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      Editorial

This year we celebrate the bicentenary of the birth of Caroline Chisholm in Northampton, England, 1808.  Her courage, initiative and extraordinary service of early Australian immigrants in general, and Australian family life in particular, never ceases to astound those who have occasion to become aware of even the bald facts of her activities. She remains a most challenging role model to contemporary Australian women.

Arriving in Australia in 1838 with her military husband on leave from service in India, Caroline became aware of the governments lack of plans for dispersing the throngs of immigrants, who arrived in the colony in response to the expressed need for rural labour.  She was especially concerned about the plight of the women and commenced meeting every immigrant ship.  She found positions for immigrant girls and sheltered many of them in her home.  In 1841 she approached Governor and Lady Gipps and the proprietors of the Sydney Herald with a plan for a girls’ home.  As the Australian Dictionary of Biography (ADB) records ‘in spite of discouragements and anti-Catholic feeling, she convinced Gipps that she was a disinterested philanthropist.’ The result was that she was granted use of part of the old immigration barracks for her Female Immigrants’ Home.  Entirely dependent on public support, it catered for ninety-six women, and had the only free employment registry in Sydney.

Her next achievement was to arrange the safe dispersal of the unemployed into the countryside.  She sent hundreds of circulars franked by Gipps to leading men in the inland seeking information and enlisting support.  Throughout 1842 she accompanied parties into the interior and soon had established resting stages and employment agencies at a dozen rural centres.  Caroline had a strong sense of accountability and published at the end of 1842 Female Immigration, Considered in a Brief Account of the Sydney Immigrants’ Home.  Indeed, she was able to close the home for girls because her plans for dispersing immigrants into the interior had been so successful.

Caroline, helped by her husband after his retirement, undertook the following: to  successfully implement her scheme for settling families on the land, a proposal which had been rejected by two select committees; to gather extensive information from former immigrants to act as a guide to prospective immigrants; to return to London giving evidence before two House of Lords committees, on the execution of the criminal law, and on colonisation from Ireland; to work to promote family emigration, forming the Family Colonisation society.  This is just the tip of the iceberg of her activities in the earlier part of her life, which included a tour of Europe; it is no wonder she became a household name.
On returning to Australia, Caroline toured the Victorian goldfields and, with government help, was instrumental in having constructed a series of ten shelter sheds along the routes to the goldfields.  After espousing other causes connected with promoting family life such as providing more land for settlement by small farmers, she returned to England where she died in comparative poverty on 25 March 1877.

Judith lltis, in her ADB entry on Caroline, observes: ‘Russet-haired, tall and sweet-voiced, her serene face lit by grey eyes, Caroline Chisholm began her work accepting established conventions, but when she encountered the obstruction and indifference of officialdom, her attitude began to harden and she became an uncompromising radical, expounding her belief in universal suffrage, vote by ballot and payment of members.’   She adds: ‘Herself a devoted wife and mother, she helped to give dignity to woman and family in a harsh colonial society’.  And Judith IItis finally comments: ‘Her achievement was made possible by her idealism and courage allied to her executive ability and personal charm, and by the presence and unwavering support of her husband.’

Caroline Chisholm has not ceased to challenge and inspire Australian women. A woman obviously thus impressed is Flossie Pietsch of Victoria University who, as a theologically educated artist, was inspired by Caroline’s spirituality to initiate a project in honour of ‘The 150th Anniversary Celebration of the Establishment of Caroline Chisholm’s 10 Shakedowns’.  This exhibition was created through workshops with 700 participants in regional Victoria and the western suburbs of Melbourne.  It is designed to be able to be shared in many localities, large and small.
Interested in the spirituality driving Caroline’s amazing contribution to the human family, Flossie’s doctoral thesis topic was ‘THE IMMORTAL NOW: Visualising the Place Where Spirituality and Today’s Families Meet’.  She used ‘the home’ as a metaphor of personhood.  Her study brought her to the close investigation of place/space, spirituality, and families.

As part of the celebration of the bicentenary of Caroline Chisholm’s birth, Flossie Pietsch has sought cooperation in organising a celebratory multi-diciplinary conference in 2008.  The Victorian campuses of Australian Catholic University readily became involved with the Melbourne campus offering to host the conference.  We look forward to hearing the details as the organisers work on the planning of this excellent initiative.  

Conference Report

Victorian Women’s Suffrage and Political Citizenship, 5-6 December, 2007, Melbourne University 

As is well known, the state of Victoria was the last of the Australian states to grant women the vote; it was not until 1908 that this goal was finally achieved after a long campaign led by strong women political activists.   This year then marks the centenary of this event.  Celebrations commenced late last year with a conference featuring many interesting papers.

The first keynote address on ‘“The White Australia Policy Gone Mad’: Feminism’s Shifting Attitude to Race’, was presented by Marilyn Lake, well known scholar and author of Getting Equal – the history of Australian Feminism. The second keynote address, ‘Reflections on the Women’s Vote and Australian Democracy: The Victorian Adult Suffrage Act, 1908’, was presented by   Patricia Grimshaw, a long time leader in academic work in the field of women’s history. The Hon. Judy Maddigan MLA gave a public lecture on ‘The Parliamentary Debates on Women’s Suffrage in Victoria, 1864-1908’.

Rich fare was provided during the two days by such papers as: ‘Golden Opportunities: The Early Origins of Women’s Suffrage in Victoria’, Clare Wright; ‘Evicted form the Closet: Why Queensland Suffragists Beat Victoria to the Vote’, John McCulloch; ‘Advertising the Work: Putting Modern Media Publishing to Work in Women’s Suffrage Campaigns’, Ellen Warne; ‘The National Council of Women and Political Citizenship, 1904-14’, Marian Quartly and Judith Smart; ‘Exercising Political Citizenship: Muriel Heagney and the Australian Labor Party’, Rosemary Francis; and  ‘“The supervision of homes and food care for babies is women’s work, and cannot rightly be done by men”: Victorian Women’s Organisations and the Introduction of Female Child Welfare Inspectors, 1890-1915’, Shurlee Swain.    

RMIT Social Science and Industrial Design Students presented a panel discussion of the stories of twelve significant women of Victoria who have worked toward gender equality and public participation.                                                                                                                                                  
Of Interest

A group at the University of Sussex are organizing a Study Day focusing on ‘Belief and Identity in Late Modernity: Transcending Disciplinary Boundaries’.    They are interested to explore the question: What do people believe in and how do we find out?  As they point out, the question of ‘belief’, usually associated with ‘religious’ belief, is a term that is often used unproblematically in academic research and writing.  Peoples are said to be ‘believers’ or ‘unbelievers’ without sufficient attention being paid to what the term ‘belief’ may signify for both researchers and interlocutors.

They go on to observe that the problem becomes more complicated when the unexplored concept of belief is then linked to issues of ‘identity’.   The question is asked:  How can we understand how someone’s belief forms a sense of who they are or how they are perceived without being clear about how and in what context the term ‘belief’ is being deployed?  The further observation is made: Crude distinctions between the ‘religious’, the ‘spiritual’ or the ‘secular’ provide an inadequate explanatory framework in such cases.   All such matters are highly relevant to historians in general and in particular to those who have a special interest in women’s history and religious and Church histories. 

The organisers of this study draw attention to the fact that media reports appear almost daily focusing on questions dealing with apparently ‘moral’ questions, such as whether gay people should be ordained, or abortion and stem cell research should be banned, or asking if Harry Potter books encourage occult practices.  Other debates focus on links between religion, ethnic identities and violence, and whether modernity and religion are incompatible.

Such discourses demonstrate that discussion of secularisation, belief and religion reaches to the heart of Western understandings of who we are in ‘modern’ society, and about how it is possible to be ‘modern’ and religious – especially in an age where religion and politics seem to be interlinked.

This Sussex study day is designed to bring together scholars who are exploring themes of belief and identity.  Papers are invited form the disciplines of sociology, anthropology, theology, psychology, political science and others where questions of belief are being interrogated.   If anyone happens to be near the University of Sussex on Saturday, 8 November 2008 they would be most welcome.  Contact Professor Simon Coleman: s.m.coleman@sussex.ac.uk; a.day@sussex.ac.uk

Forthcoming Conferences

Australian Historical Association Biennial Conference, Melbourne 7-10 July 2008

The past has spatial as well as temporal dimensions, and spatial metaphors shape the construction of history, whether through notions of frontier, homeland, territory, neighbourhood, land or country.  The 2008 conference committee invites participants to make sense of a concept of place in history; to look for historical meaning and insight in unusual places; to situate the parameters of historical thought and practice; to critique the establishment of historical orthodoxies; to reflect on the context and purpose of the discipline of history; and to think geographically about the past.

For further information: www.history.unimelb.edu.au/locatinghistory/index.html

Network for Research in Women’s History, Melbourne, 7 - 10 July 2008

The theme for this conference is ‘Sex in History’ and the conference is being held in association with the major conference of the Australian Historical Association with Melbourne University as the venue.

The organizers point out that women’s history has contributed to and – some might argue – increasingly merged with a broad range of critical approaches to the discipline.  Feminist historical research now proceeds on multiple fronts, rather than occupying a separate analytic space.   They ask the question: How and where did historical questions about gender continue to arise, and what new critical perspectives are brought to bear upon them within studies of colonial culture, sexuality, political culture, biography, intellectual history?

Papers have been invited on any aspect of women’s history but particularly encouraged are papers that address the following questions and/or any of the following themes: 

* Governing populations – race and reproduction

* Love, desire and cultures of romance

* Sex and politics

* Mind and body

* Sex and feminism

Symposium – Adoption in Australia: Contemporary Cultural, Theoretical and Political Perspectives, Melbourne, July 3-4, 2008

This two day symposium will be held at Monash University, Clayton Campus.  It is jointly supported by the School of Historical Studies and School of Political and Social Inquiry.  

Adoption, as Lisa Berebitsky writes, provides an ideal window through which to view prevalent understandings of family and its constituents i.e. who may be ‘included’ within family as children and parents, and who may not.  Adoption has been seen as both the ‘mimicker’ of the normative natal family and as a potentially radical site from which the dominant script may be challenged and re-written. Similarly, the phenomenon of inter-country adoption enables us to consider these issues in relation to ideas of nation and race, again raising questions about inclusion, cultural difference and authenticity.

Research into adoption across a range of humanities and social science disciplines is advanced in the United States.  However, in Australia, there is comparatively little work on adoption policy and practices and their history and cultural significance.  

This symposium aims to address this by bringing into view some of the distinctive features of the history and culture of adoption in Australia.  It will bring together approximately 15-20 researchers from a range of disciplinary backgrounds.  These researchers will present their work with a view to contributing to a collection of essays on the topic of adoption.  It is anticipated that the collection will be co-edited by the convenors and that the final version of papers will reflect the interchange of ideas and perspectives from the symposium.

Anyone interested in participating in the symposium is invited to contact Ceridwen Spark: Ceridwen,Spark@arts.monash.edu.au

Disciplinary Conference University of Liverpool, 12-13 September, 2008

This conference is being organized by the Women of Ireland Research Network in conjunction with the Institute of Irish Studies at the University of Liverpool.  It will be held at the Institute.  This is the fourth major conference to be held by the Institute of Irish Studies since it was founded in 1997.  The previous conferences were held in London (1998), Liverpool (2002) and Limerick (2005).  Members of the Institute work in many areas including history, sociology, literature, law and geography.  

Topics and themes for the conference could include: autobiography; oral history; migration; nationalism; media; biographical fiction; Irish art; food and identities; militarism in Ireland; landscape and identities; gender, Irishness and representation; religion; and cultural memory. Individual papers and panels are welcome.

For further information: Dr Maria Power, m.c.power@lic.ac.uk
Fifth Annual Conference of the Australian Early Medieval Association, 1-3 October, 2008, Brisbane

 The theme of the conference is ‘Welcoming the stranger in late antiquities and the early middle ages’.    The period nominated was one of great social movement of both individuals and groups of people.  How did people respond to the demands made upon them for hospitality and charity by pilgrims, casualties of war, refugees, orphans, widows, those of other religions, the sick, the poor, itinerant monks and nuns, traveling traders and others?   Papers may range across a number of the disciplines including literature, archaeology, epigraphy and the arts.

The conference, hosted by Australian Catholic University, will be held at Sebel Conference Suites, Charlotte St, Brisbane.   For further information contact Dr Bronwen Neil, Centre for Early Christian Studies, Australian Catholic University, Brisbane. Email: b.neil@ mcauley.acu.edu.au

ANZAMEMS conference, 2-6 December, 2008, Hobart

The seventh biennial conference of the Australian and New Zealand Association for Medieval and Early Modern Studies will be held in Tasmania, Australia. Twenty minute papers on all aspects of medieval, Renaissance, and Early Modern Studies (all broadly defined) including literature, history, religious studies, art history, music, philosophy, medievalism etc are all welcome.  Academics, independent   scholars, graduate students, and early career researchers are all warmly invited. 

Deadline for abstracts from Australian and New Zealand participants is 1 September 2008.  Participants from other countries can receive confirmation of their papers earlier if needed.  Enquiries: anzamems2008@utas.edu.au

Seventh Triennial European Feminist Research Conference, June 4-7, 2009, Utrecht, The Netherlands

The focus for this conference is Gendered Cultures at the Crossroads of Imagination, Knowledge and Politics with the following themes being highlighted: imagination, art and politics; feminism in post-secular Europe; global connections – migration, consumption and politics; sexuality, public, private and beyond;  war and violence; media and technology – the politics of representation; multi-ethnic Europe – identities, boundaries and communities; stories to tell – fiction, history and memory; women’s movements of past, present and future – generation in feminism; cultures of knowledge – the sciences, humanities and gender; social economic Europe.

General conference email address: 7thfeminist@let.uu.nl

LETTER FROM LONDON

April 2008
The Historians of Women Religious of Britain and Ireland (H-WRBI) have had a busy few months.  We have updated the H-WRBI website, located at www.rhul.ac.uk/bedford-centre/history-women-religious/, with new events, new additions to the bibliography section and six new book reviews.  We have now included in our Bibliography section a new page which features publishers’ discounts on books of interest to Historians of Women Religious of Britain and Ireland.  Our Gallery Section features important contributions from the archives of the Poor Servants of the Mother of God and the Poor Clares.

We are always in search of items to put on our website.  If you wish to contribute any sources or gallery images, please contact Caroline at c.bowden@rhul.ac.uk.  If you wish to contribute events, items for the bibliography, book discount information or new links, please contact Carmen at c.mangion@history.bbk.ac.uk.  If there is a book you’d like to review, please contact Carmen directly.  Those interested in joining our electronic list contact Pascal Majerus at pascal.majerus@skynet.be.

In addition, planning for the annual conference entitled ‘Women Religious and the Political World’ is underway.  This conference addresses the issues of how women religious conceived the political world and the kinds of political activity (in the broadest sense) that women religious engaged in. General themes included missionary work, political activism and participation, internal politics of the order, impact of the political world on communities of women religious and literary/visual political engagements.  The conference will be held in Galway at the National University of Ireland on 22-23 August 2008.  The programme and booking form will be completed in a few weeks time and will be found on our website.

Carmen M. Mangion (Birkbeck College)

Caroline Bowden (Royal Holloway College)

University of London

Carmel Bendon Davis, Mysticism and Space, Washington, The Catholic University of America Press, 2008. Pp xiii, 271.

Congratulations to Carmel on the publication of her doctoral thesis by the American Catholic University Press.  At the first Golding Centre Collquia in 2002 Carmel led the conversation following Kerrie Hide’s presentation on Julian of Norwich.  At the second colloquia Carmel Bendon Davis (Macquarie University) spoke to her doctoral thesis on ‘Mysticism and Space: Space and Spaciality in the works of Richard Rolle, The Cloud of Unknowing author, and Julian of  Norwich’ and has been a regular participant at the annual colloquia ever since.

To date, examination of medieval mystical texts has tended to proceed from several ideologically loaded theoretical perspectives, which have categorized mystical experience as being either an authentic or a socially constructed phenomenon. In her book Carmel Bendon Davis offers a range of insights into the mystical texts through the application of a spatial perspective.  In so doing, she allows mysticism to be understood as both a social construct in its exterior representations and interiorly as an authentic experience of God.  

To understand both the theological and spatial parameters this book considers the mystical experience as being not only an exclusively ‘inner’ apprehension but also an embodied one that takes place in what is designated as ‘mystical space’.  In conception ‘mystical space’ is analogous to the literary figure of the mise en abyme, an impression of infinite regress that duplicates within all its layers the qualities of the larger, initiating structures without.  Such a conception acknowledges that space has been widely conceptualized through centuries and it allows both medieval and contemporary theories of space to be employed in examining the mystics’ lives and works.   

Henri Lefebvre’s theory of space as a social production provides a prominent, though not exclusive. Contemporary filter for the examination. Pierre Bourdieu’s explication of habitus, Michel Foucault’s heterotopias, and Mikhail Bakhtin’s grotesque realism also inform the book’s argument.  Carmel Bendon Davis concludes that as mystical experience is a transcendent experience unmediated by time it is more absorbent of spatial, rather than chronological, interpretation.

[Orders: CUA Press, c/o Hopkins Fulfillment Service, P.O.Box 50370, Baltimore, MD 21211. 1-800-537-5487    

For more information contact Beth Benevides, Marketing Manager, (202) 319-5052 or email benevides @cua.edu]
Máire M. Kealy, Dominican Education in Ireland 1820-1930. Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 2007. Pp.xix  + 236.

This valuable study is based on a doctoral thesis undertaken at the University of Lancaster in England. Though its chief and consistent focus is the educational contribution of Dominican women in Ireland between 1820 and 1930, the context for this is explored in depth, providing one of the clearest coverages of the educational development in Ireland over the period taken. It traces this through the Stanley or national system of public elementary education, implemented in Ireland from 1831, to the provision for more advanced education through the Intermediate Education Act of 1878. This includes their on-going effects on the types of schooling hitherto provided by women’s religious institutes in Ireland.

As for women’s education in general – an intractable reflection of the historic ordering of European society - this was provided through separate class-based modes of instruction. As the writer makes clear, medieval women’s institutes, such as the Dominicans, in Ireland from the mid-17th century, taught upper-class girls (often related to the nuns) in their cloister schools, while newer institutes such as the Ursulines, in Ireland from 1771, and the Loreto Sisters, established in Dublin in 1821, conducted convent boarding schools for the upper classes, each accompanied by a free, or ‘poor’ school for the poorest class of children. During the 19th century, pay day schools were opened by these institutes, chiefly for a lower middle class unable to afford boarding fees. Máire Kealy, with logical development and abundant referencing, charts her way through the evolution of this earlier educational provision into the more democratically based concept of education in place by the end of the century.

The Dominicans, within this general framework, had various transitions to make, beginning in 1820 with their Cabra foundation in Dublin where a ‘poor’ school, not hitherto a Dominican involvement, was opened and later linked to the National Board. Next a boarding school on the Ursuline model was established, while daughter foundations from Cabra adopted, in general, these same innovations. Pay day schools followed. Though initially slow to utilise the Intermediate public examination system, the Dominican schools were drawn into this, with its opening of opportunity for young women. The next involvement was preparing matriculated students for the degree examinations of the Royal University of Ireland, an examining body initiated in 1879, to be discontinued in 1901 in view of the negotiations which led to the establishment of the National University of Ireland. The way was thus paved for Catholic women to enter the modern university field in equal competition with men.

The Dominicans played their leading role in these developments through their own outstanding educators. They were also involved in teacher training, a role they were to share with the Mercy Sisters who, as the author differentiates, began, with the earlier Presentation and Charity Sisters, from a different base: the essentially social alleviation objective which began with ‘poor’ schools, but underwent adaptation in time through the same educational developments. This book provides a valuable perspective for researchers tracing the experience of Irish women’s institutes in Australia.

[Throughout this book, the term ‘secondary education’, in the 19th century references, denotes a more enriched, prolonged and expensive education than that available in elementary (or primary) schools; its 20th century use shades into the familiar Australian usage of primary + secondary in an age-based sequence.]  
Rosa MacGinley      

(ACU, Brisbane)

[This Newsletter is produced by the Golding Centre Team.  Please send all correspondence to the editor Dr Sophie McGrath rsm, Golding Centre, Australian Catholic University, Locked Bag 2002, Strathfield 2135. Email: s.mcgrath@mary.acu.edu.au]
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