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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 
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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 


