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The  Illegitimacy Phenomenon of England and  Wales in the 1950's  
and 1960's  

The illegitimacy phenomenon, although as old as man's 
social institutions is one about which much has been written, 
especially from a social welfare and moralistic stance, but 
little is truly known. Demographic analysis of illegitimacy 
is severely limited, perhaps because of its limited contribu-
tion to overall fertility in Western societies, and the lack 
of official statistics. 

Yet in the 1960'4 the incidence of illegitimacy whether 
measured in terms of sheer volume of numbers, or as a rate or 
a ratio has increased sharply in England and Wales and other 
countries of Europe and European extraction. Orly two increases 
of any similar magnitude have occurred during tte present 
century and these took place during the more disturbed conditions 
of the two World Wars. 

In this paper I intend to - 

(i) 	examine the broad historical trend of illegitimacy in 
England and Wales; 

attempt to investigate from the limited data available, 
how it varies with regard to maternal age, marital status, 
parity,and social class etc. especially since the early 
1950's; 

(iii) discuss some of the conceptual and theoretical problems 
involved in its study. 

Definition 

In England and Wales, for statistical purposes, a child is 
defined as illegitimate if the mother and the putative father 
are not married to each other when the birth is registered. 
This definition includes not only births to unmarried mothers 
(i.e. single, widowed and divorced women) but also births 
occurring to parents one or both of whom may be married, although 
not to each other. 

The validity of the England and Wales statistics on illegitimacy 
is ultimately dependent upon the accuracy of the statements made 
by the persons reporting the birth in the local Registrar's office. 
At registration the attention of the informant is drawn to the 
consequences of giving false declarations. Nevertheless, informants 
may deliberately or inadvertently make false statements about date 
of marriage, their marital status or the paternity of the child, which 
results in the registration of a child as legitimate whose actual 
status is illegitimate. There is no reason to suppose that-errors 
of the registration procedure occur in the opposite direction 
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(i.e. recording loaitimate births as illegitimate) and the 
official etaGistics are likely to be an underestimate rather 
than an overestimate of the extent of illegitimacy. 

Historical Trend 

The illegitimacy ratio i.e. the total number of illegitimate 
births as a proportion of total live births in a year stood at 
66 per thousand when it was calculated for the ..P.irst time in 
1842. From 1851, the ratios may be examined in the last column 
of Table I, for certain specified periods and iadividual years 
from 1940, bearing in mind that one cannot assune that the 
recording of illegitimate births has been equally good through 

- time. 

The ratio fell steadily throughout the last half of the 
nineteenth century and from the mid 1880's remained relatively 
stable, except for the two wartime peaks, until the late 1940's, 
at what would now be considered a low level of approximately 
45 illegitimate births per 1000 live births per annum. 

The two wartime peaks and the general trend of the ratios 
are illustrated in graphical form in Figure I. Statistics 
available for the Second World War suggest a possible explanation 
for the sudden increase in the level of illegitimacy. While the 
percentage of illegitimate births increased, the percentage of 
legitimate first births in which conception occurred before 
marriage decreased. When the illegitimacy ratio fell after the 
Second World War the percentage of legitimate births which were 
pre-maritally conceived increased once more. This suggests the 
possibility that in the disruptive conditions of war, when spatial 
separation was more prevalent, marriages which might have normally 
followed conception did not occur. Contrary to popular belief, 
the rise in illegitimacy did not necessarily reflect any significant 
change in the norms relating to sexual behaviour. 

After the Second World War it looked for some years as though 
the ratio would fall back to its accustomed level. From over 90 
per 1000 in 1945 the ratio had almost halved by 1953. In fact, 
as can be seen from Table I, the ratio remained relatively stable 
between 1949 and 1959 at between 47 and 51 illegitimate births per 
thousand live births. 

But the 1960's have seen what some writers refer to as an 
"amazing rise in illegitimacy" a percentage increase in terms 
of the ratio of just under 60% between 1960 and 1968. That the 
1968 ratio is still below the 1945 high tends to obscure the 
extent of the new rise and is partly due to the shortcomings of 

se 
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the the ratio as an analytical tool, in that two fairly 
ipdependent sei,e of factors affect the numerator and 
denominator and consequently changes can occur to the ratio 
due to changes in one or both items. The number of illegitimate 
births i.e. the numerator is affected by the size of the 
pop-elation at risk of bearing illegitimate children and the 
prevalence of illegitimacy, whereas the denominator i.e. the 
total number of live births is also influenced by the factors 
which affect marital fertility; including changes in the 
proportions of women married, the age at marriage, completed 
family size etc. 

The al*ernative to using this crude measure, is to use 
the illegitimacy rate which measures total ille?itimate births 
as proportion of the total single widowed and divorced women 
in the childbearing period, in a year. The rate is an attempt 
to take the population at risk more into account, which has 
traditionally been the number of unmarried women. It responds 
to the question how many women in a given population are likely 
to have an illegitimate child as opposed to the ratio which 
responds more to the question, what proportion of births in the 
childbearing period are legally classifiable as illegitimate. 
The illegitimacy rate, as may be seen in Column II of Table 
and in Figure II , evidences a far more spectacular rise than the 
ratio, especially since the 1940's, and in fact surpasses the 
wartime peakcf16.1 in 1961 and has continued to rise since. 

Demographic Analysis  

The question now to be posed, is whether demographic factors 
or the interaction of demographic factors can afford any explana-
tion as to why the observed levels of illegitimacy, measured in 
terms of rates, have changed, especially in the 1950's and 1960's. 

To facilitate this end, I have chosen to investigate the three 
variables which together form the basis of a given rate in a given 
year. These are: 

(i) the age distribution of females in the childbearing period, 

(ii) the proportions single in each age group in the childbearing 
period, 

(iii) the age specific illegitimacy rates per thousand single, 
widowed and divorced women in the childbearing ages. 

The values for these three variables are given in Table II a, b 
and c, for quinquennial intervals from 1950 to 1965 inclusive. 

With respect to the age distribution of females in the child-
bearing period, the values for which are given in Table Iia, the 



4 

trend is the least clear except in the younger age groups 
where there has been a 33.6% increase in the proporLion of 
females in the 15-19 year old age group between 1950 and 
1965; and a 10.3% increase in the 20-24 year old age group 
between 1955 and 1965. The significant increase in the 
15-19 year old age group stems from the post-war baby boom. 
The expected effect of an increase in the proportion of 
females in the younger ages, given that the denominator of 
the rate is based on the number of unmarried women in the 
population, would be to increase the population at risk of 
bearing iftegitimate children, as these two age_groups contain 
the largest proportion of the unmarried population in the 
childbearing era; 55.9% in 1950 compared to 70.3% in 1965. 
But standardisation on the age distribution for 1950 with 
respect to the years 1955, 1960, and 1965 given in Table II c, 
indicates that the changes in the age distribution over time 
have been insufficient to explain the increases in the level 
of illegitimacy, measured in terms of rates. 

Turning to the proportions in an age group who are 
unmarried (Table II b) the trend is noticeably one of decline; 
the expected effect of such a decline would be to inflate the 
overall illegitimacy rate, because the number of illegitimate 
births are, over time, being attributed to an ever decreasing 
number of unmarried women. Standardisation with regard to the 
1950 proportions unmarried (Table II c) indicates that this 
effect also has been insufficient to account for the sub-
stantial increases in the illegitimacy rates. In fact the 
increase in the illegitimacy rate during the period 1950-1965, 
as can be judged from the standardisation scores, is not 
significantly due to changes in the age structure, or to a 
decline in the proportions unmarried, in the childbearing period, 
but to the actual numerical increase in illegitimate births, 
overall and in the individual age groups. 

Maternal Age and Illegitimacy 

Having reached this conclusion it would be useful now to 
investigate the relationship between maternal age and illegitimacy. 
But may I state initially, that the relationship is highly complex 
and difficult to interpret. 

The 15-19 year old age group, with respect to the two traditional 
measures i.e. the ratio and the rate, exhibits by far the highest 
ratio, as indicated in Table III; but one of the lowest rates as 
shown in Table II c, and has done so consistently, over the time 
period under consideration. In terms of the actual number of 
illegitimate births it has taken second place since 1960, as 
shown in Table IV. The high ratio tends to arise from the fact 
that although this age group produced, for example in 1965, 29.1% 



of the total illegitimate births, the numerator of the ratio, 
it only produced 10.2% of all live births, the denominator 
of the ratio, which makes for a high illegitimacy ratio. On 
the other hand, it produces a low rate because most women in 
this age group are unmarried and below the age of 16 they are 
not permitted to marry. 

The 20-24 year olds produced the greatest number of 
illegitimate births, exhibited the second highest ratio, and 
the third highest rate over the period 1950-1965, and in 
1965 produced the greatest number of legitimate births. The 
25-29 and the 30-34 year ola age groups have produced the 
highest rues, but the two lowest ratios over the period. The 
high rates are due to the fact that there is a declining 
proportion of unmarried women in these two age groups, con-
stituting, for example in 1965, only 10% of the total single 
widowed and divorced women in the childbearing period, which 
will tend to produce higher rates. The lower ratios, as in the 
20-24 year old age group, are attributable to the fact that the 
greatest number of legitimate births are born to these three 
age groups. With regard to the illegitimacy rate, illegitimate 
births to unmarried women in the older age groups must be set 
against an ever decreasing number of unmarried women v and the 
ratios against a decreasing amount of legitimate fertility. 

A further difficulty, with regard to the rate, which would 
be an appropriate measure of the incidence of illegitimacy if 
all illegitimate births occurred to unmarried women, is that 
the greater the proportion of illegitimate births occurring to 
married women, and the greater the proportion of consensual 
unions, the more misleading it becomes to use the number of 
unmarried women as the denominator. To offset this difficulty, 
I computed the overall probabilityl• of any woman (regardless of 

1. Referred to as the General (Illegitimate) Fertility Rate by 
B. Benjamin 1968 and to the General Rate of Illegitimacy by 
J. Kumar 1969. 

marital status) in the childbearing ages giving birth to an 
illegitimate child. These values, given in Table V for the 
whole childbearing period and individual age groups, indicates 
that the overall probability has increased by 91.6% since 1950, 
the greatest increase has occurred in the two youngest age 
groups, and the greatest probability occurs in the 20-24 year 
old age group, followed closely by the 15-19 year olds and 
otherwise declines with increasing age. 

The preceding discussion on rates and ratios and other indices, 
by maternal age indicates the complexity of the illegitimacy 
phenomenon, and the unravelling of such a situation is thwarted by 
the lack of depth, of official national statistics, which only 
collect information on age and area of residence of the mother at 
birth registration', unlike legitimate births where marital status, 



parity and social class are also collected. Omission of these 
important detailv of information has perhaps reinforced the 
tendency 	treat illegitimacy as a unitary phenomenon of first 
births to unmarried girls, when in fact the population is 
composed of a number of sub-categories. This point will emerge 
from the analysis of the few localised studies done in Great 
Britain in the 1950's, and one national study carried out in 
the early 1960's; which permit a deeper analysis of illegitimacy 
with respect to marital status, parity and social class. 

Deriving information from a few local studies creates the 
problem of hew much one can generalise the information to a 
national lrei and the even greater difficulty of generalising 
to another decade. A further difficulty is that one of the few 
studies available,carried out in the early 1950's, relates to 
Scotland, which historically has had a tendency to produce higher 
illegitimacy ratios than England and Wales, although by the early 
1950's both areas were exhibiting ratios of just over 50illegitimate 
births per thousand. live births a year, and were perhaps as similar, 
in terms of ratios, as they ever have been in the past, or since, 
because in the mid 1950's the Scottish ratio fell below that 
produced by England and Wales and has continued to exhibit a 
lower ratio since. 

Illegitimacy, Parity and Marital  Status 

Bearing these provisos in mind, the information provided by 
Barbara Thompson, from her study of all illegitimate maternities 
occurring in the city of Aberdeen between the years 1949 to 1952, 
provides interesting insight into the illegitimacy phenomenon, 
with regard to the marital status and parity of women, having 
illegitimate maternities. 

Table Ni indicates that with respect to first illegitimate 
maternities, the greatest percentage did in fact occur to single 
women, 91% of the total, but with regard to second or subsequent 
maternities only 43.9% occurred to single women and 43% occurred • 
to married women. The table further indicates that 48.5% of all 
illegitimate maternities were in fact multiparous, and that 24.2% 
of all the mother's of illegitimate children were married, and 
68.2% single. 

Similar findings were obtained by the Leicester Health 
Department in a follow-up study of illegitimate children born in 
the city of Leicester. in 1949. They found that of the 240 mothers, 
out of a total of 265 mothers who gave birth to illegitimate 
children of all peadies in that year, on which marital status 
information was available, 58.9% were single and 26.6% were married 
at the time of conception. 2  

2. The use of "conception" may lead to some confusion, but reading 
of the article indicates that conception and birth may be equated, 
the problem being one of different terminology. This also applies 
to Table VII. 
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With respect to parity, of the 244 mothers for which 
information was available, 66 of the women had had previous 
legitimate children, and 82 previous illegitimate children, 
thus 52.0% of the illegitimate births were multiparous, 
similar to the figure of 48.5% given in Thompson's study. 

The Leicester Health Department also provides a broad 
age breakdown with regard to marital status, as given in 
Table VII, for the 236 women for whom both age and marital 
status information were available. Table VII indicates that 
all the mothers of illegitimate children aged under 20 were 
single and.%5% of the broad age group of 20-29 year olds; 
whereas 40% of the 30-39 year olds were married. Of those 
married in the broad age group 20-39 years, only 8 were still 
living with their legal husbands, the great majority were 
living apart, although not legally separated. 

With regard to the stability of the mother's relationship 
with the putative father, at the time of the birth, the study 
indicated that about half the mothers of all statuses, for which 
information was available, were living with the putative father, 
and if only the married, widowed and divorced mothers are 
considered, the proportion rises to 75%. 

As stated before, data from localised urban studies have 
limitations in that they may not be representative of the.national 
situation. Fortunately one national study is available carried 
out by the General Register Office, in the early 1960's, in which 
a sample of illegitimate births occurring in April 1961 was matched 
with the census schedules of that year, to ascertain the marital 
status of the mothers of illegitimate children. Failure to match 
17% of the birth registrations with the census schedules and the 
possible misstatement of marital condition made on the census 
schedule, are its main limitations. As indicated in Table VIII 
out of the 1059 sample 875 were successfully matched, of these 
250 or 29% were to women who described themselves as married on 
the census schedule. How many of these 250 were legally married 
but separated from their husbands and living with other men, and 
how many were simply describing themselves as "married" was not 
ascertained. But among those births registered on joint 
information, implying that the man acknowledged that he was the 
putative father the proportions "married" rose to 50%. Classifica-
tion by age, also shown in Table VIII, indicates that 70% of all 
so called married mothers of illegitimate children were aged 
between 25 and 39 years; indicating that "married" mothers of 
illegitimate children have an age distribution which is considerably 
older than that of all mothers of illegitimate children. 

Those births registered on joint information, 41% of the total 
sample of illegitimate births, were classified according to whether 



the father was enumerated as present on the census schedule. 
For all the 361 joint information births the father was 
enumerated as present in 80% of the successfully matched births, 
the proportion rising to 89% where the mother described herself 
as "married". It would appear that births registered en joint 
information appear to represent some form of consensual union, 
assuming that the presence of the putative father on the schedule 
can be taken to imply this. For this one week in April 1961, it 
appears that 33% of the total number of matched births, occurred 
to parerocr's living in such a union. 

These Asia, of course, only relate to one point in time, but 
they do indicate, like the localised urban studies, that the 
conventional use of the number of single, widowed and divorced 
women in the childbearing ages, as the denominator for the 
computation of the illegitimacy rate can be misleading, and that 
this is particularly so for women over 25 years of age. The 
local studies as does the General Register Office's study indicates 
that approximately one illegitimate child in three, may be born 
to a married woman or at least, in the case of the national study, 
one who would describe herself as married on the census schedule. 

Yet in considering statistics of demographic events, it is 
important that they should be related to the population at risk 
of experiencing that event. The alternatives open to adjusting 
the rate would be; to either.  subtract those illegitimate births 
occurring to married women from the total, thus limiting discussion 
to illegitimate births to unmarried women in the population, or to 
add some married women to the population of the denominator. But, 
although it is possible to estimate the number of married women 
who do have illegitimate babies, it is not possible to estimate 
the number at risk of doing so. A third possibility, admittedly 
more crude, would be to simply compute the overall probability 
of any woman in the childbearing ages giving birth to an illegitimate 
child as I did, and indicated the results in Table V. 

Social Class and Illegitimacy 

With regard to social class and illegitimacy, needless to say 
the relationship is somewhat obscure, because of the lack of data. 
The only comprehensive data are those supplied by Thompson, which 
indicated a marked social class gradient of illegitimate births 
increasing downwards from the professional classes to the unskilled 
classes. The G.R.O. for England and Wales also published relevant 
census information in 1951, showing a similar social class gradient - 
but caution is necessary because of the large percentage of cases, 
in the study, for which the occupation of the women was unknown, 
and moreover the acute problem of assigning women to social classes. 
Whether the situation has changed since, with respect to the England 
and Wales situation, is an unknown quantity. Only clues to the fact 
that it may have changed, is from Scottish data, where the Registrar 
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General has published relevant information, annually since 
1950. In the early 1950's the highest ratio occurred in 
Social Class IV (semi-skilled occupations), which contains 
4 high proportion of agricultural workers in Scotland, and 
from IV followed a declining trend through Social Class V, III 
and II to Social Class I. Gradually this ranking order has 
changed, with a fall in the illegitimacy ratio of Social Class 
V and a rise in the Social Class II ratio, so that from highest 
to lowest the order in the late 50's and in the 1960's has 
become IV, II, III, V and then I. These changes are difficult 
to interpret, because for illegitimate births social class is 
based on the mother's last occupation, but the ratio is calculated 
out of births most of which, i.e. legitimate births, are 
classified on husband's occupation. Also the problem of the 
large number of illegitimate births for which social class is 
unknown, still persists e.g. in 1969 social class information 
was unknown for 41% of the total illegitimate births. 

Mortality of Illegitimate Births 

Historically death rates of infants under one year of age, 
born illegitimate, have been higher than the corresponding 
rates of children born legitimate. Although the gap has been 
closing since the Second World War as Table XI a. shows, a 
differential infant death rate still persists. 

A General.Register Office study which matched a 10% sample 
of all the birth and death records for infants born and dying 
in the period 1st April 1964 to the 31st March 1965, found that 
comparison of the infant mortality following single illegitimate 
and legitimate births showed higher rates for the former for all 
age categories of the mother. (Table XI b). If those age groups 
of the mother with less than 150 illegitimate births in the 
sample are disregarded (i.e. mothers less than 16 years and over 
44 years) one sees that mothers age 16-19 years had the highest 
infant mortality rate of 31.5 per thousand live births, but also 
one may further note the rates for legitimate and illegitimate 
babies showed the least difference for this age group. These 
figures provide true rates for deaths of infants who are 
illegitimate at birth because birth and death records are being 
linked thus including in the illegitimate category those infants 
who were legitimated within the year. 

This study further indicated that with respect to form of 
registration i.e. either on joint or sole information, the 
neonatal mortality rate per thousand live births was 10.6 for 
joint information, and 25.2 for sole information registration 
(Table IX c) but the overall post neo-natal rates showed little 
difference. The strikingly low neonatal mortality rate for those 
with joint registration is misleading because an immeasurable 
proportion may be due to cases where the infant died in the'early 
post-natal period so that the birth and death were registered 
at the same time. In such circumstances there would be possibly 
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less reason far the father to attend tho.; registration and the 
birth would be recorded without joint registration. The overall 
post-neonatal rates were similar for both types of registration, 
although the age breakdown suggests that babies of older mothers 
registered on joint information tended to benefit from this 
situation but babies of younger mothers appear to be worse off. 

With regard to cause of death, differences between legitimate 
and illegitimate are small for infective diseases, injury at 
birth, post-natal asphyxia and atelectasis, and immaturity 
associated with diseases of early infancy, the biggest differences 
occur with regard to the general immaturity category, being more 
prevalentwith respect to illegitimate infants, and congenital 
malformations more prevalent among legitimate infants, 

Once again the situation is by no means clear cut, but as 
Table IX a. indicated a differential still persists. One can only 
speculate as to possible explanations, such as different attitudes 
of mothers bearing illegitimate babies to their pregnancies and 
this may affect ante-natal and post-natal care of herself and her 
infant. 

Pre-Marital Conceptions  

Finally before going on to the discussion part of the paper, 
I would like to discuss the relationship between pre-marital 
conceived legitimate maternities/births and illegitimate maternities/ 
births. Data given in Table X provides some interesting sidelights 
to the total picture of illegitimacy. The arguments used at the 
beginning of the paper to account for the sudden increase in the 
level of illegitimacy during the Second World War, cannot be used 
to explain the rise in illegitimacy in England and Wales in the 
1960's. Although the percentage of extra-maritally conceived 
births, legitimated by marriage of the parents before the birth 
of the child, in the early 1960's did not rise as fast as that of 
illegitimate births, from 1964 it has tended to increase in similar 
proportions as to the increase in illegitimate births. In view of 
the large proportion of extra-maritally conceived live births which 
end in marriage, it would be interesting to know of the remaining 
cases what proportion were not legally free to marry. Unfortunately 
we are not able to determine this from the available statistics, but 
a few speculative suggestions are incorporated in the discussion 
part of the paper. 



Discussion 

Every society possesses certain institutionalised groups 
to carry on its essential fona-!:iona, which require co-operative 
endeavour. The family initially incorporating one man and one 
woman tied by some legal bond, historically and still does, in 
the context of British society, perform the function of 
reproduction and childbearing. 

The norm of post-marital procreation is an essential 
requirement of such an institution and the norm of non-extra 
marital procreation supplies the additional function of 
protecting an already established family group. Illegitimacy 
obviouslyariolates these principles. 

Utilising these two norms, I have devised a simple framework, 
to facilitate discussion composed of two broad categories; 
firstly Pre-Marital Illegitimacy incorporating illegitimate births 
to unmarried women, and secondly Extra-Marital Illegitimacy, 
incorporating births to married females. 

Pre-Marital Illegitimacy 

Taking the Pre-Marital Illegitimacy category firSt - from the 
data available it would appear that this category incorporates 
approximately 60-70% of all illegitimate births. It would also 
seem reasonable to assume, that as the proportions unmarried are 
greater in the two youngest age groups, 92.9% of the 15 to 19 
year olds and 42.10 of the 20 to 24 year olds in 1965, and 67.20 
of all illegitimate births occurred to these two age groups, 
that pre-marital illegitimacy may be the most pronounced in these 
two age groups. 

In fact the most characteristic feature of the 1960's has 
been the sharp increase in illegitimate births occurring to these 
younger women, but this increase must needs be considered in the 
context of earlier age at marriage, higher rates of pre-nuptial 
conception, changing views on sexual relations within and outside 
marriage, and the greater use and effectiveness of birth control 
techniques. 

Setting the scene as it were, many sociologists and 
social anthropologists have noted that there are many societies 
which view pre-marital sexual relations with tolerance but none 
in which an illegitimate birth gets as much approval as a 
legitimate birth. It would seem that condemnation applies not 
primarily to illicit coitus as to illicit procreation. Some 
writers (Vincent 1961 and Christensen 1960) have pointed out that, 
where sexual intercourse before marriage and illegitimacy are both . 

 condemned, illegitimacy rates tend to be low, where the former is 
permitted and the latter condemned, rates tend to be high. Such 
changing attitudes towards sexual relations before marriage, are 
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only part of a cliffereab approach to sexuality aad marriage 
in general. Today, sexnel rcia±iens, it would appear are 
lese concerned with procreation than with providing mutual 
satisfaction and support within the marital relationship; 
this contention may be supported from the more frank discussion 
of such matters in the modern mass media, and the great demand 
for and proliferation of marriage manuals much in evidence, in 
our society, in the last few decades. Marriage itself appears 
to be increasingly perceived as an emotional partnership, from 
which both spouses are entitled to receive high satisfactions, 
and from which either partner is justified in withdrawing if 
these expaotations are not fullfilled. 

Having set the scene, I now pose the question, with regard 
to unmarried mothers of illegitimate children, as to why 
preventative steps were not taken in the first place to prevent 
pregnancy, and why when pregnancy was confirmed the outcome was 
an illegitimate birth as opposed to an abortion or marriage. 
Needless to say, it is impossible to answer these questions and 
I can only speculate as to possible reasons. Still referring 
to thetwo younger age groups one notes that many of these girls 
who conceive out of wedlock, do in fact marry before the birth 
of the child. In 1965, 63,668 women in these two age groups 
conceived pre-maritally but had entered marriage before the 
birth of the baby, whilst 40;865 women went on to bear 
illegitimate infants. Why some conceptions result in marriage 
and legitimate children, and others in illegitimate children 
is an unknown quantity. Possible suggestions with regard to 
illegitimacy being the outcome, is that the partner was a 
married man, or a casual acquaintance or that an illegitimate 
baby was preferred to a hasty and ill-prepared marriage. Marriage 
of course was impossible for girls conceiving under 15 and for 
some 15 year olds but these illegitimate births contribute 
insignificantly to the total number of illegitimate births 
occurring to younger women. The proportion of mothers of 
illegitimate children who opt for a de facto union as opposed 
to marriage, in these two age groups, is also unknown. 

Turning'to the possibility of abortion as an alternative, 
prior to the 1967 Abortion Act which became operational in 
April 1968, the situation was that legal abortion could only 
be obtained, if it was deemed_ that a termination was the only 
way to preserve a woman's life, or to prevent serious injury to 
her health. The 1967 Act extended the grounds to include not 
only risk to life of the pregnant woman but to also include 
injury to the physical or mental health of the pregnant woman, 
or any existing children of her family, greater than if the 
pregnancy was terminated. Other grounds were also denoted by 
the Act but those just mentioned are the most relevant to the 
present discussion. 



-13- 

Thus prior to 1968 it was difficult for a woman, to procure 
a legally induced abortion, admittedly illegal abortions 
possibly could and were obtained, but statistics relating to 
such are difficult to collect. The passing of this law, will 
at least permit the improvement of statistical data relating 
to abortion. Data available for 1969, indicates that of the 
21,961 legally induced abortions to single women aged 15 and 
over, approximately 81% were to single women in the youngest 
two age groups. Further, statistics available on illegitimacy 
for 1969 indicate that the actual number of illegitimate births 
is less than the 1966 total and the ratio has in fact gone down 
from 85 per thousand live births in 1968 to 84 in 1969, which 
may be dua.in part to this law coming into operation. It will 3 

 be interesting to see if this decline continues in the 1970's. 

3. Statistics, just made available for 1970 indicate that the 
declining trend is still in evidence. Illegitimate live births 
declined in terms of actual number to 60,800 in 1970, a level 
lower than that of 1964, and that the ratio, when the final 
figures for total live births are made available, may be as 
low as 78 per thousand live births. 

But with respect to the 1960's, it may be said that legally 
induced abortion was not a viable alternative for the single 
or unmarried pregnant woman. 

As to the question, why preventative measures were not taken 
in the first place, one may speculate that this may at least be 
in part due to the lack of availability of a completely 
satisfactory contraceptive, which does not require persistent 
motivation or interefere with the spontaneity of sexual relations. 
The I.U.D., the only method which does not require persistent 
motivation or interefere with spontaneity, is believed to be 
unsuitable for never married women who have not borne children. 
The most effective method the oral pill requires persistent 
motivation and has also been the subject of much controversy 
about its possible adverse side-effects. Also the public 
arguments, which have taken place, about providing the pill for 
young unmarried women, and this also applies to abortion, shows 
how undecided and ambivalent in its attitude our society is. 

Much of what has been implied or made explicit in relation to 
pre-marital illegitimacy, with especial reference to the youngest 
two age groups, is relevant to any unmarried woman in all the age 
groups, whether single, widowed or divorced, as well as to the 
women involved in extra-marital illegitimacy, the second broad 
category of illegitimacy. 

Extra-marital Illegitimacy  

Data available from the studies, indicate that upward6 of 25% 
of the mothers of illegitimate children may be married, and some 
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of these may have previous legitimate or illegitimate children. 
By married, in this context, is meant arc. en who are legally 
married but are separated from, or in the few instances that 
come to light still living with, their legal husbands. Such 
mothers may be involved with a putative father who is unmarried 
or married, in the first case violation of the norm of non-
extra-marital procreation endangers one legitimate family, where 
the putative father is also married two legitimate families. 
These parents of illegitimate children may be debarred from 
marrying by the still existing marriage of one or both partners, 
and the same applies to an unmarried woman bearing a child to 
a manealreAdy married. Divorce Laws up to the Divorce Reform 
Act of 1969, operational from January .  1971, still upheld the 
more traditional. concept of marriage, and it was possible for 
one partner particularly the so called "innocent partner" to 
prevent divorce occurring for a long period of time. Even with 
the liberalisation of the Divorce Laws, divorce proceedings are 
still time consuming and expensive, which may lead some parents 
of illegitimate children. to opt for consensual unions, in which 
illegitimate children or even illegitimate families may be born 
as well as legitimate children from previous marriages reared. 

In studying extra-marital illegitimacy a starting point 
again must needs be marriage itself and the satisfactions, 
sexual and otherwise, expected and received in marriage. Extra-
marital illegitimacy is in a sense a reflection of the breakdown 
of marriage and looked at from this perspective one is dealing 
with a real and difficult social problem of how to reconcile an 
apparently changing concept of marriage with personal satisfactions 
and the care of the young. Illegitimacy, in this context could be 
cut down to a lower level, if divorce was made even easier but 
legislation itself, however desirable, would not solve the pre-
disposing sexual and marital problems. 

Before concluding, I would like to destroy some myths that 
have surrounded the concept of illegitimacy, comment on subsequent 
legitimisation of children and then proffer tentatively, some 
panaceas. 

One myth that this paper should have certainly broken is 
that illegitimacy is a unitary phenomenon occurring to young 
unmarried girls. Mass media tends to attribute the recent rise 
to increased teenage promiscuity, which is an obvious overstatement. 
Certainly teenagers contribute substantially to the absolute number 
of illegitimate births and the greatest increase since the 1950's 
has been to this age group. But the large teenage contribution, to 
especially pre-marital illegitimacy, must be set against the falling 
age of marriage, the increased probability of marriage and the fact 
that the 15-19 year olds constitute the largest proportion of 
unmarried women in the reproductive ages thus providing a large 
population at risk of bearing illegitimate children pre-maritally. 
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With regard to subsequent legitimisation of births once 
registered as illegitimate, which are akin to pre-marital 
c'nceptions, the 1959 Legitimacy At extended the provision of 
legitimisation by subsequent marriage of the parents as provided 
by the Legitimacy Act of 1926, to the hitherto excluded. cases of 
illegitimate persons whose father and or mother was married to 
a third person at the time of the birth. As the statistics show 
for 1960 (Table X) the 1959 Act led to substantial increases in 
the number of re-registrations, which perhaps provides another 
rough indicator of the prevalence of extra-marital illegitimacy 
in our society. Since 1960, re-registration continued to rise 
until 1967, but one does not know what proportion of these 
subsequent legitimisations are under the Law relatiag to 1926 
or 1959, gb no further inferences can be drawn. Also this 
period has experienced a marked increase in the number of 
illegitimate births which distort the picture further. 

. Suggested curatives for the illegitimacy phenomenon are: 
greater accessability and availability of contraceptive informa-
tion and methods to all whether married or unmarried, easier 
abortion and easier divorce. Perhaps the slogans of the Woman's 
Liberation Movement are not amiss in this context which ask for 
abortion and free contraceptives on demand. As yet our society's 
attitude towards contraception and abortion are ambivalent. The 
Law relating to abortion has been eased but it is still only 
permissible under a political compromise formula, which can hardly 
be regarded as stable. It leaves the decision to the medical 
profession because they are technically fitted to carry out the 
operation. But doctors' values are as ambivalent as society's at 
large. 

A couple's decision to marry or not, if marriage is technically 
possible, must needs be influenced by the importance attached to 
marital status as such, compared to the expectations about the 
state of marriage and the stigma attached to illegitimacy. The 
institutions of marriage and illegitimacy are quite supplementary -
you cannot have one without the other. As Crane-Brinton pointed 
out in his book, French Revolutionary Legislation on Illegitimacy, 
"in another world you may indeed separate the two institutions 
and eliminate one of them, either by having marriage so perfect -
in various senses - that no one will ever commit fornication or 
adultery, or by having fornication so perfect that no one will 
ever commit marriage, but these are definitely other worlds". 

To end on a less Utopian note; there is a need for more 
research into the illegitimacy phenomenon, in which the sub-
categories of persons, situations and behaviours which are 
collected together under the general definition of illegitimacy 
are more clearly identified. An essential pre-requisite to this 
is better official vital statistics. 
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TAME )( 	 maternities and pre-maritally 
conceived legitimate maternities, 1938-1960; 
illegitimate live births and pre-maritally conceived 
legitimate live births, 1961-1968 	 England and Walcs 

. 

Year 
IllegitiMate 
maternities/ 
live births 

PA 
• 

Pre-maritally 
conceived 
legitimate 

maternities/ 
live births* 

'Total maternities/live births 
conceived extra-maritally* 

Percentage of extra-
maritally conceived 
maternities/live-
births legitimated 

by.  marriage of 
parents before 
birth of child 

Numbers 

Percentage 
of all 

maternities/ 
live births 

Materaities 

1938 	. 27,440 64,530 91,970 14.4 70.2 
1939 26,569 60,346 86,915 13.8 69.4 

1940-1944* 39,542 43,146 82,688 12.4 52.2 
1945-1949* 49,466 52,557 102,023 13.0 51.5 

1950 35,016 54,188 90,004 12.8 60.2 

1051 33,444 50,477 85,921 12.3 60.1 
1952 33,088 44,239 77,327 11.4 57.2 
1955 33,003 43,988 77,071 11.2 57.1 
1054 32,128 44,319 76,447 11.2 58.0 
1855 31,649 43,601 75,250 11.1 57.9 .  

5:56 34,115 47,377 81,490 11.5 58.1 
1967 35,098 48,611 83,709 11.5 58.1 
1055 55,787 49,775 86,562 11.6 57.5 
1939 38,792 50,871 89,663 11.9 56.7 
1.:160 43,281 54,576 97,857 12.4 55.8 

Live births 

1961 48,490 59,115 107,605 13.3 54.9 
55,576 62,455 117,831 14.0 53.0 
59,164 64,427 123,531 14.5 52.2 
63,340 67,933 131,273 15.0 51.7 

1965 66,249 70,457 136,706 15.8 51.5 

:936 67,056 71,648 138,704 16.3 51.7 
1937 69,928 73,667 143,595 17.3 51.3 
1363 69,606 74,531 144,337 17.6 51.6 

• From 13.52 onwards the figures relate to women married once only. 
t Zarria3c durations under 8; months ug to 1951, under 8 months thereafter. 

Annual averages. 
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