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1. New Forms of Female Religious Life 
in the Second Half of the 19th Century
The beginnings of the new female reli-
gious movement should be seen within 
a strong nineteenth-century current of 
women’s religious activation. In Polish 
territories, it had an additional justifica-
tion in women’s unique social and moral 
position. Poland had never been a strong 
order-creating centre.1 Until the 16th cen-
tury, there were no domestic, Polish or-
der-creating initiatives, whereas until the 
middle of the 19th century, they were only 
sporadic.2 Religious communities appe-
aring in the Polish lands throughout the 
centuries were usually transplanted from 
Western Europe. The situation changed 
at the turn of the 1860s, when the num-
ber of active congregations rocketed.3 
Thanks to new religious movements in 
the second half of the 19th and the begin-
ning of the 20th century, altogether over 
42 domestic female religious commu-
nities were founded in the Polish lands 
and 14 communities came from abroad. 
Eight congregations were established in 
the territories belonging to the Austro-
-Hungarian Empire,4 2 congregations – 
in the Prussian partition zone,5 4 religious  

*	 The article is the author’s abridged version of the text published in Polish in 
2007 in the book: A. Mirek, Atlas żeńskiego ruchu zakonnego na ziemiach 
polskich w XIX i XX w., Lublin 2007.

1	 E. Jabłońska-Deptuła, W dobie wiosny ludów i powstania styczniowego, 
in: Chrześcijaństwo w Polsce. Zarys przemian 966–1945, red. J. Kłoczow-
ski, Lublin 1980, p. 239.

2	 Eadem, Zakony i zgromadzenia zakonne w Polsce w XIX i XX w., “Znak”, 
17, 1965.

3	 Eadem, W dobie, p. 239.
4	 Servant Sisters of Stara Wieś, Servant Sisters of Dębica, Sisters of Divine 

Providence, Benedictine Oblates, Albertines, Sisters of the Heart of Jesus, 
Sisters of St. Joseph, and Ukrainian Sisters of St. Joseph (of the Byzantine 
rite).

5	 Servant Sisters of Wielkopolska (Greater Poland), Good Shepherd Sisters.

communities in Silesia,6 whereas 26 mo-
nastic institutes were established under 
the Russian rule.7 On the Polish initiative 
at that time, 6 female congregations were 
founded abroad and later settled in Ga-
licia. In the same period, 8 female con-
gregations came to the Polish territories 
from Western Europe. The social demand 
for nuns’ work, particularly in hospitals, 
among poor children and among young 
people, was great, whereas the help from 
the occupant authorities was minimal. 
Thanks to the new congregations establi-
shed in 1860–1905, in spite of the dis-
solution restrictions, the total number 
of nuns increased twentyfold, compared 
with the state in 1864.8

A considerable part of the nineteenth-
-century female religious movement was 
concentrated in the Austrian partition 
zone. Charity work was taken up by the 
Sisters of St. Joseph, the Albertines, the 
Seraphite Sisters, the Benedictine Obla-
tes and the Servants (of the Eastern rite). 
Educational activity was devotedly taken 
up by the Felicians, the Servant Sisters of 
Stara Wieś and Dębica, the Dominican 
Sisters, the Sisters of the Heart of Jesus, as 
well as the congregations settled there but 
initiated by Poles in Rome – the Sisters 

6	 Elizabethan Sisters, Servant Sisters of Silesia, Marian Sisters, Sisters of 
St. Hedwig.

7	 Felician Sisters, Capuchin Sisters, Seraphite Sisters, Sisters of Holy Angels, 
Nativitanki Sisters, and 21 non-habited orders: Sisters Messengers, Maid-
servants, Sisters of St. Martha, Sisters of the Ill, Sisters of the Paralysed, 
Franciscan Sisters of the Suffering, Vestiarki Sisters, Servants of Jesus, 
Sisters of the Heart of Jesus, Sisters of the Holy Name of Jesus, Honoratki 
Sisters, Reparation Sisters, Adorers of Propitiation, Sisters of Mariae Vitae, 
Helpers of the Holy Souls, Daughters of Our Lady of Jasna Góra, Sisters of 
the Immaculate Conception, Women of the Gospel, Congregational Tertia-
ries, Consoling Sisters, Sisters of Our Lady of Charity of the Good Shepherd.

8	 S. Wilk, Państwowe kasaty zakonów i klasztorów, in: Encyklopedia kato-
licka, t. 8: Język – Kino, red. A. Bednarek i in., Lublin 2000, col. 938.

Female Orders and Congregations in Poland  
in the 19th and 20th Centuries*

Agata Mirek
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of the Immaculate Conception, the Si-
sters of Nazareth and the Sisters of the 
Resurrection. Educational work was also 
undertaken by the congregations which 
arrived in Galicia from Western Europe – 
the Ursuline Sisters of the Roman Union, 
the Sisters of the Sacré-Cœur, and the 
Oblate Sisters of the Sacred Heart of Je-
sus. A difficult task of taking care of mo-
rally endangered girls was undertaken by 
the nuns from the congregation of Divine 
Providence.

In Silesia and the lands of the Prussian 
partition zone, despite the occupant’s de-
nationalising oppression, numerous Po-
lish order-creating initiatives appeared, 
which were carried out by the clergy and 
lay people. Of particular interest was the 
initiative of Blessed Edmund Bojanow-
ski, the founder of the congregation of 
the Servant Sisters who mainly devoted 
themselves to educational work and care 
taking. This kind of service was also taken 
up by the School Sisters of Notre Dame, 
transplanted to Silesia and the Prussian 
Partition, as well as the Franciscan Sisters 
of Orlik. Congregations referring to the 
Franciscan traditions appeared in Silesia, 
among mixed Polish-German population, 
where they took up charity work, parti-
cularly care of the ill. Among those com-
munities were the Elizabethan Sisters as 
well as the congregations from the West, 
the Borromean Sisters and the Franciscan 
Nursing Hospital Sisters. The Sisters of 
Mary Immaculate and the Sisters of St. 
Hedwig, the congregations established in 
that area, operated in the environments 
of high moral danger. A similar profile 
of apostolic work was undertaken by the 
congregation of the Good Shepherd Si-
sters, newly established in Greater Poland.

In the Russian partition zone after 
1863, the oppression of the orders took 
on unprecedented dimensions as the Tsa-
rist authorities aimed at the Russification 
of all Poles and the complete eradication 
of Catholicism. What was an incredible 

phenomenon on a global scale was the 
activity of Blessed Honorat Koźmiński, 
a Capuchin deeply engaged in the ninete-
enth-century movement of religious revi-
val. He initiated 26 hidden non-habited 
religious congregations which followed the 
Franciscan rule. Honorat organised con-
gregations for particular social and pro-
fessional groups in order to answer the 
religious, moral and material demands 
of the society. Non-habited nuns took up 
work in rural parishes and worked in fac-
tories, which was an extremely innovative 
activity for religious people. They fulfilled 
a new model of the religious life, greatly 
differing from the previous one.9

The female religious movement in the 
19th century was aimed at active social 
service. The programme of organic work 
concerning the social education of chil-
dren and young people as well as the care 
of abandoned and disabled people was 
taken by small groups of nuns who lived 
among the local people and devotedly 
performed their tasks.10 The open or hid-
den activity of the orders in that period 
embraced a wide range of educational and 
caretaking work, including the catechisa-
tion of children, the running of nurseries 
and of good, although few, secondary 
schools, various forms of care and charity 
work, hospitals, poorhouses, orphanages, 
press and book printing. The tasks which 
female orders performed can be grouped 
into a few main currents. These were: 
caretaking work (25 congregations),11 
9	 Cf. G. Bartoszewski, Bł. Honorat Koźmiński jako twórca nowej formy życia 

zakonnego w Polsce i jej aktualność, in: Błogosławiony Honorat Koźmiń-
ski. Pokłosie beatyfikacji, red. G. Bartoszewski, R. Prejs, Warszawa 1993; 
M. Mazurek, M. Wójcik, Honorackie zgromadzenia bezhabitowe w latach 
1874–1914 w Królestwie Polskim i Cesarstwie Rosyjskim, in: Materiały 
do historii zgromadzeń zakonnych na ziemiach polskich w XIX i początku 
XX wieku, oprac. H. Dylągowa i in., Lublin 1976.

10	E. Jabłońska-Deptuła, Szkice z dziejów formowania się polskich kongre-
gacji żeńskich oraz ich programu społecznego w XIX w., “Roczniki Huma-
nistyczne”, 12 (2), 1964.

11	Servant Sisters of Stara Wieś, Servant Sisters of Greater Poland, Servant 
Sisters of Dębica, Silesian Sisters Servants, Felician Sisters, Dominican 
Sisters, Sisters of Holy Angels, Nativitanki Sisters, Sisters of the Heart of 
Jesus, Byzantine-Ukrainian Sisters of St. Joseph, Carmelite Sisters Mes-
sengers of the Holy Spirit, Servants of Jesus, non-habited Sister Servants 
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care taking and charity (2 congrega- 
tions),12 charity (15 communities),13 work  
with girls and women in a moral danger 

of the Heart of Jesus, Sisters of the Holy Name of Jesus, Daughters of Mary 
Immaculate, Consoling Sisters, Sisters of the Immaculate Conception, 
Franciscan Sisters of the Family of Mary, Sisters of Nazareth, Sisters of the 
Resurrection, Sisters of the Sacré-Cœur, Sisters of Notre Dame, Franciscan 
Sisters of Orlik, Daughters of Divine Charity, Oblate Sisters.

12	Women of the Gospel, Congregational Tertiaries.
13	Elizabethan Sisters, Benedictine Oblates, Seraphite Sisters, Byzan-
tine-Ukrainian Sisters of St. Joseph, Albertines, Maidservants, Sisters of 
St. Martha, Sisters of the Ill, Sisters of the Paralysed, Franciscan Sisters 
of the Suffering, Helpers of the Holy Souls, Daughters of Our Lady of Jasna 
Góra, Borromean Sisters, Franciscan Nursing Hospital Sisters, Byzan-
tine-Ukrainian Servants.

(6 congregations),14 and work within the 
Church, the liturgical and parish aposto- 
late (3 communities).15 Contemplative 
orders make a separate group in this classi-
fication – in that period, 2 new communi-
ties appeared on Polish lands.16 Women’s 
numerous order-creating initiatives were 
a novelty in the nineteenth-century reli-
gious movement: Bl. Kolumba Białecka 
14	Sisters of Mary Immaculate, Sisters of Divine Providence, Sisters of St. Hed-
wig, Good Shepherd Sisters, Daughters of Our Lady Mother of Mercy, Sisters 
of Our Lady of Charity of the Good Shepherd.

15	Vestiarki Sisters, Sisters of Mariae Vitae, Sisters of the Reparation.
16	Capuchin Sisters, Adorers of Propitiation.

Fig. 1. Female orders and congregations which arrived in or were founded in Polish land in 1842–1918.
Source: the author's own analysys
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(Dominican Sisters), Bl. Bernardyna Ja-
błońska (Albertines), Bl. Maria Karłowska 
(Good Shepherd Sisters), Bl. Angela Trusz-
kowska (Felicians), Bl. Marcelina Darow-
ska (Sisters of the Immaculate Concep-
tion), Bl. Franciszka Siedliska (Sisters of 
Nazareth), Bl. Bolesława Lament (Missio-
naries of the Holy Family).

2. Orders and Congregations 
in the Second Republic
A considerable progress in the develop-
ment of the female religious life on Po-
lish lands was brought by the interwar 
period (1918–1939). After the regaining 
of independence in 1918, the monastic 
movement in Poland drew from the he-
ritage of various initiatives undertaken 
in three partition zones where congrega-
tions had been founded independently 
but with similar aims.17 In spite of nume-
rous efforts to establish religious houses 
in the whole country, there were consi-
derable disproportions between parti-
cular dioceses, with a particular advan-
tage of post-Galician dioceses and those 
of Upper Silesia. Southern and western 
dioceses traditionally also remained the 
main recruitment base for orders.18 Al-
together in the period of 1918–1939 on 
Polish lands there were 26 new religious 
congregations, 17 of Polish origin19 and 
9 congregations from Western Europe.20 
The nuns’ activity was mainly focused on 
these social needs that were not sufficien-
tly satisfied by the state, self-government 

17	B. Kumor, Historia Kościoła, t. 8: Czasy współczesne 1914–1992, Lublin 
1995, p. 109.

18	 J. Kłoczowski, Dzieje chrześcijaństwa polskiego, t. 2, Paryż 1991, p. 133.
19	Congregations of Polish origin were: Missionary Benedictines, Servants of 

the Cross, Passionists, Ursuline Sisters of the Agonising Heart of Jesus, 
Carmelite Sisters of the Child Jesus, Sisters of Common Work, Eucharist 
Sisters, Sisters of the Good Samaritan, Teresian Sisters, Sisters of Bethany, 
Daughters of St. Francis, Sisters of Loreto, Sisters of the Divine Heart of 
Jesus, Dominican Missionary Sisters of Jesus, Little Sisters of St. Theresa, 
Sisters of the Soul of Christ.

20	Among foreign congregations settled in Poland, were: Salesian Sisters, 
Sister Disciples of the Divine Master, Pallotine Sisters, Franciscan Mission-
aries, Franciscan Sisters of Our Lady of Perpetual Help, Don Orione Sisters, 
Claverian Sisters, Missionaries of the Holy Family.

or social institutions.21 The total number 
of female congregations in the Second 
Commonwealth, together with the new-
ly founded ones, amounted to 84 with 
over 20,000 sisters who were located in 
about 2300 places. The greatest number 
of sisters was in the congregations foun-
ded before 1914.22

New congregations were engaged in 
the apostolic work of various types. Ten 
communities took up educational and 
caretaking work as their main apostolic 
task. Four communities combined educa-
tional work with charity work: the Sisters 
of the Soul of Christ, the Little Sisters 
of St. Theresa and the congregation that 
came to Poland, the Sisters of the Holy 
Family. Charity work as the main aposto-
lic task was performed by three congrega-
tions founded in Silesia: the Sisters of the 
Divine Heart of Jesus and the Franciscan 
Sisters of Our Lady of Perpetual Help, 
who came from Austria, as well as the Ita-
lian community of the Don Orione Si-
sters. Female religious congregations also 
took up new activities, e.g. the publishing 
activity of the Polish Sisters of Loreto, and 
the missionary and ecumenical apostola-
te, realised by the Dominican Missiona-
ries, founded in the Second Commonwe-
alth, and the Franciscan Missionaries who 
came to Poland. On the initiative of Poles 
staying abroad, two missionary congrega-
tions were founded, which in the interwar 
period settled in Poland: the Missionaries 
of the Holy Family and the Claverian Si-
sters. In that period, communities which 
actively participated in the parish mini-
stry and the cooperation with priests also 
appeared. These were two Polish congre-
gations: the Sisters of Bethany and of the 
Daughters of St. Francis, as well as two 
congregations of Italian origin: the Sister 
Disciples of the Divine Master and the 
Pallotine Sisters.

21	 J. Kłoczowski, Dzieje, p. 81–83.
22	 Ibidem, p. 132–135.
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The activity of the nuns in that period 
was mainly concentrated on the educa-
tion of children and young people and 
on charity work. The female monastic 
movement then was aimed at active so-
cial service. In particular, the nuns’ activ-
ity embraced a wide range of educational 
work, including nurseries for children, 
catechisation, running secondary schools 
at a high level, as well as dormitories and 

boarding houses. Nuns ran about 40% 
of all kindergartens in the country (722 
out of 1859 in 1937), dozens of boarding 
houses and schools for the youth, includ-
ing 50 secondary schools and 12 teaching 
schools.

Female orders took up caretaking and 
charity work as well as the care of the di-
sabled. Nuns also ran about 250 hospitals 
and about 150 special institutions. Nuns 

Fig. 2. Female orders and congregations which arrived in or were founded in Poland in 1918–1939.
Source: the author's own analysys
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also took up publishing, not only of bo-
oks but also of ten periodicals for children 
and young people.23 What was significant 
was the fact that nuns lived among pe-
ople and somehow in front of people.24 
The orders organised their houses, aiming 
at the fulfilment of a broadly understood 
goal of these congregations.25 What pro-
ves a high spiritual level of the initiators 
and founders of the female monastic life 
in that period is the fact that two whole 
sisters Urszula and Maria Teresa Ledó-
chowski were beatified, and currently the 
beatification processes of other founders 
are in progress, e.g. of Elżbieta Czacka 
(Franciscan Servants of the Cross), Józe-
fa Hałacińska (Passionist Sisters), Zofia 
Tajber (Sisters of the Soul of Christ) and 
Janina Kierocińska (Carmelite Sisters of 
the Child Jesus).

At the turn of the 21st century, the most 
numerous congregations were the Sisters 
of Charity, the Servant Sisters of Stara 
Wieś, and the Franciscan Sisters of the 
Family of Mary. In over 20 congregations, 
the number of nuns did not exceed 100 
members. Nuns were present in every di-
ocese of Poland. The greatest number of 
nuns was found in the dioceses of Lviv, 
Cracow, Warsaw, Gniezno-Poznań, Sile-
sia and Przemyśl. The smallest number of 
nuns worked in the dioceses of Podlasie, 
Łomża, and Sandomierz.26

3. Monastic Life during the Second 
World War and the Occupation
The development of monastic communi-
ties, new vocations and apostolic activity 
were severely limited during the Nazi oc-
cupation. The war led to serious changes 
in the geography of religious houses and, 

23	The titles of the periodicals published by female orders in 1937: “Echo 
z Afryki”, “Murzynek”, “Dziś i Jutro”, “Mały Światek”, “Dzwonek św. Olafa”, 
“Orędowniczek”, “Echo Krucjaty Eucharystycznej”, “Wiadomości o Straży 
Honorowej”.

24	 J. Kłoczowski, Dzieje, p. 135.
25	Kościół i religijność Polaków 1945–1990, red. W. Zdaniewicz, T. Zembrzu-
ski, Warszawa 2000, p. 211.

26	 Ibidem, p. 210.

what followed, nuns’ great migration. 
Monastic life became disorganised and 
dependent on the policy of the occupants 
in various occupant regions. Particularly 
in the western territories, hundreds of re-
ligious houses were closed, nuns were di-
spersed and the official activity was limi-
ted.27 Apostolic education-related work 
was considerably limited. Nonetheless, 
nuns took up secret teaching; in order to 
revive and maintain the national spirit 
and patriotic attitudes, they celebrated 
national anniversaries. Wherever even 
a small group of nuns settled, they im-
mediately took up work according to the 
urgent social demands. They made efforts 
to maintain the biological existence of 
the nation. They ran hundreds of orpha-
nages, kindergartens, nurseries, homes 
for the elderly and for the terminally ill as 
well as hospitals and medical institutions. 
These places were run in the most diffi-
cult conditions, frequently without any 
auxiliary facilities. Moreover, nuns helped 
the Jewish population and displaced pe-
ople.28 For all orders, this was a period of 
martyrdom.29 In the territories incorpo-
rated into the Reich at the beginning of 
1941, the nuns from dissolved convents 
were moved to a special labour camp in 
Bojanów near Rawicz. Altogether, over 
615 nuns from 25 congregations were in-
terned in the camp.30 Of the total num-
ber of nuns’ personal losses in Poland 
during the Second World War, 289 nuns 
died.31 Nuns at that time gave examples 
of heroic acts of love for God and the ne-
ighbour. The testimony of their lives re-
inforced their authority and meaning in 

27	K. Dębowska, Fenomen życia zakonnego żeńskiego na ziemiach polskich 
w XIX i XX wieku, in: 140 lat służebniczek na Śląsku. Materiały z sympo-
zjum, 9.09.2006, Leśnica Opolska, Wrocław 2006, p. 28.

28	Cf. T.A. Frącek, Siostry Rodziny Maryi z pomocą dzieciom polskim i żydow-
skim w Międzylesiu i Aninie, Warszawa 2006; A. Mirek, Wkład bezhabito-
wych zgromadzeń zakonnych w ratowanie Żydów w okresie okupacji hitle-
rowskiej, in: Śladami świętych, red. A. Derdziuk, Lublin 2007, p. 649–658.

29	Kościół i religijność, p. 211.
30	 J. Kłoczowski, Dzieje, p. 161.
31	 Ibidem, p. 163.
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the society, which was significant for the 
establishment of religious communities 
in the society of the post-war period.32

4. Religious Life in the Polish  
People’s Republic
Communist Poland did not spare any af-
flictions or persecutions to the female re-
ligious life, although no dissolution took 
place, unlike in other countries of people’s 
democracy.33 After the war ended, all con-
gregations began to rebuild their houses 
and their work. Communities had a dif-
ficult way to go in that period as, due to 
the so-called repatriations, they lost their 
frequently century-old property; they 
were deprived of their churches, convents, 
orphanages, hospitals and care homes. Al-
together, the losses of female orders in the 
Eastern Borderlands of Poland amounted 
to 400 convents and religious houses. 
Even the whole monastic provinces were 
moved. The Franciscan Sisters of the Fa-
mily of Mary were made to leave 108 ho-
uses out of 160 monastic institutions they 
possessed. Due to the shift of the eastern 
border, the Servant Sisters of Stara Wieś 
lost 120 religious houses.34 At the appeal 
of the bishops, nuns started work in the 
Regained Territories and in the areas for-
merly belonging to the Reich, and there 
they built their religious life anew.35

When the concordat was broken by the 
Communist authorities in Poland, Ro-
man Catholic monastic orders and con-
gregations lost the legal basis for their ac-
tivity. The authorities’ attitude to orders 
was not defined by legal acts but by the 
assumptions of the Marxist philosophy. 
In the first years after the war, monastic 
communities, with the approval from 
the authorities, reactivated the liquidated 
32	 Ibidem, p. 174.
33	Cf. E. Kaczmarek, Dlaczego przeszkadzały? Polityka władz partyjnych 

i rządowych wobec żeńskich zgromadzeń zakonnych w Polsce w latach 
1945–1956, Warszawa 2007.

34	T. Frącek, Rodzina Maryi, in: Zakony św. Franciszka w Polsce w latach 
1772–1970, red. J.R. Bar, Warszawa 1978, p. 69.

35	B. Kumor, Historia, p. 505.

institutions and established new ones.36 
Nuns’ engagement in hospitals as well as 
their work in educational and caretaking 
institutions was beneficial for the authori-
ties since they themselves could not meet 
the social demands in this field.

The state authorities made use of the 
legal loophole which was created after the 
breaking of the concordat and the policy 
of fait accompli was carried out.37 The de-
cree of 5 August 1949 on the change of 
the provisions of the act on associations 
questioned the legal basis of the existence 
of monastic orders and congregations and 
religious associations.38 Under the threat 
of the dissolution and ban on activity, 
the monastic superiors were ordered to 
submit requests to have their legal status 
regulated.39 The decree allowed the state 
authorities to thoroughly inspect the in-
ternal life of monastic communities both 
in the personal and property spheres. The 
new Communist state law became in fact 
one of the main instruments in the pro-
cess of blackmailing the orders. The fight 
against nuns was carried out by means 
of various methods. Its aim was to limit 
the nuns’ possibilities of work and thus 
to decrease their influence on society. The 
authorities saw the greatest danger from 
nuns in their contacts with children and 
young people. That is why, first of all, in 
the first phase of the fight against nuns, 
schools run by nuns were closed, educa-
tional and caretaking institutions and ho-
spitals were nationalised, nuns were even 
forbidden to teach religion at schools.40 
A unique method of fighting against nuns 
was used in the voivodeships of Wrocław, 
Opole, and Katowice, where the so called 

36	A. Mirek, Ustawa o przejęciu dóbr „martwej ręki” – zamach na życie za-
konne w Polsce?, “Śląskie Studia Historyczno-Teologiczne”, 36 (1), 2003, 
p. 168–79.

37	 Ibidem, p. 168–179.
38	“Dziennik Ustaw Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej”, 45 (335), 1949.
39	Polish Central Archives of Modern Records in Warsaw, Office for Denomi-
nations, sign. 21/208, Department IV female orders. Registration of orders.

40	Cf. B. Gromada, Szkoły sióstr nazaretanek w okresie Polski Ludowej, Lu-
blin 2000.
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X-2 action was carried out as a result of 
which 8 labour camps were created for 
nuns in 1954–1956.41 The Primate of Po-
land, Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński, in one 
of his pastoral letters defined the decision 
of the state authorities as “the hurricane 
of lawlessness” which went across Poland. 
The regime activities resulted in the deep 
changes in the life of monastic congrega-
tions. This was a dramatic moment as the 
majority of orders were suddenly deprived 

41	The labour camps for nuns were created in cloisters in the following towns: 
Dębowa Łąka, Stadniki, Staniątka (2), Kobylin, Gostyń and Wieliczka, 
Otorowo. Cf. Represje wobec zakonów w PRL. Obozy pracy dla zakonnic 
(1954–1956), red. A. Mirek, Lublin 2005.

of the possibility to fulfil their charismas. 
Monastic institutions faced a threat of lo-
sing their independence due to the speci-
ficity of their activities. When losing their 
apostolic work, nuns in the whole country 
massively went to work in parishes as reli-
gion teachers, organists, sacristans or guar-
dians for the ill. They also took up house-
hold jobs in the curias, houses of bishops 
and retired priests, in seminaries, and in 
monasteries.42 Nuns were allowed to work 
in the institutions which demanded a lot 

42	K. Dębowska, Życie zakonne w Europie Środkowo-Wschodniej dziś, in: 
Śladami świętych.

Fig. 3. Female orders and congregations which arrived in or were founded in Poland in 1945–1989.
Source: the author's own analysys
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of devotion and labour, such as nursing 
homes for children and young people 
with special needs or nursing homes for 
the elderly. The service for those in need 
in those institutions was given within the 
Association of Lay Catholics “Caritas,” 
which remained controlled by the sta-
te. Taking care of the spiritual specificity 
was the only way for the communities to 
preserve their own identities. The establi-
shment of new religious houses was com-
pletely dependent on the state authorities. 
All acts of lawlessness were aimed at limi-
ting the property of the orders, on the one 
hand, and at minimising the influence of 
the nuns on society, on the other.43

Until 1964, female congregations were 
deprived of 215 places of worship; 35 se-
condary schools were closed as well as 39 
primary schools, 327 kindergartens, 53 
boarding houses, 117 children’s homes, 
52 homes for the elderly, 63 hospitals; 
7326 nuns became jobless; 658 non-ho-
usehold buildings and 155 outbuildings 
were taken away.44

What integrated religious congrega-
tions was their solidary participation in 
experiencing great events in the life of the 
Church such as the Second Vatican Co-
uncil during which both prayer and the 
so-called council deeds were undertaken; 
the celebration of the Millennium of the 
Baptism of Poland; the election of Cardi-
nal Wojtyła to Pope; as well as the subse-
quent independence attempts in Poland 
in 1956, 1970, 1976 and 1980.

The hostile conditions which were cre-
ated for the religious life by the state autho-
rities resulted in the decreasing dynamics 
of order creation in the Polish People’s 
Republic. From 1945 to 1989, domestic 
initiatives in Poland led to the establish- 

43	A. Mirek, Ustawa, p. 168–179; eadem, Świadectwo trwania polskich 
zakonnic w systemie totalitarnym PRL, na przykładzie Zgromadzenia 
Córek Maryi Niepokalanej, “Summarium Societatis Scientiarum Catholi-
cae Universitatis Lublinensis Ioannis Pauli II”, 34, 2005, p. 157–169.

44	W. Zdaniewicz, Zgromadzenia zakonne w Polsce, in: Kościół i religijność, 
p. 221.

ment of 6 new monastic congregations, 
whereas 12 congregations came from abro-
ad. Five of them worked in the parish mi-
nistry,45 3 congregations took up a new 
type of apostolate, namely formation acti-
vity,46 4 monastic institutes which arrived 
in Poland took up educational mission as 
their main task,47 3 communities devoted 
themselves to the charity service,48 1 in-
stitute led a missionary activity “ad gen-
tes” – the Holy Spirit Missionary Sisters. 
Among the communities which arrived in 
Poland there was one contemplative com-
munity49 and one congregation led a pu-
blishing activity.50

5. Consecrated Life in Poland after 1989
The breakthrough year of 1989, with the 
act regulating the relations between the 
state and the Church, enabled nuns to 
regain the works of art confiscated in the 
period of the Polish People’s Republic. 
The 1990s and the beginning of a new 
century is the period of the return of the 
institutions taken by the Communist au-
thorities to the lawful owners and of the 
strengthening of the female orders’ acti-
vity. The orders do not perform the same 
work as before since, after 50 years, the 
priestly and charity needs in society have 
changed. Contrary to the Communist 
period, within the existing legal order, fe-
male monastic communities return to the 
work in accordance with their charismas. 
Phenomenal for the Polish consecrated 
life of the turn of the century is a great 
engagement of the institutes in external 
activities. They include religion teaching 
at schools, support for priests in parishes, 

45	Sister Disciples of the Cross, Dominican Sisters of Our Lady of the Rosary, 
Missionary Sisters of Christ the King, Sisters of the Immaculate Heart of 
Mary, Knight Sisters of the Immaculata.

46	Sisters of Entrust, Missionary Sisters of the Precious Blood, Schoenstatt 
Sisters of Mary.

47	Carmelite Missionary Sisters, Capuchin Sisters, Carmelite Sisters, Adorers.
48	Daughters of St. Camillus, Missionaries of Charity, Sisters of Merciful 

Jesus.
49	Camedule Nuns.
50	Daughters of St. Paul.
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service in seminaries and hospitals. Polish 
nuns also run kindergartens and nursing 
homes, help in running retreat houses 
and homes for retired priests, they work 
in libraries and diocesan curias. In Polish 
society, nuns’ selfless work gains recogni-
tion and the need for this work is still 
unsatisfied. Over 40 female institutes of 
consecrated life focus on education. Fe-
male secondary schools run by nuns en-
joy great renown in entire Poland. The 
incredible activity of female congrega-
tions is worth emphasising – within three 
years after lower secondary schools were 
introduced in the Polish educational sys-
tem nuns established 26 of them. In the 
period 2000–2004, the number of social 
deeds performed by female communities 
increased from 1000 to 1800. This forced 
congregations to take care of nuns’ edu-
cation. The number of nuns with tertiary 
education has increased since 1989. On 
average, circa 20% of nuns have higher 
education. Only in 2000, 239 nuns atten-
ded full-time studies whereas 1972 nuns 
took extramural and evening studies. 257 
nuns studied in colleges while 271 nuns 
gained secondary education.51 Gaining 
education is becoming an essential factor 
of the general formation in female congre-
gations as it visibly leads to the increase of 
a nun’s prestige and social status.

Nuns are present in all dioceses of Po-
land but the distribution of nuns and the-
ir institutions is highly uneven. The gre-
atest number of nuns work in the dioceses 
of Cracow, Warsaw, Poznań, Wrocław and 
Przemyśl. There are fewer nuns in the dio-
ceses established after the Second World 
War, namely in the dioceses of Drohiczyn, 
Elbląg, Ełk, Zamość and Sosnowiec.

In the last half-century there has been 
a considerable development of female 
contemplative congregations which have 
never been a strong element of the Polish 

51	The Conference of Major Superiors of Female Religious Orders in Poland 
Archive, Statistical data from 2000.

Catholic tradition, so the significance of 
this visibly increasing current in the last 
period should be emphasised. 

Against pessimistic predictions, the 
number of nuns in Poland is not decre-
asing and amounts to over 20,000. Their 
provenance is changing. The number of 
nuns in the congregations existing in Po-
land for years is decreasing but this phe-
nomenon is balanced by the vocations to 
a few dozens of new institutes which have 
come to Poland in recent years. A great 
number of vocations is typical of Poland, 
which is an attractive country for the new 
institutes of the consecrated life. That is 
why they establish their institutions in 
Poland, counting on new members. In the 
last years, over 50 new institutes of conse-
crated life opened their houses in Poland, 
e.g. such a world-known congregation as 
Mother Teresa of Calcutta’s Missionaries 
of Charity. New native institutes also 
appear, e.g. the Sisters of Entrust or the 
Sisters of St. Queen Hedwig of Wawel. 
The analysis of a number of members in 
particular institutes in recent years shows 
a  decreasing tendency although this is 
not a  rapid process. It is worth mentio-
ning that the decreasing tendency does 
not apply to contemplative orders, e.g. 
the number of the Discalced Carmelites 
increased in recent years from 406 to 501 
nuns.

In the period 1989–1996, 31 religio-
us congregations came to Poland. Ten of 
them started educational activity,52 8 took 
up charity,53 5 – missionary and ecumeni-
cal activity,54 1 – Christian formation,55 
3 – education of morally endangered 
52	Sisters of St. Joseph of Cluny, School Missionary Sisters, Piarist Sisters, 
Daughters of St. Francis of Florence, Sisters of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, 
Calvarians, Sisters Teachers of St. Dorothy, Franciscan School Sisters, Ur-
suline Sisters of Gaudino, Scalabrinians.

53	Franciscan Sisters of Christian Charity, Hospital Sisters of the Sacred Heart 
of Jesus, Baptistines, Sisters of St. Charles Borromeo, Sister Servants of the 
Visitation, Franciscan Sisters of St. Clare, Sisters of Our Lady of Perpetual 
Help, Sisters Minor.

54	White Sisters, Missionary Sisters of St. Anthony Mary Claret, Claretian Sis-
ters, Bridgettines, Canossians.

55	Carmelite Missionary Sisters.
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girls,56 3 congregations were of contem-
plative character57 and 1 took up parish 
ministry.58

In 2000, there were 149 female institu-
tes of consecrated life in Poland, including 
14 enclosed orders. Altogether there were 
266,039 Polish nuns, 1188 of them in the 
novitiate. The average age is 45. The most 
numerous orders are the Servant Sisters 
of Stara Wieś (1280), the Elizabethan Sis- 

56	Passionist Sisters, Franciscan Sisters of the Sacred Hearts, Capuchin Ter-
tiary Sisters.

57	Sisters of the Holy Redeemer, Holy Spirit Adoration Sisters, Poor Sisters of 
St. Claire.

58	Daughters of Mary.

ters (1273), and the Sisters of Charity 
(1095). Out of 2570 Polish nuns wor-
king on missions and abroad, most come 
from the congregations of the Servant Si-
sters of Stara Wieś (146), the Franciscan 
Missionaries (122), the Sisters of Naza-
reth (116), the Elizabethan Sisters (105), 
the Sisters of the Heart of Jesus (96), and 
the Grey Ursulines (92). The greatest 
number of female congregations took up 
service to the neighbours as their main 
goal. Widely understood mercy is the 
main aim of almost 50 institutes. Nearly 
30 communities focus on apostolic work 
and evangelisation as their main tasks.  

Fig. 4. Female orders and congregations which arrived in Poland in 1989–2000.
Source: the author's own analysys
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The distribution of the houses of the fe-
male religious communities in Poland 
is quite uneven. Most nuns work in the 
archdioceses of Cracow (2628), Warsaw 
(2317) and Poznań (1413). The smallest 
number of nuns work in the northern and 
eastern dioceses of Drohiczyn (98), El-
bląg (118) and Zamość-Lubaczów (141).

Monastic life, which is an alternative 
form of life in the Church, enables mona-
stic people to create a different “world” in 
the world, through the vows of the evan-
gelical counsels and the testimony of life.59 
Throughout the recent centuries, political 
and social conditions have played a deci-
sive role for the dynamics of the develop-
ment of female religious communities on 
Polish lands. A servant attitude of female 
religious congregations has enormously 
contributed to the development of Polish 
society and the Church in Poland. The 
above analysis of the history of the mo-
nastic life indicates a certain rule that the 
civilisation crisis creates new forms of mo-
nastic and evangelical life. Some congre-
gations disappear, others adjust to the new 
times which demand a  new perception 
from monastic communities. A different 
mentality of the world and different va-
lues demand different forms of monastic 
life. Adaptation of the orders to the new 
conditions is moving in the right direc-
tion. The orders improve their spiritual 
formation, have new vocations and more 
actively return to the fulfilment of their 
goals and tasks, in the spirit of their own 
charismas. They also take up new tasks of 
greater help for people in need and the 
work in the East.60

 
 
 
 
 

59	S.M. Schneiders, Życie zakonne w przyszłości, “Biuletyn Konferencji Wyż-
szych Przełożonych Żeńskich Zgromadzeń Zakonnych”, 24, 2005.

60	W. Zdaniewicz, Zgromadzenia, p. 221.

The confrontation with the modern 
world is easier for female orders and 
congregations as their perpetual aim for 
centuries is God. Apostolic orders and 
congregations which live and work in the 
world and are adjusted to the modern 
sensitivity, in order to find new forms, 
need a solid spirituality since without it 
they may lose their identity and their spe-
cific manner of presence in the world.

Conclusion
The female religious movement has been 
observed as dynamically developing since 
the late 19th century and it is characteri-
sed by great mobility. If such a need or 
circumstances arose, small institutions 
were created and liquidated to be moved 
to other places. Since the second half of 
the 19th century, the variety and versatili-
ty of the functions served in the Church 
and society by nuns as well as the abili-
ty to adjust to new situations and needs 
haves been one of the most characteristic 
features of the activity of the female re-
ligious movement. The time of the war 
and the occupation may provide a great 
example of such attitudes and forms of ac-
tion. Putting the service of religious com-
munities into some characteristic types of 
activity, which may be noted is the ver-
satility of undertaken work, results from 
nuns’ strong relations with society and 
their response to the needs of local socie-
ties. In general, it might be stated that the 
female religious movement takes practical 
action in various spheres of social life, i.e. 
in education, upbringing, caretaking and 
charity.                                                 
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W drugiej połowie XIX w. na ziemiach 
polskich doszło do prawdziwej eksplozji 
rodzimych inicjatyw zakonotwórczych. 
Społeczne zapotrzebowanie na pracę sióstr 
zakonnych – zwłaszcza w szpitalnictwie 
oraz służbie wśród ubogich, dzieci i mło-
dzieży – były wielkie. Wraz z odzyskaniem 
przez Polskę niepodległości żeński ruch 
zakonny skierowany został ku aktywnej 
służbie społecznej. Zakonnice podejmo-
wały szeroki zakres pracy oświatowo-wy-
chowawczej, od ochronek dla dzieci po-
przez katechizację po prezentujące wysoki 
poziom szkoły średnie, bursy i internaty. 
Dynamiczny rozwój życia zakonnego 
przerwała druga wojna światowa, przyczy-
niając się do jego dezorganizacji i spadku 
liczby zakonnic. Znacznie ograniczona zo-
stała wówczas działalność apostolska sióstr 
związana z oświatą, w  związku z czym 
wspólnoty zaangażowały się w różne dzie-
dziny pracy charytatywnej. Do głównych 
działań zakonnic należały wtedy: pomoc 
przesiedleńcom, prowadzenie kuchni dla 
ubogich i opieka nad sierotami. Udręk 
i szykan nie szczędziła żeńskiemu życiu 
zakonnemu Polska Ludowa. Choć w od- 

różnieniu od innych krajów demokracji 
ludowej nie doszło tu do kasaty zakonów, 
to jednak po roku 1949 komunistyczne 
władze rozpoczęły systematyczną likwida-
cję prowadzonych przez siostry placówek. 
W pierwszej kolejności zamykano szkoły 
i przedszkola oraz wszelkiego typu zakła-
dy opiekuńczo-wychowawcze, a następnie 
szpitale i dzieła charytatywne. Utraciw-
szy własne organizacje, zakonnice zaczęły 
masowo działać w ramach jednostek ad-
ministracyjnych Kościoła i jego instytucji, 
jak: parafie, kuria biskupia, dom księży 
emerytów itp. W III Rzeczypospolitej 
żeńskie wspólnoty zakonne podjęły pra-
cę zgodnie ze swoimi charyzmatami. Po 
roku 1989 obserwujemy nowe zjawisko: 
przybywanie do Polski przedstawicielek 
żeńskich wspólnot z Europy Zachodniej, 
które obok pełnionych dzieł apostolskich 
mają charakter wspólnot animacji powo-
łań i domów formacyjnych. Dla dynamiki 
rozwoju żeńskich zakonów na ziemiach 
polskich w ciągu minionych dwóch wie-
ków najbardziej istotne znaczenie miały 
warunki polityczne i społeczne.             

Zakony żeńskie na ziemiach polskich w XIX i XX wieku
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