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FEMALE CATHOLIC MISSIONARIES AT WAR IN HONG
KONG AND THE CHINESE MAINLAND (1937-1945):
THE CASE OF THE CANOSSIAN SISTERS AND MOTHER
MARIA BIFFI

Federica Cicci

ABSTRACT The paper examines the leadership and agency of Catholic women
missionaries in South China during the War of Resistance against Japan (1937-
1945), focusing on the Canossian Daughters of Charity. While operating within
a male-dominated ecclesiastical hierarchy, women religious played a central role
in wartime education, healthcare, and humanitarian aid. Through a biographical
study of Mother Maria Anselma Biffi (1884-1941) in Huizhou and an analysis
of Canossian activities in occupied Hong Kong, this study explores how female
religious authority was negotiated and exercised amid institutional constraints
and wartime instability. Drawing on archival materials from the Canossian
Archives in Rome, the Vatican Apostolic Archives, and the Historical Archives of
Propaganda Fide—including mission reports, correspondence, and photographs—
this article argues that women religious were not merely auxiliary actors within
Catholic missions but key institutional leaders. Their activities highlight how
female missionary leadership emerged at the intersection of Catholic spirituality,
gendered expectations, colonial entanglements, and wartime humanitarian service.
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