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      Editorial

Australia is very much in election mode. It has not yet, however, made the front pages of the newspapers that women constitute only 24.7% of the National Parliament though this is somewhat better than Canada 20.8%, the United Kingdom 19.7%, USA 16.3% and, alas, the United Nations 9.4%.

     This surely is disappointing to our women’s suffrage pioneers around the English speaking world as they contemplate our angst from their vantage point in the Communion of Saints where, undoubtedly, they belong!  

      In 1904 Annie Golding pointed out that ‘the world has suffered through want of a dual influence.  Only the masculine was cultivated.  In all lands property, military glory, and lust for power were the highest ideals.  The humanising influences – sentiment, family love, and other domestic virtues – were relegated to an inferior place.’   

    Kate Dwyer, the first president of the NSW Labor Women’s Organising Committee on the occasion of their Silver Jubilee in 1929, exhorted women: ‘As women are the home makers they should be given every encouragement and scope to become nation builders, for the interests of home and nation are so interwoven one cannot be separated from the other …you must look to securing your rightful place among the councillors and legislators of your country.  You have ability, capacity and grit.’

    In 1998 the successors of the Australian women’s suffrage pioneers felt it imperative to establish Women Into Politics Inc.(WIP), since as they explained: 

Women have had the vote for nearly 100 years.  As yet this has not been translated into political power, nor has equal representation been achieved.  Women do not have control over public matters which govern their social and economic well-being.  Women have little influence on public policy or public decision making on the great matters of the day – on economic management, employment, war and peace, the environment, social welfare measures, foreign affairs or foreign aid.

WIP lamented: ‘Until those in power are persuaded to reform our political institutions, and until women are approximately half of our parliaments and decision makers, Australian women will continue to be lobbyists, not main players.’  They underlined the importance of the growing discussion on how to both retain or regain civil society and accommodate powerful financial markets; how to show that social capital is worthwhile and can benefit business.  They emphasised: ‘We still do live in a community, not an economy!’

    It is significant that WIP, in the healthy tradition of its pioneer forebears, operates across political parties and religious affiliations pointing out that they are able to have ‘the benefits of a range of ideas.’

    While the WIP report for 2006-2007 records a decline in standards and laments that ‘Australian politics is growing more ruthless’, there are some glimmers of hope  e.g. Morris Iemma, the Premier of NSW, who has young children, earlier in 2007, announced to his cabinet that he wanted to organize certain meetings around his family commitments.  This was an historically significant incident.  Predictably, it caused a stir among some older men politicians who questioned Iemma’s commitment to his job.  Also, as is well known, many men in Australia are attending the birth of their children, and it is noted that the Tressillian Movement in Australia is now including fathers as well as mothers in the sessions concerning problem babies. There are, too, encouraging developments in men’s spirituality, and the following commissioned piece from Dr Damian Casey, (ACU) who did his doctoral work on Luce Irigaray, makes a significant contribution to these signs of hope for sincere, respectful cooperation between women and men in the many aspects of their necessarily intertwined lives.
Luce Irigaray: Philosopher of the Incarnation

In a time when feminist issues seem to be increasingly dismissed as passé in the face of the more pressing concerns that have arisen out of the ashes of September 11, the questions raised by the work of Luce Irigaray, the French Feminist philosopher, psychoanalyst and linguist, remain vital. At the heart of Irigaray’s work is the desire to create and nourish a culture in which difference is not simply tolerated, but celebrated; in which the other is approached as an autonomous and independent source of their own self understanding. How can we deal justly with the religious other in our midst without considering the most basic of differences by which human society is structured, namely, sexual difference? 
Several things attracted me to the work of Luce Irigaray. First of all, her concern for life giving relations between women and men seemed to offer an implicit invitation for men to enter respectfully into the feminist discussion. Equally appealing was her claim that one cannot change culture without taking religion seriously. In the climate of secular optimism that marked the closing years of the twentieth century this claim was far less obvious than it has now become.

I also identified within her work what I felt to be a deep Catholic sensibility, so in my doctoral thesis I sought to bring her work into dialogue with the contemporary Catholic theological conversation, to read her “as if” she were a Catholic theologian. Not surprisingly, one of the examiners criticised the attempt of my own project to appropriate her insights to the Catholic theological tradition, pointing out that Irigaray’s own interests had moved on towards the Eastern religions. Since then, I have to some extent felt vindicated by Irigaray’s more recent statement that although she had left her own tradition “at least the conscious part of it”, she now claims to have returned to it, “not in order to blindly obey it but to reach some perspectives on my culture and thus on myself”.  For Irigaray, the spirit of Roman Catholicism “can be summarized in two key principles: an incarnational relationship between the body and the word, a philosophy and morality of love”. 
Both of these principles are related to Irigaray’s well known argument that women need to be able to imagine the divine in the feminine in order to develop their own healthy subjectivity. The relationship between Irigaray’s God and the objective status of the personal God of Christianity remains an open question, but a certain pragmatism with regards to what is life giving, which is Irigaray’s primary concern, should have an important place in theological reflection. What “gives life” should be a foundational critical principle (cf. John 10:10). 

I consider the primary value of Irigaray’s work to lie in the questions that it raises. At a conference in the U.K. in 2005, Irigaray told the story of a male colleague of “good will” who suggested that perhaps in the end both Mary and Jesus will be held to be of equal status.  With a cheeky grin Irigaray told how she suggested to him that perhaps Mary would turn out to be more important. “Just a question” she suggested. Of course this is an outrageous suggestion. But I believe it is worth considering, if only to attempt to understand Mary’s contribution to salvation history on its own terms. It is after all, Mary’s free, autonomous and unequivocal “yes” that made the incarnation possible. 

Considering Mary on her own terms allows Irigaray, for example, to make a remarkable discovery about the Catholic doctrine of the Immaculate Conception. To suggest that Mary was conceived as a product of sexual intercourse but without sin suggests that that holy love making between a man and a woman, in this case Mary’s parents, is at least in principle possible. In a tradition that has often held sexual intercourse to be an expedient brought about as a result of the fall, this is an important suggestion.

Sexual difference is, for Irigaray, the key to establishing a genuinely dialogical culture as opposed to one that is founded upon an abstract universal – usually read as male – subject. Society begins with the couple, but not in the sense that many Christians have argued as a natural immediacy. The family is not an undifferentiated unit. Love is labour, requiring mediation and transcendence. 

But Irigaray’s insistence upon the priority of sexual difference, while strategic, has led many Anglo-American feminists to accuse Irigaray of the sin of essentialism. But how is any form of transcendence possible if we do not take the incarnation, our own incarnation, seriously? 

My own response to this issue is to consider Christianity as an exercise in the eschatological imagination. The fullness of humanity is not revealed in the creation of Adam and Eve, but in the Resurrection of Christ. But our own divine destiny does not bypass the incarnation. This eschatological orientation can help to make sense of two very different responses to the fact of sexual difference. My own sense is that a concern for sexual difference only becomes essentialism when viewed from a perspective that considers nature to be destiny, as if Eden was as good as it was ever going to get. From an eschatological perspective, however, difference far from becoming destiny becomes the very condition of transcendence, of matter becoming spirit. The work of creation and salvation is the work of differentiation (and mediation) in which we, in the image of the creator, are called to be co-creators (and co-saviours).
I had the opportunity to ask Irigaray in 2005 whether she considered that her own work contributed to recovery of the eschatological imagination. Her response was “yes, but with difficulty”. Her caution no doubt comes from the fact that we are still in the process of thinking through the incarnation.

FURTHER READING

Luce Irigaray, “The Question of the Other”, Yale French Studies 87. (1995)

——, Key Writings, (London and New York: Continuum, 2004).

——, I Love to You: Sketch for a Felicity Within History, trans. Alison Martin, (New York and London: Routledge, 1996).

Damian Casey

(ACU, Brisbane Campus)

Conference Reports

 ‘Spirituality in Challenging Times’ a joint conference of the Canadian and American Associations for Spirituality and Social Work, held at Dominican University in Chicago, 21 to 23 June.

This smallish (around 60 participants) conference examined many facets of spirituality in social work practice and education and included a number of experiential workshops.  Keynote addresses were on ‘Religion, Spirituality, Health Care and Social Work Practice’ by Harold Koenig, of Duke University,  and ‘The Challenges and Helpfulness of Holistic Experiential Practices’ presented by Diana Coholic of Laurentian University . Personal highlights included ‘Spirituality, Race Work and Religious Feminism in the First School of Social Work for African–American Church Women’; ‘Spiritual Diversity and Social Welfare Issues in South Korea’; and ‘Can Spirituality Be a Force For Social Transformation?’
Lesley Hughes 

University of NSW
Seventh Triennial Conference on the History of Women Religious, University of Notre Dame in Indiana, 24 – 27 June. 

 The theme of the conference was ‘Local Cultures/Global Church:  Challenge and Mission in the History of Women Religious’.  The conference, sponsored by the Cushwa Centre for the study of American Catholicism, was attended by over 200 people.  The keynote address ‘Women Religious:  Mission and World Christianity’ was given by Angelyn Dries OSF, who holds the Danforth Chair in the Humanities, Department of Theological Studies at St Louis University.  In addition to the many sessions focusing on the USA, there were sessions on the lives and work of Sisters in numerous countries; Sisters at the United Nations, ecclesiasticism and unconventional women; Lutheran deaconesses; women religious and health care and  the challenges of addressing cultural diversity.  It was good to see an increased number of papers on women religious in England , including those from Caroline Bowden, Carmen Mangion and Anselm Nye, all from the University of London. As usual Canadian scholars were well-represented, but there were fewer Australian papers than at the previous conference, with my paper on sisters and social welfare work in the recent past being the only offering.

Lesley Hughes

University of NSW

Regional Conference of the Australian Historical Association, Armidale, 23-26 September 2007.

The theme of this conference at the University of New England was ‘Engaging Histories’.  Some 150 papers were presented ranging across seven major streams. The conference opened with the keynote address of  Professor Angela Woolacott , Macquarie University, entitled ‘Frontier Violence, Australian Legends and Settler Manhood.’ 

    In celebration of the forthcoming anniversary of the 50th year of the publication of Russel Ward’s The Australian Legend in 2008, the major stream over all three days was ‘Australian Legends’.  It encompassed a diversity of studies such as gold miners, shearers, mountain stockmen, Japanese POWs, the cooee’s decline, and the parallel universe of Nino Culotta. 

    On the final day, Professor Alistair Thomson, newly appointed to the Chair of History at Monash University, spoke on family snapshots as historical evidence, using his research on the lives of four British women who emigrated to Australia in the 1950s and 1960s .  The Russel Ward Annual lecture was given by Professor Gillian Cowlishaw, UTS, on ‘Principles of the Present: history and anthropology in Australia’.

    ‘History as a Community Asset’ looked at the fight of Camden on Sydney’s fringe to retain its rural town character. Kate Darien-Smith’s paper on Agricultural Shows was an interesting examination of the meaning of rurality. ‘Biography as History’, included work on Roma Mitchell, the ‘Peace Parsons’ in the Cold War, and the ‘Power of Biography’. ‘History’s Audiences’examined how historians can address old audiences in innovative ways as well as attract new ones. The intellectual frontiers in the production of history were explored in ‘Frontiers of History’ and political activism and regional political history were well covered in ‘Brains and the Bush’. 

    The stream of ‘History as Story-telling’ proved to be popular. Subjects ranged from the convict pirates of the Wellington to the 1963 Royal Tour of Australia and from narratives of Australian nurses in the Korean War to the stories of those designated as aliens in WW11. 

        ‘Engaging Histories’ was held when Armidale’s gardens were magnificent with Spring blossom. The diversity of historical studies being undertaken and the contribution of a large number of post-grads hopefully indicates a brighter future for tertiary historical studies.

Janice Garaty

(PhD student, ACU)   [Janice presented a paper at the conference, which was very well received. Ed]

Letter from London

Dr Carmen Mangion from Birkbeck College, London University sends the following conference report by Sophia Deboick, member of the H-WRBI Network.

The History of Women Religious of Britain and Ireland (H-WRBI) research network held their sixth annual conference on 31st August, satisfying a continuing need for a forum for what continues to be an area of research neglected by mainstream historiography, but one of great intrinsic value and considerable import for our broader understanding of the religious, social and cultural history of Britain and Ireland and the history of the women of those shores. Held at the Institute of Historical Research, London, the one-day event organised by Carmen Mangion (Birkbeck College, University of London), Caroline Bowden (Royal Holloway, University of London) and Susan O’Brien (Margaret Beaufort Institute of Theology, Cambridge) was dedicated to the memory of Sister Gregory Kirkus CJ, who died aged ninety six on 30th August. Archivist and librarian at the Bar Convent, York for over twenty-five years, she was affectionately regarded by those working in the field of the history of female religious, her own work in this area being highly valued.

    The conference delegates were of an extremely varied background and included academics and students from all over Europe and the US, archivists, seminary staff and several members of religious communities.  This diversity made for highly engaging discussion sessions as well as stimulating conversations during coffee-breaks. A warm welcome was extended to newcomers to the research network and indeed the conference proved a supportive, open and productive forum for the discussion of research.
    During the early modern session there was a particularly constructive exchange of ideas about Catholic recusant Mary Ward, with no fewer than four papers being presented on her life and the history of her Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary. Indeed, several sisters of the Congregation of Jesus were present, as well as representatives of the Sisters of Loreto (thus covering both branches of the IBVM) and the sisters were able to offer privileged insights on their foundress. Together with scholars from the University of York, Queen Mary College, Royal Holloway and the Université d’Aix-Marseille, this surely unrivalled assembly of expertise on Mary Ward made for an excellent survey of current work in this apparently thriving area of research.
    Other themes covered, which emerged from papers looking at seemingly unconnected issues and disparate historical periods, included moves towards self-determination and self-governance by female religious, the working lives of both cloistered nuns and active sisters and the representation of women religious in artistic media. 

     The wide temporal scope of the papers, with contributions covering topics from the fourteenth century to the present day, allowed reflection on the wider issues facing this area of research, irrespective of historical period, and some key theoretical problems were considered. For example, the paper on Margaret of York by Anna Campbell (University of Reading) pushed us to reconsider what we mean by ‘women religious’ and to what extent ostensibly secular women have been able to share in this identity in the past.
    At the other end of the time scale, Louise O’Reilly (National University of Ireland, Maynooth) readdressed views of Vatican censure of Catholic sisters post Vatican II, taking the Presentation Sisters as a case study, and thus suggested a rethinking of attitudes about power relationships between women under vows and their churches. The range of approaches utilised was similarly broad and Moira Egan’s (City University of New York) art-historical analysis of ‘Florence Nightingale receiving the Wounded at Scutari’ was particularly notable, using the painting as evidence of the diverse varieties of religious women who worked as nurses during the Crimean War. Virginia Blanton (University of Missouri-Kansas City) and Veronica O’Mara’s (University of Hull) literary analysis of CUL Add. MS. 2604, a fifteenth-century manuscript of saints’ lives, coupled with their comments on the representation of female saints in late-medieval art made for an insightful and thorough account of this source.
     At the close of the meeting there was discernment of the possibility of including contributions on women religious in the rest of Europe at next year’s conference, but the consensus amongst the delegates was that the network should maintain its current geographical focus. It is clear that in making this decision the group maintains its power to encourage a parallel literature to the more substantial European scholarship, providing a body of work which can be used comparatively by researchers working in this context. The value of the conference in this respect was demonstrated by the presence of scholars of French, Belgian and Dutch religious history and indeed, it provided fresh inspiration for my own research on representations of French Carmelite Thérèse of Lisieux. The seventh annual conference promises to be a similarly profitable and enjoyable occasion for all working in the field of the history of women religious.

 Sophia L Deboick,         

University of Liverpool

Book Review
Elizabeth A. Lehfeldt, Religious Women in Golden Age Spain: ThePermeable Cloister. Aldershot, Hampshire UK: Ashgate Publishing, 2005, pp. ix + 241.

Querciolo Mazzonis, Spirituality, Gender, and the Self: Angela Merici and the Company of St Ursula (1474-1540). Washington DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2007, pp. xvii + 247.

Both of these books illustrate the current interest, academic as well as popular, in the history and agency of religiously committed women. Increasingly, also, it is no longer possible to make an authentic contribution to this history within a circumscribed monocultural approach. Elizabeth Lehfeldt, Associate Professor of History at Cleveland State University in the USA, fully demonstrates her familiarity with the social context of the era and setting, as well as the relevant languages, for her field of research, here Spain over the years 1450-1650. Querciolo Mazzonis, of the Universita degli Studi of Siena, undertook his doctoral study in England and has specialised in Renaissance history, especially regarding spirituality and gender in the Italian context. 

    Both writers deal with ‘religious women’, not solely with those legally categorised as nuns, though Lehfeldt’s study is devoted primarily to the latter while Mazzonis’ work deals with those many women, of whom Angela Merici was an outstanding example, who lived religiously committed, celibate lives without pronouncing the legally defining solemn vows. They hence belonged to the category of ‘lay’ and were not bound by canonical enclosure. In Spain, these women were known as beatas, in Italy as bizzoche (although other descriptions also applied), and in the Low Countries as beguines; there were also the Third Orders open to both men and women.

    Lehfeldt traces the movement of religious reform (more aptly termed the Observant movement)  dating in Spain from early in the 15th century and later given impetus as specific royal policy by the monarchs, Isabella and Ferdinand. She explores in detail the reactions within a range of cloistered communities, many of which administered large estates and whose solemnly professed nuns came from local aristocratic and upper gentry families. A number of these communities (like the Carmelites Teresa of Avila initially joined) were formerly beaterios before seeking affiliation as a female branch of an established religious order. As such, in the interests of business and maintaining family contacts, enclosure was never fully adopted.

    Instances are given of  successful resistance to over-zealous male agents of reform. These women, with their permeable cloister, were well aware of legal rights and capable of appealing to the highest ecclesiastical and secular authorities in defence of their positions. In the documented cases of such conflicts in this book, little evidence is given of sexual misconduct. However, the tide of reform prevailed, in which female leaders, such as Teresa of Avila, initiator of the Carmelite reform, and Beatriz de Silva, founder of a reformed Poor Clare branch, also played a noted role. The Council of Trent re-affirmed the requirement of strict enclosure for female religious, but the reform movement in Spain had long pre-dated this.      

    Mazzonis’ central theme, as his title indicates, is spirituality, with particular reference to gender and the subjective self expressed through spirituality. His conviction, as he explains in his Introduction (p.xiii), is that ‘spirituality represents a way to perceive reality, is historical, and changes over time’. In his central case study, he has made a thorough examination of Angela Merici’s life, her influence, her forming of the Company of St Ursula and her detailed exposition of its purpose and operation. He situates Angela, a Franciscan tertiary, clearly within the widespread medieval phenomenon of ‘holy women’ whose spiritual commitment and recognised wisdom gained them influence even at the highest level in their local, and often a wider, society. Lehfeldt refers to this phenomenon also in Spain and is puzzled as to how these women ‘escaped’ the enclosure movement. However, it never applied to them. They had not taken solemn vows and were legally and socially recognised as lay.

    Mazzonis, however, sees Angela’s initiative in forming the Company of St Ursula as unique – as indeed it was. Founded in1535, it was a later development within the variegated movement of medieval lay spirituality and illustrated a more defined mode of operation. Its object was completely spiritual, without reference to specific ‘good works’. Angela’s Ursulines continued to live in their own homes or other homes where they were employed and, through their total commitment, were to be a leaven in their society. Angela devised a detailed structure for their continued support and for retention of their communal character – an organisation formed totally of, and administered by, women.      
    Following Angela’s death (1540) and with Trent’s decreeing general parish-based catechetical instruction, the Ursulines were drawn as pioneers into this, a new field for women. This led to formation of regulated, more male-directed, communities and involvement in an expanding movement of popular education. The Ursulines bridged the gap between a fading medieval world and developing new modes for non-enclosed communities of religious women.  

Rosa MacGinley  (ACU 
Golding Centre, Brisbane)   

Lest we forget: 

Mary Eileen Davidson, 1909-2007

Eileen Davidson, born in 1909 into a South Perth working class family, was the eldest child of Robert Alexander Davidson and Mary Ellen McBreen.  At the University of Western Australia Eileen joined the Newman Society and became an executive member. She was a very good student graduating with an Arts degree in 1931.  A few years earlier Monsignor John McMahon, the director of Catholic Education in Perth, had secured scholarships for Norma Parker and Constance Moffit, to study at the prestigious National Catholic School of Social Service in Washington, DC.
    Following on their success the NCSSS offered two more scholarships. On the advice of Monsignor McMahon, Eileen Davidson applied successfully for a scholarship and with difficulty received the support of her parents to go.

       In 1935 Eileen graduated with a Masters Degree in Arts and a Diploma in Social Services from the Catholic University of America . Subsequently she travelled to the United Kingdom where she studied for an almoner’s certificate at St Thomas’ Hospital, London, the home of medical social work in England.

    An unexpected visit from two Lewisham nuns in 1936 led to an invitation to Eileen to return home to establish an Almoner Department at their ‘expanding hospital’, which included a ‘large outpatients department’.   She accepted the offer and returned to Australia in late 1936. 

     The origins and context of Catholic social work in Australia were very different from most churches and government agencies. Catholic lay women, such as Eileen, sought to initiate change, rather than simply be relief-givers.
     In 1940 Eileen joined Norma Parker, Elvira Lyons and Constance Moffit in the formation of the Catholic Trained Social Workers Association.  Elected president, Eileen lobbied on behalf of Australia’s first Catholic social workers association, for the creation of Sydney’s Catholic Welfare Bureau (Centacare Sydney) in early 1941.

      Post-graduate studies in the United States had provided the catalyst for Australian Catholic social work. North American social service training encompassed a broader academic base and casework approach than the predominantly British-based training programs adopted in Australia.  In 1942 Eileen moved to South Australia, becoming Deputy Director of rehabilitation for the Red Cross, which focused on the needs of incapacitated service personnel. 

    After World War II  she joined the International Relief Organisation, going to Europe to support the resettlement of orphaned children. As Mary Shanky wrote in her excellent obituary in the SMH, ‘Eileen was at the centre of the feverish hunt to find and return home the lost children of Europe at the end of World War II. The children had been forcibly removed from their parents - in Poland, Czechoslovakia and other Eastern occupied territories - to be placed with German families and reared as Germans, with new names’.

    After returning to Australia, Eileen played an important role in a number of community organizations, such as the NSW Association of Mental Health. On a national level, various attempts had been made since the end of World War II to establish a peak social welfare body. Some of the obstacles included state parochialism. A more insidious issue was sectarianism, with strong anti-Catholic sentiment. In August 1956 Eileen was appointed foundation Executive Secretary of the Australian Social Welfare Council, the forerunner to ACOSS. She played a calm, but pivotal role, in helping to ease tensions between Catholic and Protestant interests, notably the clash between the legendary Monsignor McCosker and the bigoted Winston O’Reilly. Eileen supplemented this work with part-time tutoring in social studies at Sydney University from 1956-59.

     Catholic social workers influenced – and were influenced by – the growth of professional welfare services and policies in Australia. At the forefront of professionalisation was Eileen Davidson.    We also remember Eileen for another reason: she was one of the earliest representatives of a new profession for Catholic lay women (outside teaching and nursing), in a church dominated by clerics, and where religious orders operated most health, education and welfare activities.
 Damian Gleeson 

(Notre Dame University, Sydney)

[Congratulations to Damian on his very timely, wide ranging and thoroughly researched PhD Thesis, UNSW 2007, on the professionalisation of Australian Catholic Social Welfare – Ed.]  

This Newsletter is produced by the Golding Centre. Please address all correspondence to the editor, Dr Sophie McGrath rsm, Golding Centre, Australian Catholic University, Locked bag 2002, Strathfield, 2135. Email: s.mcgarth@mary.acu.edu.au
PAGE  
2

_1236348935.doc
[image: image1.png]% ACU National







