
Introduction



Home: Part One

Home: Part One is a response by 
the Abbey Theatre, Ireland’s 
national theatre, to the Final 
Report of the Commission of 
Investigation into Mother and 
Baby Homes. 

Survivors felt strongly that that 
personal reports, or testimonies, 
people had given to the 
Commission had been misused. 

The Abbey Theatre approached 
Noelle Browne to be the Curator and 
Lead Artist on this response to the 
report. 

Home: Part One is made up 
mainly of testimonies from 
women and children who 
survived the homes, called 
‘survivors’, as well as people 
adopted from the homes. 



Irish 
Society

What were "Mother and 
Baby Homes" and why were 
they a part of Irish society?



Irish State, Church and Society
1916 Proclamation: “The Republ ic guarantees 
re l igious and civ i l  l iberty, equal r ights and equal 
opportunit ies to al l  i ts c i t izens, and declares i ts 
resolve to pursue the happiness and prosperity of 
the whole nat ion and of a l l  i ts parts, cherishing al l  
the chi ldren of the nation equal ly…”

In 1922 the Ir ish Free State was founded af ter the 
Anglo Ir ish Agreement. In the fol lowing years the 
Ir ish State t ied the Cathol ic Church in completely 
with the governance of the state and society.

In 1987 President Eamon de Valera’s papers 
re lating to the draf t ing of the 1937 
Const itution were publ ished.

They showed how Archbishop John Charles 
McQuaid had col laborated closely with him in 
draf t ing the fundamental law of the State 
when DeValera was Taoiseach. 



Mother and 
Baby Homes

Taoiseach’s apology: “The State fai led 
you, the mothers and chi ldren in these 
homes.”



What were Mother and Baby Homes?

Mother and Baby Homes (alongside the Magdalene Laundries) were inst itutions 
where unmarried women were sent to have their babies. They were run by 
di f ferent re l igious orders. 

Tens of thousands of women spent t ime in these inst itutions throughout the 
twentieth century. Women were of ten denied support from their own family,  or 
the chi ld ’s father, for fa l l ing pregnant outside marriage .

Whi le Mother and Baby Homes were not unique to Ire land, the number of women 
who entered them and their longevity makes them di f ferent. 

The Mother and Baby Home Report: "Ir ish fami l ies were less wi l l ing to provide a 
home and support to a daughter who had given bir th outside marriage and her 
chi ld. This was due to a combination of factors - large fami l ies, poverty, but 
above al l  a concern with respectabi l ity and a family ’s status in the community."



"Fallen Women"

Why were women sent to these 
institutions:

- Unwed mothers

- Flirtatious women

- Victims of sexual abuse

- Those deemed “unf it” for society

They were forced to labour under the strict 
supervision of nuns for months or years, 
sometimes for l ife. 

These women were labelled "fallen women" by society as they were 
viewed as fail ing to uphold the morals espoused by the Catholic Church.



“Illegitimate"

Is a label given to children who were born outside of wed-
lock/marriage.

It was a derogatory term, conjured up feelings of shame and 
judgement.

“Il legitimate” children had less of a social standing in society.

“Il legitimate” children were often taken from their mothers in the 
Homes and put up for adoption both in Ireland and abroad.

Many feel that the mothers in the Mother and Baby Homes were forced 
to give away their children, and were unable to properly give consent 
to the adoption.



Role of 
men

Men enjoyed a better social standing.

They did not face as much of a backlash as their female 
counterparts when it came to sex outside marriage.

There were men who exploited women and girls, and 
abused their positions of power.

But that doesn't mean they weren't affected by these 
events. There were also:

- men who loved their partners but couldn't support them. 

- men who stayed and fought for their children's right 
against the societal conf ines of the times.

- men who were married and couldn't keep their child as 
adultery and divorce were mortal sins.



Recent findings on Mother 
and Baby Homes

Mother and Baby Homes: Nearly 56,000 unmarried mothers were held in 18 
inst itutions over the 76 year period investigated by the Mother and Baby Homes 
Commission.

Magdalene Laundries: Up to 300,000 women are thought to have passed 
through the laundries in total.  Most re l igious orders have refused to provide 
archival information for investigators and historians.

The last Mother and Baby Home closed in 1998. The last Magdalene Laundry 
closed in 1996.

The Mother and Baby Homes Commission of Investigation was establ ished in 
2015 by the Ir ish government to investigate these institutions and the re l igious 
orders that ran them.

The f inal report was publ ished 12 th January 2021, at over 3,000 pages in 
length including 1,000 pages of survivor test imony from homes across the 
country. "It is a geography of desperation".



Power of the 
Catholic Church 
in Ireland

Taoiseach's apology: 
“Their Report reveals the 
dominant role of the churches 
and their moral code and lays 
bare the fai lures of the 
State.”



The Catholic Church in Ireland

The Catholic Church and its teachings inf luenced most aspects of Irish l ife –
from education, to personal expression, to relationship and sexual 
orientation.

The Catholic Church had rigid structures and an uncompromising traditional 
outlook.

If individuals did not follow the  imposed guidelines or chose to ignore the 
religious protocols in place, they would quickly f ind themselves open to 
social scrutiny or even cast out of their communities, with l itt le or no 
support and nowhere to go.

There was l ittle compassion or understanding shown to those who did not 
follow the teachings of the Catholic Church.



Catholic Church’s 
view on sexuality

Sex outside marriage was considered a mortal 
sin.

The Church taught that it was sinful to have 
‘unpure ’ thoughts – which meant viewing sex 
as a pleasurable act, even within marriage, 
was considered sinful.

Contraception was not an option in the eyes 
of the Church and the only permissible way of 
avoiding conception was abstinence.



Reflections

• Think of the l ink between State, 
Church and Society; how do we 
def ine the responsibi l ity and power 
of each? 

• What constitutes “society”? Were 
the Irish people responsible for 
what happened in the Mother and 
Baby Homes? (See Laura Murphy 
letter – Slide 21)

• What words come to mind when you 
think of Catholic Ireland and its 
teachings at this time?

• How do you think a young person 
l iving in Ireland during this time 
period might have felt about such 
restrictive rules and regulations?



Position of 
Women in 
Irish Society

Taoiseach’s apology: For much of the 
period covered by the Commission, 
women as a group and regardless of age 
or class were systematically discriminated 
against in relation to employment, family 
law, and social welfare, solely because of 
their gender.



Women in early 20th century Ireland

Legis la t ion enacted dur ing the  1920s and 1930s l imi ted the  c i t i zenship r ights  o f  
women. The idea l  o f  equa l  c i t i zenship,  put  forward in  the  1916 Proc lamat ion,  had been 
los t .

H is tor ians have suggested that  Catho l i c  ideo logy,  economic auster i ty  and t rad i t iona l  
at t i tudes regard ing women’s ro le  were  respons ib le  for  the  cont inu ing d iscr iminat ion aga inst  
women.  

The Const i tut ion inc luded s t r ic t  ideas  on the ro le  o f  the  fami ly  and women in  the  new Ir ish  
soc ie ty: 

Ar t i c le  41

2  1° In  par t i cu la r ,  the  Sta te  recogn ises that  by  her  l i f e  w i th in  the  home,  woman g ives  to  the  
Sta te  a  support  w i thout  wh ich the  common good  cannot  be  ach ieved.

2° The  Sta te  sha l l ,  there fore ,  endeavour to  ensure  that  mothers  sha l l  no t  be  ob l iged  by  economic  
necess i ty  to  engage  in  labour to  the  neg lec t  o f  the i r  du t ies  in  the  home



Ideals for Women

There was part icular emphasis placed on the need 
for high ideals and moral  v ir tue amongst the 
young, especial ly young women. 

In 1922 a Pastoral Letter, a tradit ional Lenten 
message from a Bishop to his parishioners, 
warned that “traps for the innocent are chief ly the 
dance hal l ,  the bad book, the indecent paper, the 
motion picture, the immodest fashion in female 
dress – al l  of which tend to destroy the vir tues 
characterist ic of our race”.

In 1931 Anno Pope Pius XI procla imed that 
“mothers wi l l  above al l  devote their work to the 
home and the things connected with i t”.

This Photo by Unknown author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC.

https://human.libretexts.org/Bookshelves/Philosophy/Book:_Ethics_(Fisher_and_Dimmock)/3:_Aristotelian_Virtue_Ethics
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


Examples of Discrimination against 
Women

• 1934, the Criminal Law (Amendment) Act
Proh ib i t ed  l i t e ra tu re  advoca t ing  b i r th  cont ro l  and  ava i l ab i l i t y  o f  cont racep t i ve s  was  a l so  
p rosc r i bed .

Use  o f  a r t i f i c i a l  me thods  o f  b i r th  cont ro l  was  fo rb i dden  by  the  Ca tho l i c  Church .  

• 1936 Conditions of Employment Act
The  gove rnmen t  cou ld  cont ro l  and  res t r i c t  the  number  o f  women work ing  in  any  g iven  indus t r y  to  
a l l ev ia te  ma le  unemploymen t .

• 1933 The “Marriage Bar” (abolished in 1973)
Women work ing  in  the  pub l i c  and  C iv i l  Se rv i ce  had  to  res ign  the i r  job  as  soon  as  they  marr i ed .  

Many  lo s t  the i r  cove r  under  the  soc ia l  we l f a re  sys tem,  d id  no t  qua l i f y  f o r  a  S ta te  pens ion  o r  on ly  
qua l i f i e d  fo r  a  sma l l e r  S ta te  pens ion .

This Photo by Unknown author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND.

https://www.the-generous-husband.com/2015/03/01/do-you-have-a-marriage-scripture/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


Reflections

• Upon learning about the position 
of Irish women during this time period, 
write a personal response /ref lection 
relating to the stark gender inequality 
displayed in Irish society.

• In your view do such inequalit ies exist 
in Ireland today?



A Public Apology - Taoiseach Micheál
Martin 12th January 2021

“It  is  the duty of a republ ic to be wi l l ing to hold 
itsel f  to account.  To be wi l l ing to confront hard 
truths – and accept par ts of our history which are 
deeply uncomfor table.”

“And so, on behalf  of the Government, the State 
and its c it izens, I  apologise for the profound 
generat iona l wrong vis ited upon Ir ish mothers and 
their  chi ldren who ended up in a Mother and Baby 
Home or a County Home.

As the Commiss ion says pla in ly - “they should not 
have been there”.

I  apologise for the shame and st igma which they 
were subjected to and which, for some, remains a 
burden to this day.”



Laura Murphy’s Response to the 
Taoiseach’s Apology - You Can’t Blame 
the Irish People

“L imited access to educat ion, state-control led media 
and propaganda led to a government that was 
dominated by the ent irely male-led Cathol ic Church 
and was therefore not mal leable to the general wi l l  of 
the people.

The Ir ish people were coerc ive ly control led -
indoctr inated - through instruments of shame and 
fear to behave in ways that were contrary to our 
nature.

Muint ir na hÉireann did not g ive informed consent.

Therefore, responsib i l i ty for how ‘ the State and how 
we as a society acted’ l ies with the Church and State 
regime and not with the Ir ish people.

The Church held the power. Society suf fered the 
consequences.”



Responses 
from society

ART FILM/DOCUMENTARIES THEATRE

PROTEST REPORTS AND 

COMMISSIONS TO 

INVESTIGATE THESE 

INSTITUTIONS



Role of 
theatre and 
the arts 

TELL UNKNOWN 

STORIES

DEAL WITH 

UPSETTING PERIODS 

OF HISTORY

PROCESS 

UNCOMFORTABLE 

EMOTIONS

GIVE WORDS TO 

THE VOICELESS

CHALLENGE THOSE 

IN POWER



Telling The Stories – Making Home: Part One
One of the strengths of the arts is their abi l i ty to help us deal 
with di f f icult and chal lenging stor ies.  Of ten the work you see in 
paintings or on te levision or in songs is made up. But 
sometimes we use art as a way of holding true stor ies. It ’s a 
way of ‘bearing witness’, of honouring someone’s painful 
experience.    

Lead Art ist, Noel le Browne, emphasized the importance of the 
survivors’  stor ies being respected. They were to be heard as 
clearly and pla inly as possible. 

This isn’ t as s imple as just saying them though. Most of readers 
in Home: Par t One weren’ t survivors but they st i l l  needed to 
used their ski l ls to not ge t in the way. Sometimes this means 
being slow and del iberate. Sometimes this means f inding ways 
to channel your own emotions so they support what you’re 
saying. 



Speak from a scar and not from a 
wound...

In Larkin we explored tell ing diff icult but important stories. These 
could come from our own lives, or those of our family, or from wider 
cultures or heritages we felt we belonged to. 

It ’s important to choose something that isn’t sti l l so raw and painful 
it feels l ike an open wound. This may make is worse and asks too 
much of the audience (they aren’t therapists or your best friend).

But there is value in speaking about something diff icult that you’ve 
had time to come to terms with. It ’s a scar but you can talk about 
it. Then you can feel the mysterious power of being ‘heard’ by 
others. Such stories help shape our common humanity. 



Bearing Witness...

Part of growing up is taking on more responsibi l i ty 
for others. Sometimes this means s imply being 
able to l isten with sympathy and understanding 
without rushing to f ix someone’s problems or pain.  
To ‘bear witness’ to them and their di f f icult ies.

This a lso means accepting that the world isn’ t 
perfect, that people can behave appal l ingly to each 
other, that there are terr ible events that make no 
sense. 

The arts are one way humanity has found to 
explore and ref lect on this. As wel l  as being 
entertaining and diverting they can also help us 
gain insight into l i fe ’s darker aspects. In this way 
they ‘bear witness’ too.



From 
Bloodroot by 
Annemarie 
Ní Churreáin

The Warning

Give us your child, the Pica bird said

or else you’l l go to hell.

Give me what I want, the child said

or else I’l l tear this House down.

Obey house rules, the House said

or else this House wil l break your bones.

Tell my story, the bone said

or else we’re all going to burn.



Alison Lowry 
exhibit in The 
National History 
Museum







How we can 
respond...



Credits

From Larkin Community Col lege:

- Michel le Fal lon

- Johanna Higgins

- Rois in Sweeney

From The Abbey Theatre:

- Phi l  Kingston (Community and Educat ion Manager)

- Grace McKiernan ( Community and Educat ion Administrator)

‘Warning’ by Annemarie Ní Churreáin reproduced by k ind permiss ion of the author. 
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