns or the ability of women to discern true vocation. In a direct criticism of girls’ education at convent schools, F. Hugh O’Donnell’s book in the early twentieth century entitled The Ruin of Education in Ireland argued: 
The poor things are driven wholesale into the vows of religious sisterhood, and exported for works of mercy to every race and clime of civilization and barbarism, where their hapless heroism and gentle incompetence achieve a great deal more harm to themselves than good to humanity.... Often, of course, they become nuns in the convents which gave them their own non-education, and help in turn to non-educate other generations of poor Irish girls.52 
Michael J.F. McCarthy, in Priests and People in Ireland, somewhat similarly observed: 

The only knowledge of the world available to nuns is derived from reading bishops’ pastorals, which describe the “immoral literature,” the “dens of seductive vice” ... “the drunkenness and delirium tremens,” and all the other horrors of life in the outside world. The result of a convent education is that many of the more emotional and sensitive of our Catholic girls become nuns themselves from sheer fright, as the easiest way of solving the horrible problem of life thus presented to them.53 

Recruitment within convents did not, in fact, rely on reducing young girls to “sheer fright”. Rather, nuns were encouraged to lead by example. The Constitutions of the Dominican Sisters included a direction that nuns should find frequent occasions to “depict the grandeur of consecrating oneself completely to God in the religious state especially”.54 The satisfaction that religious life presented was emphasised. It was common practice that once a girl had joined a juniorate and become an “aspirant”, she was “exposed to a range of recruitment literature which was ... distributed around the schools ... [and which] highlighted the notion that the Church valued the way of life of nuns . . . more than that of lay people”.55 Leaflets advised young girls: “If you have a vocation, our Lord is offering you a life of happiness greater than you ever dreamed of, happiness that will never fail. The pleasure the world promises you will never content your heart.” And girls were reminded that by joining a congregation they could “save more souls” or “win souls for heaven”.56 
The success of this element of education was to lead to increased number of workers in the apostolic field, particularly in overseas missions. So, while the Loreto order in Ireland certainly made some important contributions to higher education for women, an achievement in which it took particular pride was the provision of Irish sisters to schools and convents that were established in India, Mauritius, Canada, Spain, the UK, Africa and Australia. 

While the role of nuns in the development of education in Ireland has attracted some attention, and the work of the Dominican, Ursuline and Loreto orders in particular have been noted for their contribution to advanced and higher education for Irish women,57 it is nonetheless important to note the function that all of the orders of nuns in Ireland shared from their outset – to fulfil their apostolic mission on earth and “save the souls” of the pupils in their schools. 
The growth of a body of scholarship on the history of women religious is, as noted earlier, a comparatively recent development; it behoves us to constantly challenge our own interpretations, and those of others, as we continue to mine the archives and collections of religious congregations, and as we work with visual and oral sources to record what Hellinckx et al. correctly refer to as “the forgotten contribution of the teaching sisters”.58 This is not least because many scholars, including this author, are not themselves members of religious congregations and therefore have to engage in an act of “translation” as they work with primary sources often written in a specialist language that is no longer widely understood. In addition to using specialist language, nuns expressed their mission in education by making constant reference to what are now unfashionable values such as piety, humility and obedience, and to concepts such as salvation. Recognising the challenges that interpreting such discourse presents will become central to writing – and indeed rewriting – the history of the education mission of nuns. 
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