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Introduction 

The period from 1930 to 1970 was one of radical transformation of social 

welfare provision in Victoria as the clerks, philanthropists and religious 

personnel who had established welfare networks in the 19
th
 century were 

replaced by professionals with increasingly specialised fields of training. This 

transition was not an easy one. As Dorothy Scott and Shurlee Swain have 

shown, great conflict could arise within welfare organisations when 

committees employed trained social workers to augment the work of welfare 

inspectors whose authority was based on practical experience.
1
 Robert 

Lawrence’s classic history of Australian social work also characterises this 

period as one during which the first generations of formally educated 

Australian social workers battled to have their skill and authority recognised, 

though the importance of trained almoners (social workers employed within 

hospitals) was fairly well accepted in Melbourne by the 1930s.
2
 This view is 

complicated by Elaine Martin, who offers a gendered analysis of the 

development of Australian social work. She argues that social work’s quest 

for status amongst the professions was hampered both by society’s perception 

of it as a feminised field and by the attrition of women from the workforce, 

particularly after marriage.
3
 Histories of social work in other English-speaking 

countries present the process of social work’s professionalisation as similarly 

fraught.
4
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This broad narrative of professionalisation is useful but it is important to 

understand that, while the authors position themselves as telling a national 

story, the dominant voices are typically Protestant and secular welfare 

providers.
5
 Scholars who have examined the history of Catholic social welfare 

provision in Australia argue that Catholic social services were vibrant, 

important, and followed their own turbulent path towards professionalisation. 

They contend that Catholic social services could not avoid engaging with the 

trend of professionalisation in the wider welfare community but that this 

conflicted with organisations’ structures of authority and aspects of their 

underpinning principles.
6
 Damian Gleeson argues that it was important for 

Catholic social services to have people who were prepared to lead the way in 

negotiating these challenges and identifies Teresa Wardell was an important 

figure in the development of Catholic social welfare in Victoria during the 

mid-20
th
 century.

7
 Wardell was one of the first people to push for trained 

social workers having a greater influence on the delivery of welfare services 

to Victoria’s Catholic community, and she also helped pioneer a framework of 

practice for Melbourne’s Catholic social workers that was both professional 

and in accordance with their faith. Her papers, which are stored in fifteen 

boxes at the University of Melbourne Archives, suggest that her experiences 

and outlook were significantly coloured by her gender, faith and belief in the 

value of formal training and education for welfare workers. In particular, the 

tensions between her desire to position herself as both a professional social 

worker and a woman of faith pushed her towards new territory in terms of 

practice within her fledgling profession. 

Early Life and Training 

Born in 1896 into a well-regarded Melbourne Catholic family, Teresa Mary 

Wardell was one of ten children. Her paternal grandfather was the esteemed 

architect, William Wilkinson Wardell; her father was deputy master of the 

Royal Mint and her mother also came from a family of professionals.
8
 She 

attended the Convent of the Sacred Heart Melbourne day school, and received 

her first Holy Communion at St Joseph’s, South Yarra, in 1907.
9
 Wardell’s 

first chosen profession was nursing. She trained at Melbourne’s St. Vincent’s 

hospital, gained her qualifications in 1921 and worked at the hospital for a 

time.
10
 Letters of recommendation that remain in her archived papers suggest 

that she was considered a capable nurse by her superiors and liked by her 

patients.
11
 This, along with her family’s status, helped her gain good private 

nursing positions, including one as attendant and companion to Dame Nellie 

Melba.
12
 In 1934, at almost 40 years of age, she chose to train for a career in 
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social work, and, in this second profession, Wardell really distinguished 

herself as a leader. 

 

According to notes made by Wardell in her later years, she had never been 

interested in working as an almoner, despite the fact that at the time she 

moved into the welfare field there were few positions held by trained social 

workers outside of Melbourne’s hospitals.
13
 However, there were signs that 

some people within Victoria’s welfare network were following international 

developments. In the opening decades of the 20
th
 century, there were 

movements amongst both British and American welfare workers who sought 

to distance modern welfare provision from the openly morality-based 

reformist agenda of 19th-century evangelical charitable work. They sought to 

make a claim for social work as a profession with standards based on 

scientific principles and to position themselves as custodians of expert 

knowledge about the family, domesticity and the person as a social being.
14
 In 

Victoria, Stanley Grieg Smith (who was the secretary of Melbourne’s 

influential Charity Organisation Society for almost 50 years, beginning in 

1909) was a notable proponent of the growing body of professional social 

work literature, and he circulated these ideas amongst both his staff and the 

broader welfare community.
15
 In child welfare, the area in which Wardell 

would come to distinguish herself, the 1920s saw the growth of markers 

typically associated with the rise of professionalisation—these included the 

production of more detailed case records for each child and the emphasis 

placed on applying ‘scientific principles’ of institutional management.
16
 

 

There was, however, no formal course of training in social work available in 

Melbourne until 1929. The Victorian Institute of Hospital Almoners was 

founded in that year; it offered a two-year course covering general social work 

and also almoner training, and from this organisation the present-day 

University of Melbourne School of Social Work dates its beginnings.
17
 As in 

Britain, Melbourne’s almoners had strong links to the local branch of the 

Protestant Charity Organisation Society, and, although the diploma offered by 

the institute was formally a secular one, it emerged from the Protestant 

welfare tradition.
18
 The Protestant model of charity was built around the 

concepts of the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor, which distinguished 

between people who were seen as victims of poverty, despite trying to be 

hardworking and thrifty, and those who were considered to be in need as a 

consequence of their sloth, sexual immorality, drinking or indulgence in other 

‘luxuries’.
19
 The evangelical theology that inspired this model held that 

individuals had to accept the teachings of Christ before their lives could be 

redeemed, and thus that personal salvation had to precede social reform.
20
 

Further, it claimed a moral superiority for the ‘saved’ and helped justify their 
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intervention in the lives of the impoverished.
21
 The professionalisation of this 

model meant that welfare workers adopted new tools that they believed 

allowed them to operate under ‘scientific principles’, but it did not challenge 

the basic assumptions about which people welfare services were designed to 

assist.
22
 

 

A different ethos underpinned Catholic social welfare. It rejected the view that 

impoverishment was a marker of sinfulness. On the contrary, it held that 

suffering was part of God’s plan for humanity; it noted that Christ had always 

sided with the poor, and represented charitable work as a way for the affluent 

to serve God.
23
 This religious teaching meant that both Catholic parishioners 

and those responsible for distributing relief tended to understand the purpose 

of charity as relieving distress wherever it was found. The Catholic view was 

far less suspicious of the poor than was the Protestant one; indeed the poor 

were seen as being brought closer to God through their misery.
24
 The practical 

result of these ideas was that Catholics tended to believe it was more 

important to ensure that all genuine cases of need were relieved than to 

prevent any charitable funds from being allocated to potentially ‘unworthy’ 

people.
25
 

 

In America, the professionalisation of social work also stemmed from 

Protestant philanthropy, and, during the early decades of the 20
th
 century, 

there was much debate amongst Catholic welfare services as to the possibility 

of reconciling social work’s ‘scientific principles’ with the religious 

obligations of charity.
26
 One outcome of this debate was that, in the early 

1920s, several Catholic colleges and universities in the United States 

established degrees to train social workers who could conduct their work in a 

manner that was ‘Christ-like as well as scientific’.
27
 Some Australians, such as 

Norma Parker and Constance Moffat, chose to travel to the United States in 

order to study social work at Catholic institutions, though their credentials 

were not recognised in Melbourne until they completed an abridged version of 

the local course.
28
 Other Catholics, including Teresa Wardell, who chose to 

study at home had only one course of formal training available to them. The 

dominance of affluent Protestant women in almoner work translated into their 

preponderance amongst students undertaking the course offered by the 

Victorian Institute of Hospital Almoners, and this continued after 1933 when 

the course became a two-year diploma in social work administered by the 

Victorian Council on Social Training. Indeed, when Wardell began her social 

work training in 1934, she was the first Catholic woman to commence the full 

two-year course in Melbourne, Parker and Moffat having only completed a 

shortened course in Melbourne.
29
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Ten years after she had commenced the course, Wardell was awarded the 

diploma, her certificate stating that she had completed ‘the academic work 

required of her during 1934–1944’ and that she had practical experience with 

a number of welfare agencies.
30
 Wardell’s completion had been delayed for at 

least two reasons. She twice failed a subject on modern political institutions; 

Gleeson notes that Wardell’s forthright manner led to friction with her teacher 

in this subject but also argues that she and other Catholic social work students 

who struggled with this subject may well have objected to the content relating 

to communism.
31
 Although Wardell was not officially recognised as a trained 

social worker until 1944, her strong performance as a student at the Catholic 

Social Service Bureau, combined with her family’s profile within 

Melbourne’s Catholic community, helped secure her a job with that agency in 

1936. The volume of work required of her during this time was a second 

factor delaying the completion of her formal training. 

Beyond Melbourne 

Over the course of ten years spent working at the Catholic Social Service 

Bureau, Teresa Wardell devoted much energy to establishing a strong 

Catholic social welfare service in Melbourne, and mentored younger social 

workers who came to work at the Catholic Social Services Bureau.
32
 In 1946, 

she chose to leave Melbourne and took a position in child welfare with the 

United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Association.
33
 During 1946 and 

1947, she was posted to China and this period of her overseas work stands out 

as a missionary phase in her career. Although Wardell was employed by a 

secular organisation, her work fits a common model of mid–20
th
 century lay 

missionary service. In the decade following World War I, Christian 

missionaries working across the globe rapidly transformed their work from an 

evangelical effort aimed at conversions to a humanitarian response to poverty 

and suffering—God’s work would be done by recognising the value of every 

soul.
34
 Particularly after World War II, religious charitable organisations saw 

themselves as competing with secular ones like the United Nations both in 

securing prominent roles in international relief and in retaining lay people of 

faith, who were becoming more likely to perform their missionary service 

within secular agencies.
35
 The regular journal that Wardell maintained during 

her China posting reflects her view of herself as performing Christian service 

as she worked with women and children who were victims of poverty and 

war, and, though she was not overtly proselytising, she associated spiritual 

enlightenment and Christianity with the ‘knowledge of civics, health and 

wholesome living’ she was trying to impart.
36
 Her own religious observances 
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remained important to her during her time in China; the note ‘mass as usual’ 

began the entry for many days in her diary.
37
 

 

Wardell’s China diary also resonates with the genre of missionary 

autobiography and journal writing. Numerous passages have the air of an 

adventure story, a common feature of this genre.
38
 Her account of leaving 

Sydney read: 

 

It was very eerie being driven out ... thro’ darkened outer suburban 

streets to Mascot. We seemed the only ones leaving the aerodrome. 

After being weighed in, together with our luggage, and our papers 

examined, we were led across in the darkness to the waiting plane.
39
 

 

From the air, she described Sydney Harbour as ‘a fairy land of lights’, and 

noted her ‘disappointment at not having travelled by sea’, again indicating her 

personal sense of exhilaration at the prospect of the events to come.
40
 Without 

doubting that Wardell genuinely saw herself as embarking on an adventure, it 

is also worth noting that this trope was one that women of Wardell’s 

generation felt comfortable in employing as a mechanism for imagining and 

recounting their experiences on ‘foreign turf’.
41
 

 

Wardell was also escaping the pressures and restrictions of her Melbourne life. 

As Alison Mackinnon has argued, professional women of the early 20
th
 

century were typically conscious of how much people around them read into 

their behaviour. They often felt they needed to decide between accepting the 

role of radical trailblazer or affirming their commitment to older, traditional 

middle-class values despite apparently shunning the sacred virtues of marriage 

and motherhood—the former potentially provoked questions about their 

femininity and the latter left room for challenging their ability to operate on an 

equal footing with professional men.
42
 Wardell opted for the more 

conservative of the two avenues. Her distance from home during her posting in 

China does, however, seem to have given her a sense of freedom; one of her 

colleagues from this period later described her as ‘a lot of fun’, a far cry from 

the ‘forthright’ Wardell who emerges from her Australian correspondence.
43
 

 

During this time, Teresa Wardell wrote several reflections concerning gender, 

regarding both her own experiences as a woman and her views on the 

advancement of women across the globe. This was not an interest that had 

emerged suddenly; Wardell was a founding member of the Victorian branch of 

the St. Joan’s Alliance (established in 1936), an organisation whose stated goal 

was ‘to secure the political, social and economic equality between men and 

women and to further the work and usefulness of Catholic women as 
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citizens’.
44
 Also beginning in 1936, she kept a scrapbook of news clippings 

related to various women’s achievements in professional and political contexts 

and kept adding to this collection until at least 1955.
45
 Nevertheless, her 

experiences overseas provoked some responses that help position her 

perspective in the contexts of feminism and imperialism. 

 

Writing from Tsingtao (Qingdao) in China, Wardell celebrated the ways in 

which ‘women in the English speaking countries’ had gained from the 

employment opportunities that opened up for them during World Wars I and 

II.
46
 ‘After the war, these same girls and women were not satisfied to return 

home and be idle. They had tasted freedom … Their lives had been enriched 

by outside contacts and they felt there was a place for them.’
47
 

 

These ideas have resonance with the feminist agenda that would come to 

flourish in the 1960s and 1970s, but Wardell also adopted some concepts from 

the maternalist feminism of mid–20
th
 century Australia.

48
 For instance, she 

supported the notion that women brought an approach to society that was 

potentially socially healing. She felt that ‘the world would be in a much better 

state if women had more say in the making of the laws on their country and 

even in international affairs’ since a woman’s ‘greatest asset’ was her innate 

and ‘powerful influence for good’.
49
 In the year she went to China, 1946, 

Wardell turned 50. By this time, she had not married (nor did she ever) and 

had clearly demonstrated her desire to have a long career in the paid 

workforce.
50
 Nevertheless, she described the family home as ‘a woman’s first 

and greatest concern’.
51
 In her later writings, Wardell maintained that women 

needed stimulation beyond the home but also stressed that women’s work as 

housekeepers was part of their service to God.
52
  

 

Her travel diaries suggest that her lived sense of gender was one that 

championed equality on many fronts but also valued feminine niceties. There 

were times she revelled in being treated as a peer by men. During a stop in 

Darwin on her way to China, she noted with satisfaction: ‘We lined up with 

the men to receive our bacon and eggs, toast and tea. Everywhere we women 

are being accepted as service personnel and just fall into line with the men’.
53
 

However, the next day in another Royal Air Force camp, she complained that 

the conditions were ‘not good’, ‘all rather primitive’, and snipped that the 

officers made no offer for the ‘women to have a wash’.
54
 

 

Wardell was a middle-class Australian woman of her time, identifying herself 

as ‘British’ and operating in an intellectual tradition about women’s 

emancipation that had concern for the welfare of all women but could not 

understand that the white middle-class vision of female emancipation might 
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not represent liberation or empowerment for all women.
55
 She advised Chinese 

women to organise themselves into advisory groups prepared to stimulate ‘the 

interest of women in improving their homes [and] learning the latest methods 

in the care of children’ and believed that with the industrial development of 

the country would come opportunities for women to influence public and 

political life.
56
 Wardell was also influenced by discussions about women’s 

rights that were circulating amongst women involved with international 

organisations such as the United Nations.
57
 This meant that she made baseline 

claims about what rights, treatment and living conditions all women should 

expect, but also that she did not have a framework for understanding why 

women who had been abused by male relatives or forcibly sent into 

prostitution were reluctant to accept her offers of escape.
58
  

 

Teresa Wardell never overcame her anxiety about the potentially threatening 

‘otherness’ of the Chinese peasantry, as Lachlan Strahan has also observed, 

but she did form good professional relationships with her Chinese 

colleagues.
59
 Although her diary records that she sometimes struggled with 

unfamiliar living conditions, she was in no hurry to return to the comforts of 

home. In March 1947, when her position in China with the United Nations 

Relief and Rehabilitation Administration ended, Wardell made a brief visit to 

San Francisco before returning to accept two more postings in Asia. 

Advancing the Profession 

During the years following her time in China, Teresa Wardell’s passion for 

building her profession became more evident. In 1947, she commenced 

working for the United Nations in the Philippines, and the case records she 

created while in this position demonstrate the extent to which professional 

techniques and approaches informed her work. The records were structured 

according to contemporary social work principles, adopted a distanced 

(thought to be objective) tone and sought to produce social ‘diagnosis’ and 

‘treatment’.
60
 All these things were hallmarks of early professional social 

work, which was attempting to distinguish itself from the morally driven 

charity work associated with 19
th
-century ‘friendly visitors’ and claim a 

professional authority based on methodical approaches to casework.
61
 In 

1948, Wardell left Manila and pursued her professional interest in juvenile 

delinquency, visiting Catholic welfare organisations in America and then 

taking a position in Singapore.
62
 

 

By 1949, when Wardell returned to Melbourne, local social workers had 

expanded beyond their earlier concentration in hospitals and were aiming to 
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be recognised as authorities in fields such as child welfare, prisons and family 

support services. Wardell became part of this push when, in 1951, she was 

appointed as the Children’s Welfare Department’s first classification officer. 

This job was, in effect, the department’s first social work position.
63
 Wardell’s 

notes relating to her work in this position reflect the significant impact that 

psychoanalytic theories had had upon her approach to her work since her 

return to Australia.
64
 There were at least two stimuli for this. First, 

Melbourne’s psychiatric services were expanded during the post–World Ward 

II years so that, by the 1950s, psychiatric assessments could be provided for 

children considered delinquent or emotionally disturbed.
65
 Second, the 

psychosocial approach to casework, which added psychoanalytic analyses to 

the concept of social diagnosis, was circulating in Melbourne by the early 

1950s and influenced social workers across a number of child welfare 

agencies.
66
 

 

Wardell’s interest in therapeutic casework did not fit easily with the approach 

of existing staff in the Children’s Welfare Department. For the first half of the 

20
th
 century, the government’s child welfare office had essentially operated as 

an administrative hub, relying on voluntary organisations to provide most of 

the institutional placements for children and the inspection of foster homes. 

This office was typically staffed by men making a career in the public service 

who had no formal training in social welfare; their approach was essentially 

administrative. In mid–20
th
 century Victoria, private agencies took 

responsibility for most of the children under state guardianship. The 

government had only one receiving home, colloquially known as ‘the Depot’, 

which was supposed to provide temporary accommodation for children 

awaiting another placement.
67
 

 

Part of Wardell’s job with the Children’s Welfare Department was to assess 

the teenage girls at the Depot, but she discovered that her understanding of the 

nature of the work she was to perform clashed with the hierarchical 

bureaucratic operation of the department. Wardell saw herself as having an 

independent professional relationship with the girls and believed that she was 

in the best position to determine fair and productive courses of action for each 

of them. By contrast, the Depot’s medical superintendent saw himself as 

having ultimate control over all of the institution’s inmates and he resented 

Wardell’s intrusion. In mid-1952, when the department’s secretary, E.J. 

Pittard, was called upon to determine the extent of each party’s authority, he 

sided with the superintendent, writing that Miss Wardell should be cautioned 

against making arrangements with the girls ‘without the knowledge and 

approval of the Department’.
68
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Wardell was unwilling to take a backward step and, in October 1952, she 

protested to the secretary about the conditions in the Depot’s girls’ 

reformatory section. She described physical deprivation and even violence 

being inflicted upon the girls in an attempt to curb defiance and added that 

‘the whole thinking behind the conditions permitted does not bear any relation 

to present day needs and belongs to an era of at least half a century ago’.
69
 She 

concluded that much of this was a consequence of the actions of well-

intentioned but unenlightened staff, but also directly condemned both Pittard 

and the medical superintendent ‘in no uncertain terms’ for refusing her advice 

and assistance.
70
 Although she wrote that she regretted the necessity of 

submitting her ‘forthright statement of the situation’ and insisted that it was 

not ‘written in any spirit of self esteem’ but purely because she was ‘very 

worried’, her recommendations advanced her capacity as a trained social 

worker to rectify the situation. She wrote: 

 

I am the only person in the Children’s Welfare Department who by 

training and experience can speak with authority on these matters and I 

would be failing in my duty if I stand by and do nothing. It is 

specialised work and should be recognised as such … I am beginning to 

wonder why I was appointed—certainly my qualifications and 

experience are not being used or recognised.
71
 

 

This letter went so far as to claim that the extant circumstances would never 

have eventuated had her advice been heeded earlier and emphasised the 

refusal of the superintendent to allow Wardell to help train the institution’s 

staff.
72
 

 

Like other trained social workers entering welfare agencies whose staff had 

learned ‘on the job’, Wardell discovered great resistance to her attempts to 

alter practices and fall into line with contemporary social work ideology, 

particularly when this challenged the established authority of a particular 

institution or agency.
73
 As she pursued her protests about the conditions 

within the Depot’s girls’ reformatory, it became clear that Pittard’s attitude 

stemmed in large part from a reluctance to side with a woman over a man. 

While in other child welfare matters he was quite progressive and interested in 

using modern ideas to influence policy, he chastised Wardell’s persistent 

criticism of the Depot’s operation, writing that it was ‘high time Miss Wardell 

appreciated’ that he, ‘as Secretary of the Department’, preferred ‘to be guided 

in such matters by the views of the Medical Superintendent, rather than those 

of a Social Worker’.
74
 Wardell also encountered explicit gender inequity 

within the department. In September 1952, a man holding the same position as 

Wardell was granted a cost of living salary increase yet Wardell was not. The 
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following January, she appealed to Pittard but the final decision was that her 

salary would not be raised.
75
 Despite the low status the department accorded 

social work and the difficulty Wardell had in effecting change, she continued 

to pursue her goal of modifying Depot practices until May 1953, when her 

work with the department ended, her position not being renewed.
76
 

 

For the rest of the 1950s, Wardell turned her attention to the project of 

expanding support and professional development for Catholic social workers 

in Victoria. She planned a trip to the United States to study development in 

the field of juvenile delinquency and to visit a collection of Catholic welfare 

organisations. Father Eric Perkins, director of the Catholic Social Service 

Bureau, wrote a letter of introduction for Wardell explaining that, since there 

were no Catholic social work schools in Australia, there was ‘a great need’ for 

‘access to books and pamphlets giving the Catholic approach to various 

problems associated with Social Work’.
77
 Catholic charitable services in the 

United States had been negotiating the tensions between professional social 

work, voluntary charity and the authority of the Religious within the church 

since the late 19
th
 century, and Catholic welfare workers had established a 

national peak body in the 1920s. Evidently aware that American organisations 

had made significant progress in negotiating these tensions, Father Perkins 

added that he had asked Miss Wardell to return with information about the 

‘knowledge and experience gained by the best Catholic Social Workers in the 

United States’.
78
 Judging by the pamphlets and bibliographies contained 

within Wardell’s papers, she was successful in establishing international 

connections that continued to facilitate the exchange of information between 

Catholic social workers in the two nations for many years to follow. 

 

After her voyage to the United States, Wardell returned home and made some 

definite steps towards extending professional support for Catholic social 

workers in Melbourne. She enquired with the Catholic Social Workers 

Association, which aimed to ‘study, in common, and in the light of Catholic 

principles, the doctrinal, scientific and practical questions connected with 

Social Service’, about the possibility of founding a Victorian branch.
79
 The 

response was one of great enthusiasm.
80
 Wardell and Father Perkins worked 

together to establish a Victorian group, which met regularly to discuss issues 

of relevance to Catholic social workers from religious, professional and 

psychological perspectives. Wardell’s notes on one of the group’s early topics 

of discussion, homosexuality, provide an example of the way in which they 

approached the task of combining professional and religious thought. They 

read: 
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Homosexual … [a]fraid abnormal and a freak—need sympathy but 

must not give in to tendency. There is a separate problem, moral and 

psychological. Marriage [is] no solution. Much neurotic anxiety could 

be removed or reduced by removing sin but [this is] not a final solution. 

There is a danger in removing sense of sin. All that is immoral is not 

subject for penal action.
81
 

 

These ideas reflect those of the broader society of the 1950s, which 

understood homosexuality as a ‘problem’, and also the growing psychological 

and psychiatric opinion that there could be a ‘cure’.
82
 In these respects, there 

is not necessarily anything particularly Catholic about this view. However, 

Wardell’s note signals the notion that religious morals, here the concept of 

sin, should be part of a Catholic social worker’s tool-kit, and that they could 

be employed with therapeutic effect. 

 

The members of this Victorian branch of the Catholic Social Workers 

Association heard from priests and psychiatrists and discussed literature as 

they explored the Catholic approach to topics that included professional 

confidentiality, Freud, punishment and justice, and marriage guidance. The 

group was informed by a relatively conservative Catholic position concerned 

with developing an ethical framework for social workers, but seeing the 

worker’s most important role as helping clients to become better Catholics.
83
 

Wardell’s notes, which cover the period from 1956 through 1960, suggest that 

this group was not just defining how they were different from other social 

workers but conceiving of Catholic social service as a whole. They were 

negotiating the intersection of three competing ideas: the belief that the relief 

of distress was God’s work; a long-standing Catholic view that one of the 

most important outcomes of welfare provision was returning people to the 

church; and a basic principle of therapeutic social casework that identifying 

and treating psychological issues was the way to help people in the longer 

term. 

 

As Teresa Wardell approached the end of her career, she devoted more of her 

time to serving on advisory committees and peak professional organisations, 

and also held a position as fieldwork administrator in the University of 

Melbourne’s Department of Social Studies. During the 1960s and 1970s, 

Wardell accepted a number of leadership roles within social work 

organisations and Catholic groups, and, although her own Catholicism 

remained a central part of how she positioned herself professionally, the 

relationship between her personal faith and her positions on social issues was 

complex. Her involvement in the 1970s with groups such as the Latin Mass 

Society positions her in a fairly conservative part of the church, but it would 
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be wrong to assume that Wardell became less progressive on all social issues 

as she aged.
 84

 For instance, she continued to position herself as an advocate of 

liberal reform policies in relation to women with criminal convictions, and 

even opposed the Catholic church’s official position by maintaining that 

obstructing the reunification of adopted children with their biological parents 

was not in the interests of social justice.
85
 Despite her advancing age, she 

maintained familiarity with professional literature and stayed in contact with a 

range of welfare groups until her death in 1984.
86
 

Conclusion 

Throughout her career, Wardell’s Catholicism had a significant impact on the 

work she chose and on the way she approached it. Gleeson largely positions 

Teresa Wardell as someone driven by a determination to improve conditions 

for others, and he understands social work as an avenue that emerged for 

unmarried women to serve the church outside religious orders—a parallel 

track.
87
 He cites a note made by Wardell towards the end of her life that 

explains her move from nursing to social work in words that resonate with the 

‘calling stories’ of prominent 19
th
-century evangelical Protestant child rescue 

workers such as Thomas Barnardo and, in the Melbourne context, Selina 

Sutherland.
88
 Although Wardell’s account is not as melodramatic as those 

aforementioned, her claim to have suddenly realised that social work was 

something she ought to be doing after seeing an advertisement in the 

newspaper has a smattering of divine intervention about it. 

 

Nineteenth-century charismatic evangelical philanthropists crafted personas 

that reinforced the authority of their work by intimating that it was a religious 

calling and duty, and, from comments made in her later life, Wardell seems to 

fit comfortably within a similar paradigm.
89
 However, one should be cautious 

in concluding that Wardell either understood or represented her work as a 

calling throughout her career. In 1954, when Wardell was interviewed on a 

New York radio station, she was asked how she came to be a social worker 

and she replied: ‘I was a nurse through the years and I realised the necessity 

for trained social workers in my home city, so I decided to do the course’.
90
 

She explained that she had worked for ten years as the executive secretary at 

the Catholic Social Service Bureau, but her account of her trip to the United 

States emphasised her visits with state welfare agencies and her hope to direct 

what she had learned towards legislative reform. She did not directly mention 

her contact with Catholic welfare agencies, though they had been a major part 

of her trip.
91
 Evidently, context played a role in how Wardell portrayed her 

work. In certain settings, it was important for her to emphasise her 
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professional approach and status, and, in other instances, a religiously driven 

commitment to reform was more productive. It is also apparent that at least 

some of her colleagues and employers perceived her as driven by self-

promotion.
92
 

 

Teresa Wardell stands out as a woman who established a long and significant 

career, and as one who did so at a time when mainstream Australian society 

did not think of employment as the place where women would create and 

define themselves. She stridently stood her ground and demanded to be 

recognised as an equal to her male counterparts. Her attitude towards women 

and femininity is difficult to categorise, but her willingness to engage in the 

daily grind of casework with women was at least a positive contribution 

towards those women she directly assisted. She also displayed initiative in 

developing a place for trained social workers within Victoria’s Catholic social 

services. In 1953, Father Perkins wrote: ‘No one has done more for Catholic 

Social Work here in Victoria than Miss Wardell’, and, with something of an 

historical perspective available, it now seems that Teresa Wardell is indeed 

worthy of being considered a leader in the development of Catholic social 

work in Melbourne.
 93
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