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Saxonism, the Roman Catholic Church provided sanctuary to immi-
grant Catholics and their children from intolerance and bigotry. A par-
ish based school system coupled with the creation and recognition of
ethnically-hased national parishes provided a space for the persistence
of ethnic and religious expression.

In the national parish/school model, the children of immigrants were
provided an affirming and supportive space where they were taught in
their mother language and culture by priests and teachers reared in the
same tradition. By the beginning of the twentieth century, over 55
percent of all Catholic school children in the diocese of Chicago attended
officially recognized ethnic schools comprised of German, Polish, Bohe-
mian, French, Slovak, and Belgian groups. The remaining 45 percent
were official territorial schools, but basically, de facto Irish schools.* Tt
was a successful model because home and school functioned in harmony
within the parochial school setting.*

A Chicago newspaper documented that Polish Catholic children at-
tending parochial school were instructed in Polish history and litera-
ture in their native tongue, and were also taught in English for four
hours a day. Most importantly, students were encouraged to participate
in Polish debating societies, clubs, and leagues fostered by local par-
ishes.** Cultural maintenance and persistence was an important em-
phasis for Polish Roman Catholics in Chicago. Consider that Resurrec-
tion High School was established in the 1920s as a school for Catholic
Polish girls with the aim of developing them into prominent citizens,
and managers of families with a Polish soul and religious throughout.*®
All of this would directly impact on Roman Catholic higher education.

withhold absolution. In the end, decree #199 stated that “All Catholic parents are bound
to send their children to parochial schools, unless either at home or in other Catholic
schools they provide sufficiently and fully for their Christian education, or on account
of a good reason approved by the Bishop, and with the appropriate precautions and
remedies, they are allowed to send them to other schools. Which Catholic school, how-
ever, is to be left to the decision of the Ordinary.” Denig, 225-6.

12 Sanders, 87, 45. These figures remained constant for the next 30 years. As the
largest group of English-speaking Catholics in Chicago, the Irish had the most to gain
from the proliferation of national parishes. By default, the Irish gained control of
English-speaking parishes through Chicago, and in a very real sense they dominated
the Catholic Church from below as well as from above. Skerrett, 24-5.

3 Sanders, 46.

14 Sanders, 61.

15 Sanders, 62. This experience was replicated with other Roman Catholic ethnic
groups throughout the United States. See Smith’s description of a Ruthenian Greek
Catholic congregation in Yonkers, New York in the early twentieth century. Timothy L.




184 JOURNAL OF CATHOLIC SOCIAL THOUGHT - 3:1

By the end of the 19* century, the largest Catholic university in the
United States, DePaul University was established on the north side of
Chicago in response to rapid immigration growth.'® In 1908, Polish
Roman Catholics were inspired to draw up the plans for a Polish Na-
tional University in Chicago to be affiliated with the Catholic Univer-
sity of America in Washington DC.'7

The Pressures of Assimilation

Through church-led initiatives, ethnic-immigrant Catholics would ac-
quire social mobility and access to formal studies at the post-secondary
level at the beginning of the 20" century.'® Numerous Roman Catholics
found solace and support within Roman Catholic universities, while
others, due to cost and reputation, found support in non-Catholic insti-
tutions.'® Ethnic-immigrant Catholics began to steadily enter and navi-
gate a middle class space and lifestyle historically created and con-
trolled by White Anglo Saxon Protestants. As in the case for commu-
nities of color in contemporary America, the children of immigrant
Catholics found themselves in a borderland where assimilation was

Smith, “Immigrant Social Aspirations and American Education 1880-1930” American
Quarterly, Vol. 21, No. 3 (Autumn 1969): 532.

¢ Denig, 222.

7 Sanders, 62. The Polish immigrant experience is multidimensional distinguished
by generational differences influenced by characteristics of the migrant group and the
sociohistorical contexts of their home and host countries. You have Poles who emigrated
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries contrasted by second generation
Polish Americans. By the mid-twentieth century you have World War II émigrés in
contrast to Polish immigrant who arrived post-1960s with the majority arriving during
the late 1970s and 1980s. Each generation came under unique sociohistorical circum-
stance within their home country that shaped their ethnic identity in the United States.
The regional identities of the early immigrants described here came from a Poland that
did not exist on-the map; it was partitioned by Russia, Prussia, and Austria. They were
unified under the umbrella of Polishness as a national and cultural identity in the
United States. Mary Patrice Erdmans. Opposite Poles: Immigrants and Ethnics in
Polish Chicago, 1976-1990. (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press,
1998), 8-11.

'8 This perspective is drawn from existing literature that assumes that only middle
class individuals seek higher education. The value of education is also a working class
values as in the case of people of color that were educated in large numbers beginning
in the 1960s. This is what Catholic Higher Education has forgotten and the type of
initiatives it needs to re-establish and support.

19 A survey published in 1898 revealed that most Catholic collegians were enrolled in
non-Catholic institutions. See: Kathleen A. Mahoney. Catholic Higher Education in
Protestant America: The Jesuits and Harvard in the Age of the University (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003), 7.









