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The Magdalene Institutions

The Magdalene Institutions were run by a variety of charities and Christian religious groups throughout Europe from the eighteenth century onwards. Most of “the Magdalenes” had closed by the beginning of the twentieth century, but in Ireland they continued to be run by four Roman Catholic Religious Orders and became increasingly prison-like and punishing. Throughout the island, there were twelve Magdalenes, at least one in every major city of Northern Ireland and the Republic. In 1970s they began to decline and the last of the laundries closed its doors in 1996.

Religious Orders in the Roman Catholic Church are small communities of men called monks or women called nuns who divide their time between worship, study and work. In many cases, part of their work includes performing charitable acts in society. It was out of a desire to help women out of poverty that some orders of nuns began running the Magdalene Institutions which were supported by the money they made doing laundry-work in particular.

This was a common arrangement at the time: in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, local councils ran workhouses where the poor could go to get food and lodging in return for hard labour. The conditions were often terrible, but entry to the workhouses was voluntary and there were sometimes benefits, such as free medical care or education.

So some Religious Orders began to offer a similar arrangement for women wanting to escape poverty, destitution and prostitution. The nuns’ institutions were named “Magdalene Asylums” after a woman in the Bible called Mary Magdalene. She was a follower of Jesus and - according to tradition - a reformed prostitute. Women could work in the laundries as a “penance”, which meant that it was a both a punishment for their sins, and a way of earning God’s forgiveness.

To begin with, women chose to go into a laundry and were free to leave whenever they wanted, but gradually the laundries became places where girls and women were sent against their will if they were considered “sinners” by their communities. The “sins” the women were accused of were usually sexual: they were prostitutes, or had committed adultery, or were having pre-marital sex - which was shocking behaviour back then. As time went on, a girl or woman could be sent to the laundries if it was felt that she was in danger of committing a sin, or that she was tempting others to commit a sin: so if a young girl was spending too much time with boys or if she was judged to be too attractive, she could be removed from sight behind the laundry walls. Eventually, almost any woman who was considered too much of a problem could end up in a laundry: orphans, the mentally ill, even girls who had been sexually abused.

Most people probably thought they were acting for the best: that the women in the laundries were looked after by the nuns and that by serving out their penance the women would be assured of a place in Heaven when they died. However, the laundries gradually gained a sinister reputation and they often weren’t spoken about except as a threat to a naughty girl: “Behave yourself, or you’ll be given to a convent.”

Conditions inside the Magdalene Institutions were harsh. A woman would usually be taken to a laundry away from her own community so she was less likely to know anyone else inside. On arrival, she would be stripped of her identity - her possessions were confiscated, she was forced to wear a plain uniform, long hair was cut short, and she was given a new name.
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The women would work long days: washing, ironing and sewing clothes and bed linen for various clients including hospitals, boarding schools, hotels, the army and the Church. Friendships were discouraged, so the women had to work in silence, or were required to pray or sing hymns. Meal times were silent too, or a nun would read aloud to the women while they ate.

The nuns kept the laundries running according to strict rules and routines, and there were penalties for any women who stepped out of line. The punishments were usually psychological: exclusion, making a public apology or even having to kiss the floor; but there have been stories of physical and even sexual abuse within the laundries.
There was little contact with the outside world. Once a woman was inside a laundry, she had no idea how long she would remain there. Visits from friends or family were rare, and always supervised by a nun. The women were allowed to write letters, but they were always read by the nuns before they were sent, or not sent at all. The nuns were known to say, “You’re here because nobody wants you,” and in some cases, it was sadly true.

There was little chance of escape. The doors were locked, windows were barred, the outside walls were often topped with broken glass, and the women were kept out of the way when the delivery vans came and went. Even if a woman did manage to get out, she could find herself returned to the laundry by the Gardaí (Police), even though she had committed no crime.

Some women remained in the laundries for their whole lives. Even when women were released, they often found the outside world too difficult to cope with. They had become “institutionalised” which means that they were so used to the rules and routines of the laundry that they had no independence and still needed to be told what to do.

Towards the end of the twentieth century, attitudes to sexual behaviour were changing and this may be one reason why the laundries began to close. In 1993, one of the Religious Orders sold a laundry building to a property developer who began demolition, only to discover the unmarked graves of 133 women who had died while working there. The women’s remains were exhumed and cremated - which most Roman Catholics would not consider to be the respectful way to treat a body. The ashes were re-buried in Glasnevin Cemetery near Dublin, but the scandal kick-started a campaign to get justice for the thousands of women who were abandoned in the laundries. The campaign was further energised in 2003 when it was revealed that there had in fact been 155 women dug up, not 133, and that the official licence for the exhumation carried a large number of errors and confusions.

The last of the Magdalene Laundries – on Sean McDermott Street in Dublin – finally closed in 1996, although some of the women continued to live in the adjoining convent for several more years, either because they had nowhere else to go, or because they were unable to face life in the outside world.

In February 2013, the Irish Prime Minister Enda Kenny apologised on behalf of the State for its involvement with the Magdalene Laundries, and in the summer of 2013 the Irish Government launched a scheme of reparations and restorative justice.

A campaign continues to persuade the four Religious Orders involved to provide reparation to the women who were used as slave labour.
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