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'My friend', answered the courteous 
Telemachus, 'I will be honest too. 
My mother certainly says I am 
Odysseus' son; but for myself 
I cannot tell. No man can be 
certain of his parentage'.

The Odyssey Homer
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When lovely woman stoops to folly,
And finds too late that men betray,
What charm can sooth her melancholy,
What art can wash her guilt away?

The Vicar of Wakefield Oliver Goldsmith [1 ]

On a recent journey to Donegal I had occasion to stay a short distance from the 
town of Ballyshannon. This small town, situated on the Eme estuary, is today a 
shopping and tourist centre, although for many it is merely a point on a map on the 
way to the beaches of Rossnowlagh, Creevy and Bundoran. Having, however, 
decided to take a walk around the town, I noted from a visitor's guide that 
workhouse buildings were extant on the outskirts. Much to the consternation of 
the rest of the family I expressed an interest in visiting these remains. Having 
reached the old workhouse, far from the town centre and on the other side of the 
estuary, to the further chagrin of the family I decided to take a short walk around 
the perimeter. Although remaining only a short time at the site, I was struck by 
the forbidding, austere, almost gothic appearance of the buildings. Although 
some parts of the buildings had been converted, the old sleeping quarters remain 
unused and unchanged since the decline in the number of inmates after the Great 
Famine.

What was the origin of this institution? It appears Ballyshannon had a measure of 
prosperity as a trading centre during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and 
although the workhouse had opened in 1843 and six paupers were admitted, it 
had so few inmates that in 1845 the Board of Guardians offered to accommodate 
troops. However, the Great Famine was to radically alter the situation and by 
January 1848 there were a total of 769 inmates. [1]

The workhouse was the scene of immense human misery, the large number of 
dead during the Famine years giving rise to particular difficulties. For instance, on 
8 May 1847, the master reported that seven bodies had accumulated in the Dead 
House due to resistance to the interment of workhouse dead in the 
neighbourhood. In addition, corpses were being left at the workhouse gate when 
workhouse officials refused to take them in for burial at the expense of the Union. 
[2] In such times the bonds of community must have been unusually attenuated 
and perhaps sympathy for deviants all but exhausted. Standing in front of the 
workhouse edifice, for an instant I was able to imagine the figure of an unmarried 
pregnant woman making the reluctant journey to the workhouse. I wondered, 
briefly, what her thoughts could have been as she approached the cold and stark-
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looking building. This maudlin picture may seem trivial or even quaintly amusing, 
but it did evoke a real sense of questioning, however fleetingly and imperfectly, as 
to how a woman on the margins of society felt as she approached what might well 
be her last abode and also perhaps that of her expected child. With the flickering 
thoughts of workhouse and inmates still in my mind, I returned to a relieved wife 
and children, eagerly waiting to set off for more pleasant surroundings.

I might speculate a little further about this nameless, faceless woman I had 
imagined trudging to the workhouse. Perhaps such a woman would have been a 
domestic servant who, far from family, friends and the priestly gaze, had sought 
comfort and acceptance in sexual intimacy. Having become pregnant, the fact 
obvious for all to see, she might then have been dismissed. Without lodgings, 
employment, and character, she would have had little option but to beg for her 
very existence. With labour imminent and the likelihood of another mouth to feed, 
she may have been forced to seek refuge in the workhouse as a last resort. Such 
a vignette is not implausible.

It is, however, impossible to know what emotions such a woman would have 
experienced as she embarked on her journey to the workhouse. It is likely she 
experienced anxiety, perhaps even despair. Her anxiety was probably well 
founded. In the wake of famine followed fever. In Ballyshannon thirteen died of 
fever in the last week of January 1848. [3] In addition to the perils of famine and 
fever might be added sexual exploitation, for there were allegations that the 
master had made a female inmate pregnant, a charge however of which he was 
cleared. [4] Nevertheless, the temptation to part with sexual favours for material 
comforts in such circumstances must have been strong and the fact that this was 
not an isolated allegation in connection with workhouse officials may mean that 
there is some substance to such speculation.[5]

When we are given the stark remains of workhouse buildings, or the entry, for 
example in Kilrush Catholic baptismal register for Mary, a child from the 
workhouse, where the annotation simply observes "parents not known she was 
found in a back door", [6] there is a wish to go beyond these mere facts, to give 
life as it were to individuals we do not, nor cannot ever know. Blaikie has noted 
that "the temptation to embellish by reading into the bald facts our own thoughts 
and images is considerable". [7] Equally, there is a danger of losing sight of the 
essential humanity of those shadowy individuals who figure briefly in the sources 
and whose traces lend themselves to statistical summary.
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This study is an examination of illegitimacy in Ireland from the late eighteenth to 
the early twentieth century. It has been undertaken against a backdrop of shifts in 
social policy in the United Kingdom where the single mother and the child 'born out 
of wedlock', to use an archaic phrase, have assumed a major significance. The 
rise in births outside marriage (the current term which has replaced the more value 
laden label of 'illegitimate') has prompted much soul searching amongst members 
of successive recent governments and has acted as a focus for various social 
concerns in the last decade or two. These concerns have focused on low levels 
of educational attainment and rising levels of criminality amongst children, the role 
of women and the responsibility of men. In particular, dependence of single 
mothers on benefits has been an important factor in galvanising the thoughts of 
policy makers. [8] As such thinking on the supposed links between babies and 
benefits seems not too distant from nineteenth-century concerns with unmarried 
mothers and poor relief, perhaps this study is not altogether esoteric. Concerns 
over the family, children, and deviations from sexual and social norms are 
recurring themes in social history and it may not be too great an expectation that 
the past may illuminate, however dimly, areas of current debate.

The data embodied in this study reflect the fragmentary nature of the source 
materials, which are of a qualitative and quantitative kind. Chapter 1 presents a 
general overview of the literature on illegitimacy. As such it encompasses the 
European historical literature but more particularly those English and Scottish 
studies of bastardy, together with a discussion of the more social scientific 
literature.

Chapter 2 outlines the available Irish literature on illegitimacy. The seminal work 
of Kenneth Connell and the only major analysis of parish register material, that of 
Sean Connolly, are considered. Other, more minor contributions to an 
understanding of Irish illegitimacy are also brought into the reckoning.

Chapter 3 assesses the variety of source materials used in the study. The major 
sources - Presbyterian church court records, parish registers, official records and 
workhouse registers - are examined in turn and their strengths and limitations 
acknowledged.

Chapter 4 presents data obtained from Presbyterian church courts in the 
eighteenth century. The data relate to two levels of church courts, Presbyteries 
and Kirk Sessions, and provide quantitative data on cases brought before such
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courts, together with a flavour of the qualitative evidence. A limited comparison is 
made between Presbyterian courts and the disciplinary procedures of the Church 
of Ireland and Quaker denominations.

Chapter 5 is mainly concerned with a quantitative analysis of parish register 
material on illegitimacy and pre-nuptial pregnancy. A sample of parishes is used 
to examine illegitimacy within pre and post-Famine time frames. Illegitimacy 
during the Great Famine is likewise investigated. An Ulster parish sample is used 
to interrogate further illegitimacy behaviour during the period 1820 - 1899, this time 
within the counties of Antrim and Down. Some data are presented for pre-nuptial 
pregnancy in Presbyterian congregations for both the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries and comparison is made with Sean Connolly's data for both centuries. 
Finally, a variety of other topics concerning illegitimacy are examined, including 
the role of workhouses, and occupational data pertaining to illegitimacy.

Chapter 6 takes the analysis of the three regional clusters, explored in Chapter 5, 
a stage further by assembling a more detailed social and economic profile of three 
contrasting parishes, each parish broadly reflecting conditions in each cluster. 
Some correlations are presented to ascertain which correlates might be associated 
with illegitimacy and the social and economic profiles of the three parishes are 
compared with their illegitimacy behaviour. An interpretation of this behaviour is 
then developed. Likewise some correlations are presented for a cluster of Ulster 
parishes from County Down. One parish in particular, Seapatrick, is selected for 
more detailed analysis. Illegitimacy is related to the social and economic structure 
of this parish, while variations in illegitimacy levels are related to the economic 
fortunes of the principal industry, that of linen.

Chapter 7 examines illegitimacy within the context of the workhouse in the 1850s. 
A sample of workhouses is used to assemble data on illegitimacy levels and 
trends, mortality of children, and occupation and age of unmarried pregnant 
women on entering the workhouse. Some information on the religious 
composition of illegitimate workhouse births is also considered. Lurgan 
workhouse is used as a case study and there is a comparison of the illegitimacy 
behaviour of textile workers and domestic servants. The growth in illegitimacy 
during the decade may well be connected to problems in the linen industry locally 
and nationally. The life of the unmarried mother in the workhouse is explored by 
examining the privations she would suffer together with her vulnerability, stigma 
and susceptibility to sexual exploitation. Finally, the issue of the implication of
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illegitimate workhouse births for the recording of illegitimacy in parish baptismal 
registers is addressed.

Chapter 8 is concerned with illegitimacy and regional persistence from the advent 
of civil registration until 1920. Irish illegitimacy ratios are placed within the context 

of European ratios. Within Ireland itself provincial ratios are compared and 
regional persistence within the twenty-six county area is explored. Narrowing the 
focus still further, illegitimacy in the north and in particular the north-east is 
analysed and some correlations between illegitimacy and occupations, particularly 

those associated with linen manufacture, are presented.

My aim in this study has been to provide some insights into illegitimacy in Ireland 
building on the work of Kenneth Connell and Sean Connolly. Whilst quantitative 
analysis has been a major focus, care has been taken not to eschew the 
qualitative evidence. The life of the unmarried mother and her child in Ireland was 
in many cases a fugitive one, denied the eloquence of testimony, or more 
prosaically, it left us little by way of record. As such we are obliged to construct 
from inadequate materials, and as best we can, a portrait of those who lived not 
only on the margins of society, but on the edges of subsistence.
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CHAPTER 1 - ILLEGITIMACY

A GENERAL OVERVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
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This hapless morn, an infant first saw light,
Whose innocence a better fate might claim,
Than to be shunned as hateful to the sight,
And banished soon as it receives a name.

The Natural Child Helen Leigh [1]

Loos'd to the World's wide Range - enjoyn'd no Aim 
Prescrib'd no Duty, and assign'd no Name

The Bastard's Lot Richard Savage [2]

The phenomenon of illegitimacy and its causality has occasioned periodic 
speculation and with the advent of civil registration, highlighting as it did variations 

in illegitimacy across regions, such speculation was given added impetus. Within 
the British Isles the civil registers of births, marriages and deaths were begun in 

England and Wales in 1837-8, in Scotland in 1855 and in Ireland in 1864 and the 
regional variations in illegitimacy contained in the Registrar General's Reports 
were to provide rich source material for debate. Since the mid-nineteenth century 
commentators have suggested a link between illegitimacy and a number of social 
forces, whilst the social fact of illegitimacy itself has sometimes been used as an 
indicator for the prevalence of sexual intercourse outside marriage. Perhaps more 
importantly, increasing illegitimacy has been seen as a proxy for the breakdown of 
the family and has led one American commentator to assert that it is a major 
cause of the breakdown of society in general. [3] Although hardly novel, given 
that the guardians of public morals in the nineteenth century invested their 
energies in linking illegitimacy and family breakdown, and twentieth century 
commentators [4] allude to studies linking illegitimacy and deliquency, these 
observations do illustrate the intrinsic importance attached to the debate 
surrounding the phenomenon of illegitimacy within society.

Themes tend to recur in the history of illegitimacy and it is both intriguing and 
sometimes surprising to witness this aspect of illegitimacy behaviour in various 
regional and cultural settings. An illustration of such recurrence may be seen in a 
corollary of illegitimacy, namely society's treatment of the unmarried mother and 

the philisophical underpinnings of legislation directed toward her, together with its 
outworkings in social policy. Here there appear to be some echoes between the 
rise of illegitimacy in the latter part of the eighteenth and early part of the 
nineteenth century, and the more recent rise in illegitimacy in the latter half of the 
twentieth century. In the nineteenth century it seems likely that the bastardy 

clauses in the new Poor Law were, in part at least, a reaction to the rise in
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illegitimacy and an attempt by legislators to reduce illegitimacy and 'improve 
morals'. Draconian in relation to the unmarried mother and generally unpopular, 
the clauses appear to have had little success in stemming the increase in 
illegitimacy. [5] Although in the 1990s unmarried mothers form only a part of the 
growing number of single parents, they similarly appear a popular target for 
government legislation which has sought to link growing state benefit levels with 
an increase in unmarried mothers, exemplifying them as a source of economic 
burden.

It would of course be wrong to see illegitimacy simply in terms of economic 
implications alone. There are many and varied implications for the individual, 
family and society which flow from the fact of illegitimacy. It should therefore be 
placed, not only in the realm of economic and demographic change, but also 
within the scope of social, sexual and familial changes overtime. Pinchbeck [6] 
has pointed out that illegitimacy is a universal phenomenon, as all known societies 
regulate marriage and family, and their laws and customs must take account of 
those whose birth is not in accordance with the law. It therefore follows that 
illegitimacy and societal attitudes to it can define the status and condition of 
individuals who are parents of illegitimate children and the children themselves. 
Thus illegitimacy is not only a demographic event but also a major phenomenon 
which affects an individual's life chances and the social and economic order.

It may be helpful at this stage to define what is meant by the term illegitimacy. Gill 
[7] asserts that the official definition of illegitimacy is a suitable framework for its 
study, that is to say a child is considered to be illegitimate if the parents are not 
married to each other at birth registration. Laslett [8] provides a more detailed list 
of circumstances which would have to obtain before any birth could be defined as 
illegitimate in an English Parish Register or classed as illegitimate under civil 
registration. He states that "A man and a woman, both fecund and not married to 
each other, though not necessarily unmarried, have to be in association. Sexual 
intercourse had to take place at a time and under circumstances when conception 
was possible, and without successful contraceptive measures. Spontaneous 
abortion must not have occurred during pregnancy, and no effective act of 
deliberate abortion either. No marriage must have taken place between the 
parties before term - that is, where they were both at liberty to marry each other. 
The child must have been born alive, and have survived birth for the period of time 
(which might be weeks or even months) which elapsed before baptism or 
registration came into question. This means that the baby must have been in
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sufficient health to survive the most dangerous days of its existence (especially for 
unwanted infants) and that no-one should have disposed of it, either at parturition 
or subsequently, by violence or by deliberate neglect. Finally (in the era before 

official registration) the child must have been taken to the church for the ceremony 
of baptism and the act of christening. When it came to making the entry in the 
register, the parson or his parish clerk must have felt obliged to set down the tell
tale description of the baby's social and legal status. After civil registration began, 
the official responsible must have got this information out of the reluctant mother. 
Sexual intercourse between associating individuals not recognised as spouses to 
each other cannot have led to a recorded illegitimacy unless every one of these 
conditions had been satisfied". Laslett’s set of conditions helps clarify the 
definition of illegitimacy in both the pre and post civil registration eras and to 
elucidate various aspects of the official definition of illegitimacy used by the 
Registrar General.

The meaningfulness of such a definition, however, has been questioned. Carter 
challenges the use of illegitimacy ratios and rates based on the official definition 
and attempts an analogy with suicide stating that "Birth and death are defined 
biologically but illegitimacy and suicide are social definitions". [9] The thrust of his 
argument is that the construction of illegitimacy data is an attempt to quantify the 
unquantifiable and an examination of the phenomenon should concentrate instead 
on the "social meanings of marriage". Smout [10] in reply, although 
acknowledging certain limitations of illegitimacy data, does however assert that 
they portray social facts. If we accept Smout's position, then the official definition 
is an adequate means of categorising an illegitimate birth. The usefulness of this 
debate, however, may be to serve as a warning to would-be commentators that 
the fact of illegitimacy cannot be separated from the individuals to whom the 
definition applies. As Filinson states "official data can be an excellent source of 
information but... recourse to the words of those being enumerated by officials 

may prove essential to provide fuller and richer descriptions of phenomena under 
study". [11] As we are discussing the definition of illegitimacy, at this stage it 

might also be appropriate to comment on the term 'illicit sexuality' which is used 
throughout this study. Although the term can be used to cover a wide range of 

sexual activity which may be outside of societal norms it is used here in a narrower 
sense to describe pre-marital and extra-marital sexual activity.
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THE EUROPEAN CONTEXT
The history of illegitimacy in Europe from the early eighteenth to the late twentieth 
century may be divided into three major phases. During the first phase from the 

eighteenth century until sometime in the nineteenth, there was an increase in 
illegitimacy throughout Europe. Anderson [12] envisages the start of this increase 
taking place between 1740 and 1790. Shorter [13] contends that it started around 
1750. Although there may be some disagreement about the commencement of 

the phase, there appears little doubt that at some time in the eighteenth century 
illegitimacy began to increase almost everywhere. This increase was to continue 
until some point in the nineteenth century. Once again there is disagreement as to 
when illegitimacy began to fall. Shorter [14] envisages this second phase of 

illegitimacy as starting in and around 1850 and ending in 1940. Anderson [15], 
however, is happy to leave the commencement date simply at some point in the 
nineteenth century, although he envisages this phase ending with the advent of 
the Second World War in 1939. Both Anderson and Shorter view the recent 
increase in illegitimacy as dating from the post-war era. This third phase of 
illegitimacy has been clearly documented for many countries in Europe and at 
present there appears to be no evidence of a reversal of this post-war trend. 
Although there has been broad agreement amongst historians as to the timing of 
phases of illegitimacy from the eighteenth century onwards, there appears little 
agreement with regard to the forces at work in shaping such behaviour.

The causes of the increase in illegitimacy in the eighteenth century have proved to 
be both controversial and elusive. Shorter [16] has boldly asserted that the rise in 
illegitimacy was due to a change in the attitudes towards sex of lower-class 
women. This, he asserts, amounted to a "sexual revolution". He argues that 
industrialisation provided the sexual emancipation of working-class women by 
offering them employment opportunities outside the home. Moreover, he asserts 
that work revolutionised women's attitudes about themselves, thus making them 
individualistic and self-seeking. This in turn led them to rebel against traditional 
restraints and seek pleasure in uninhibited sexual activity. In the absence of birth 
control, this sexual activity increased illegitimacy. The major criticism of Shorter's 
assertions is that the only significant evidence that he advances for his thesis 
concerning a sexual revolution is the increase in illegitimacy itself. This lack of 
evidence clearly undermines Shorter's argument. However, further criticisms of 
Shorter have been advanced by Tilly, Scott and Cohen [17] on a number of 
counts. They argue that women had a vital economic role, both in the urban and 
rural context, and therefore did not require liberation as they were neither
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dependent nor powerless. Moreover, they contend that women remained in 
traditional occupations and their work between 1750 and 1850 was not 
emancipating but rather, hard and poorly paid.

Tilly, Scott and Cohen go on to assert their own ideas regarding the increase in 
illegitimacy in the eighteenth century. They suggest that unskilled, propertyless 
workers in rural and urban areas increased during the period. Women in this 
group always contributed the most illegitimate births, therefore illegitimacy 
increased. They further contend that illegitimacy was due to unfulfilled marriage 
expectation. Most women expected to get married but their circumstances - 
propertyless, in unstable occupations, absent from traditional social protection, 
poor and geographically mobile - prevented these expectations from being fulfilled. 
Illegitimacy then was due, not to the revolutionising of sexual attitudes, but rather 
to older expectations operating in a changed context which yielded unanticipated 
and often unhappy results.

It would also appear that women left with illegitimate children in a number of 
instances became prostitutes, a profession which regarded illegitimate children as 
an occupational hazard. Interestingly, however, Tilly, Scott and Cohen contend 
that a number of illegitimacies were the products of stable consensual unions and 
postulate that the number of these unions increased as the population of unskilled, 
propertyless workers grew in cities. However, they admit that there is no hard 
evidence for this assertion and Levine [18] asserts elsewhere that the emergence 
of stable consensual unions was not solely an urban phenomenon. Furthermore, 
Mitchison and Leneman [19] criticising another aspect of their argument indicate 
that evidence from Scotland suggests that the section of the population 
experiencing sexual intercourse as a prelude to marriage did not change 
noticeably over time.

Fairchilds [20] accuses both Shorter and Tilly, Scott and Cohen of starting with the 
question of the nature of women's work and then proceeding to deduce from this 
what sexual attitudes must have been. However, Fairchilds goes on to argue that 
mothers of illegitimate children had a strikingly similar background - they were mid
twenties, lower class women of rural origin who were textile workers, day 
labourers, or domestic servants - but that three different types of relationship with 
the child's father were discernible. The first type of relationship involved a father 
who was superior in social and economic status, the second involved two partners 
of equal status and the third, strictly no relationship at all, that is to say a one time
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short-term encounter usually involving rape or prostitution. The salient points from 
Fairchilds' survey of illicit sexual relationships before 1750 indicate that women 
earned barely enough for subsistence and therefore were vulnerable to economic 
appeals and threats from men. In master/servant relationships, proximity merely 
added to economic pressures and for women the result of illicit sex was disastrous 
in any such unequal economic circumstances. They would be discharged, publicly 
disgraced and without employment might be obliged to resort to prostitution. Even 

in relationships of equality, women's economic vulnerability was important.
Marriage was a survival strategy for lower class women. It brought with it status 
and economic security together with sexual legitimacy. Illegitimacy, therefore, in 
this context was pre-bridal pregnancy gone wrong, from the view point of the 
women at least. In the period after 1750, Fairchilds perceives a rise in the type of 
relationship where the two partners were of equal status and the corresponding fall 
in the type of relationship where the partners were of unequal social and economic 
status. There was also a rise in the category where no particular relationship was 
discernible with the father. Fairchilds points to a rise in illegitimacy among women 
who were born in and remained in a rural area. Rising illegitimacy was due to an 
increase in rural levels, the main reasons being a worsening of economic 
conditions, coupled with some changes in courtship and marriage customs. 
According to Fairchilds, there is no good evidence of a search by women for 
sexual fulfilment as Shorter advances; rather, sex was a means to an end. It was 
a means to marriage, economic advantage or mere survival rather than an end in 
itself. The major weakness in Fairchilds’ detailed assessment of the rise in 
illegitimacy in the eighteenth century can be found in the data on which she bases 
her conclusions. As she notes herself, regarding the rise of illegitimacy in 
Provence, "we are... left with the evidence of global trends in the number of 
declarations registered each year, a less than ideal indicator since (unlike an 
illegitimacy ratio) a rise in the number of declarations could reflect population 
growth, a rising birth rate, or simply more complete recording of bastard births 
rather than an actual increase in illegitimacy. Nevertheless it should provide a 
rough indicator of trends". [21] This qualification renders more speculative her 

criticisms of Shorter and Tilly, Scott and Cohen on the rise of illegitimacy in the 
eighteenth century.

The causes of the decline in illegitimacy in the nineteenth century are no less 
problematic. Shorter, Knodel and Van de Walle [22] have attributed the fall in 
illegitimacy to the spread of contraception. They rule out other causes such as 
industrialisation, which, if it were a major contributory factor, would lead by 1900 to
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a coincidence between regional patterns of illegitimacy and those of industrial 
development. This they contend does not appear to be the case. They also 
suggest that fertility decline would not appear to be a consequence of urban 
migration. In addition, they reject suggestions that urban areas have low 
illegitimate fertility or that the breakdown of traditional values, particularly in times 
of rapid social change and urbanisation, takes place more easily in cities and so 
leads to high illegitimacy. Their data, they state, do not support either argument. 
Furthermore they indicate that cultural variables, not only socio-economic and 
structural ones, were responsible for determining levels of illegitimacy around the 
turn of the century.

Shorter, Knodel and Van de Walle's argument, though intriguing, runs up against 
some objections. It has been suggested, for instance, that the young and 
inexperienced, many of whom would have taken part in pre-marital liaisons, were 
not usually very effective users of contraception. Anderson [23] has stated that in 
Britain in particular any explanation which concentrates on the use of 
contraception faces serious objection. Fertility among married people first fell 
among the middle classes in the later nineteenth century with little fall observable 
in the rest of the population before the end of the century. If contraception was 
the main explanation for a decline in illegitimacy it would require widespread use 
amongst the working class who, however, made no substantial use of 
contraception within marriage until half-a-century later. This poses a serious 
objection to the role of contraception in nineteenth-century illegitimacy decline. In 
addition, there appears to have been uneven decline throughout Europe. Shorter, 
Knodel and Van de Walle [24] note, for instance, that illegitimate fertility in France 
and Ireland merely fluctuated over the period in which there was an overall decline 
in illegitimacy. This decline started earlier in the nineteenth century in Great 
Britain, Switzerland and the Netherlands and later in the century in Portugal and 
Sweden and, in some cases, the decline was exceptionally steep, for example in 
Austria and Hungary. Van de Walle [25] elsewhere notes that France, in the 
nineteenth century, did not experience a decline in illegitimate fertility, in contrast 
to the general European non-marital fertility pattern.

However, if contraception was not the major factor in illegitimacy decline in the 
nineteenth century, what then was responsible? The most convincing explanation 
perhaps lies with the forces of economic change. As Tranter observes, "by the 
late nineteenth century circumstances were changing. The number of women in 
'sexually vulnerable’ employments like domestic service, began to decline. So,
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too, did the flow of young female immigrants to the cities. The growth of factory 
employment and higher levels of working class prosperity reduced the numbers of 
men and women forced to search for work far from the protection and security of 
their families. At the same time, increased working class prosperity and the 
acquisition of goods and property which this facilitated, endowed marriage with a 
new attractiveness... Perhaps, too, rising standards of education, improvements 
in transport and communications, a growing familiarity with the conditions of urban 
life and the slackening pace of urbanisation itself helped to combat the loneliness 
and insecurity which had hitherto increased the likelihood of pre-marital 
pregnancy". [26] A changing economic situation and its consequent effects on 
attitudes and behaviour would therefore appear to have had a major role in the 
decline of illegitimacy in the latter part of the nineteenth century. However, the 
intricacies of the relationship between changes in the economy and a decline in 
the level of illegitimacy, together with the mechanisms involved in such changes, 
remain unclear.

THE SCOTTISH EXPERIENCE FROM THE MID-SEVENTEENTH CENTURY
Scotland provides an interesting case study in which certain themes in illegitimacy 
behaviour may be examined more closely. It has a developed historiography of 
illegitimacy and its religious, cultural and economic similarities with part of Ireland 
make it valuable for comparative purposes regarding illegitimacy trends and their 
causes. Tranter [27] believes, however, that there is little hope of drawing any 
meaningful conclusions about levels and trends in Scottish illegitimacy before the 
introduction of civil registration because of the paucity of research. Likewise 
Leneman [28], referring to the period 1718-1779, has indicated that further 
research would be required before any clear pattern of illegitimacy could be 
expected to emerge from the eighteenth century. However, undaunted Leneman 
and Mitchison [29] in an extensive examination of Kirk Session Registers, have 
calculated illegitimacy ratios in the early modern period. Whether high levels of 
rural illegitimacy, evident in the mid-nineteenth century, were to be found in the 
eighteenth century or earlier, and whether the level of illegitimacy rose in Scotland 
with economic development and changing marriage patterns from the mid
eighteenth century, were questions pertinent to the study. Intriguingly, what 
emerges from their examination of Kirk Session Registers is a pronounced 
regional pattern, with illegitimacy low in the Lothians, Fife and the Central 
Lowlands, and higher in the Western and Eastern Highlands. The central belt of 
Lowland Scotland appears to have contained sex within marriage and as church 
discipline became more established, sexuality in the Highlands was likewise
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contained. The North East however was quite different, with unmarried 
motherhood a common practice. The South West was similar, an upward trend in 
illegitimacy from the 1750s being evident. Apart from the strong regional pattern, 
Leneman and Mitchison have also noted that in the South West and Ayrshire after 
1750 the rising trend in illegitimate fertility is more likely to have been shaped by 
local cultural features than by economic change, and that an increase in 
illegitimacy to levels found in mid-nineteenth century did not take place in the 

period of rapid expansion of domestic industry. Interestingly, economic 
developments apparently had no immediate effect on illegitimate fertility. They go 
on to note that there was no evidence of a bastardy prone sub-society, as 
advanced by Laslett [30], nor that stable unions accounted for the majority of 
'repeaters'. Probably one of the most remarkable aspects of Scottish illegitimacy 
to emerge is the fact that, even with the ecclesiastical machinery for forcing sexual 
activity into marriage, Scottish illegitimacy exceeded that of its English neighbour.
It may be therefore, that the political frontier between England and Scotland was 
also a demographic one. [31]

Elsewhere Leneman and Mitchison [32] develop their analysis of illegitimacy in 
Scotland by examining its social and geographical setting. They argue that lack of 
chaperonage plus physical proximity, whether it was individuals serving in the 
same household or working outdoors together in isolated positions, provide a 
better explanation of illegitimacy than expectation of marriage. Very few women 
who were pregnant alleged a promise of marriage and very few claimed to have 
been forced against their will. Moreover, most of the men were of the same social 
standing as the women and it is possible that many of the couples would have 
married if their economic circumstances had allowed them to do so. It is also 
suggested that most men and women were working as servants or apprentices in 

the households of their masters, thus in reality marriage was not a realistic option. 
In a more detailed work, Leneman and Mitchison conclude that "Apart from the 

wayward behaviour of the South West of the country, Scotland's experience 
makes an important point in the discussion of the motivation of early modern 
society in sexual matters. We see here a nation learning to contain sexual 
impulse, mainly within the narrow range of opportunity that society made 
permissible, out of genuine acceptance of religious doctrine. This containment 
lasted through a period of rapid economic change in the eighteenth century, but 
did not survive the industrial revolution". [33] Here may be observed some of the 
major aspects of eighteenth century Scottish illegitimacy, namely the cultural 
peculiarity of the South West, restricted opportunity for marriage amongst certain
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groups, notably domestic servants, the acceptance of ecclesiastical discipline, and 
the role of economic change.

Leneman and Mitchison take time to demolish some myths in their examination of 
eighteenth- century illegitimacy. They assert that there is not a shred of evidence 
to indicate that couples thought, by virtue of living together that they were married, 
or that their children were not illegitimate. Nor does their evidence suggest that 
there is any support for the belief that extra-marital or pre-marital sexual activity 
was a form of fertility testing. Perhaps even more interesting is their assertion that 
outside the propertied classes there appears to have been little stigma attached to 
illegitimacy. The stigma, or lack of it, pertaining to illegitimacy is a recurrent 
theme, not only in Scotland but in other western societies. The importance of 
stigma lies in its pathologising effect on the unmarried mother and her child and 
the 'protection' it affords society from deviant behaviour. The Scottish evidence 
suggests, however, that the idea of stigma was not universal within society. 
Bennet, for instance, quotes the Reverend J. L. Buchanan on his observation of 
the Western Isles in 1782. He noted that a "bastard is as much esteemed as the 
lawfully begotten child. The woman, if she is pregnant by a gentleman, is by no 
means looked down upon, but is provided in a husband with greater eclat than 
without forming such a connection. Instead of being despised, numberless 
instances can be produced, where pregnant women have been disputed for, and 
even fought for, by their different suitors". [34]

In many ways what could be described as a form of working class illegitimacy and 
a lack of stigma amongst that class, can be observed in some areas in the 
nineteenth century. Smout [35] has argued that middle class mothers were almost 
never the mothers of illegitimate children, or pregnant before their marriages. 
Moreover, it is clear from other data that illegitimacy was predominantly a working 
class phenomenon. In 1883, the Registrar General charted ten thousand mothers 
of illegitimate children countrywide. He found that 47% were domestic servants, 
24% factory girls, 10% farm girls, 6 % seamstresses, 8% were described as 'no 
occupation, chiefly daughters of working men', 4% were described as 'no 
information, chiefly widows', and only 0.5% were the daughters of professional 
men. Perhaps more surprising, at least to contemporary observers, was the fact 
that illegitimacy was primarily a rural phenomenon and there was a wide variety of 
regional experience, particularly in rural areas. Smout argues in this context that 
courting customs were important. In the Lowland countryside, for example, 
courting amongst working class girls included intercourse and pregnancy and
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working class men took sexual favours freely from willing girls of their own class. 
Amongst the immigrant Irish, and in the Highlands and Islands, the practices were 
totally different. Irish girls were on the whole chaste and Highland sexual mores 
were similar to those of the Irish. On the Islands of Orkney and Shetland there 
was little attempt to supervise the courtship of teenagers and parents often did not 

know of it. However, even with 'bundling' courtship customs, illegitimacy was low, 
no doubt due to the fact that it was a society were everyone knew everyone else 
and the perpetrators of illicit sexuality could not easily evade their responsibilities.
In towns behaviour was more heterogeneous. Some artisans were influenced by 
what may be described as middle class morality, others importing their attitudes 
from the region in which they formerly resided; others resorted to prostitution to 
earn a living. It would appear to be difficult if not impossible to find a norm in the 
towns and certainly Smout argues that one did not exist. Perhaps the most 
important aspect of courting customs is their relationship with the economy in the 
various regions of Scotland. In the Lowlands illegitimacy levels were low in the 
eighteenth century. However, in the nineteenth century the collapse of parental 
relations was a constant theme of church commentators, there were adequate 
employment opportunities for single women and the ability to force marriage on 
the father of a child was weak. The result was a high rate of illegitimacy. In 
contrast the economic experience of the Northern Isles meant an illegitimate child 
could be a burden on grandparents and a strain on the local economy. Moreover, 
because of the tight-knit nature of an island community, pressure could be brought 
on the father to marry the pregnant girl. These circumstances clearly worked in 
the direction of lower illegitimacy. Smout succinctly concludes that "sexual 
morality in Victorian Scotland, then, was in practice largely a function of the 
authority relationship between parents and children, and the economic situation of 
both". [36]

Carter [37] has criticised Smout for his explanation of variations in illegitimacy 
between Scottish rural regions. Carter suggests that Smout's argument is flawed 
in its inaccurate portrayal of the nature of society in the North East and its link 
between housing and illegitimacy. Smout [38] has vigorously challenged Carter's 
criticisms, arguing that his portrayal of society in the North East, where young 
people were thrown together unsupervised, and illegitimate children were neither 
an economic burden to grandparents nor a source of serious economic trouble to 
mothers, was both accurate and convincing. He goes on to seriously question the 
plausibility of a major role for fertility testing in an explanation of illegitimacy in the 
North East, which Carter asserts. Such an explanation, it appears, was unlikely as
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it raises the question of why the father should not marry the girl after the birth. To 

this question Carter does not appear to provide an answer and indeed evidence 
from Leneman and Mitchison [39] suggests that there is no support for the belief 
that extra-marital or pre-marital sexual activity was a form of fertility testing. Smout 
then goes on to dismiss Carter's argument that a link between housing and 
illegitimacy was disproved by the Registrar General in the nineteenth century, 
pointing out that the Registrar General was apparently referring to the bothy 
system but not to the chaumer system of the North East. The value of such 
vigorous debate has been to focus attention on the need for more micro studies of 
various regions and their illegitimacy behaviour.

Roberts' [40] intriguing study of Catholic Upper Banffshire provides some relevant 
insight into the lives of those who bore illegitimate children in the nineteenth 
century. He observes that, from the commonplace nature of illegitimate births 
alone, an illegitimacy sub-culture could have existed and that the recurrence of 
certain family names in relation to illegitimate children would tend to illustrate that 
certain families have a propensity to bear illegitimate children. Furthermore, the 
shortage of land appears to have been associated with areas of high illegitimacy, 
although a shortage of housing appears not to have been a factor. The fact that, 
in some cases, several families lived together in 'farm towns' probably encouraged 
illegitimacy. Roberts also contends that a lack of church discipline may have been 
a contributory factor in illegitimacy behaviour.

A blend of social and economic factors are thus responsible for regional patterns 
of illegitimacy, although the precise mix of factors remains frustratingly elusive. 
Blaikie epitomises this frustration when he states "Perhaps illegitimacy was 
neither a positive revolt, nor a negative, fatalistic reaction: it was more of a 
compromise, a fact of life. Further than this we cannot say". [41] Certainly as 
Smout has pointed out, many supposed factors in nineteenth-century Scotland 
have been rejected for lack of evidence. These include illiteracy, alcohol, hiring 
fairs, the bondager system, the proportion of women to men, lack of prostitution, 
housing, and the bothy system. [42] Although no single factor seems adequate 
as an explanation of illegitimacy in nineteenth-century Scotland, it would appear 
that Blaikie is able to isolate some factors which may contribute to an explanation 
of the phenomenon. For instance, he observes that in Rothiemay and Marnoch 
there is a striking correlation between farm/domestic service and illegitimacy and 
that, both in the North East and the South West of Scotland, the proportions of 
illegitimate children co-residing with their mothers' parents were formidably high,
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sufficient even to suggest that family flexibility may have been a crucial 
determinant, or at least an enabler, of high illegitimacy within an area.
Furthermore his findings suggest that particular aspects of agrarian productive 
relations predisposed a region to illegitimacy and despite their ingenuity, 
resourcefulness and adaptability, most unmarried mothers remained trapped 
within the constraints of poverty which faced many of their class. In common with 
many other observers of illegitimacy, Blaikie finds no evidence to substantiate a 
rise in the self-determination of women as suggested by Shorter. [43]

Flinn [44] in his panoramic history of Scottish population from the seventeenth 
century to the early twentieth century, covers similar ground to Smout regarding 
the history of Scottish illegitimacy. Familiar themes, such as the working class 
nature of illegitimacy, differences in courtship customs between working and 
middle class, the heterogeneous quality of illegitimacy in the towns and cities, and 
the role of parental control, are expounded in a similar form to that outlined by 
Smout. Flinn however observes that there is no doubt that an illegitimacy sub
culture did exist to an important extent in the North East and Southern regions of 
Scotland where illegitimacy rates were highest. Furthermore he concludes that it 
may well have been socially necessary in some places for women to prove their 
fertility before marriage. This would appear to be at odds with other observers.
[45] Concluding in the 1930s, Flinn's work interestingly asserts that the strength 
of continuing sexual traditions, irrespective of changing economic and social 
circumstances, may be an argument for Laslett's sub-culture of illegitimacy. He 
also poses the question whether Lowland illegitimacy patterns originated in causes 
quite remote from the period surveyed and were simply carried forward by the 
momentum of tradition.

Given such uncertainties and conjecture, much of the history of illegitimacy in 
nineteenth century Scotland must remain inconclusive and tentative, although 
some aspects may be asserted with greater confidence. Smout [46] summarises 
what has been established, namely that from at least mid-century, illegitimacy was 
on average higher in Scotland than in England and most of Europe, that it was 
generally higher in the countryside than in the towns, and that it was very much 
higher in some parts of the countryside than in others. He also alludes to probably 
the two most important questions with regard to illegitimacy behaviour in 
nineteenth-century Scotland. Firstly, how far was parental control exercised over 
courtship in different parts of the country and secondly, on whom did the economic 
burden of looking after an illegitimate child fall? The answers to these two
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questions provide an understanding of regional sexual behaviour, and 
significantly, the variations in illegitimacy between one region and another.

Many of the trends in twentieth-century illegitimacy in Scotland have their genesis 
in the nineteenth. In line with many other European countries illegitimacy 
declined in the latter part of the nineteenth century, although the decline was not 
consistent in all parts of the country. Smout suggests that artificial contraception 
could have made some contribution to the decline. However, he also observes 
that there is no evidence that artificial birth control was widely used by the working 
class before the Second World War. Rather there may have been an increasing 
physical restraint between the sexes. Certainly in the cities and towns, illegitimacy 
became a handicap for girls in search of a marriage partner. Furthermore, 
courting customs changed from the later part of the nineteenth century to the early 
twentieth century with the advent of dance halls and cinemas as venues for 
courting couples. Flinn [47] contends that by the twentieth century the bondager 
system and female bothies of the South East and the chaumer and kitchen system 
of the North East had largely come to an end. Although these servant housing 
arrangements had long been advanced as causes of illegitimacy, the evidence is 
at best inconclusive. However, the evidence does suggest that they play a part in 
the framework of causality and therefore their demise in the twentieth century must 
have had an, as yet unquantified, effect. Flinn also refers to the fact that the 
illegitimate fertility rate in the cities fell faster than in smaller towns in the later part 
of the nineteenth century and early twentieth century. This would appear to 
complement Smout's suggestions regarding a growth in what may be referred to 
as 'middle class morality' in urbanised areas.

Demographic changes were only part of overall changes in the social and 
economic fabric. Attitudes to illegitimacy and unmarried motherhood were likewise 
changing in twentieth century Scotland. Thompson [48] in common with other 
commentators on illegitimacy, observes a working class emphasis and suggests 
that, where social sanctions against extra-marital pregnancy are weak, illegitimacy 
and pre-nuptial pregnancy rates are likely to be high. However, and perhaps more 
interestingly, her article reflects changes in social attitudes to the unmarried 
mother, illustrating what may be termed a psychiatric or social work approach. 
Thompson states that illegitimacy is "favoured by psychological instability in the 
individual, arising for example out of unsettled or unhappy conditions of 
upbringing, or from disease or mental deficiency". She also postulates that "the 
ultimate aim must be the improvement of the environment, together with the re-
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education of those whose way of life reflects and is reflected in a bad 
environment". [49] This viewpoint indicates a softening in attitudes to illegitimacy 
and the unmarried mother and points to a theme which is developed in the social 
scientific literature, namely maintaining that illegitimacy behaviour is pathological, 
whilst at the same time explaining it in terms of mental deficiency or psychological 
aberration. Whatever its limitations the way is thereby opened for sympathetic 
and understanding treatment of the conditions of the unmarried mother and the 
personal circumstances from which illegitimacy may develop.

The major change in twentieth century illegitimacy behaviour in Scotland has been 
an overall reversal after 1959 in a previously decreasing illegitimacy ratio. 
Illegitimacy increased significantly in the 1960s and dramatically in the 1970s and 
1980s - a trend which shows no sign of reversing. Gill sees 'the emergence of a 
new pattern in the incidence of illegitimate birth, associated with youth, urban living 
and sophistication, at the very moment when an older pattern associated with rural 
life, poverty and family disorganisation was becoming less important. This new 
pattern of illegitimate maternity may be associated with changing patterns, 
definitions and attitudes towards sexual behaviour". [50] Filinson [51], however, 
has criticised Gill's perception of an altered meaning of illegitimacy. Filinson points 
out that shifts towards younger age and more highly skilled occupations have 
occurred among the population bearing legitimate children as well as those 
bearing illegitimate ones. She also points out that official data do not demonstrate 
an increase in stable relationships outside marriage. However, she admits that 
this may simply reflect the weakness of the official data in this regard. Although 
once again there appears to be disagreement about the mechanisms involved in 
changes in illegitimacy - the question as to who, what, where, how and why? - 
there is agreement that illegitimacy behaviour has changed and that new patterns 
are emerging. For instance, Pritchard and Thompson [52], in their study of 
Aberdeen (1961-79), found that 92 per cent of first pregnancies in the 1960s to 
single women ended in a birth. In the late 1970s the figure was 48 percent, with 
most of the remaining pregnancies being terminated as opposed to ending in 
spontaneous abortion. They also show that first pregnancies to young teenagers 
increased in the period 1966 - 78.

In the historiography of Scottish illegitimacy, various important themes occur, 
indeed recur. These include linkages between illegitimacy and the nature of local 
economies, the importance of courting customs and local sexual behaviour, the 
varying strength of ecclesiastical discipline, an association with lower socio-
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economic groups, urban-rural differentials, and societal attitudes to illegitimacy and 
the unmarried mother.

THE ENGLISH EXPERIENCE
English illegitimacy has a developed historiography and provides an ideal 
opportunity to increase and deepen an understanding of the various aspects of 
illegitimacy behaviour. The clearly documented ebbs and flows in the tide of 
illegitimacy in Europe are mirrored in the English experience. Houston [53], 
mapping the progress of illegitimacy from the sixteenth century onwards, notes 
that it was increasing in England in the last quarter of the sixteenth century. In the 
early seventeenth century it decreased until mid-century when it once again 
increased into the eighteenth and beyond into the nineteenth century. Tranter [54] 
notes the rise in illegitimacy from the mid-eighteenth until the middle of the 
nineteenth century. He then indicates that in the latter part of the nineteenth 
century illegitimacy decreased, this trend continuing for the first half of the 
twentieth century. From the mid-1950s, illegitimacy increased and although this 
increase was somewhat earlier than the equivalent rise for Scotland, it followed 
the same pattern of a significant increase in its early years, followed by a 
particularly dramatic surge in the 1970s and 1980s.

Although trends in illegitimacy behaviour have been clearly documented and 
identified, the causes appear, once again, a matter of interpretation and debate. 
Laslett in his panoramic assessment of long-term trends in illegitimacy in England, 
emphasises that no monocausa! explanation seems likely to be successful in 
explaining illegitimacy. He contends that changes do not appear to be connected 
in a straight forward way with the growth of towns, the progress of industrialisation, 
age of marriage, the business cycle, the sex ratio of the population, the relative 
proportions of married and spouseless women at fecund ages, or with the 
expectation that when marriage is late illegitimacy will be high. He does however 
suggest that all forms of fertility may have changed in response to the same set of 
influences but that irregular conceptions leading to registered illegitimacies may 
have been more powerfully affected than legitimate fertility. He also suggests, 
intriguingly, that there may be a 'bastardy prone sub-society' where a number of 
'repeaters’ i.e. women who bore two or more illegitimate children, added 
disproportionately to any increase in illegitimacy. [55]

The idea of a 'bastardy prone sub-society' is explored by Levine and Wrightson. 
[56] They examine the parish of Terling in Essex and conclude that the explosion
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of illegitimacy at the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries is to be 
explained neither in terms of the activities of the 'bastardy prone' core, nor in terms 
of a revolution in sexual attitudes. Rather, it appears to relate to a point of crisis in 
a growing disequilibrium between customary attitudes, expectations and sexual 
behaviour and deteriorating social and economic circumstances. They conclude 
from their study of Terling that it reveals the extent to which the comparatively 
ordered social world of the ’closed’ rural parishes of the late seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries was the product of interconnected demographic, economic, 
social, administrative and ideological changes, and that the incidence of 
illegitimacy cannot be understood independently of those changes.

The theme of a ’bastardy prone sub-society’ is a recurrent one and although 
initially postulated by Laslett now appears a common currency in the discussion of 
illegitimacy. Levine and Wrightson’s observations regarding a disequilibrium 
between customary sexual behaviour and deteriorating economic and social 
circumstances, is also mirrored by other commentators. Levine [57] adequately 
summarises the line of argument by postulating that illegitimacy can be regarded 
as the unfortunate outcome of the sexual anticipation of marriage. Illegitimacy 
therefore may be viewed as marriage frustrated, such frustration occurring when 
uncertainty intervenes between courtship and marriage. His hypothesis clearly 
links economic opportunity, family formation, and the sexual anticipation of 
marriage, and he argues that changing sexual attitudes did not occur 
independently of material conditions.

The importance of the theme of illegitimacy as marriage frustrated can be 
ascertained by examining the historiography of illegitimacy, initially in the 
seventeenth century. Quaife [58], from an examination of the Quarter Session 
records, observes that the most common explanation given for a woman's consent 
to sexual intercourse was the promise of marriage. Males regarded such a 
promise of marriage as a right to copulate, a right which most girls seemed 
willingly to grant. The basic obstacle to consent was the fear of the economic and 
social consequences of the act, and not any moral qualms. Quaife notes that an 
unmarried woman's sexual activity arose in many cases from circumstances of her 
employment, i.e. sleeping arrangements, outdoor work and travelling. Apparently 
the most common social relationship involving pre-marital sex was an unmarried 
female servant and man living under the same roof. It appears that 
master/servant sexual relationships were between partners of similar social status. 
Apart from these observations Quaife points to economics rather than morality as
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the basic social consideration in illicit sexuality in seventeenth-century Somerset. 
Stone [59] proposes a rather different interpretation of seventeenth-century sexual 
practice, suggesting that puritan organisation and preaching maintained high 
levels of sexual morality in the early seventeenth century which swept downward 
through the social hierarchy to the plebeian class. He further suggests that the 
internalised values and the powerful system of punishments for transgression to 
which they gave rise, must have been the principal causes of low illegitimacy and 
pre-nuptial pregnancy. In the late seventeenth century the upper classes, 
however, did not wish to indulge in the repression of the sexual habits of the poor, 
and indeed the attitudes of the poor themselves regarding sexuality changed, 
probably due to the draconian restrictions of puritan rule and changes in moral 
theology. However Houston [60], quoting Laslett et al, that the trough of the 
1640s and 1650s was more the result of under-reporting by neighbours and 
officials in response to draconian penalties introduced during the English 
revolution rather than a sign that puritan morality had been accepted by the 
populace, seems to question some of Stone's assertions.

The eighteenth century saw illegitimacy rise from the 1750s onwards although, in 
common with explanations of seventeenth-century illegitimacy, clear and 
unambiguous causal factors are elusive. Meteyard [61], in an engaging article, 
suggests that there may have been an increase in the number of illegitimate births 
from both casual sexual encounters and stable consensual unions. She argues 
that casual sexual encounters involved the young sons of medium and large land 
owners, who were deprived of a share of the family estate, and who contributed to 
the rise in illegitimacy by the exploitation of lower-class women. Indeed, in her 
view women's status declined from the position of being more or less full members 
of society to sexual objects. However, more importantly, she contends that Lord 
Harwickes' Clandestine Marriage Act 1753 had an important effect on the baptism 
of children of unformalised unions. Couples who would have regarded themselves 
as married, though in an unformalised union, now found that their children were 
registered as illegitimate when baptised. Customary expectations therefore about 
marriage as a consequence of intercourse and co-habitation, which were part of 
lower-class tradition, were ignored by the Act. For Meteyard the rise in illegitimacy 
after 1753 can be ascribed in large part to the effect of Lord Harwickes' Act. 
Meteyard's arguments, however, have not managed to evade critical comment. 
Tranter [62] has criticised Meteyard on a number of counts. For example, 
Meteyard takes no account of the great variation in levels of illegitimacy in earlier 
centuries which can only be explained in other ways. Moreover, most illegitimate

26



children were the result of casual sexual encounters by girls in their late teens and 
early twenties who were scarcely of an age to have formed a regular consensual 
union. Perhaps more damning is her inability to explain why there was no once 
and for all rise in illegitimacy after the Act and why illegitimacy continued to rise in 
the later years of the eighteenth century and early years of the nineteenth century.

Weeks [63] has viewed a rise in illegitimacy in the context of the changing social 
relations of a developing industrial capitalism. The key factor would appear to 
have been proliterianisation rather than urbanisation, that is, the generalisation of 
the wage-labour relationship. Weeks constructs a model of pre-industrial society 
with late marriage and pre-marital pregnancy which anticipated marriage and 
which would be enforced by the local community if necessary. The chief aim of 
such a strategy was to avoid a needless economic burden on the parish and 
achieve a population equilibrium which could not outrun local resources.
However, with the advent of a waged labour economy, the labourer was freed from 
community restraints. Employment opportunities now existed and an individual 
could reach maximum earning capacity at a relatively early age. The age of 
marriage decreased and customary control over pre-marital sexual relations 
weakened. The irregularities of the market therefore in many cases frustrated 
marriage and led to illegitimacy.

There appears to be much to commend this model and whatever its shortcomings 
it appears to offer a reasonable explanatory framework for the rising tide in 
illegitimacy in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Furthermore, 
Tranter [64] asserts that this rise cannot be explained by the effects of a decline in 
ages at first menstruation or the number of girls at risk, or age at marriage, or 
indeed an improvement in the quality of birth registration. However, Tranter's 
assertion that the rise in illegitimacy during the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries merely reflected the passing of the seventeenth-century puritan 
discipline, which had been hostile to the bearers of illegitimate children and had 
successfully curbed their activities, seems somewhat one-dimensional given the 
complex nature of illegitimacy behaviour. Indeed, Hollingsworth states "it is... 
abundantly clear that, although the statistics are very plentiful, illegitimacy in 
Britain in the nineteenth century was a complex matter". [65] Although referring to 
the period 1841 - 1911, his comments regarding the complexity of illegitimacy 
seem appropriate to the nineteenth century as a whole.
In the later part of the nineteenth century, illegitimacy began to fall. Tranter [66] as 
has been previously noted, suggests the explanation may lie in various factors
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such as decline in 'sexually vulnerable' employments and increased working class 
prosperity. A contraception- based explanation of the decline, however, as has 
also been previously noted, is open to serious objections. [67] Once again, 
although factors in decreasing illegitimacy in the late nineteenth century and early 
twentieth century have been identified, the relationship between variables is 
sometimes difficult to ascertain. The interplay, however, between social and 
economic variables is a fruitful area of enquiry. Crafts [68], for example, has 
examined the ability of Laslett's courtship model of illegitimacy to explain variations 
in illegitimate fertility in urban districts of England and Wales in 1911. He 
concludes that whilst locality and late marriage 'explain' an important part of the 
variance in illegitimacy rates, so also do economic variables. He emphasises that 
Laslett's approach puts too much emphasis on locality and cultural tradition and 
has somewhat neglected economic conditions.

The most significant feature of twentieth-century illegitimacy behaviour has been 
the post-war increase which dates from around 1956. This increase has reached 
dramatic proportions since the 1970's and shows no sign of reversing. Hartley [69] 
has analysed data for England and Wales for twenty-five years, ending in 1962. 
This analysis reveals a tripling of the illegitimacy rate with a new high in excess of 
the post-war high, the greatest increases in the rates not being found in the very 
youngest age groups. She also observes some parallel with the rise in American 
illegitimacy rates and notes a more moderate rise in pre-maritally conceived 
legitimate maternities. Hartley states that "Certainly illegitimacy has no single 
cause. It can no longer be usefully analysed only in terms of the connections with 
'illicit' sexual intercourse, a necessary but not sufficient condition. Probably the 
analysis can be seen in terms of all those factors which lie behind all human 
behavior (sic)". [70] 'Reasons' suggested for illegitimacy appear to include 
individualism and the increase of the welfare state, availability of benefits, and a 
'live for today' philosophy. Illsley and Gill [71] examine what they term 'new 
fashions' in illegitimacy. They perceptively observe that although in 1945 the 
British illegitimacy ratio reached its highest point in the twentieth century until then, 
this did not mean there had been a war-time decline in sexual morality. The 
proportion of British girls conceiving outside marriage remained remarkably stable 
before, during and after the war. However, pregnant girls who, outside wartime 
conditions might have married, were prevented from doing so by the death of their 
partner or by his absence in the forces, or by their own absence from home.
Illsley and Gill postulate a similar reason for the rise in the illegitimacy ratio during 
the First World War. Moving to post-Second World War illegitimacy trends they
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point to links with urban areas, younger unmarried girls and upper socio-economic 
groups and note that a psychiatric model of explanation for illegitimacy does not 
appear to be adequate. Common 'causes' of increased illegitimacy such as lack 
of education, income or 'security', are similarly rejected. They conclude that the 
most cogent explanations are those which postulate a breakdown of cultural 
norms. They contend that "We are in transition between an older sexual/marital 
pattern and a new code. The new code will be based perhaps on pre-marital 
sexual experimentation, safe-guarded by more perfect contraception and the 
backstop of abortion. But during the transition, many individuals" will suffer the 
"penalties and stigma that survive from a more clear cut moral order. In this 
conflict a strong teenage culture provides the young with temporary protection".
[72] lllsley and Gill [73] have elaborated on these observations in a more detailed 
article. They once again draw attention to evidence that illegitimacy is becoming 
more frequent in the upper socio-economic groups and that the increase in 
illegitimacy has been most marked among women aged under twenty. Equally 
interestingly, they note the emergence of a new pattern in the incidence of 
illegitimacy associated with youth, urban living and sophistication, when older 
patterns associated with factors such as poverty and rural life, were beginning to 
disappear. They also point to a reversal in the respective position of illegitimacy 
ratios between Scotland and England and Wales which is accompanied by an 
urban/rural reversal, and assert that "a new set of forces leading to higher ratios
came into play in the 1950s, and.....these new forces affected England earlier
and more strongly than they affected Scotland". [74] lllsley and Gill conclude that 
"with such a widespread and ramified phenomenon one is inclined to seek the 
cause in something less ephemeral than the mini skirt, perhaps in the new 
economic and social status of the adolescent in an affluent society, reaching for 
the symbols of adulthood without yet the knowledge and guidance to adopt them 
safely. The treatment of the young unwed mother as a psychiatric disturbed 
person or as a moral delinquent is peculiarly inappropriate to this situation". [75]

As illegitimacy ratios have soared in England and Wales the periodic interest of 
commentators has concentrated on the cause or causes of the phenomenon. 
Probably the most controversial linkage has been between illegitimacy and welfare 
benefits. In recent years there has been a careful and calculated campaign in 
relation to single mothers by policy makers. [76] Their attempt to establish a 
connection between single motherhood and the availability of welfare benefits 
appears to have been successful in part and although others have sought to 
defend the single mother against such onslaughts, it is clear that the practical
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effect of much of Government policy was to highlight single mothers and isolate 
them as a group which 'undeservedly' availed itself of state assistance. Of course 
the term single mother is simply unmarried mother by another name and the 
unmarried mother is the bearer of an illegitimate child. This concentration in the 
1990s on vilifying single mothers has been, for the most part, an attempt to curb 
illegitimacy behaviour, and more pertinently, to reduce the cost of such behaviour 
to the state. The genesis of this line of thought goes deep into the past and 
echoes nineteenth-century debates surrounding bastardy and the Poor Law. 
Furthermore, twentieth-century perspectives reveal both thematic continuities and 
discontinuities in the historiography of illegitimacy. In addition the twentieth- 
century social scientific literature provides some novel perspectives on illegitimacy 
which at least throw a sidelight onto major themes.

TWENTIETH CENTURY SOCIAL SCIENTIFIC LITERATURE 
An examination of the twentieth-century social scientific literature reveals diverse 
and sometimes conflicting viewpoints. Spensky [77] has linked the psychiatric 
explanation of illegitimacy to the progressive pathologisation of the unmarried 
mother. She points out that the unmarried mother was ostracised by society 
because she had produced an illegitimate lineage. Only males could produce 
legitimate lineage. The law in fact called the child 'filius nullius' (nobody's child). 
Legitimate lineage was linked to the possession of private property, the propertied 
classes perhaps being the least tolerant of unmarried mothers and conversely the 
unpropertied more tolerant. In fact the only women the Poor Law addressed were 
unmarried mothers as they were seen to be the only ones to pose a problem. Until 
the Second World War unmarried motherhood was seen as a result of the 
seduction of an over credulous girl who was particularly weak in character, 
ignorant and mentally defective. In the 1950s, Spensky observes that new 
developments in social casework theories came from America and indicated that 
the unmarried mother was pathological. Ferguson and Fitzgerald note "it is well 
known that girls of low mentality - the unstable, the irresponsible, the near mentally 
deficient - often have illegitimate children". [78] Leontine Young is perhaps the 
best known representative of the psychiatric school and in an influential text [79] 
asserts that the unmarried mother was the victim, not of a seducer, but of herself.
It was the unmarried mother's desire to bring into the world an illegitimate child that 
was her pathology. Women therefore who bore illegitimate children were reacting 
to pressures, often unconscious, which led them to have an illegitimate child.
These ideas are neatly summarised by Cooper who states that the illegitimate 
child of an unmarried mother was regarded as "a symptom of her neurotic

30



character, resulting from disturbances in her own family background. In many 
cases this disturbance is obvious, for instance in the broken or unstable home, but 
in others more subtle emotional factors are found, such as dominance or rejection 
by one or other parent, or early disturbances in the parent/child relationships. In 
some other cases the mothers are mentally defective or psychopathic or come 
from the problem family group". [80] Spensky argues that the pathology of 
unmarried motherhood was gradually constructed during the 1950s. Child care 
experts had pointed out that a child needed a loving environment. A mother 
secured this environment by depending on someone else for material subsistence. 
Therefore, a healthy mother was one who was satisfied merely in being the 
healthy environment for her child and in securing a husband before she had a 
baby. The logic of this argument of course was that an unmarried mother could 
not be a healthy mother. A child 'needed' a full-time mother and the fact that the 
unmarried mother was psychologically unbalanced opened the route for adoption 
by 'a nice middle-class married couple'. [81]

Spensky clearly aims to 'expose' the nature of societal attitudes and the thinking 
behind both child care and the nature of the family in the 1950s. However the 
psychiatric model of illegitimacy has faced criticism from other quarters. It has 
been suggested that Young's samples suffered from an institutional bias and 
prolonged the picture of the unwed mother as extremely young, poor, uneducated 
or psychologically disturbed. [82] It has also been suggested that psychoanalytic 
'explanations' are not verifiable or predictive. [83] Islley and Gill, however, 
suggest a reason why the psychiatric model of explanation became fashionable. 
They argue that, by saying the unmarried mother was mentally ill-balanced, society 
could give some personal sympathy and understanding without condoning the 
deviation from moral norms. They assert, however, that the trends they observe in 
the post-war era do not suggest that the psychiatric explanation holds true, except 
for a minority of cases. [84] Vincent, from his own research in California in the 
early 1960s has indicated that his findings tend to support the hypothesis that 
there are no significant social, economic or psychological differences between 
unmarried mothers and girls and married women in the same age groups. He 
somewhat unsatisfactorily concludes, however, that illegitimacy since the 1940s is 
a result of what he terms 'the philosophy of fun' - i.e. 'good sex is what it is all 
about’. [85] This would appear over-simplistic and at odds with other American 
evidence. For instance, it has been observed that among white teenagers in post
war America a hope that pregnancy would lead to marriage was a popular idea, 
but one which did not in many cases come to fruition. Indeed, there was a change
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in this era in the previous onus on a boy, from community and parents, to marry a 
girl whom he had impregnated. Furthermore, a link has been suggested between 
welfare benefits and unmarried motherhood, namely that of lessening the 
penalties for bearing an illegitimate child. [86] Clearly then there were greater 
forces at work in the behaviour of illegitimacy in America besides 'the philosophy 
of fun'. Whatever currency Vincent's observations hold in America, they are at 
odds with research findings from the United Kingdom.

Teichman, examining illegitimacy from a more philosophical perspective concludes 
that its formal causes are "the institutions which generate the legitimate/illegitimate 
distinction, and its immediate causes are almost as multifarious as human motives 
and loves and hates. All research which tries to explain illegitimacy proves in the 
end that its immediate causes are multitudinous". [87] This argument, however, 
ignores the problem that although institutions formulate the concept of illegitimacy, 
these same institutions are constituted by individuals whose actions must be 
explained, and the actions of those who accept or reject the formulation of 
illegitimacy must likewise be explained. In addition, the argument provides little or 
no evidence for assessing the relationships which have been shown to exist 
between illegitimacy and various factors, for example, regional persistence or 
lower socio-economic groups.

It is clear that much of the literature on twentieth century illegitimacy and 
particularly the social scientific literature is perhaps as conducive to confusion as it 
is to illumination. However, the strengths of the social scientific literature are its 
documentation of trends and social comment. Although the literature at times may 
be oblique in its reference to illegitimacy, it can provide detailed observations 
regarding closely related factors and provide a window into the lives of those 
whose behaviour is recorded in the official statistics. Such social scientific 
literature, had it been extensive in previous centuries, would have proved 
invaluable to historians who have had to make inferences from official data to 
social attitudes. However, the weakness of much of the social scientific literature 
is its concentration on current events, its time bound and perhaps fashionable 
interpretations of phenomena which may have existed well beyond the focus of its 
observations, and at times, its lack of detailed historiography. In short, it generally 
lacks historical depth. Despite these limitations, it does provide a rich source of 
material for an examination of current social attitudes which may help inform 
historical studies.
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Illegitimacy continues to remain a focal point for social policy debates in the 1990s. 
Returning to a commentator to whom reference was made at the start of this 
chapter, namely Charles Murray, it is interesting to note that in 1999 he continues 
to argue the role of illegitimacy and the underclass in America. [88] Closer to 
home an article in 1996 asserted that if present trends were to continue, by the 
year 2020, four out of ten children in Britain would have spent some appreciable 
time as a child in a lone-parent family. [89] A recent newspaper report informs us 
that single parents cost society £10 billion a year and their children are more likely 
than others to do badly at school and become involved in crime. [90] Yet another 
states that unmarried teenage mothers may in future be housed in special hostels. 
[91] It would appear that issues of births outside marriage and the attendant 
social policy implications are far from being redundant. Recent debate 
concerning births outside marriage and single mothers perhaps illustrates an 
intriguing aspect of the historiography of illegitimacy, namely the recurrence of 
certain themes. To begin to understand some of these themes within an Irish 
context, our next task must be to narrow the focus onto the existing Irish literature 
concerning illegitimacy and illicit sexuality.
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AN HISTORIOGRAPHY OF IRISH ILLEGITIMACY
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A young man of the lowest class would feel degraded by marrying a 
woman who had had an illegitimate child by another. James Marks 
says, "No Irishman would demean himself by such an act". Girls 
who have had bastards seldom can get any one to marry them 
except those men by whom they were seduced; they are looked on 
as degraded persons, and scarcely associated with. James Marks 
says, they, "are generally looked down upon". Bastards are looked 
on in the same view; a small farmer would refuse a match with a 
bastard.
Evidence from Cadamstown Parish, County Kildare, 1835 [1]

Such evidence, given before the Commissioners for Inquiring into the Condition of 
the Poorer Classes in Ireland was representative of the general attitude to the 
unmarried mother and her child in Ireland. Their plight was acknowledged as a 
perilous one, framed between the exaltation of female virtue on one hand and 
punishment, ostracism, and ultimately destitution on the other. Lapses from virtue 
were subject to harsh treatment and sexual purity was espoused, with an almost 
religious fervour, as the ideal female accomplishment. Indeed various 
commentators remarked with a mixture of satisfaction and surprise on the chastity 
of Irish women, and, until recent years, the sexual asceticism of the Irish has been 
an almost universal presumption. Furthermore, it has been virtually unanimously 
accepted that illicit sexuality in general, and illegitimacy in particular, have been 
low in Ireland.

It has been suggested that illegitimacy was low in Ireland during the eighteenth 
century. Among the few data available Macafee [2] cites a 2 per cent bastardy 
ratio for Anglican births at Loughgall, Co Armagh during the years 1707-29. 
Moreover, although there is some evidence that Ireland may have participated in 
the increase in illicit sexuality from the later decades of the eighteenth century, in 
1864, the first year of civil registration, the illegitimacy ratio for Ireland was only 3.8 
per cent. It fell to 2.3 per cent by the mid 1870s and remained under 3 per cent 
throughout the rest of the nineteenth century. [3] A parish like St. Patrick's 
(Coleraine) - a seaport with a high percentage of transient and pregnant girls 
escaping the censure of their native community and attracted by the tolerance of 
the local rector - where illegitimacy was somewhat higher, was probably 
exceptional. [4] In the twentieth century, illegitimacy ratios were low in both Irish 
jurisdictions, the Republic of Ireland illegitimacy ratio between 1921-1970 not 
exceeding 3 per cent and the Northern Ireland ratio, although increasing from 4.3 
percent in 1921 to a high point of 5.6 per cent in 1944 during the Second World 
War, subsequently declining and reaching a level which was still under 4 per cent 
in 1970.
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This impressionistic sketch of illegitimacy through two centuries highlights a 
recurring motif, namely low levels of illicit sexuality in Ireland. However, serious 
enquiry in relation to various aspects of sexual behaviour in Ireland, including 
illegitimacy, has always been marred by the limitations of the source materials. 
Although civil registration made available detailed evidence on illegitimacy from 
1864 onwards, for the period before 1864 the demographic historian is largely 
reduced to reliance on parish registers. However, whereas some registers exist 
for the Church of Ireland community from the late seventeenth century and for the 
Catholic community from the late eighteenth century, their quality and coverage 
are poor. Presbyterian and Quaker records are somewhat better. [5] The nature 
of parish register data therefore makes any general conclusions about the level of 
illegitimacy before 1864 somewhat tentative. However, from the outset what 
emerges is the almost universal perception that illegitimacy in Ireland has been 
consistently low over at least a two-century period from the 1750s onwards. 
Furthermore there is a strong suggestion that a general malaise accompanied 
illegitimacy and unmarried motherhood in Ireland, and that for many of those 
involved stigma, destitution and degradation followed as a matter of course.

THE EARLY MODERN PERIOD
Commenting on the role of women in Irish society from the conquest and 
plantations of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries until the Great Famine, 
OTuathaigh [6] has asserted that only three general statements can with any 
confidence be made - firstly, they were totally without formal political rights; 
secondly, their property and inheritance rights, both within and outside of marriage 
were now governed by English Common Law; and thirdly, theirs was a subject and 
subsidiary role to the male and it was performed for the most part within a 
domestic context. This suggests the instituting of an inheritance system which 
entailed particularly adverse consequences for illegitimate children and those 
responsible for them. Although it has been suggested already that illegitimacy 
levels were low in eighteenth-century Ireland the presence of foundling hospitals in 
Dublin and Cork would also suggest that illegitimacy may not have been as low as 
it would appear. The growth of the foundling hospitals during the eighteenth- 
century is probably some indication of the outcast status and perceived burden of 
the illegitimate child. There was, for example, public indifference towards the 
terrible conditions which existed in the Dublin Foundling Hospital and it has been 
suggested that, despite a surge in philanthropy in eighteenth-century Dublin, the 
Foundling Hospital's greatest disadvantage was that it was perceived as a home 
for bastards. A large number of children from all parts of Ireland were deposited
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in the Foundling Hospital in Dublin and many were to die there. [7] In addition a 
number of other illegitimate children were to be murdered by their mothers soon 
after birth. An Act was passed by the Irish Parliament in 1707, modelled on the 
English Act of 1623, which aimed to "prevent the destroying and murthering of 
bastard children". O'Connor [8] has observed that it could be inferred that some 
need precipitated the passing of such a law in Ireland at the beginning of the 
eighteenth century in accordance with the English (and Scottish) legislation. 
However she also notes that it is not possible from existing evidence to ascertain 
definitely the particular reasons for the implementation of the Act.

O'Connor's work, which focuses on women and Irish folklore with reference to 
illegitimacy, abortion and infanticide, notes the difficulty in ascertaining whether 
illegitimacy and child killing were problems for the individual or individuals 
concerned as well as official problems, or crimes, during the period up to the 
nineteenth century. Given the realities of life, rural as well as urban, and 
particularly the pressures upon people to observe social norms and regulations, 
the fact that women conceived and gave birth to children outside of marriage is 
likely to have had serious implications in social and economic, as well as, religious 
terms for the person or persons involved.

Kelly [9] has suggested that the code of morality which extolled sexual virtue, 
particularly in women, was the most important societal force in prompting 
infanticide in eighteenth-century Ireland. His evidence points to the overwhelming 
majority of infanticide victims being the offspring of single mothers who tried to 
avoid the stigma of immorality and the burden of raising an illegitimate child by 
murdering their infant. Infanticide was therefore first and foremost a means of 
controlling illegitimacy. Kelly indicates there is evidence that female virtue was 
prized by all levels of the eighteenth century Irish social pyramid. Moreover, he 
suggests that a woman whose reputation was not above suspicion was deemed 
an unsuitable marriage partner and that this was injurious to her position and that 
of her family in society. Women who committed an indiscretion found it extremely 
difficult to salvage their reputation and expectant single mothers were routinely 
turned out of their lodgings onto the streets, sometimes with fatal consequences. 
Children deemed 'illegitimate' were not just discriminated against legally but 
victimised and abused by their family as well as by society at large. The main 
reason for this was the strong emphasis placed on blood lineage. In the words of 
Kelly, "Given these attitudes, it is not surprising that some single women preferred 
to stifle the life of their babies at birth rather than face a hostile and unforgiving
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world, or that the evidence of the earliest Catholic Parish Registers indicate that 
illegitimacy rates in Ireland in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries 
were below the levels recorded in most European countries".[10]

According to Kelly, although contemporary morality prompted some unmarried 
pregnant women to desperate action to avoid the stigma of childbirth outside 
marriage, economic pressures also weighed heavily. Economic calculation figured 
prominently in contemporary thinking on marriage. Servants in Ireland were a 
particularly economically precarious grouping and it was a common ambition 
among female servants to save enough to conclude an advantageous match. 
However, the proximity of the sexes in servanthood, the vulnerability of women to 
sexual exploitation and the distance from family, friends, and the supervision of 
the church and community, led to heightened sexual temptation. With extra
marital pregnancy leading to dishonourable dismissal and a likely future of 
degradation and destitution, it is no surprise that this vulnerable group resorted to 
infanticide. Indeed from Kelly's sample of infanticides the single largest 
identifiable occupational group of perpetrators was servants. Kelly concludes 
that, given infanticide was first and foremost a response to illegitimacy and that the 
illegitimacy ratio for Ireland was below the European average, it is arguable that its 
demographic impact was small. However, he suggests that if the findings of 
Clarkson on Carrick-on-Suir are combined with the deaths of infants in Foundling 
Hospitals, which may have represented more than 1 per cent of the birth-rate in 
1820, and if one incorporates the losses that resulted from private wet-nursing in 
which mortality rates were also high, the number of premature deaths of children 
was substantial and, perhaps, demographically significant. [11] Certainly the 
phenomenon of illegitimacy is closely bound to the debate surrounding infanticide 
and the fact, if it is a fact, that infanticide was not uncommon has implications for 
arguments on the level of illegitimacy before the nineteenth century.

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY
The conjectural nature of much of the debate regarding eighteenth-century 
illegitimacy is echoed in work on nineteenth-century trends. Although civil 
registration began in 1864, the reliability of the early years has been questioned 
and before 1864 there is almost complete reliance on parish register evidence.
The seminal work on illegitimacy before the Famine is Connell's essay [12] which 
has become the standard interpretation of illegitimacy ratios in the pre-Famine 
period. Although it has been subsequently challenged, it remains a formidable 
work against which all subsequent interpretations have been measured.
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Connell's major assertions were that the incidence of illegitimate births and 
illegitimate conceptions was low in Ireland. The evidence he cites is from the first 
report of the Commissioners for Inquiring into the Conditions of the Poorer Classes 
in Ireland. An appendix to this report contained a supplement on bastardy and it 
was from replies contained in this supplement that Connell was able to construct 
illegitimacy ratios for various parishes during the pre-Famine period. Connell 
cleverly manipulated the Commissioners' evidence to establish the extent of 
illegitimacy in Ireland and although the level of illegitimacy varied between 
parishes, Connell appeared satisfied that the evidence was enough to substantiate 
a low level of illegitimate births in the pre-Famine period. In addition to the 
quantitative analysis, Connell provided some qualitative data regarding the 
unmarried mother and her illegitimate child which was taken once again from the 
Commissioners' evidence. He asserts that, although there were some exceptions, 
unmarried mothers were harshly treated in Ireland and the stain of illegitimacy 
itself might last for generations, the only course of amelioration being a long period 
of good conduct or the acquisition of property. A girl not marrying the man by 
whom she was pregnant was unlikely to marry anyone else without overcoming the 
abhorrence her situation would provoke. For the unmarried mother, failing 
domestic and farm work, chances of employment were few and indeed begging 
and prostitution could be successive as well as complementary occupations for 
many single mothers. Connell observed however that marriage to the father was 
perhaps the likeliest fate of the unmarried mother-to-be. This was, in no small 
measure, due to the pressure exerted by the priest, the local community, family 
and friends. However, although marriage may have been the outcome for many, a 
great many other unmarried mothers were to face a life of ostracism, degradation 
and despair. Moreover, their illegitimate children in many instances were to suffer 
during their lifetime, provided of course they survived abandonment by their 
mother or infanticide, outcomes the extent of which, according to Connell were not 
altogether insignificant. Connell provides a range of possible explanations for the 
low level of illegitimacy in the pre-Famine period. The diffusion of the match, the 
small number of servants, general and early marriage, strong family ties and 
abnormal sexual guilt, the conformity of women, a lack of a bastardy law until 
1838, popular disapproval of the unmarried mother and child, and the devotion to 
both church and priest all form part of Connell's explanatory framework. He does, 
however, assert that low illegitimacy is not explained by the existence of abortion, 
a weak sexual drive, sterility or contraception, or the possibility that pregnant girls 
left Ireland before the baby was born. In addition he asserts that low illegitimacy 
appears not to have been due to pregnant girls marrying before the baby was
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born, a statement which is not easy to interpret in view of Connell’s earlier 
assertion that marriage to the father was perhaps her likeliest fate. In another 
essay on Catholicism and marriage in the century after the Famine[13], Connell 
asserts that the incidence of extra-marital relations had been relatively low in 
Ireland, given that people married so little and so late. However he fails to 
elaborate further regarding illegitimacy in the post-Famine period and appears to 
imply that the earlier part of the nineteenth century was more tolerant of extra
marital relations.

Connell's arguments are persuasive but a number of questions remain. Connolly 
[14] has argued, for instance, that Connell's suggestion regarding post-Famine 
and pre-Famine sexual behaviour is flawed. It appears that Connell, comparing 
the strictness of post-Famine sexual behaviour with a supposedly more lenient 
pre-Famine behaviour, ignores his own assertions elsewhere that the pre-Famine 
period was already strict. This apparent contradiction remains unresolved. 
Akenson [15] quotes Miller's [16] criticism of Connell, namely that he ignored data 
from the first few years of civil registration. These imply that illegitimacy was not 
uniformly low and thus the controls on non-marital sex were not as strong as 
Connell believed. Miller indeed suggests that illegitimacy in the early 1860s was 
declining from a considerably higher level that had pertained in the pre-Famine 
years. Furthermore, Akenson suggests that Connell's method of obtaining 
illegitimacy ratios from the Poor Law Commissioners evidence is flawed. 
Essentially the same criticism is deployed by Ebel [17] who argues that Connell's 
best data, that is to say the most reliable and complete, tend to disprove his other 
data. Connell did have five parishes for which the total annual number of 
baptisms was reported as well as the number of baptisms of illegitimate infants, 
and these provide a contrast to the rest of his data. The average illegitimacy ratio 
for these five parishes with the most reliable data was 4.7 per cent, and the 
weighted average was 4.8 per cent. This is not noted in Connell's analysis of the 
evidence. Table 2.1 illustrates the relationship between this 'stronger' data for the 
five parish sample and Connell's total sample of 49 parishes.

Ebel offers a further criticism of Connell, namely that he has ignored entirely the 
possibility of pre-nuptial pregnancy as a way-station, or alternative route to 
marriage. This she suggests would undermine the ideal of the chaste Irish 
Catholic peasantry. Indeed Connell's concentration solely on the sexual mores of
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TABLE 2.1 Illegitimacy : comparison of 'stronger1 data for a sample of
5 parishes and total 49 parish sample from K. H. Connell

Source:

Illegitimacy Percentage of Total - Percentage of Total - 
Ratio 49 Parish Sample 5 Parish Sample

0-2 59.1 0.0
2.1 -4 18.4 20.0
4.1 -6 22.5 80.0

Ebel A.J., Illegitimacy in Pre-Famine Ireland: Women, Marginalitv. 
and Alternative Modes of Family Formation. (Master's thesis, 
Queen’s University, Kingston, Ontario, Canada, October 1989)
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Catholics has left him open to the criticism made by Akenson that he deliberately 
stereotyped protestant sexual mores, which were traditionally perceived as looser 
than that of their fellow country people. However, despite attempts to dismiss 
Connell's arguments they have remained surprisingly resilient, and, have survived 
if for no other reason than the inadequacy of strong evidence to the contrary.

The only other major excursion into the field of Irish illegitimacy in the nineteenth 

century has been Connolly's essay on illegitimacy and pre-nuptial pregnancy in 
Ireland before 1864. Connolly [18] examined eight Catholic parishes, three of 

which had data extending back into the eighteenth century, and included Lee and 
MacCarthaigh's pioneering study of the registers of Knockainy and Patrickswell in 
Co. Limerick. The figures for the parishes studied were in all cases either too low 
or fluctuated too violently to suggest any coherent pattern of change overtime. 
However, they did suggest that illegitimacy for these parishes was low compared 
to European levels. Although Connolly asserts that illegitimacy overall was low in 
Ireland, he highlights regional variations suggested by civil registration data and 
the estimates offered to the Poor Inquiry Commissioners in 1835, namely that 
higher ratios existed in the counties of Down, Fermanagh, Armagh, Derry, Antrim, 
Waterford, Queen's and Carlow. In addition he argues that only a minority of 
illegitimate children were born to women who were mothers of more than one such 
child.

The evidence, though intriguing, is qualified by Connolly himself, as he alludes to 
problems regarding the reliability of illegitimacy ratios extracted from Irish Catholic 
parish registers. For example, it is clear that some illegitimate children were not 
baptised and that pregnant girls outside marriage tended to move away from their 
native area. Catholic registers of the period, therefore, cannot be relied upon to 
indicate, clearly and consistently, the fact of illegitimacy. Ebel has stated that 
"Parish registration of baptisms are often incomplete and inaccurate, yet despite 
this, attempts have been made to use these documents to obtain meaningful 
illegitimacy rates. These attempts are frequently doomed to failure because 

baptismal records do not account for what inferential references indicate was a 
high incidence of under-reporting of illegitimacy". [19] In face of these difficulties, 
the tendency might be to give up any attempt to construct meaningful illegitimacy 
ratios from parish registers in Ireland. However, despite the doubt cast on the 
quality of the source materials the exercise of obtaining illegitimacy ratios would 
not seem to be without merit. Connolly has stated that "The figures discussed are 
limited in their coverage, and the principal measures used - the simple ratio of
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illegitimate births and pre-nuptial conceptions to the total number of births and 
conceptions - are crude by comparison with those that have now been developed 
in similar studies for other countries. Nevertheless, it is necessary to start 
somewhere if discussion of the history of Irish sexual attitudes is ever to proceed 
beyond mere speculation". [20]

In addition to exploring illegitimacy, Connolly has also gone on to obtain data 

regarding the extent of pre-nuptial pregnancy. It appears that some 9 or 10 per 
cent of women in his sample are held to have been pregnant at the time of their 
marriage. However, the figures strongly suggest that far fewer Irish brides in the 
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were coming pregnant to the altar 

than was the case in England during the same period. The data further suggest 
that Ireland may, after all, have participated in the general increase in extra-marital 
fertility which appears to have taken place in most parts of Europe in the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. In the conclusion to his essay,
Connolly asserts that "All of the figures presented suggest levels of extra-marital 
fertility lower than those being recorded in most European countries in this period. 
At the same time they point to the existence of considerable variations between 
different parts of the country, and the parish register statistics agree with the 
evidence of other sources in suggesting a broad regional pattern for these 
variations". [21]

The main arguments of Connolly's essay are engaging. Nonetheless, some 
questions arise regarding the interpretation of his data. For example, Connolly 
himself makes the point that any substantial upward adjustment of illegitimacy 
ratios, to make allowance for under-registration in the parishes of Slieverue, 
Knockainy and Patrickswell, and possibly St. Canice's, would raise them to a level 
that could no longer be regarded as unusually low. As these three parishes 
constitute a third of the sample, it would seem to raise at least some questions 
about the almost universally held assumption regarding the low level of illegitimacy 
in Ireland. In addition it might be suggested that it opens the debate with regard to 
the interpretation of the word 'low' and its relationship to the almost mythical status 
of Irish chastity. Thus, while Irish illicit sexual activity appears low in comparison to 
other parts of Europe, Connolly's figure of 10 per cent for pre-nuptial pregnancy, 
together with the illegitimacy ratios for the above parishes, suggests a slightly 
different picture to that portrayed by many visitors and officials, namely the relative 
absence of illicit sexuality in Ireland. Difficulties in the interpretation of Connolly's 
data may be exacerbated by the geographical bias of his sample. Only seven
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counties out of thirty-two are covered by the sample. Four are from Munster, two 
from Leinster, one from Connaught and none from Ulster. Moreover, 47 per cent 
of the baptisms used in the sample come from one county — Kilkenny — and 
Leinster accounts for 58 per cent of all the baptisms in the sample. Thus the 
geographical bias of Connolly's work may somewhat colour his conclusions and 
raise questions as to the application of his arguments to Ireland as a whole. 
Furthermore, Connolly's omission of any protestant registers means that an 
important part of the equation with regard to illegitimacy behaviour is missing. 
Indeed Akenson [22] criticises Connolly for what he believes is the stereotyping of 
the moral laxity of protestants, which he sees as unjustified.

Akenson has examined the sexual mores of protestants and Catholics by 
considering, in particular, illegitimacy and pre-nuptial pregnancy with the overall 
aim of illustrating that differences between the two communities were small or 
negligible. He asserts that protestant/Catholic differences are taken to have been 
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries what the conventional wisdom 
holds about present-day differences. This includes the observation that 
protestants are less likely to remain celibate, in the demographer’s sense, all of 
their life and that, in general, protestants are more likely to engage in non-marital 
sex. Akenson goes on to state that there is no real evidence for this conventional 
wisdom for the last century, and a good deal of inferential material that suggests a 
near identity of sexual practices between the two communities. He then argues 
that Irish society tolerated an alternative to the chaste - until - marriage ideal, 
suggesting that pregnancy was a way-station to marriage and to social 
acceptability, not to social disaster. Although sexual behaviour outside marriage 
entailed certain risks, he appears to suggest that on balance the risks were worth 
the coveted prize of marriage. Thus before the Great Famine in Ireland, he 
contends that there was a significant degree of pre-marital sexual activity, mainly 
pre-nuptial pregnancy, combined with fairly low illegitimacy, although not as low as 
is usually suggested. Returning to the question of sexual practice and religion 
from which his argument started, Akenson asserts that in the comparative context 
the similarities between the sexual and marital mores of Irish Catholics and 
protestants were far more striking than the local differences and concludes with 
the suggestion that the "seeming difference between Catholics and Protestants 
will not be attributable to substantive cultural factors, but to the intersection of 
timelag and of social class". [23]
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Akenson's comparison of sexual mores uses Connolly's sample of Catholic 
parishes and Akenson's own micro-study of Islandmagee. If taken at face value 
Akenson's arguments are persuasive, but his use of some of the statistical 
evidence is unsettling. For example, the comparison of data on illegitimacy from a 
sample of nine Catholic parishes, containing around 81,000 baptisms, with one 
Presbyterian Congregation containing around 1,300 baptisms could be regarded 
as unbalanced. To relate the two samples presents further difficulties, given that 
Connolly's data end in 1865 and Akenson's start in 1854 and end in 1920, a point 
Akenson himself acknowledges. Even if one accepts his assertion that projecting 
his Islandmagee figures back into the first half of the nineteenth century may be 
less problematic than appears at first sight, on the grounds that the area had very 
little in the way of economic or social revolution in the nineteenth century, his 
conclusions seem far from certain. Moreover, further analysis of the illegitimacy 
ratios for Second Islandmagee Presbyterian Church provides some evidence 
which would appear to undermine Akenson's claim of an unusually low illegitimacy 
ratio. Table 2.2 shows that the ratios for a significant part of the period covered by 
Akenson, from 1854 to 1920, were not unusually low, and although during a thirty 
year period illegitimacy ratios were very low indeed, this may have been due to an 
under-recording of illegitimacy in those years. Certainly the time period which 
overlaps with Connolly's data would seem to conflict radically with Akenson's 
assertions for the period 1854 to 1920.

In addition to a weakness in the empirical evidence, Akenson's work appears to 
contain a methodological problem which results in comparisons which may be 
misleading. Although Connolly's data for illegitimacy ratios and pre-nuptial 
pregnancy relate to the same parishes over time the illegitimacy ratio quoted by 
Akenson relates to Second Islandmagee Presbyterian Church. Thus two separate 
Presbyterian congregations are involved and it is by no means clear that 
inferences can be made from one set of data obtained in one Presbyterian 
congregation to the Presbyterian population of Islandmagee as a whole. In 
addition, Akenson does not include the Church of Ireland or Methodist population 
in his observations regarding illegitimacy in Islandmagee and, whereas both 
Congregations were not numerous within the area, the role of the Church of 
Ireland in relation to illegitimacy may have been underestimated by Akenson. The 
Ordnance Survey Memoir [24] contains references to sexual morality which have 
been noted by both Connolly and Akenson. However, one observation which 
appears to have escaped Akenson's notice and would seem to
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TABLE 2.2 Illegitimacy ratios : Second Islandmaqee Presbyterian Church.
1854 - 1930

Years Baptisms Illegitimate
Illegitimacy
Ratio

Connolly's Sample :
Illegitimacy Ratio

1854- 1860 108 3 2.8 (1851 -60) 2.4
1861 - 1870 135 4 3.0 (1861 -65) 0.8

1871 - 1880 215 - 0.0 N/A
1881 - 1890 195 3 1.5 N/A

1891 - 1900 205 2 1.0 N/A
1901 - 1910 244 9 3.7 N/A

1911 - 1920 194 9 4.6 N/A
1921 - 1930 169 13 7.7 N/A

Source: Second Islandmagee Presbyterian Church, Register of Baptisms,
1854- 1930
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further undermine his arguments regarding illegitimacy, indicates that "All children 
being born before or immediately after marriage, though of Presbyterian parents, 
are brought for baptism to the rector". [25] If this observation is accurate, and 
applies to some degree to the second half of the century, any Presbyterian 
illegitimacy figures in Islandmagee would have to be revised upwards, perhaps 
substantially, to reflect the number of illegitimate children baptised in the Church of 
Ireland to Presbyterian parents.

If Akenson's arguments regarding illegitimacy appear flawed, his assertions 
regarding pre-nuptial pregnancy also face some objections. He begins by 
proposing that only one half of ail pregnancies in mid-nineteenth century Ireland 
resulted in live births and goes on to argue that Connolly's figure of 10 per cent for 
pre-nuptial pregnancy could be doubled, giving the "guess" that roughly 20 per 
cent of Catholic women were pregnant at some time before their marriage. This, 
he suggests, is effectively the same level as pre-nuptial pregnancy in 
Islandmagee. Again many of the criticisms pertaining to the respective samples 
used for illegitimacy ratios apply to his argument regarding pre-nuptial pregnancy. 
Furthermore, pre-nuptial pregnancy of 13.5 per cent, doubled to take account of 
spontaneous abortion and totalling 27 per cent in Islandmagee, is not quite the 
same as 20 per cent for Connolly's sample of Catholic parishes. This leads back 
to the kernel of Akenson's argument regarding community differentials. Are the 
sexual mores of protestants and Catholics really similar? Are the differences 
negligible? Certainly Akenson's conclusions are not forced upon us by the 
evidence and, although it is by no means impossible that a near identity of sexual 
practices did pertain in certain areas, the case for such a hypothesis has not been 
made. Nor indeed has statistical data been advanced to substantiate Akenson's 
assertion regarding pre-nuptial pregnancies being a way-station to marriage.

Ebel [26] following Akenson has added another layer of interpretation to the 
debate on illicit sexuality in Ireland. She argues that sanctions against illegitimacy 
might have inhibited illicit sexual activity to some extent, but it is more likely that 
pre-nuptial coitus could be turned into an avenue of family formation. She 
suggests that "If there is a single theme running through the complex 
historiographic web of pre-Famine behaviour, it is this: that Irish women, because 
of their marginal position in Irish society, had to adopt sexual strategies that were 
diverse and complex. The evidence contained in the Poor Law Enquiry (Ireland) 
indicates that in most instances these methods were ultimately successful".[27] 
Essentially the same criticism can be levelled at Ebel that was applied to Akenson
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regarding pre-marital pregnancy as a way-station to marriage, namely inadequate 
evidence. Indeed Ebel appears to demolish much of her own argument by stating 
that "The problem with the whole idea of pre-marital pregnancy as a route to 
marriage is lack of information".[28] However, an equally serious criticism of 
Ebel's work concerns one of the central themes - the marginalisation of women in 
Ireland. She seems to argue vigorously that women were marginalised, but also 
indicates that their strategies in relation to the procurement of husbands were 
ultimately successful. The logic of an argument which stresses on one hand the 
marginality of women and on the other their successful manipulative strategies 
would not appear to be compelling.

Although Ebel appears to fail in her aim of asserting the simultaneous strength 
and marginality of women, she does succeed in drawing attention to their 
vulnerability. It is a theme, together with the demonisation of women, which has 
been neglected in the interpretation of illegitimacy in Ireland. Perhaps some of the 
most vulnerable of women in Ireland were domestic servants who because of their 
circumstances are likely to have featured in the illegitimacy figures. Certainly 
Hearn [29] has painted a grim and uninviting picture of the fate of the pregnant 
servant. She would often be dismissed instantly, without a character reference 
and literally put out on the street. Some went back to their families but many 
others went to the workhouse. Much harder to substantiate is Hearn's assertion 
that seduction of servants and pre-marital sexual relationships seem to have been 
fairly common amongst servants in Ireland. The European evidence points in this 
direction, though the data for Ireland are merely suggestive. It is not known, for 
instance, how many domestic or farm servants fell victim to the wiles of employers 
or other employees. Nevertheless it is possible that girls who worked as farm 
servants were vulnerable to seduction by the farmer, his sons, or other farm 
workers. Certainly if they became pregnant, there was only a small number of 
unattractive options open to the unmarried servant girl. Robins states that "The 
evidence furnished to the Commission reveals that, because of the lack of legal 
provision and of sympathy for them, many unmarried mothers were driven to 
beggary and frequently to prostitution. Their children shared their life of misery 
until they died, as many did".[30] Heam also observes that prostitution was 
commonly regarded as the likely fate of domestic servants who lost their situation 
through an ‘improper’ sexual liaison. Certainly the importance of domestic service 
in the Irish economy should not be underestimated. Clear states that "After textile 
work, domestic service was the largest employer of adult females in 1841; 
domestic servants made up 22 per cent of the workforce in this year, labourers
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and herders 10 per cent".[31] She also notes that the census of 1851 listed 3.3 
per cent of the adult female workforce as beggars, brothel-keepers and 
prostitutes. It is perhaps likely that 'fallen' domestic servants accounted for a 
sizeable proportion of these occupations.

The workhouse was probably the ultimate destination of many marginalised 
groups, not least the unmarried mother and her child. O Grada [32] has noted, for 
instance, that in Midleton workhouse (County Cork), many of the female inmates 
were single mothers or mothers-to-be and, indeed, virtually all young mothers 
entering this workhouse were unmarried in the period 1841-1846. In Antrim 
workhouse the vast majority of women in their late teens and twenties were 
reported as single, though a significant proportion were listed as single mothers 
during the period 1843 -1847. However, O Grada suspects that many of these 
women were deserted wives. McLoughlin [33] has pointed out that a regular 
feature of the workhouse minute books was the re-admission of single women 
returning pregnant from their employment. Occasionally women in their early 
forties sought the workhouse on becoming incapacitated through pregnancy. 
Sometimes women entered the workhouse proclaiming themselves deserted by 
their men, often many years after the actual event. McLoughlin cites the case of 
Johanna Bolger whose husband was transported to Australia leaving her to care 
for two children aged ten and twelve. She survived for nearly eleven years 
without him (albeit admitting the father of the youngest child was a servant boy 
where she worked) and then entered the workhouse proclaiming herself deserted.

Cullen is clear why women found themselves in such straitened circumstances. 
She states that "the reasons why illegitimate children and their mothers were 
found among the regularly destitute did not lie in any biological determinism.
These reasons included a value system that attached a label, either 'legitimate' or 
'illegitimate', to every new-born infant, as well as a distribution of resources that 
placed the 'illegitimate' child and its mother, but not its father, in serious danger of 
destitution".[34] A more succinct illustration of the demonisation of the unmarried 
mother and her child would be hard to find.

Clearly the workhouse system was instituted as a means of relief, but it was also 
an important instrument in expressing society's disapprobation of the unmarried 
mother and her child. Clear [35] suggests that the majority of unions claimed that 
they carried out 'moral classification' of one kind or another in the workhouses, 
separating prostitutes, unmarried mothers and 'women of unimpeached character1
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married or single, from one another in various ways. The subdivision of women 
into groups, according to Clear, suggests fear of women as a potentially disruptive 
force, underlining the point that the problem of women in workhouses was 
essentially one of control, both of large numbers and of different categories of 
pauper women. Moreover, these categories not only defined the nature of the 
destitution but also carried a moral charge. Luddy notes that the Annual Report 
of the Commissioners for Administering the Laws for the Relief of the Poor in 
Ireland, includes the comments of a Mr. Phelan that "The universal practice 
throughout the district is to separate prostitutes from the other female paupers in 
wards exclusively appropriated to them, with a superintending female pauper of 
advanced years, or occasionally visited for distribution of food, etc. by such 
person. Even when such a character enters with a child beyond two or three years 
old, the latter is carefully separated from her. When a woman enters with a 
bastard child, if she be not otherwise known as an immoral character, she is put 
into the general nursery, but when she come(s) with a second bastard child, she is 
separated from the nursery and placed in the penitentiary".[36] Moral 
segregation, however, was not solely confined to workhouses; it also apparently 
existed in a number of the charitable institutions set up to care for unmarried 
mothers and their children.

Magdalen Asylums for unmarried mothers and ex-prostitutes and hostels for 
unemployed servant girls were features of nineteenth-century charitable activity. 
Some women sought to establish societies to protect unmarried mothers, the 
philosophy behind this philanthropy being to prevent the women from pursuing a 
life on the streets. Two examples of organisations to help unmarried mothers were 
the Dublin Hospital Girls’ Aid Association, founded in 1880 by a group of 
protestant women, and the Rotunda Girls’ Aid Society, also founded in 1880. This 
latter Society organised nurses for the children of these women for which the 
women paid a small fee and which allowed them the freedom to earn a living. Not 
every unmarried mother, however, was allowed to use the facilities of the Society 
as it was stated that "only those who fell for the first time, only to those who gave 
promise of future blameless lives, only those who were prepared to do their part in 
supporting their unhappy offspring, has the Society extended its helpful hand."[37] 
It is not clear however whether these rules were always enforced. For Luddy, 
however, the moral dimension of illicit sexuality and the unmarried mother and her 
illegitimate child were never far from the surface in Irish society.
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Previously noted regional exceptions to the norm of Irish sexual behaviour, namely 
some of the counties of Ulster, provide an at times stark contrast to the rest of 
Ireland. Day in an examination of the Ordnance Survey Memoirs for Ulster in the 
1830s has noted, in relation to Tamlaght Finlagan," 'institutionalised' courtship on 
a fairly free basis. On Easter Monday it was said that 'the people flock to 
neighbouring towns, sundry males and females collect in a green, select a partner 
and a kind of kissing gallopade takes place, sometime the female pursues the 
male and sometimes the male the female. It is a complete kissing convention, it 
lasts generally throughout the day and is often attended by thousands' ".[38] She 
also refers to the fact that in Loughguile and Duneane 'several low games are 
enacted' at wakes.[39] Furthermore, she remarks that in the East Antrim parishes 
there were intimations of a freer morality with the late marriages contracted 
amongst the Scots from a sense of 'canny prudence'. There are also suggestions 
that this freer morality may have prevailed in the preceding generations.
Prostitution apparently was a cause for concern and comment by the writers of the 
memoirs and there is mention of prostitutes in Blahs and Dungiven parishes. 
According to Day there is also a curious description of a miserable and poor 
community of cottiers, who helped support themselves by seasonal fishing, and 
which included a large number of prostitutes and their illegitimate children living in 
the villages of Massereene and Oldstone. However, it is not clear how singular or 
representative this example was.

Despite the impression of a looser morality in the Ulster counties, which would 
appear to find echoes in testimony before the Poor Law Commissioners in the 
1830s, for the rest of Ireland moral stringency appears to have been the norm. 
Connolly [40] suggests that from the later nineteenth century onwards, observers 
frequently commented on the strictness of sexual attitudes throughout the greater 
part of Ireland and saw the Catholic clergy as the principal custodians of this 
morality. The Catholic church has been frequently viewed as a major explanatory 
factor in the low level of illicit sexuality and illegitimacy within Ireland, and, indeed 
in the harsh treatment of the unmarried mother. Connolly observes that 
unmarried mothers were regarded as offenders to be punished by the church and 
the common penalty was to withhold, either temporarily or altogether, the 
ceremony of churching, that is the thanksgiving or purification carried out after the 
birth of the child. If fornication outside marriage took place, the church authorities 
appeared to have been mainly concerned with marrying the couple as a method of 
damage limitation. However, Connolly also observes that even apart from certain 
parts of Ulster where moral laxity was assumed to be the case, the constraints on
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sexual behaviour did not operate with equal effectiveness in all parts of pre- 
Famine Ireland. Although Catholic clergy, from at least the mid-eighteenth 
century, were attempting to impose fairly strict discipline in sexual matters, this 
was only partially successful. The success attributed to the Catholic clergy in 
controlling sexual morality is suspect given the data on regional variations. 
Connolly notes that the lowest ratios are found in the west, north-west and south
west regions where the Catholic church’s resources were at their weakest in this 
period and Catholic religious practice was most neglected. It therefore appears 

that the role of the Catholic church in the sexual history of Ireland may have been 
overstated. Indeed Akenson [41] has emphasised that the protestant clergy had 
methods of enforcing sexual morality that would have made Catholic priests 
envious. For example, the Kirk Session, that is the governing body of a 
Presbyterian congregation, had substantial powers to supervise the sexual 
morality of its members and Kirk Session minutes indicate a wide range of 'crimes' 
of a sexual nature which came before them. These included pre-nuptial 
pregnancy, illegitimacy, rape and other sexual misdemeanours. The degree of 
control and the exact nature of the relationship between the Kirk Session and 
'offenders' has not been clarified. However, it appears that the role assigned to 
the Catholic church as the only guardian of sexual morality is misplaced.
Moreover, Connolly has asserted that the judgement of the laity in sexual matters 
could in fact be harsher than the clergy, perhaps revealing the real originators of 
the sexual code.

If the evidence for trends in illegitimacy and illicit sexual behaviour is sparse during 
the nineteenth century, explanations of low levels of illegitimacy in nineteenth 
century Irish society are few and tenuous. The Catholic clergy has usually been 
cited as at least part of the reason why illegitimacy was low in the nineteenth 
century. However, as we have already seen, their contribution appears to have 
been over-estimated. A more fruitful line of enquiry might be that suggested by 
Lee when he states that "The churches, particularly the Catholic church, are 
frequently criticised for contributing to the unnatural marriage patterns in post

famine Ireland by treating sex as a satanic snare and exalting the virtues of 
celibacy. The churches however, merely reflected the dominant economic values 

of post-famine rural society".[42] According to Lee the integrity of the family was 
ruthlessly sacrificed generation after generation to the priority of economic man, to 

the rationale of the economic calculus. According to Hynes [43] Irish peasants 
accepted the church's puritanical teaching because, from their own experience, 
they knew that illegitimacy would threaten the foundations of the stem family
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system and increase the number of mouths dependent on a given farm. So, the 
people were discriminating as to what teaching they accepted from the church and 
the church was in reality the follower of the people and not vice-versa. This 
argument is particularly helpful in unravelling an apparently simple but in fact 
particularly complex relationship between the Catholic clergy, the laity and sexual 
behaviour in Ireland. Connolly [44] further illuminates this path by arguing that the 
likely explanation of strict sexual attitudes for the rural majority of the population 
probably centred on the part played in economic and social life by the family and 
family relationships. Large numbers of peoples' lives centred round the family 
holding and because the unmarried young were not economically independent 
they could be more closely controlled. An unplanned pregnancy could prove 
disastrous for a delicately balanced family economy, therefore there was a motive 
for the control. This kind of explanation helps to account, according to Connolly, 
for the low level of extra-marital sexual activity in the country as a whole and the 
regional variations in attitudes and behaviour. For example, illegitimate births 
were low in the west, where Connolly suggests traditional ideas of the family were 
strongest, and were more common in the south and south-east where there was a 
high proportion of landless labourers, farm servants and others for whom the 
family was of less importance, whether as an economic or as a social unit. 
Connolly adds that after the Great Famine there are some indications that sexual 
attitudes became even more restrictive as farmers, who had a greater incentive to 
regulate the sexual activity of the unmarried young, became increasingly the 
dominant group in rural society. Moreover, with increased standards in living, the 
sexual puritanism of the Victorian middle classes was grafted onto more traditional 
attitudes.

The idea that the economic structure of a particular region could give rise to 
distinct sexual practices within that region is an intriguing one, and one to which 
we will return. What can be said with reasonable certainty about nineteenth- 
century illegitimacy and illicit sexuality in Ireland is that there is a paucity of 
evidence, and that which does exist at times appears fragmentary and even 
contradictory. The abiding stereotypes portrayed by visitors and commentators of 
the sexually chaste and virtuous Irish, although intriguing and endearing, must be 
weighed against the fact that in 1859, 40 per cent of the child-inmates of 
workhouses, a total of 4,918, were illegitimate and, according to an estimate by 
Sklar [45] in 1871, 235 illegitimate births or 10.6 per cent of all illegitimate births 
were lost through emigration.
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THE TWENTIETH CENTURY SOCIAL-SCIENTIFIC LITERATURE

The twentieth century has witnessed many changes in attitudes to sexuality, in the 
practice of contraception and abortion, the status of women, and in attitudes to 

illegitimacy in Ireland. However, the pace of change has varied overtime and 
between regions. Until the 1960s, and indeed until even more recently in some 
rural areas, there had been no radical departure from the social values of post- 
Famine society. Farmers' mores and values remained pre-eminent, the church 

continued to reinforce these values, and illegitimacy and illicit sexuality remained 
at low levels as a result. Control of courting in the first half of the twentieth 

century, as in the nineteenth century, continued to be important. Arensberg and 
Kimball observed in their study of Clare, that "The moral standards of the 
countryside involve a more strict control of the young people in sexual matters. 
Premarital virginity is the ideal." [46] Emigration also continued to be important as 
a means for unmarried pregnant women to leave the country. Sklar comments 
that "Anecdotal evidence suggests that emigrant women had a higher illegitimacy 
rate than those remaining in Ireland. Because of the convenient proximity of 
England many went there."[47] Indeed the Commission on Emigration and other 
Population Problems [48] found that in 1947 there were about 250 births of 
illegitimate children to young women in England who had become pregnant in 
Ireland. Emigration therefore played a part in reducing illegitimacy levels in 
Ireland and has remained an avenue of choice to single pregnant females in 
Ireland, either to have their child in England or to opt for an abortion in that 
country, given the current illegality of abortion in Ireland. The substantial point 
regarding emigration and its effect on illegitimacy levels in Ireland has not been 
lost on observers. Despite the somewhat polemical nature of Blanchard's work, he 
succinctly makes the point that "Irish Catholics, regarding illegitimacy as supremely 
disgraceful, make desperate attempts to conceal it. Frequently they send
unmarried girls to English hospitals for deliveries...........The births of so many
illegitimate Irish Catholic babies abroad, of course, makes all government statistics 

on illegitimacy in Ireland quite useless."[49] Whilst likely overstating the case, the 
importance of emigration in relation to illegitimacy is clearly made.[50]

As in the nineteenth century an option sometimes for the unmarried mother was 
marriage. Arensberg and Kimball have stated that "In cases of pre-marital 
pregnancy, the match may be forced or hastened, but it is nonetheless the final 
and respectable solution. Even in cases of illegitimacy, if the mother comes to 
marry another man than her child's father, the match may sometimes save the 
day. It serves the social purposes and repairs the damage, though it removes
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none of the stain upon one’s local reputation."[51] One interesting exception to 
the stigma attached to illegitimacy is the case of the Tory Islanders. Fox has 
stated that "evidently marriage was considered a marginally lesser evil than 
illegitimacy - although no great fuss is made about illegitimate children and as far 
as I can tell they suffer absolutely no disadvantages. The contrast with the rest of 
Ireland could not be more marked, and this tolerance of illegitimacy was one of the 
main reasons given by mainlanders for being ashamed of Tory." He further 
comments that "Sex did not break up the family; neither did an illegitimate child.
In any case, I was told, better an illegitimate child than an unsuitable marriage.
This is not, and was not, a common attitude in Ireland - which almost goes without
saying..... Nor was illegitimacy a bar to marriage or desirability either for the
mother or the child. Women with illegitimate children often married, as did the
children themselves..... Marriage, however, was often urged 'to please the
priest'; it prevented unpleasantness."[52]

Although Ulster has often been cited as an area were the 'stain' of illegitimacy was 
not regarded with the same seriousness as it was in most of the rest of Ireland, 
this was apparently far from universal within the Province. As Nic Suibhne has
stated "women who gave birth outside of marriage....drew upon themselves the
censure of the community, as they were seen to have broken an unwritten social
law..........No man would be prepared to marry her, and few employers would be
prepared to take her on. She more often than not had little option but to stay at 
home with her child and remain at an economic disadvantage." She further 
observes that "at a time when the 'right' match was of considerable importance, 
parents would not want their child matched with a so-called 'illegitimate'. In the 
odd case where a prospective partner did not know of the status it seems that 
members of the community would take it upon themselves to make it known".[53] 
Ballard [54] has also noted, with regard to Ulster, that evidence from both east and 
west of the Province indicates that illegitimacy meant shame and disgrace to the 
girl and her family. Although there are some more sympathetic comments, it 
appears that illegitimacy was never a desirable option. Indeed Ballard notes the 
suggestion that illegitimate children would have been delivered unattended to 
escape the disgrace. She also notes that sympathetic grandmothers had raised, 
as their own, illegitimate grandchildren born to teenage mothers. The picture of 
tolerance regarding sexual matters in Ulster appears to have masked attitudes 
which appear not dissimilar to the rest of Ireland. The stigma was very real to 
many and Ballard recounts the experience of how one mother, who had an 
illegitimate child in the 1940s in County Antrim, was ostracised while rearing her
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son and left even to plough her fields unaided. It would appear that such 
instances of ostracism by communities were not uncommon.

Clearly attitudes were not uniform within Ireland. As late as the 1970s and 1980s 
however, the demonisation of the unmarried mother had not disappeared from 
Irish society, one writer suggesting that "there is still a long way to go before Irish
society values motherhood equally, both inside and outside marriage..... Single
parents are frequently discriminated against when trying to obtain housing and 
employment, and meet hostile attitudes from many people. The effect of this 
hostility is to put an enormous strain on unmarried women who discover they are 
pregnant. In their Dublin survey, [in the 1980s] Doctors Rynne and Lacey found 
that 42% of single women who had had babies had not told their mothers of their 
pregnancy. Of those who had, three-quarters said their mother's reaction was of 
shock or disappointment. After the initial reaction, however, 95% of the mothers 
did help and support their daughters."[55] William Trevor's story of marriage in a 
country area, precipitated by pregnancy, is insightful regarding the marriage forced 
on partners to preserve respectability. He writes "In no way did Therese love him. 
She had been aware of that when Father Hogan had arranged the marriage, and 
even before that, when she'd told her mother that she thought she was pregnant
and had mentioned Artie Cornish's name...... She'd said privately to Father
Hogan that she did not love him or feel anything for him one way or the other; 
Father Hogan had replied that in the circumstances all that line of talk was 
irrelevant".[56]

Attitudes generally have changed however, especially since the 1960s. In the 
1980s one pregnant Belfast woman commented "the reason I am not getting 
married is because basically I’m better off financially the way I am, single, plus I 
don't see any reason why I should be forced into an attitude that I don't agree with 
at all. I think that the church's attitude has an awful lot to answer for, pushing 
young people - where the woman happens to get pregnant before marriage - into 
getting married, and then tying the woman down to the home." [57] Another 
Belfast woman, a one-time unmarried mother, comments "well, my parents took it 
very well you know. I thought they'd sort of be: 'Ooh, ooh! Terrible, terrible, a girl 
of your age being pregnant!’ But I think what helped most was my two sisters who 
were also pregnant before they were married, although they were married long 
before the babies were born. My mother especially, she told me that if I didn't 
want to get married I wouldn't have to be married, and that sort of put me at ease 
with her you know." [58] These attitudes, perhaps significantly occurring within a
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working class community, appear to reveal a greater tolerance of extra-marital 
sexual intercourse and illegitimacy, though how prevalent such attitudes are is 
difficult to gauge. Some members of Cherish, a voluntary agency set up in the 
1970s to help single parent women in the Irish Republic, have noted that 
"Working-class families usually cope much better with a pregnancy; they will 
incorporate the baby into the family. They are less concerned about status, more 
about survival. The most difficult ones are rural families. The middle class ones 
feel they've failed in some way: what did I do wrong?" [59] This statement could 
most likely apply to either the Catholic or protestant community on either side of 
the border.

Some contemporary studies of sexual behaviour and practices provide interesting 
insights into the context of illegitimacy in the later twentieth century in Ireland.
One such study [60] which compared married and unmarried mothers in Dublin, 
suggests that courting patterns played a significant part in illegitimacy behaviour, 
together with the degree of control or supervision which was displayed by parents 
over young people. In another study, this time of the youth of a protestant 
housing estate, which are divided into 'lads', 'ordinary kids' and 'citizens', according 
to a rough class division, Jenkins states that "it is my impression that pre-marital 
sex in the framework of a 'steady' relationship is both accepted and widespread 
among the 'ordinary kids' and the ’lads'." [61 ] Other evidence would suggest that 
contraceptive usage is either low or ineffective in the case of single women. 
Members of 'Cherish' comment that "Most of the girls don't use any form of 
contraception; if anything it is withdrawal or condoms. Responsibility is left with 
the guy".[62] An at best inefficient use of contraception is also suggested by 
Jenkins when he observes that "local attitudes to contraception preclude many
unmarried girls from 'going on the pill'....for many couples contraception is either
an inconsistent attempt to remember to use a sheath ora token gesture in the 
direction of 'pulling out in time'." [63]

Abortions performed on women from either Northern Ireland or the Republic of 
Ireland in hospitals in England have received media attention from time to time. 
One useful study [64] has examined a group of Northern Ireland women seeking 
abortion in Britain, and the researchers tentatively conclude that some results of 
the study would appear to suggest that while the Catholic church has considerable 
influence in respect of sexual behaviour in the west of the province, its hold is less 
strong in the east. Moreover, a relatively small difference in the instance of 
abortion between Catholics and protestants in the east would appear to be rather
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surprising, given the unequivocal position of the Catholic hierarchy on the matter 
of abortion. The researchers go on to state that, regarding the marital status of 
those seeking abortion in their sample, higher proportions of Catholics were single 
and lower proportions married, suggesting (a) that married Catholic women are 
more likely to accept an unwanted conception than are their protestant 
counterparts and single Catholic girls, and (b) that owing to a more limited use of 
contraception, single Catholic girls are more 'accident prone' than protestants.
The conclusions suggest that "information about and attitudes to abortion have 
diffused outwards from the Belfast region, and the continuation of this process 
would lead one to expect the number of abortions sought by women resident in 
the remoter rural and western areas to rise as a proportion of the total. It is also 
evident that, as in England, abortion for Northern Ireland women is a middle class 
phenomenon, particularly so for Roman Catholics".[65] The insights provided by 
such a study into the influence of region, class, and religious persuasion on sexual 
behaviour, particularly with regard to abortion, are valuable given the paucity of 
available evidence. However, the role of abortion in fertility control should not be 
over-estimated as the greater working class acceptability of illegitimacy may mean 
that, with growing sexual intercourse outside marriage, illegitimacy will most likely 
outweigh abortion as a significant phenomenon.

A review of the twentieth-century social-scientific literature would suggest that as 
the century has progressed more information has become available regarding 
sexual behaviour and complementary aspects such as illegitimacy, contraception 
and abortion. However, it is not clear that the phenomenon of illegitimacy in the 
twentieth century and in particular the late twentieth century, has the same 
meaning, either for the parents or the wider society, as in the preceding century. 
Perhaps not so much the frequency as the meaning ascribed to births outside 
marriage constitutes the key debate in contemporary times.

At present, however, much of our knowledge of illegitimacy before the twentieth 
century, and indeed for most of the twentieth century itself, comes from 
fragmentary sources. Themes such as the demonisation of unmarried mothers 
and their offspring, the reputed low levels of illegitimacy and pre-nuptial 
pregnancy, regional variation in illegitimacy levels based on differences in social 
structure, and the peculiarity of the north-east, have been suggested by this 
survey of the Irish historical and sociological literature on bastardy. It is to these 
and allied themes that the major part of this study is directed. However, before
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exploring the empirical data, it is important to outline the nature of the sources 
used and it is to this task that we now must turn.
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CHAPTER 3

SOURCES RELATING TO ILLEGITIMACY IN
IRELAND - USES AND LIMITATIONS
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"they often lay together talking of love and marriage, till one 
evening, putting his pipe aside, William threw his arm round her, 
whispering that she was his wife. The words were delicious in her 
fainting ears. She could not put him away, nor could she struggle 
with him, though she knew that her fate depended upon her 
resistance, and swooning away she awakened in pain, powerless to 
free herself.... "

Esther Waters G. Moore [1]

"Why people keep the rules needs no explanation or even can have 
no (interesting) explanation - so it is assumed - but the breaking of 
rules must have a cause or causes. Thus certain rule breakers or 
seeming rule breakers are lumped together as deviants or outsiders 
and become the objects of research."

Illegitimacy J. Teichman [2]

Embarking upon the writing of a social history of illegitimacy is akin to undertaking 
an ancient voyage of discovery. Obstacles are multitudinous, the navigational 
aids are at times imprecise, and much of the area is uncharted. It is now time to 
turn to a discussion of the methodological framework upon which the study is 
based, and to outline the major sources of data on illegitimacy. However, such a 
task is not without its difficulties. For instance, the quote from Esther Waters 
highlights the myriad of emotions - love, hope, expectation, desire, fear - which 
may have constituted an element in sexual behaviour ending in illegitimacy and 
about which we can know little. Motivations cannot be revealed by illegitimacy 
data. Furthermore, acts which incur society's disapprobation usually engender 
secrecy, which by its very nature leads to concealment. Data sources therefore 
record the outcome of sexual acts which most of the participants would have 
wished to have remained unrecorded and therefore may have attempted to 
conceal. Furthermore, on the lives of those untouched by church or chapel, or 
those who flouted convention, the record, at least in the pre-registration era, is 
silent. Some unmarried mothers sought to deflect the gaze of the ecclesiastical 
authorities. Such action was no doubt well founded, given the widespread stigma 
and vilification. Omissions and evasions concerning the recording of illegitimacy 
were thus inevitable. Moreover, as illegitimacy is not simply a legal definition 
deriving from the marital state of parents, but also a label which attributes a moral 
status to individuals, the moral agenda of those who recorded illegitimacy was an 
integral part of the recording process. The meticulous highlighting of each 
illegitimate child in a parish register by an unsympathetic clergyman might say as 
much about the official concerned as those whose lives were being documented.
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Conversely, the apparent absence of bastardy from a register may only have 
reflected the attempts of another, perhaps more compassionate, registrar to 
ameliorate the effects of illegitimacy. Such vagaries may help to explain why the 
recording of illegitimacy may lack consistency. The data presented in this study 
are derived from a wide variety of sources. Such diversity, encompassing early 
Presbyterian Session and Presbytery minutes, nineteenth-century parish registers, 
Registrars General annual reports, census data, and the records of workhouses 
reveal the fragmentary nature of the record of illegitimacy behaviour over two 
centuries. I will now discuss each of these sources in turn.

EVIDENCE FROM EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY PRESBYTERIAN COURTS DATA
Sources for the study of illegitimacy in eighteenth-century Ireland are rare.
Connolly notes that only a handful of surviving Catholic registers cover more than 
the very end of the eighteenth century. [3] In addition, few Presbyterian registers 
cover the same period and many for Church of Ireland parishes were destroyed in 
the Four Courts in 1922. Although some Church of Ireland registers do survive for 
the period, their unrepresentativeness, given the small numbers belonging to the 
denomination over much of the island, diminishes their usefulness. However, a 
rich source of qualitative and quantifiable data are available to us for the 
eighteenth century in the form of Presbyterian church court records. [4] The 
strengths of this source are firstly that it encompasses two levels of courts, 
Presbyteries (higher courts) and Kirk Sessions (lower courts) and outlines the 
sexual and other misdemeanours of members of Presbyterian congregations. It 
also permits the quantification of various aspects of court cases such as the 
gender composition of the defendants, the number and type of transgressions 
committed, and the procedures and punishments. In addition, the data record 
behaviour within two strands of Irish Presbyterianism thus permitting some 
comparison of the nuances of these respective strands. Some Scottish 
commentators, given the poor quality of most Scottish parish registers, have 
substituted Presbyterian court records. However, in contrast to their Irish 
counterparts, Scottish Presbyterian courts were empowered by statute as well as 
Church Law [5] and this may in turn have increased their coverage and 
consequently their value.

The main limitations of this source are as follows. Firstly, only certain minutes are 
extant [6] and the quality inevitably varies. Secondly, the changing nature of 
Presbytery organisation overtime makes for additional difficulties with regard to 
continuity. Thirdly, it is possible that some of those suspected of sexual offences
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may have left the church to avoid any humiliation that would ensue. However, 
although replies to enquires by Presbytery regarding submission to discipline in 
congregations were not always unqualified, they were usually affirmative, perhaps 
signifying that escaping sanction was not a common occurrence. Finally a 
measure of challenge is presented by the terminology used in some of the minutes 
which, though no doubt clear to contemporary readers, may be rendered imprecise 
by modern translation. However, the acceptance of such limitations would not 
appear to unduly diminish the overall usefulness of such sources.

Obtaining suitable data from the court records however was not straightforward 
for, as is the nature of the source, they contain a wealth of administrative detail in 
addition to cases of a non-sexual nature. Preparing the detailed analysis of 
Presbytery and Kirk Session minutes thus involved a process of extracting 
instances of sexual misdemeanour from the records, recording the case details 
and, where appropriate, quantifying particulars. Overall, court cases in six 
Presbyteries were quantified and, together with the quantitative data from one Kirk 
Session [7], provided a substantial body of material. The rich qualitative evidence 
from both Presbyteries and Kirk Sessions was used to complement the 
quantitative data.

In view of the narrow denominational focus, the analysis was further broadened to 
include the intriguing though limited, Church of Ireland Church Courts’ data and 
some fleeting comparisons were also made with Quaker disciplinary procedures. 
The Presbyterian data, whilst not without limitations, contain detail which does not 
exist for other denominations and which is revealing concerning the social 
significance of illegitimacy and associated behaviour in the eighteenth century.
The uniqueness of this source invites detailed and systematic exploration.

ILLEGITIMACY IN PARISH REGISTERS
The major source available to us for the study of illegitimacy in the era before civil 
registration is parish registers. Such registers have been widely used by 
demographic historians, in the era before official records existed, to assemble 
illegitimacy ratios and in many instances construct regional profiles of illegitimacy. 
However, in Ireland extremely limited use has been made of parish registers for 
this purpose. Little evidence for regional bastardy levels and trends therefore 
exists in the pre-civil registration period. Before turning to a discussion of the 
strengths and limitations of the registers themselves, perhaps comment should be
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made on the use of the illegitimacy ratio as the main tool of measurement of 
illegitimacy in this study.

The illegitimacy ratio is the ratio of baptisms of illegitimate infants to all baptisms. 
The illegitimacy rate (the number of illegitimate births per 1,000 unmarried women 

of childbearing age, usually 15-49 in the population) is now the preferred measure 
for demographers. However, in the era before civil registration the demographic 
information required for the calculation of the illegitimacy rate is not available. We 
are therefore compelled to use the illegitimacy ratio. The ratio has its limitations.
It is influenced by two outside factors - changes in the number of unmarried 
women in the population, and changes in the number of legitimate births. [8] For 

example, sexual behaviour in an area of high illegitimacy and high numbers of 
unmarried women may be no different from an area of low illegitimacy and low 
numbers of unmarried women. In addition, if total births increased, the 
illegitimacy ratio could decrease even though illegitimate births had remained 

constant. Despite its limitations, however, the usefulness of the illegitimacy ratio 
is not unduly impaired. It is reasuring, for example, that there exists a tendency 
for legitimate and illegitimate births to rise and fall together.[9] Furthermore, 
others have noted that, regardless of whether one uses the illegitimacy rate or 
illegitimacy ratio "the two sets of figures give very similar results as to which areas 
were high in illegitimacy and which were low, and it is not obvious which of the two 
is the better measure of illegitimacy". [10] Adair neatly sums up the minimalist 
position on the value of the ratio when he observes that, despite its difficulties "it is 
rarely asserted that the results produced by it are distorted to the point of 
meaninglessness". [11] Laslett, however, is more optimistic, at least in relation to 
English data over the longer term, claiming that "ratios alone are a reasonably 
adequate indication both of the extent of bastardy and of the propensity to 
produce illegitimate children". [12] Perhaps Adair's statement is unduly 
pessimistic. However, it does show the need for approaching illegitimacy ratios 
with an appropriate degree of caution.

Turning to the parish registers themselves, the strengths of this source are as 
follows. Firstly, the type of detail available provides the means for discerning 
illegitimacy in various parishes through the record of baptisms. How are baptisms 
typically recorded? In a Catholic baptismal register details in the nineteenth 
century included date, child's name, father's name, mother's maiden name, and 
name of sponsors. In addition, most also recorded the parent's residence. [13] 

Various annotations were used from time to time by the priest, and it is in these
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annotations that reference would have been made to a child's illegitimacy. Until 
the latter half of the nineteenth century, baptismal registers had neither lines or 
columns, creating problems of legibility. From the 1860's onwards however, as 
ecclesiastical control increased, pro-forma registers were more commonly used. 
Nineteenth-century Church of Ireland baptismal records generally included the 
child's name, father's name, mother's Christian name and name of the officiating 
clergyman. Often the address was also given and from about 1820 the father's 
occupation was supplied in many cases. [14]

How was data on illegitimacy extracted from baptismal registers for the purpose of 
this study? The following rules were applied to ensure consistency:
1. A child shall be counted as illegitimate at baptism if he or she is described 

as:
(a) illegitimate
(b) bastard
(c) spurious
(d) natural
(e) B.
(f) having the father described as 'reputed' or 'unknown'.
(g) some other obvious expression as to the child's parentage, e.g.

"The child was bom out of wedlock".
These expressions are taken always to denote illegitimacy.

2. A child shall also be counted as illegitimate by inference from one or 
other of the following circumstances:
(a) where the mother's name is given and no father's name is given 

This applies even where no surname is given to the child itself
(b) where the child is given a surname other than that of the mother
(c) where the surname of the father and mother are not the same 

(Church of Ireland only)
However, foundlings and children of widows are not regarded as 
illegitimate. [15]

The above rules served as a general guide to the extraction of data on illegitimacy, 
with some variations. For instance, in some cases if a child was a protestant he 
or she could have been called 'Bastard' in a Catholic register but usually the 
annotation stated clearly the child was a protestant. It may also have been the 
case in a Catholic register that if a child was bom too soon after marriage, the 
priest may have called it a ‘Bastard’. [16] The practice in such a case in the
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Church of Ireland is unknown. However, given that generally low levels of 
illegitimacy obtained, it appears unlikely that many pre-nuptial pregnancies were 
inaccurately recorded as illegitimate. What is clear from the registers is that a 
wide range of terms was in use to denote illegitimacy [17] and that whilst there 
were some instances of ambiguity there were many others where the baptism of 
an illegitimate child was clearly discernible, or at least highly probable.

A second strength of this source is its potential coverage both regionally and over 
time. In 1979 Connolly, in his study, had already tabulated data directly from 
eight registers and added the findings from a further previously published paper. 
However, given the limited regional and denominational coverage of such work, a 
larger sample was clearly desirable. A much larger sample was therefore 
constructed. Initially contact was made with Irish Family Historical Foundation 
members with a view to ascertaining the possibility of accessing illegitimacy 
information from their data bases. Members were circularised or contacted 
directly and replies were received from approximately two-thirds of the 
membership. In the vast majority of cases the replies indicated that data on 
illegitimacy were not available. [18] This was apparently due to a field not being 
included in the database to denote the legitimacy or otherwise of children. 
Furthermore, some replies indicated that even if such a field had existed, 
agreement to include such details would not have been forthcoming from 
Diocesan authorities. [19]

With little option but to examine the microfilms of original registers, detailed work 
was carried out on seventeen Catholic parish registers and two Church of Ireland 
registers and, together with data obtained from Professor Sean Connolly for seven 
other parishes used in his study, this formed the core parish sample used in this 
study. Data obtained from a private data research agency [20] and from other 
microfilms of Church of Ireland registers usefully supplemented this core parish 
sample.

The Catholic registers reflect the growth, both in influence and regional coverage, 
of that church throughout the century, and the paucity of many records until the 
1830s illustrates the uneven spread of ecclesiastical structure and discipline. 
Connolly has noted that "Only a handful of the surviving registers cover more than 
the very end of the eighteenth century, and less than a hundred cover even the 
period from 1800, without substantial gaps". [21] Around 430 registers exist with 
a starting date of 1830 or earlier which do not contain substantial gaps. [22]
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Although only twenty-four Catholic parishes were included in the core sample, 
twenty-seven other parishes from the private data research agency were analysed 
and a review was undertaken of fourteen additional parishes which either did not 
record illegitimacy or did so inconsistently. This means data from around 15 per 
cent of these registers were reviewed. Of the 794 extant Church of Ireland 
registers, approximately 5 per cent were reviewed. [23] The parish registers 
which constitute the core sample were chosen on the basis of certain criteria.
Firstly, a starting date of 1830 was chosen. As Connolly observes "The majority
of the Catholic parish registers which survive to-day,.....do not begin until the
1830s or later". [24] Secondly, only parishes with a reasonably complete run of 
data for approximately fifty years were selected. Thirdly, only data of reasonable 
quality were chosen. This in essence meant that the data were both legible and 
intelligible. Finally, parishes were chosen to ensure that, as far as possible, 
coverage was at least indicative of regional variations. In addition, attention was 
given to the representation of both urban and rural parishes in the sample.

It seems clear that the availability of registers was shaped by the diffusion of the 
'Devotional Revolution' outwards from South Leinster. More detailed coverage by 
registers is concentrated in the south-east of the island where ecclesiastical 
authority was well established in the early 1800s and where recording had become 
regularised. However, despite the fact that the survival of parish registers was 
less common in other parts of the island [25], some gave virtually unbroken runs of 
data for a fifty-year period.

What are the limitations of the parish register data? Perhaps one of the major 
limitations is the poor survival rate. Although many Catholic registers survive for 
the nineteenth century, the same claim cannot be made for a century earlier. 
Moreover, the fire in the Public Record Office in 1922 destroyed 1002 Church of 
Ireland registers (around 60 percent), although full copies were made of 124 
parish registers, twenty-nine registers had been printed before 1922 and extensive 
extracts existed for a number of other registers.

A second limitation is the non-recording or inconsistent recording of illegitimacy in 
baptismal registers. A number of Catholic and Church of Ireland parishes which 
were reviewed and found to contain no references to illegitimacy, or inconsistent 
recording, are set out in Appendix I and II respectively. Seemingly non-recording 
of illegitimacy was not uncommon [26] despite some contrary opinion [27], and it is 
not exactly clear as to why this should have been. It is extremely unlikely however
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that no illegitimacies or even only a few illegitimacies, occurred over a lengthy 

period of years. Rather it would appear that either such entries were concealed in 
the register, possibly by including the father's name without derogatory comment, 
or a separate register of such baptisms was kept and has not survived, or remains 
concealed from public curiosity. [28] It might be speculated that in a rural area 
where illegitimacy was not inconsiderable, and as such may have reflected badly 
on the parish or parish priest, it may have been considered politic to erase the 
child's doubtful parentage from the record. We really do not know.

Another limitation on the use of parish registers is the under-recording of baptisms. 
Under recording has long been an acknowledged difficulty in quantifying 
illegitimacy. Connolly observes that whilst a high proportion of Catholic children, 
including those who were illegitimate, were baptised, others were not. Perhaps 
around one per cent of all births were foundlings and it is likely the majority were 
illegitimate. [29] Furthermore, unmarried mothers at times resorted to infanticide. 
[30] Other parents , for various reasons, did not have their child baptised or, due 
to the non-payment of a registration fee, did not have the child's name entered in 
the register. [31]

In addition to under-recording, matters were further complicated because of the 
practice of some mothers having a child baptised in a denomination to which they 
did not belong because of the stigma and/or strictures of their own denomination. 
De Latocnaye noted, for instance in relation to illegitimacy, that "the minister of 
Portpatrick, a holy man of God, not being able to punish the guilty parties as they 
deserve, makes the chastisement pass to the unfortunate child, and absolutely 
refuses to him the rite of baptism. The parents, however, sinners though they 
may be, do not like to have their children deprived of this benefit, which perhaps 
they have more need of than others, and so they send their children over to 
Ireland, where it is not difficult to find an Anglican minister who is more 

reasonable." [32] How common such occurrences were is not known, but if 
substantial they might have the effect of seriously underestimating illegitimacy in a 

particular denomination within a given region. However, because of the 
importance attached to baptismal traditions in the main Irish denominations and 

the crucial nature of baptism in the Catholic communion, it would appear unlikely 
that there was exceptional fluidity in practice. Furthermore, whilst a deficiency 
might result in one denomination due to parents opting for baptism elsewhere, this 
would merely lead to over-representation in another, the main point being the 
maintenance of stability in regional illegitimacy levels.
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A potentially more serious concern with regard to recording is the well documented 
tendency of mothers of illegitimate children to give birth outside their native parish. 
[33] In a number of cases those unmarried and pregnant not only left the parish 
in which they were domiciled but also fled the country to hide their condition or 
escape the disapprobation of family, church and community. [34] Once again, 
little is known of how common such actions were, although in the twentieth century 
The Commission on Emigration and Other Population Problems gives figures for 
illegitimate births in the Republic of Ireland in 1947 and English Rescue Societies' 
data for the same year which would suggest that around 10 per cent of illegitimate 
children born in England and Wales were to women who had become pregnant in 
the twenty-six counties. [35] Connell's data suggest that such births in English 
Catholic institutions accounted for 20 per cent of illegitimate births in the Republic 
of Ireland in 1956. [36]

A further complication arises in cases where the local workhouse was situated 
within a particular parish. It is clear that in some cases illegitimate births in the 
workhouse were recorded in the relevant register pertaining to the parish in which 
the workhouse was situated. However, in other parishes which contain a 
workhouse within their bounds, no such record of illegitimate births has been 
included in the register. [37] The reason for such divergence in recording is 
unclear, although in cases where workhouse illegitimacies are not recorded in the 
parish, it may have been that a separate register for workhouse baptisms was kept 
but has not survived. [38]

A further limitation of parish registers is the problem of comparability. For 
instance, it would appear that in Presbyterian registers it was typical not to denote 
illegitimacy at all, or disguise it within the register. This practice may owe 
something to Presbyterian disciplinary procedure which would have required public 
repentance and absolution before the baptism of the child. As such, perhaps, the 
'sin' had been erased and further comment in a baptismal register was not 
required. However, as illegitimacy was in fact recorded in some registers such 
speculation cannot have general application. A previously noted tendency for 
some mothers to baptise their children in a denomination to which they did not 
belong also renders denominational comparability somewhat problematical.

A final limitation is the variable quality of the parish registers. Some registers 
have survived in better condition than others, and even the recording in registers
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varies from neat copperplate handwriting to illegible scrawl. These limitations 
illustrate the need for approaching the recording of illegitimacy in parish registers 
with caution. Indeed, Connolly's assessment of Catholic registers is one that could 
most likely be applied to nineteenth-century registers in general, namely that they 
are "at best an imperfect guide to the incidence of illegitimacy in the areas to which 
they relate". [39]

PRE-NUPTIAL PREGNANCY IN PARISH REGISTERS 
As Laslett has observed, quantitative data concerning illegitimacy refer to 
composite rather than a simple phenomenon and each ratio is the outcome of an 
interplay of factors. There is, therefore, a process ending in illegitimacy, 
encompassing intercourse without the employment of successful contraceptive 
measures, absence of spontaneous or planned abortion, marriage or infanticide, 
and participation in a ceremony of baptism. [40] Whilst much of the process 
involved actions, which by their very nature left no record, or at least that was their 
intention, the examination of marriage and baptism data makes it possible for 
another measure of extra-marital fertility to be examined in addition to illegitimacy, 
namely pre-nuptial pregnancy.

By ascertaining the first baptism of a married couple, an estimate can be made as 
to whether a child was bom within marriage but conceived outside of it. Such a 
procedure is not without its limitations. An interval between conception and birth, 
in the light of current medical knowledge, has to be projected back into a previous 
time frame. Furthermore, as Connolly observes, some allowance must be made 
for the interval which would have elapsed between birth and baptism. He also 
highlights, with regard to his own pre-nuptial pregnancy sample, his inability to 
trace many marriages to a first baptism thus leading him to the conclusion that 
many women married and moved to another parish before the baptism of their first 
child. This in turn necessitates the working assumption that women who moved 
outside the parish in which they married to have their children, had a similar 
experience to those who remained. [41]

Connolly's pre-nuptial pregnancy data were based on his sample of Catholic 
parishes from which he had calculated illegitimacy ratios. His pre-nuptial 
pregnancy data were used as a yardstick against which data in this study relating 
to Presbyterian registers could be compared and contrasted.

80



Five Presbyterian registers, which were obtained from the Presbyterian Historical 
Society archive in Belfast, were used to obtain data on pre-nuptial pregnancy.
Such registers were chosen which were in typescript and contained indexes of 
baptisms. This facilitated the tracing of baptisms as entries would be more 
legible, ambiguities regarding names would be reduced and the tracing of 
baptisms could be achieved directly via indexing. Within the five parishes, 
together spanning approximately 150 years, each marriage was traced, where 
possible, to the first baptism. Categorisation of baptisms into time periods, similar 
to those used by Connolly, ensured comparable results were obtained. Some 
difficulties however were encountered. For instance, the Presbyterian baptismal 
registers did not record the name of the mother, but only that of the father. This 
meant that the degree of certainty attached to the paternity of a child could not be 
the same as that where both parents names are recorded. [42] The data were 
however strengthened in some cases by the inclusion of a townland against 
names in both marriage and baptism registers, which helped. Another difficulty 
encountered was the number of baptisms attributable to one surname. Once 
again the data were weakened by the inability to discern, in all cases, to which 
father's name a baptismal entry belonged. In practice, however, such a weakness 
was rarely a serious problem. In many instances only one entry existed in the 
baptismal index which could be linked to a marriage register entry. Moreover, the 
data were checked to ensure that all baptismal entries could be used against only 
one marriage entry. In principle a baptism could relate to a father who was not 
married within the parish, and, a father with the same name coincidentally married 
within the parish, would wrongly have the baptism attributed to him. This is of 
course possible, but is unlikely to have occured very often. Moreover, the 
possibility becomes even more remote when only one entry appears for a 
particular name in the baptismal register.

An important assumption in Connolly's examination of pre-nuptial pregnancy 
concerned the interval between birth and baptism. In teasing out the argument, 
Connolly allowed for an interval of up to four weeks without disturbing conclusions 
regarding the extent of pre-nuptial pregnancy. In examining pre-nuptial 
pregnancy within the Presbyterian denomination, it was decided to further explore 
the extent of the interval between birth and baptism. A total of 1593 births were 
traced to baptism dates in baptismal registers within the Catholic, Church of 
Ireland and Presbyterian denominations (see Appendix III). The Catholic data 
were only available for the latter half of the nineteenth century because of the 
standard practice of not recording birth dates in Catholic registers. However, in
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the case of both Church of Ireland and Presbyterian registers, birth dates were 
available in registers covering a period from the second half of the eighteenth 
century until the end of the nineteenth century. The data suggest, intriguingly, 
that the average interval between birth and baptism extended over time from 
under a week in the case of the Church of Ireland and just over a week in the case 
of Presbyterians in the late eighteenth century to around two months in the case of 
the Church of Ireland and two and a half months in the case of the Presbyterians, 
by the end of the nineteenth century. In contrast, the interval in the Catholic 
church, admittedly over a much shorter period, appears to have contracted from 
under a week to just over a day. Such evidence suggests that the interpretation 
of what may count as a pre-nuptial pregnancy may vary over time. It also points 
to differences between denominations with consequent implications for any 
interdenominational comparisons.

Although it has been observed elsewhere, regarding English data, that there is a 
tendency for the average length of interval between birth and baptism to increase 
during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries [43] this conclusion 
would appear to be heavily reliant on Church of England registers. Moreover, 
there does not appear to have been any major analysis of differences between 
denominations and their consequent implications. Connolly, in his work on pre
nuptial pregnancy, does not propose a definitive interval between birth and 
baptism but allows a margin of error of up to four weeks concerning his data. [44] 
Laslett allows an interval of two weeks [45] for his seventeenth and eighteenth 
century data, whilst Hair notes that from his data for rural England in earlier 
centuries, "it is clear that in most parishes at all dates a large proportion of the 
children were not baptised till several weeks after birth, and a varying proportion 
not till several months after birth". [46] Furthermore, in relation to the interval 
between marriage and the birth, Connolly proposes "a safe minimum of eight and 
a half months". [47] Tranter defines pre-nuptial pregnancy as "a woman giving 
birth to her first child less than eight or eight and a half months after marriage" [48] 
and Laslett appears to suggest eight months. [49]

From this discussion of pre-nuptial pregnancy, two points emerge. Firstly, 
although various suggestions have been made, an interval between marriage and 
birth of eight and a half months would not appear unreasonable as a safe 
minimum for denoting a birth premaritally conceived. Secondly, given the vast 
difference between various time frames in the interval between birth and baptism 
for the Presbyterian data, it would appear sensible to assess more closely the
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appropriate interval overtime to ensure a more accurate comparison with the 
Connolly data.

The pre-registration era presents a challenge to the historian of illegitimacy in 
Ireland. Indeed the late Professor Kenneth Connell, in his seminal article 

'Illegitimacy before the Famine', wrote that "We have no credible index of the 
incidence of illegitimacy in peasant society before the Famine. Civil registration 
was not introduced until 1864. Earlier baptismal registers have been little used by 
demographers, and the usefulness of data they might yield would be impaired, 

perhaps decisively, by the tendency of girls becoming pregnant in one parish to 
bear their babies in another". [50] However, Ireland is not alone in its challenges 

to the demographic historian. Indeed, Scotland with its turbulent past, 
ecclesiastical division and pronounced regional differences in illegitimacy 
behaviour, provides a useful comparison. Houston notes the comments of 
advocates of civil registration in Scotland on the parochial registers, that they were 
patchy, defective and all but useless as a record of actual demographic events. 
[51] However, the demographic history of Scotland has not been bereft of 
analysis, albeit at times heavily reliant on Kirk Session records. It therefore 
appears Connell's statement might be unduly pessimistic. Difficulties, although 
more substantial than those faced in some other national studies, do not appear 
insurmountable. Illegitimacy ratios obtained from Irish parish registers thus 
appear adequate, with cautious interpretation, for more vigorous analysis. The 
pre-civil registration era, whilst producing data which could hardly be described as 
robust, requires a re-appraisal.

OFFICIAL PUBLICATIONS
Ireland became part of the era of civil registration in 1864. Thus systematically 
collected information on illegitimacy became available for the first time. However, 
reports on illegitimacy and attendant behaviour had been made to Parliament at 
various times during the late eighteenth and first half of the nineteenth century. 
Nevertheless 1864 marked a new departure with countrywide quantitative data 
permitting, and indeed inviting, analysis and interpretation.

Data from civil registration have been used in this study to examine regional 
illegitimacy levels and trends over time. They have also been used to correlate 
various factors which may help explain illegitimacy behaviour. The major 
strengths of this source are firstly, all-island coverage. Secondly, the division into 
regional units, such as counties and/or poor law unions, facilitates regional
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comparison of illegitimacy levels and trends over time. Finally, the systematic 
collection of illegitimacy data removes many of the vagaries which mar the parish 
register evidence and ensures greater reliability. Despite such strengths, civil 
registration information still has its limitations. For example, there is inconsistency 
over-time in the representation of data. Data appear, disappear, and sometimes 
re-appear, rendering some comparisons problematical. Another limitation is the 
lack of local data as opposed to county or provincial data. It is possible for 
instance that the county may be too large a geographical entity to provide the 
appropriate level of detail required to analyse illegitimacy behaviour. Indeed, the 
danger always exists of inferring conclusions about individuals from data about 
aggregrates and thus falling into the ecological fallacy. [52] Yet another limitation 
is the need to view illegitimacy ratios arising out of the Registrar General's reports 
with caution due to the emigration of pregnant women from Ireland to have their 
babies abroad. The level of such emigration, if Connell's estimate holds true for 
earlier time periods, may have been far from negligible. [53]

A further limitation is the absence of qualitative information. The vividly 
descriptive eighteenth-century Presbyterian data, or the candid remarks in the 
nineteenth century parish registers, find no echoes in official statistics. Finally, 
despite their robustness, the civil registration data can tell us nothing of the 
meaning of illegitimacy which may differ in particular regions and over time.

Census data contain many of the strengths and limitations already noted in 
relation to the civil registration information. Various census data have been used 
in this study for correlation with illegitimacy. In particular, occupational data 
contained in the various censuses provide a useful source for correlation analysis. 
Nevertheless the change in occupational classifications necessitates caution in 
comparing occupational data over time. Despite the limitations of civil registration 
and census data, their ability to deliver a national picture of illegitimacy behaviour 
clearly outweighs the various disadvantages. Moreover, some of the 
parliamentary reports have helped to mitigate the limitations of such sources. For 
example, the First Report from His Majesty's Commissioners for Inquiry into the 
Poorer Classes in Ireland, Appendix A, provides a rich source of detailed evidence 
on illegitimacy in the 1830s. It contains mostly qualitative evidence, but also 
some quantifiable data, so ably developed by Connell in his seminal article on 
illegitimacy. This report, which has been used in this study, illuminates illegitimacy 
behaviour in the pre-Famine period. In particular the Poor Inquiry report provides 
specific detail on the lives of women who bore illegitimate children.
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The evidence from official publications is helpful in portraying a more coherent 
picture of illegitimacy, the silences in one type of source material to some degree 
being compensated by the strengths in other sources.

WORKHOUSE RECORDS
With the extension of workhouse provision to Ireland a new system of recording 
the lives of some of the poorer elements in society was introduced. Among the 
individuals on the margins of society were both the unmarried mother and her child 
and the single and pregnant. The different records which constituted the body of 
workhouse sources contained references to bastardy, sometimes from a number 
of different workhouse functionaries, thus providing a degree of richness in the 
documents.

The major strength of the workhouse data is indeed the detail contained in the 
ledgers. Indoor relief registers which were used to record every individual who 
entered, or was born in, the workhouse contain a wealth of quantifiable data such 
as age, occupation, religious affiliation, electoral district and townland, the date of 
arrival or birth in the workhouse and the date of departure or death. At times there 
are even comments on the paupers condition and appearance. Such detail helps 
to create a profile of an individual in the nineteenth century which cannot be 
obtained from either baptismal records or official records such as the census.

Another strength is the existence of different types of workhouse records. Minute 
books, chaplains’ books, indoor relief registers and birth registers all contain 
information on illegitimacy and can provide different perspectives on the situation 
of inmates.

Finally the administrative function of such records, perhaps particularly in the case 
of indoor relief registers, means that they are capable of providing a more 
complete record of events such as birth than a parish baptismal register.

It must be added, however, that for some records, such as indoor relief registers, 
the survival rate is poor and the regional spread is uneven. Furthermore, in cases 
where such registers have survived they depended on the competence of the 
workhouse functionary for their completeness and at times it would appear that 
some functionaries were not diligent in recording the relevant detail in a consistent 
manner. Nevertheless, despite these qualifications, workhouse sources are
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revealing in what they portray of the life of the unmarried mother and her child, at 
least within the walls of the institution.

The range of sources assembled to examine illegitimacy over two centuries in 
Ireland, reflect the fragmentary nature of the reporting of the phenomenon. They 
also reveal, to some extent, the tide of public opinion with regard to sexual 
matters. The secretive nature of sexual encounters in general, and the shame 
and stigma attached to sexual misdemeanours in particular, have added to the 
problems. Inevitably, there must have been attempts to conceal the existence of 
sexual lapses. The image of the purity and chastity of Irish womanhood is a 
robust and enduring one. However, one of the reasons it may have remained so 
firmly entrenched is because the consistent, though patchy anecdotal evidence, 
has largely been unhindered by a quantitative challenge. The methods 
introduced in this chapter will be used to interrogate the various sources with a 
view to casting at least a sidelight on these contemporary impressions.
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APPENDIX I

CATHOLIC PARISHES REVIEWED CONTAINING NO BAPTISMS OF 
ILLEGITIMATE CHILDREN OR INCONSISTENT RECORDING OF ILLEGITIMACY

Parish Countv Reference

Clarecastle and Ballyrea Clare P2471 N

Kilkeevan Roscommon P4619 N

Killukin and Kiilumood Roscommon P4606 N

Riverstown Sligo P4604 N

Milltownmalray Clare P2486 N

Kildysart Clare P2475 I

Tulla Clare P2471 I

Goleen Cork P4800 N

Ballyadams Laois P4200 I

Durrow Laois P5013 I

Aghaboe Laois P5012 I

Newmarket Clare P2471-2 N

Kilfarboy Clare P2486 N

Dunderry Meath P4187 I

N = No recording of illegitimacy
I = Inconsistent recording of illegitimacy *

Location : National Library of Ireland

* Inconsistent recording referred to the following circumstances:
(a) Where recording was sporadic, namely (i) where illegitimacy was recorded 

over a period of several years and then ceased to be recorded for a similar 
period. It was suspected in these circumstances that the incumbent of the 

parish had changed and the new incumbent was departing from previous 
practice; (ii) where illegitimacy references rarely occurred over a period of 
several years. Only one illegitimacy over a period of several years 
appeared implausible.

(b) Where references to illegitimacy were unclear or ambiguous
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APPENDIX II

CHURCH OF IRELAND PARISHES REVIEWED CONTAINING NO BAPTISMS OF
ILLEGITIMATE CHILDREN

Parish County Dates Reviewed Reference

Dugort (Achill) Mayo 4 February 1838- 
14 May 1866

MFCI 33

Castleconnor
(Frankford)

Sligo 29 September 1835- 
19 May 1867
29 September 1867- 
8 May 1872

MFCI 33

Easkey Sligo 13 January 1839- 
19 April 1871
9 May 1822- 
29 August 1839

MFCI 33

Kilcummin Galway 18 April 1812- 
16 December 1945

MFCI 33

Aughaval
(Westport)

Mayo 2 January 1820- 
13 November 1825
26 July 1835- 
5 October 1860

MFCI 33

Emlafad Sligo 29 June 1853- 
27 May 1880

MFCI 33

Borrisnafarney Tipperary and 
Kings

9 April 1827- 
6 January 1876

MFCI 4

Cloughjordan Tipperary 25 January 1846- 
8 September 1872

MFCI 4

Dunkerrin Kings and 
Tipperary

21 August 1825- 
15 August 1852

MFCI 4

Ettagh Kings 25 August 1825- 
18 August 1907

MFCI 4

Abbeymahon Cork 1 July 1827- 
24 August 1873

MFCI 18

Liselton (Killehenny 
or Ballybunion)

Kerry 8 February 1840- 
21 May 1881

MFCI 17

Listowel Kerry 13 December 1835- 
24 October 1869

MFCI 17
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Loughrea Galway

Waterford 
(Holy Trinity 
and Christ Church)

Waterford

Kilmeadan and 
Killotteran

Waterford

Berehaven
(Killaconenagh)

Cork

Inniscarra Cork

Maghorbau Tipperary

31 January 1836- 
17 August 1873

MFCI 5

1 January 1805- 
12 July 1857

MFCI 13

30 May 1847- 
26 December 1873

MFCI 13

22 May 1849- 
30 April 1872

MFCI 25

28 January 1843- 
13 August 1871

MFCI 25

30 August 1846- 
13 October 1878

M 5280

Location : National Archives



APPENDIX 111

PERIOD (DAYS') BETWEEN BIRTH AND BAPTISM 1760-1900. 
PRESBYTERIAN. CHURCH OF IRELAND AND CATHOLIC DENOMINATIONS

Period Presbyterian Church of Ireland Catholic

1760- 1799 8.4 3.9 -

1800- 1839 22.5 33.9 -

1840- 1879 43.9 44.0 4.0

1880 - 1900 74.3 57.5 1.0

N=833 N=287 N=473

Source : Various Baptismal Registers
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London foundlings in the mid-eighteenth century were indeed illegitimate. 
WILSON A., ‘Illegitimacy and its implications in mid-eighteenth-century 
London : the evidence of the Foundling Hospital’, Continuity and Change. 4 
(1), (1989), pp. 103-164. However, Meyer cautions against a simple 
addition of illegitimacies and foundlings to reveal the true extent of 
bastardy in pre-industrial France. He states that in Paris 83 per cent of 
foundlings were illegitimate while in Morbihan (southern Brittany) the 
proportion varied between 20 and 60 per cent, though some of this 
variation was due to the small numbers involved. He suggests that the 
proportion in most large towns was over 60 per cent. MEYER J., 
'Illegitimacies and foundlings in pre-industrial France', in Bastardy and its 
Comparitive History, eds., P. Laslett, K. Oosterveen, R. M. Smith (London : 
Edward Arnold, 1989), p. 253. In Ireland, Delaney states three reasons for 
a child being abandoned namely bastardy, the inability of poor families to 
support the child and the situation where a child was orphaned and 
relatives were not forthcoming to adopt. DELANEY G., 'Foundlings', 
Journal of the South Mayo Family Research Centre, Vol. VI. In addition, 
although some evidence before the Poor Law Commissioners, 1835 would 
indicate that many foundlings were certainly illegitimate, other evidence 
was less categorical. In Castledermot (Kildare) most foundlings were 
"supposed to be of illegitimate birth", in Antrim (Antrim) they were 
"generally supposed to be illegitimate", in Billy (Antrim) they were "mostly 
thought to be illegitimate", and in Maglass Rathmacnee and Mulrankin 
(Wexford) there were even "fewer illegitimate than legitimate". APPENDIX 
A First Report of Commissioners for Inquiring into the Condition of the
Poorer Classes in Ireland. P.P., 1835, XXXII. Although it appears that 
many, if not most foundlings were illegitimate, the proportion is unknown. 
Perhaps the major point is suggested by an examination of the number of 
foundlings in four Catholic parishes (1830-80), namely that even if all 
foundlings were illegitimate, this would not have distorted illegitimacy levels 
within these parishes:

Total % %
Parish Baptisms llleqitimate Foundlinas

Skibbereen 14195 1.33 0.02
St. Mary's, 
Kilkenny 5579 3.69 0.11
Kilrush 13201 2.71 0.16
Carlow 9646 4.22 0.06

Source: Parish data

16. Geneology Department, National Library of Ireland. Interview with 
Geneologist.
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17. For example in the Catholic parish register of Windgap (National Library of 
Ireland MIC P5023) the following array of terms was used to denote 
illegitimacy:

Date
17 September 1855
18 December 1845 
5 November 1842 
8 June 1841

11 March 1841 
25 October 1838

19 June 1835

Designation
"Illegitimate"
"Bastard"
"Spurious"
"Ex thoro illegitimo" (from an illegitimate 

union)
"filius fornicationis" (daughter of fornication) 
"Note. The above is suspected to be an 

illegitimate child."
'The above child was bom out of wedlock."

In the Catholic parish register of Tinryland (National Library of Ireland MIC 
P4192) illegitimacy was denoted in some instances by "illeg D" [illegitimate 
daughter] or "illeg S" [illegitimate son]. In one case the parish priest noted 
the child baptised was "illeg" but also intimated that it was "reputed the 
issue of an incestuous intercourse!!" The tendency to elaborate on a 
child's parentage is illustrated by Cappoquin Catholic parish register 
(National Library of Ireland MIC P2467) where baptismal entries variously 
record "F. illegitimate et ignotium" (illegitimate and unknown), "F. illeg. 
parentibas ignotus" (illegitimate, of unknown parents) and "F. illegitimum et 
derilictam" (illegitimate and abandoned).

The list of euphemisms for illegitimacy is substantial in parish registers. 
Adair quotes Hetherington as listing eighty-six terms to denote bastardy. 
ADAIR R., Courtship, Illegitimacy and Marriage in Early Modem England 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1996), p. 32.

18. Limerick Regional Archives for example stated that "We do not have 
statistical information of the kind you seek. Nor is the computer system 
geared to do such statistical work. That is true for the computer system in 
operation throughout the Irish Family History Foundation. When we were 
designing the system, we were told it would cost too much to add that 
facility. As things stand, it would be difficult, if not impossible, to carry out 
your kind of work on our system." (Letter from Limerick Regional Archives, 
18 September 1997).

19. Letters from Meath Heritage Centre, 12 September 1997; East Galway 
Family History Society, 17 September 1997; Limerick Regional Archives,
18 September 1997; Galway Family History Society West, 24 October 
1997; all note that restrictions on comments, including details of 
illegitimacy, were placed on certain heritage groups.

20. This private data research agency whose primary concern was the 
extraction of geneological information, permitted me access to statistical 
data on total baptisms and baptisms of illegitimate infants. This access 
was permitted on the strict condition that the association should not be 
named. Illegitimacy ratios were compiled from the raw data.

21. CONNOLLY S. J„ 'Illegitimacy', p. 7.
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22. This figure was calculated from the Catholic parishes listed in RYAN J. G., 
Irish Records : Sources for Family and Local History, (Dublin : Flyleaf 
Press, 1988)

23. Mitchell notes that in the Public Record Office in 1922, all but four of the 
1,006 registers were burnt. However, 637 registers had never been 
deposited, of those that were burnt 124 parishes had made full copies and 
29 of the earliest registers had been printed before 1922. This gives a 
total of 794 extant Church of Ireland Parish records. MITCHELL B., A 
Guide to Irish Parish Registers, (Baltimore : Genealogical Publishing Co., 
Inc., 1988), p.VII.

24. CONNOLLY S. J„ 'Illegitimacy', p. 6.

25. Flinn similarity notes the restraints placed upon the demographer of 
Scottish population history by the extremely uneven geographical 
distribution of extant Scottish registers. FLINN M. et al., Scottish 
Population History, p. 47.

26. A north Dublin heritage group indicated that "We have asserted that out of 
the 25,000 records we have only 6 state that they are illegitimate. We feel 
that their (sic) are hundred's but the priests at the time did not show this on 
the register." (Letter from Fingal Heritage Group, Dublin, 16 September 
1997). A Monaghan Heritage Group also stated that many priests did not 
denote illegitimacy and therefore it was difficult to identify. (Letter from 
Monaghan Ancestry, 2 October 1997).

27. Yurdan states "Where girls did produce illegitimate children, the fact is 
always noted against baptismal entries". YURDAN M., Irish Family History. 
London : B. T. Batsford, 1990), p. 137.

28. Limerick Regional Archives note that "some priests kept a separate, 
confidential register for bapt(ism)s of illegitimate children" but could not 
specify a time period when this occurred (Letter from Limerick Regional 
Archives, 18 September 1997).

29. CONNOLLY S. J„ 'Illegitimacy'

30. In Connaught for example 13 comments pertaining to 12 parishes revealed 
that 6 indicated infanticide never occurred, 6 that it sometimes occurred, 
and 1 that it frequently occurred. First Report from His Majesty's 
Commissioners for Inquiring into the Condition of the Poorer Classes in
Ireland. Appendix A (Brit. Pari. Papers, 1835 XXX11), pp. 49-54,55. In 
Leinster 12 comments pertaining to 11 parishes revealed a similar pattern 
with 5 indicating infanticide never occurred, 6 that it sometimes occurred, 
and 1 that it frequently occurred. Poor Inquiry, Appendix A, pp. 57-59, 61- 
62, 64-67.

31. See CONNOLLY S. J„ 'Illegitimacy', p. 11, also BARKLEY J. M„ The 
Eldership, p. 41.
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32. DE LATOCNAYE C„ A Frenchman's Walk Through Ireland, 1796-7.
(Belfast: Blackstaff Press, 1984 Edition), p. 249. Also see Poor Inquiry. 
Appendix A, pp. 87, 102. Also Ordnance Survey Memoirs of Ireland 
Parishes of County Antrim III, 1833, 1835, 1839-40 Vol 10. eds., A. Day 
and P. McWilliams, (Belfast: The Queen's University of Belfast, 1991), p.
37 and MORGAN V., The Church of Ireland Registers of St. Patrick's, 
Coleraine, as a source for the study of a local Pre-Famine Population', 
Ulster Folklife XIX (1973): 64.

33. CONNOLLY S. J., 'Illegitimacy', p. 11.

34. GUINNANE T. W., The Vanishing Irish : Households, Migration, and the 
Rural Economy in Ireland, 1850-1914, (Princeton : Princeton University 
Press, 1997), p. 279. CONNELL K. H., 'Catholicism and Marriage in the 
Century After the Famine' in Irish Peasant Society : Four Historical Essays. 
(Oxford : Clarendon Press, 1968), p. 119. COMMISSION ON 
EMIGRATION AND OTHER POPULATION PROBLEMS Reports. 1948- 
1954. (Dublin : Stationery Office, 1954), p. 101. JACKSON J. A., The Irish 
in Britain, (London : Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1963), pp. 69-70.

35. CONNOLLY S. J., 'Illegitimacy', p. 9.

36. CONNELL K. H„ 'Catholicism', p. 119.

37. For example the Catholic Parish of Carlow (National Library of Ireland MIC 
P4193), although encompassing Carlow Workhouse within its bounds, 
appears to contain no major input of baptisms attributable to workhouse 
inmates.

38. For an example of a separate register of baptisms for a workhouse see 
Church of Ireland records for Coleraine Workhouse 1842-1878, (Public 
Record Office of Northern Ireland MIC 1/7A). Of the 174 baptisms, 150 
were illegitimate (86%).

39. CONNOLLY S. J., 'Illegitimacy', p. 12.

40. LASLETT P„ Family Life, pp. 108-9.

41. CONNOLLY S. J., 'Illegitimacy', p. 18.

42. Hair notes in his choice of sample that "Only registers which record 
sufficient detail, in particular the names of both parents in a baptism entry, 
are of use. In past centuries the paucity of both surnames and Christian 
names in rural areas meant that there were frequently several individuals 
with the same name in one village, and this makes it impossible to allocate 
a child with certainty when only the father's name appears in the baptismal 
entry." HAIR P. E. M., 'Bridal Pregnancy in Rural England in Earlier 
Centuries'. Population Studies XX Part 2 (November, 1966), pp. 233-244.

43. See TRANTER N. L., Population and Society 1750-1940, Contrasts in 
Population Growth, (Harlow : Longman, 1985), p. 63. Also WRIGLEY E. 
A., and SCHOFIELD R. S., The Population History of England 1541- 
1871, A Reconstruction (London : Edward Arnold, 1981), p. 96. WYATT
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G., 'Bastardy and Prenuptial Pregnancy in a Cheshire Town During the 
Eighteenth Century', Local Population Studies, No. 49 (Autumn 1992), pp. 
38-50.

44. CONNOLLY S. J„ 'Illegitimacy', p. 17.

45. LASLETT P., The World We Have Lost, Second Edition, (London : 
Methuen, 1971), p. 147.

46. HAIR P. E. M„ 'Bridal Pregnancy', p. 236.

47. HAIR P. E. M„ 'Bridal Pregnancy', p. 233, CONNOLLY S. J„ 'Illegitimacy',
p. 16.

48. TRANTER N. L, Population, p. 63.

49. LASLETT P„ The World, p. 147.

50. CONNELL K. H., 'Illegitimacy Before the Famine' in Irish Peasant Society : 
Four Historical Essays. (Oxford : Clarendon Press, 1968), p. 78.

51. HOUSTON R. A., 'The Demographic Regime' in People and Society in 
Scotland : Volume 1, 1760- 1830, eds., T. M. Devine and E. Mitchison. 
(Edinburgh : John Donald, 1988), p. 11.

52. For a discussion of the ecological fallacy see ARCHDEACON T. J., 
Correlation and Regression Analysis : A Historian's Guide, (Wisconsin : 
The University of Wisconsin Press, 1994), pp. 236 - 242.

53. See Note 36.
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CHAPTER 4

ILLICIT SEXUALITY IN EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY

IRISH PRESBYTERIAN COMMUNITIES
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"And whereas a lamentable decay of true piety and practical 
religion, and many instances of abounding prophanity in most 
places, have provoked a holy and just God, to threaten us with 
dreadful impending judgements, whereby Providence gives a loud 
call, for the vindication of the glory of God, the reclaiming of sinners, 
the checking and preventing the further progress of immorality and 
impiety; and for the edification of all, to revive the said godly 
discipline, in itself so conformable to the rules of the Gospel."

General Synod at Antrim 23 June 1713 [1]

These are the journeys of the children of Israel - And Moses wrote 
their goings out according to their journeys by the commandment of 
the Lord, and these are their journeys. Numbers 33.1.2.

A Muster or Journal of Trials and Proceedings made by Kirk 
Session of Ballybay Anent Scandals, etc. [2]

On 7 February 1797, in Carnmoney Congregation, Mary Johnston appeared 
before the Session, or church court, on a charge of fornication with a certain 
Archibald Scott. Evidence was given that Scott was the father of her "bastard 
child" and she was admonished to repentance and asked to appear again. She 
did so on 2 March when further evidence was adduced that Scott did not deny 
being the father of the said child she had borne some three years previously. She 
was exhorted to repentance by the Session and told when she could appear 
before the Congregation, which she duly did and was rebuked before them for the 
sin of fornication. [3] This case, although unexceptional by contemporary 
Presbyterian standards, provides an insight into a rarely illuminated area of sexual 
history in Ireland, namely the calling to account of those who crossed the bounds 
of sexual propriety.

The sexual misdemeanours of a people are of course in many instances, and by 
their very nature, hidden from history. The results of illicit sexuality, however, in 
an age before widely available contraception, have always been reflected in the 
illegitimacy statistics. In Europe in the eighteenth century there was a general 
increase in illegitimacy. Although the relatively uncharted waters of illicit sexuality 
in Ireland for the same period do not lend themselves to anything other than 
general comment, it appears that illegitimacy was low, and if it increased at all it is 
unlikely to have reached anything resembling mainland European levels. Also, 
according to Kelly female virtue was prized in Irish Society. [4]
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The major exception that emerges to an almost universal portrayal in the literature 
of the chaste and pure Irish, is the north east of the island. O'Riordan's somewhat
mischievous quotation that "it seems........Orangeism and illegitimacy go together,
and that bastards in Ireland are in proportion to the Orange Lodges" finds an echo 
in other observations of the character of Ulster. For instance, Forbes noted the 
"inferior standard of morals among the young women" [5], Lynd commented on the 
"social conditions in which the sexes meet on easy and intimate terms" but also 
noted that "Ulster pays for its greater sexual freedom by a frequency of illegitimate 
births unknown in the other provinces". [6] Furthermore, the Ordnance Survey 
Memoirs contain intimations of a freer morality in Ulster with the suggestion that 
this may also have prevailed in preceding generations. [7]

Modern scholars have tended to reiterate such observations. Sean Connolly 
observes that inhabitants of certain parts of Ulster were an exception to 
contemporary generalisations concerning Irish chastity [8] and D. H. Akenson, in 
his study of Islandmagee, notes that widespread premarital sexual intercourse 
would appear to suggest lowland Scottish rather than general Irish patterns of 
behaviour. [9] The literature therefore points to a cultural differential, with areas 
of mainly protestant lowland Scots settlement operating a different morality from 
the rest of the island. Elsewhere [10] Akenson observes that protestant clergy, or 
more specifically Presbyterian clergy, had methods of enforcing sexual morality 
that would have made their Catholic counterparts envious. He is referring here to 
the public humiliation in front of their peers at Sunday Service of those accused of 
sexual sins. Greaves similarly noting the penalty for sexual deviance in Ireland 
observes that although "premarital sex among couples intending to marry was 
common in early modern Europe, Presbyterians refused to sanction the practice.
If caught, couples who had sexual relations and subsequently married were 
punished for fornication". [11] However, herein lies a paradox. If areas of Scottish 
settlement were mainly Presbyterian and if Presbyterians exercised stringent 
sexual discipline amongst their membership, why was there apparently greater 
moral laxity in areas where Presbyterians predominated?

Of course it could be argued that a greater degree of illicit sexuality in Presbyterian 
areas has been assumed but not demonstrated. Nevertheless, although the 
evidence presented so far regarding illicit sexuality and cultural differentiation has 
only been suggestive, other data reinforce these inferences. It would appear 
unlikely that the association between areas of Scottish settlement and high levels 
of illegitimacy in present day Northern Ireland are purely coincidental. Neither
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would it seem totally insignificant that in 1981 a negative relationship of some 

strength (-0.33) appeared to exist between the proportion of Catholics and 
illegitimacy and a positive relationship of apparently greater strength (0.43) 
obtained between the proportion of Presbyterians and illegitimacy. [12] It may be 
conceded that projecting backwards such findings into the eighteenth century is a 
hazardous, if not actually foolhardy enterprise. But in view of the findings of 
Laslett and others on the persistence of illegitimacy overtime in certain regions, 

there may be something in the claim.

Attempts to describe the nature of illicit sexuality and sexual discipline in 
eighteenth century Ireland have usually relied on evidence which is often selective 
and impressionistic. Although some writers have noted apparently bizarre and 
unusual cases there is little indication of how representative such cases were. [13] 
Even where quantification has been undertaken little detail has been provided 
beyond totals of cases for a cluster of years and some minor comparison with 
English data. [14]

The purpose of this chapter is to shed light on aspects of illicit sexuality in 
Presbyterian communities in Ulster in the eighteenth century by analysing sexual 
discipline cases in the Presbyterian church courts. It aims at establishing the 
number of sexual discipline cases coming before the courts, the procedure 
employed in such cases and the specific punishment meted out to offenders. In 
addition the types of cases and gender of defendants coming before the courts 
are examined. The emphasis is on quantification of the data, in addition to 
providing a flavour of the richness of the qualitative data.

THE CONTEXT OF PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH DISCIPLINE 
The eighteenth century for Presbyterianism was summed up by Holmes as one of 
discomfort, division and disillusionment. [15] Under the Penal Laws Presbyterians 
faced discrimination and the Anglican church declared those married according to 
Presbyterian custom fornicators and their children illegitimate. [16] Clearly this 

was not how Presbyterians viewed their own marriage partners and their children, 
but in an era of insecurity and mistrust Anglicans continued to condemn 

Presbyterians, branding them as a state within a state, disloyal and seditious, with 
their Synods, Presbyteries and Kirk sessions exercising an unlawful jurisdiction in 

defiance of the authority of church and state. [17] As Johnston acutely observes 
"no attempt was made to interfere with any of the dissenters except the 

Presbyterians, who were essentially feared for their numbers, organisation and
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concentration, as well as for the political implications of their theological views and
expansionist ambitions........The Catholic was feared for what he represented; the
Presbyterian for what he was. Possibly this partly explains the uncompromising 
harshness with which the Anglican hierarchy viewed the claims of the 
Presbyterians throughout the century, while the Presbyterian's resentment, at what 
he felt to be acts of both injustice and ingratitude, undoubtedly increased his 
sufferings during the Penal era". [18] There was undoubtedly some jealously on 
the part of some Anglican clergy as Episcopalian influence upon the laity appears 
to have been inferior to that of Presbyterian ministers and Kirk Sessions. It is 
perhaps this influence, the control of 'a state within a state', that gives weight to 
the contention that extant Presbyterian records of sexual misdemeanours may 
provide a reasonably complete catalogue of sexual crimes brought before the 
church courts in those communities.

The main sources used in this chapter are minutes relating to two levels of 
Presbyterian church courts, namely Session Minutes and Presbytery Minutes. At 
this point, to place these minutes in context, it may be helpful to clarify the 
structure of the Presbyterian church in the eighteenth century. Essentially there 
were three levels of church courts. At congregational level a local church (or 
Congregation) would have a number of individuals (or Elders) who would 
constitute the governing body of the Congregation and were known as the Session 
(or Kirk Session). The representatives from Session, together with those from 
Sessions of other Congregations, combined together to form a Presbytery.
Finally, representatives from Presbyteries came together to form the General 
Synod. The complicating factor in this analysis is the existence of two major 
strands of Irish Presbyterianism in the eighteenth century - those Presbyterians 
under the General Synod, and Seceders who had their own Congregations, 
Presbyteries and Synod. The origin of the differences between these strands lies, 
to some extent, in the fractious nature of Presbyterianism, but has no direct effect 
on the task of analysing the data.

The Presbytery minutes are helpful in providing an overview of the nature of illicit 
sexuality and sexual discipline, as a wide geographical area was subject to the 
authority of a Presbytery. Session minutes provide greater detail and 
concentration on locality. In addition they provide intriguing possibilities for the 
reconstruction of sexual histories. Despite such opportunities the sources cannot 
be utilised without cognisance of their limitations. For example, only certain 
minutes are extant and the quality inevitably varies. Moreover, the changing
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nature of Presbytery organisation overtime provides additional difficulties with 
regard to continuity. Finally, the terminology used in some minutes, though no 
doubt clear to contemporary readers, may be rendered imprecise by modern 
translation. However, the acceptance of such limitations would not appear to 
unduly diminish the overall usefulness of the sources.

Before presenting the major findings, it may be appropriate to contextualize the 
nature of sexual discipline within the Presbyterian Church. Much of the tenor of 
church discipline has been subject to caricature and misrepresentation, and 
although there appears to have been a pre-occupation with cases of a sexual 
nature, this was not the Sessions' sole area of operation. Sessions dealt with 
drunkenness, theft, and libel. In addition, circulating scandal was forbidden as 
was misbehaviour at wakes, playing cards and dice, and a man was forbidden to 
beat his wife on the Sabbath (although whether he was permitted to do so on 
other days is unclear). Session also governed the Congregation's spiritual affairs 
and ensured the poor and needy were cared for. [19] Moreover, sexual discipline 
was not a practice confined to Irish Presbyterians. Other denominations 
exercised their own sexual control in Ireland [20] and the sexual preoccupations of 
other churches and the vagaries of the Church Courts in England and Kirk 
Sessions in Scotland and elsewhere have also been documented. In Scotland for 
instance Leneman notes that "basically it was the job of the elders to ferret out sin
and accuse the guilty" and that "all....other sins paled into insignificance
compared with the number of sexual offences". Indeed the "obsession with sex 
occurs in kirk session records throughout Scotland". [21] Caswell commenting on 
Scotland states that "Methods of enquiry, especially in sexual offences, were often 
merciless. Informers were sometimes paid, though some sessions did object to 
listening to every trifling tale told in the countryside". [22] Another commentator 
on Scotland observes that "the oversight exercised by the Kirk Session, and the 
extent to which it felt bound to interfere for the regulation of morals and promotion 
of the material interests of the parishioners, were not a little remarkable." [23] 
Blanks, in his observations on Presbyterian church discipline in the Southern 
states of America in the nineteenth century likewise asserts that "Church discipline 
was one of the means used to maintain "the honor of religion" by protecting the 
marriage bond, for church courts were usually quick to act in cases involving pre
marital or extra-marital relations". Moreover, most of the cases were concerned 
with pre-marital intercourse. If a baby was born too soon following marriage, 
charges were almost certain to be brought either by "common fame" or by 
members of the session. Often, however, offenders would voluntarily appear
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before the session and confess, perhaps in the dual hope of avoiding an 
investigation and the disgrace of being suspended from the church". [24] Hufton, 
commenting generally on church and civil discipline observes that "The 
ecclesiastical courts dealt with straightforward infractions of marriage promises, 
bastardy suits and requests for separation or, in the Calvinist case, divorce. 
However, their range of penological discretion was limited. Those in search of 
compensation had to seek out the civil courts, and when sexual or marital offences 
were really serious, the affair was for the criminal courts. Ecclesiastical courts 
could debar offenders from the sacraments and demand penance, but they could 
not pronounce the death penalty. Collectively, these archives could be called the 
archives of abuse and discontent and, in the case of those emanating from the 
criminal courts dealing with issues such as infanticide, rape and spouse murder, 
the archives of sexual, social and marital disaster". [25] Stone observes that 
whilst in the eighteenth century most protestant churches relaxed their previously 
tight grip on sexual behaviour "in Catholic areas the confessional box remained an 
effective control device" [26] and the Methodists, according to Thompson, were no 
less guilty of highlighting the sinfulness of sexuality. [27] It therefore appears that 
Irish Presbyterianism was far from being alone in its preoccupation with sexual 
sins. Furthermore, whilst Irish Presbyterian discipline was strictly enforced there 
does appear to have been an honesty and fairness in the dealings of the courts 
and, by the standards of civil society and the state during this period, their 
discipline seems more measured. Acknowledging these points however does 
nothing to detract from the striking predominance of sexual discipline cases in the 
proceedings of the courts.

DISCIPLINING BY PRESBYTERIES
The Presbyteries featured here [28], which dealt with more difficult or more serious 
sexual misdemeanours referred by Sessions, appear to have examined a small 
number of cases overall. For instance, Tyrone Presbytery dealt with only six 
cases (0.2 per annum) from 1781 to 1809 (due to the small number of cases 
involved, Tyrone is excluded from the remainder of the analysis). Furthermore, 
over the century the trend in the number of cases dealt with seems to have been 
downwards. Route and Down Presbyteries dealt with an average of 5.2 and 3.9 
cases per annum respectively, for the early part of the century whilst the Moira and 
Lisburn and Down (Associate) Presbyteries each dealt with only 1.9 cases per 
annum towards the end of the century. Route Presbytery in the early nineteenth 
century dealt with only 1.3 cases per annum, compared to 5.2 cases which it 
recorded in the early eighteenth century. There is thus a suggestion of change
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overtime in the data and, although the mechanisms are unclear, it does not 
appear that the decreasing caseload was due to a rebellious laity. The visitation 
by Presbytery (which was in reality an audit of Congregational affairs) of various 
Congregations in the Route Presbytery in the late 1820's and early 1830's, when 
ascertaining whether the members of the Congregation submitted to discipline 
usually received an affirmative reply. This might suggest, if the response was not 
merely formulaic, at minimum an acquiescence in the disciplinary procedure of the 
Congregation, at least in the Route area.

Greaves observes that as regards cases referred to Presbytery, the Presbytery 
"typically rebuked and exhorted an offender before referring a case back to the 
minister and Session for the requisite public acknowledgement and absolution".
[29] However, the data presented here (Table 4.1) do not point to a uniform 
procedure in operation in all Presbyteries regarding sexual discipline. There are 
however substantial similarities and common features include referring the case 
back to the Session to be dealt with, the rebuke of the individual or individuals 
concerned either before the Congregation or before the "bar of Presbytery" and 
their repentance before being admitted to "sealing ordinances". For example, in 
the minutes of the Presbytery of Down in 1710 it states "Agnes Wilson being 
referred hither from the Session of Bailee for the sin of adultery with James Wylie, 
and Mary Ure for a relapse into fornication, being called, they appeared, were 
rebuked for yir sins and remitted to the Session of Bailee". [30] From the 
Presbytery of Moira and Lisburn the case of Janet Harriet provides a variant:
“Janet Harriet, otherwise Young, as was appointed in former minutes, appear'd 
and was dealt wt. by ye Pby. concerning her sense of her sin in being guilty of 
Adultery, and her sorrow for it, which she expressed to satisfaction. The Session 
of Gilnahirk was appointed to take her satisfaction before the Congregation three 
several Sabbaths in the course of the next half year". [31] In over 67% of cases in 
Route (1701-6) the individual was to be rebuked by the Congregation. In Down 
over 94% were rebuked by the Presbytery and in the case of Route (1811-34) the 
figure was 60%. In some instances a case was deferred or further enquiry was 
requested and in a few cases the individual was deemed to be innocent of the 
charges brought. However, in many cases guilt appears to have been proven and 
therefore repentance, rebuke and referral were the salient features. The only 
major exception occurred when individuals were willing to take a 'purgation oath' to 
purge them from the sin and assert their innocence, although this was usually only 
permitted when Presbytery could be sure that perjury would not be an unwelcome 
addition to their original crime.
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What did rebuke before the congregation actually mean? Kilroy, writing on the 
practice in the latter half of the seventeenth century, states that "sexual faults had 
to be publicly acknowledged and punished, normally for three Sundays in a row, 
sitting on a stool in front of the pulpit and facing the congregation; sometimes 
those being disciplined had to wear a white sheet and even stand in a basin of 
cold water."[32] Barkley notes that the "guilty were rebuked and exhorted to 
repentance in less serious cases in the Session. In the more serious they had to 
stand "leigh forgans the pulpit", or confess publicly, for one or more Sabbaths, on 
the stool of repentance".[33] Strict adherence to discipline was expected and 
escape rarely noted. The overarching control of the church authorities is 
exemplified by a Down Presbytery minute for 1706, noting a letter from Galloway 
in Scotland that "there are many grossly scandalous persones fled from thence to
Irland to escape Church censures..... there are others already excommunicated
with the highest excommunication" and recommending to all ministers to be "very
strict in observing all strangers that come within their bounds....... that if the
aforesaid scandalous persones or any of them be within the bounds of this 
Presbytery, they may be discovered." [34] Pursuit of offenders appears to have 
been zealous. In Route it was noted that "Kathrin Brown of Macaskie who was 
charged with adultery wt Thomas ffulton of Achaduy was summon'd several times 
but appeared not pretending infirmity of body. Mr. Stewart is appointed to 
summon her from ye pulpit". [35] Although some no doubt evaded the 
proceedings of session and Presbytery, the overall impression from the minutes is 
of compliance and acceptance. For extreme cases involving disobedience to 
Presbytery's decree, equally extreme measures were employed. In Route, Jo 
Harrewer refused to take the purgation oath but Presbytery stated that if he did not 
take it or acknowledge guilt, he was to be declared "obstinat, and none of our 
communion, after reasonable dealing wt him". [36] John Neil, accused of 
incestuous fornication and marriage and who refused to cease living with his wife 
was to be denounced publicly in the congregation of Kilrea as being
excommunicated and the congregation were "discharg'd..... from conversing with
him;". [37]

The startling variation in the types of sexual misdemeanour illustrates the wide 
range of behaviour encountered and the apparent ingenuity of the prosecuting 
authorities. In addition to the perennial fornication and adultery, may be added 
criminal conversation, uncleanness, incest, fornication including the conception of 
an illegitimate child, fornication before marriage, indecent behaviour and 
whoredom. [38] Around 71% of cases in Route (1701-6), 63% in Down and 60%
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in Route (1811-1834), dealt with adultery and although the percentages in the 
Seceder Presbyteries of Moira and Lisburn, and Down (Associate) were lower, 
around 40% and 33% respectively, they still represent a sizeable proportion of all 
cases. Fornication in all the Presbyteries ranged from around 23% to 36% of all 
cases, the only exception being the Presbytery of Down (Associate) where they 
accounted for around 62% of cases. The evidence points to adultery as a major 
area of concern to Congregations who therefore appear to have referred it to 
Presbytery. Indeed Presbytery's preoccupation with adultery cases may be, as 
Greaves suggests, because they viewed adultery as not simply a sexual sin but a 
defilement of marriage. Whatever the motivation the Presbytery concentration on 
adultery cases accords with the late seventeenth century evidence, although for 
the eighteenth century there appears to be an interesting variance between the 
General Synod and the Seceders in the cases referred. No comparison of this 
nuance is possible, however, for the seventeenth century as the Seceders only 
became established in Ireland in the 1700's. Smout has noted that in sixteenth 
and seventeenth century Scotland, of the sexual offences of adultery and 
fornication, adultery was the more serious and perhaps the reason it was more 
frequently referred to the General Synod was because of its seriousness. 
Congregations may therefore have dealt more routinely with fornication cases. 
Seceders on the other hand, with a smaller but growing network of Congregations, 
may have had the time and the ability to consider fornication cases. Perhaps as 
their presence grew they felt the need to exert a tight control over a wider range of 
sexual offences. The evidence, however, is exiguous. [39] What is clear from the 
qualitative data is the diversity of sexual misdemeanour and the, at times, startling 
and disconcerting detail provided. For example, the Down (Associate) Presbytery 
notes the following, "Read 2 references from ye session of Glascar, ye first 
respecting Sarah Makee, chargeable wt fornication, wo, notwithstanding, during 
her pregnancy denied it, and even at delivery declared she know not wo was ye 
father of her child, yet afterwards placed it to ye acct. of a Member of yt Congn". 
[40]

In cases where an illegitimate child was bom, proceedings could be complex, with 
both parties being cited to appear by Presbytery. In Down (Associate) Presbytery 
in 1787, it was moved that a reference from the "Session of Glascar respecting 
Jas. Maitland charged by Sarah Ensly as the Father of her child begotten in 
Fornication; should be considered by the Pbt. at present, as both Parties had 
attended. The Pby. called Jas. Maitland and having confronted him wt Sarah 
Ensly, and conversed wt him, considered the Sessn's Procedure in that case,
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right, in viewing him guilty, and after conversing further wt him in order to 
acknowledge guilt, enjoined him to attend the Sessn. to be dealt wt as they should 
see meet." [41] In Route in 1829 Jas. Cochran complained that he had been 
suspended from "Church privilege" for a considerable time on the report of a girl 
laying a child to his charge, which he denied. He wished to clear himself but at 
another meeting of Presbytery, after hearing his minister on the subject,
Presbytery rejected his appeal to them "until God in his providence shall give 
farther light". [42] In various instances this phrase, or a variant, was used when 
guilt or innocence could not be proven and, in particular, in the case of an 
illegitimate child where a woman's impassioned attribution of paternity was met 
with a man's equally vehement denial. Sessions and Presbyteries appear to have 
embraced the moral quagmire of paternity cases with a sense of bounden duty 
which appears to reflect a collective concern about the perceived subversive 
nature of sexual intercourse outside marriage. The Code of Discipline of the 
General Synod of Ulster (1825) representing the accumulated wisdom on Church 
procedures, notes that "As fornication is a crime peculiarly injurious to the best 
interests of society, it is the duty of the session to mark it with the strongest 
disapprobation." It goes on to state that in the case of fornication "if a woman 
refuse to name the father of an illegitimate child, she is to be held contumacious 
(stubbornly disobedient), and not only cut off from privileges, but held incapable of 
restoration until she declare the father." Both parties might be confronted and if 
they persevered in their assertions, Presbytery's advice would be sought.[43] The 
final stage in such a process would involve the summoning of witnesses who 
would be examined on oath as to the truth or falsehood of the matters before 
them.

Despite the disapprobation of church authorities, it is clear that cases of fornication 
were part of the usual workload of Session and Presbytery. Moreover, some of 
those accused of fornication were found guilty on more than one occasion. For 
instance, Mary Forsythe from Donacloney appeared before the Down (Associate) 
Presbytery charged with a "trilapse" in Fornication.[44] Clearly the rigours of 
church discipline did not deter habitual offenders who wished to explore various 
illicit sexual relationships or who may have been forced by straitened 
circumstances to pursue a sexual career as a survival strategy. Although the 
length of such relationships is not usually stated, there is evidence that some were 
of considerable duration. The Down (Associate) Presbytery in 1795 "Read a 
reference from the Session of Killeny respecting the case of Wm. Cusick and 
Jannet McKee, chargeable with Ante nuptial fornication for a long
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continuance".[45] Moira and Lisburn Presbytery had to deal with the case of Wm. 
Patterson who appeared before the Session of Belfast "acknowledging his having 
lived about seven years with Elizabeth Pepper in a state of fornication", although 
the Session noted that the case was uncommon.[46] Before Route "Appear'd 
from Dumbo John Leech a single man confessing his sin of uncleanness with 
Elizabeth Dansmor, a supposed married Woman wt whom he constantly cohabits 
and has done these ten yeares past, tho' he knows not whither her husband be 
dead or alive."[47]

Moreover there is evidence that sexual misdemeanours were perpetrated with 
more than one individual. In Route , in 1705, "Appear'd from Kilrea Da. Campbel 
acknowledging his sin of fornication wt Ann Campbel in Kilrea and Florens 
McSparran in ye Parish of Muiknish in ye County of Mannachan, and also his 
marriage to Ely Stewartt another mans wife in ye sd Parish of Muiknish".[48]
Moira and Lisburn Presbytery "Receiv'd a reference from the session of Mullabrack 
of the case of Robert Coupar, representing that he had confess'd his having been 
guilty of criminal connection with three different women,"[49] and Down 
(Associate) had to deal with Jos. Craig's sin of whoredom "wo he persisted in for 
many years". [50] The prurient nature of some of the lines of questioning is 
apparent from a case in Moira and Lisburn Presbytery where a witness answered 
the following - "Q. Do you think you had as good an opportunity as any of your
neighbours, at the same distance, to observe and know Mrs. Neal's conduct?......
Q. Do you remember hearing any person of credit who professed to believe the
report of Mrs. N- being guilty of criminal conversation?......Q. Do you know or
remember to have heard that the man with whom Mrs. N- was said to have had 
criminal conversation frequented J. Neal’s house?" [51] Such detail reveals the 
almost obsessional nature of the preoccupation with sexual matters.
Nevertheless, despite the concentration on such matters and the relentless pursuit 
of single pregnant females, it appears somewhat surprisingly that most of the 
defendants were men. The data show that in three of the five Presbyteries almost 
three quarters were men whilst in the other two the number of male defendants 
outweighed female defendants. The evidence is unsettling given the stereotype 
of male dominated church courts pillorying vulnerable unmarried mothers.

Moreover, in cases of adultery it appears, from what evidence we have, that the 
married man was the defendant rather that the married woman. In a male 
dominated society it might be suggested that it is surprising to find males being 
held accountable for their sexual misdemeanours. There is no evidence to
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suggest why this should be so. It might, however, be argued that, despite its 
obvious failings, the Presbytery displayed a less partisan approach than might be 
expected. This observation is further strengthened when it appears that the 
cases of clergymen's sexual misdemeanours were dealt with on the same basis as 

the laity.[52]

DISCIPLINE BY KIRK SESSIONS

Although Presbytery minutes provide an excellent overview of the more serious or 
contentious cases, any attempt to construct a more detailed picture of illicit 
sexuality must, of necessity, utilise Session minutes. Only twenty-one relating to 
the eighteenth century survive, although a few detail Session business from the 

seventeenth century onwards.[53] The quality of Session minutes is variable but 
they contain a wealth of detail. As with Presbytery minutes, fornication and 
illegitimate offspring are major items but, in contrast, the emphasis in the Session 
minutes examined, appears to be more on fornication or fornication before 
marriage rather than adultery. The occupation of individuals cited in proceedings 
is rarely given but it is interesting to note that where it appears it is invariably a 
servant. For example, in Cahans congregation in 1753, William Stevenson was 
charged with adultery with his servant girl.[54] In the same year John Craford was 
rebuked before the congregation for fornication with a servant maid.[55] In 
Connor James Grahams was accused of fornication with Mary McComond "his 
own servant".[56] These data find echoes in Greaves examination of seventeenth 
century Quaker records where a number of cases "dealt with Friends who had 
impregnated their servants."[57]

The wide variety of sexual misdemeanours is, if anything, more apparent in 
Session than in Presbytery minutes - cases of rape, promiscuous dancing, 
lewdness, repeated acts of fornication, the bad disorder (presumably venereal 
disease), being a whore, fornication, adultery, illegitimate children and fornication 
before marriage, were all brought before Session. The same preoccupation with 
single pregnant females and their co-accused, detailed at Presbytery level, is 
however evident from Session minutes. For example, in Aghadowey 
congregation in 1708 the minutes note that "Tho:(mas) Dinsmoor appears but 

denies his being guilty of fornication w(i)th Cath:(erine) Lammon. She died in 
childbearing and is reported to have taken it to death with her that the s(ai)d 
Thom(as) was the father of her child. She did not die in the bounds of our
Congregation......".[58] The disturbing detail of such cases is exemplified by the

case of widow Giffen in Carnmoney in 1767 where she was reported as a women
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of loose character, who was using medicines most likely to induce an abortion of a 
child, which was probably not her husband's. Four witnesses were called and she 
was not admitted as sponsor for her child until Presbytery’s advice was sought.[59]

Baptism in the context of sexual misdemeanor was an important issue in so far as 
it was connected with church discipline, it is because of rigid church discipline 
that "it is perhaps not surprising that many women chose to baptise their illigitimate 
(sic) children in neighbouring churches."[60] The issue of baptism arose at 
various times in Connor Kirk Session, the minutes noting in April 1708 that 
"Samuell parker and his wife have agreed upon it that their child shall not be 
baptised until he be admitted to hold up his own child seeing he is willing to 
submitt to what church center either presbytery or sess(ion) shall enfoyn upon 
him".[61 ] Baptism was at times refused, the Connor minutes noting that as one 
individual was "unwiling to apear in public to make confession of his sin they could 
not admit him baptism to his child and he left the sesion abruptly".[62] In the case 
of Elizabeth Campble who appeared before Session "Desiring Baptism to her child 
and signifying her willingnefs to give satisfaction to ye congregation for her sin of 
fornication" the Session judged that because she had often fallen into this "snare 
of the Devill" and her previous confessions had clearly been unsatisfactory she 
could not hold her child up for baptism. They did however offer her the 
opportunity to obtain a sponsor.[63]

This case illustrates that judgement was at times tinged with a long suffering 
mercy. This is further illustrated by the case of a husband and wife who appeared 
before Dromara Session. It was described as a "most aggravated offence, they 
had criminal intercourse many years since, the result of which was an illegitimate 
child" and although "both profefsed their repentance before the sefsion" both "very 
shortly fell into the same sin again". However despite their "very degraded" and 
guilty state after "suitable ammonitions and exhortations" they were again 
"admitted to privileges".[64]

Whilst the guilty were severly punished the innocent were protected from 
defamation of character in sexual matters. James Roe and his wife Elizabeth 
Davison (maiden name) were summoned to Castledawson and Magherafelt 
Session and acknowledged that they had "defamed Migholl Lam of being guilty of 
attempting to ravish the said Elizabeth Davison three several! times". The 
Session judged the couple had wronged "Migholl Lam very much and therefore did 
rebuke the said James Roe and his wife and exhorted them to Repentance and
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appointed them to confess and acknoledg there fault to the said Migholl Lam and 
to seek forgiveness from him, which they did before this session and promised to 
live in peace for the futter".[65] The impression given in the minutes is of a court 
procedure which was rigorously and solemnly administered, and it is evident that 
at times these courts dealt with a considerable workload. On 29 May 1833, 
Dromara Session met and six individuals "acknowledged the crimes with which 
the(y) were charged, and after profefsing their sorrow and repentance were 
suitably admonished and Exhorted to lead their !ives".[66] In Connor there 
appears to have been an attempt to ensure uniformity in disciplinary procedure, 
the minutes noting that the Session "by vott carried on an uniformity to nibboring 
congregations that publicke appearance for the sin of fornication be but one time 
and as often appearance before the ... sess. as they perceive there is need for 
it".[67] It seems that a genuine attempt was made to ensure justice in the midst 
of, at times, difficult and conflicting evidence, though the evidence also reveals the 
harshness of both the times and the people.

Violence spilled into the sexual realm and rape was one manifestation. "Agnefs 
McMichan ... as she was going to antrim market she meet a man coming from the 
town ... who threw her down and immodestly had to do with her upon the 
highway".[68] Cathren Clements experience was similar, a man "threw her down 
and had to do wt her there".[69] Childbirth in the case of the unmarried also 
became an occasion for apparently needless suffering. For instance, "Cathren 
Nemans ... when she was in Laboure to bring forth her child the medwife and other 
weman prefent refuted their afsiffance untill she declared who was the father of 
her child".[70] An unfortunate woman, clearly vulnerable, could therefore be 
quizzed regarding the child's paternity and used to provide evidence which in 
various instances would be used by Session in its examination of her case. 
However, although vulnerable, women at times may have used sexual bargaining 
as in the case of Joan Brown, who defended herself when being accused of 
fornication by stating that "it was only to gett marriage of him that confed hir to 
keep company with him".[71] How common such a strategy was is not known, 
though in the parish of Cammoney it was noted that premarital intercourse had 
been used for the ulterior motive of securing and increasing dowries and that such 
occurrences were not unusual.[72] Indeed, evidence from Cammoney Session 
Minutes, provides a further window on illicit sexuality in the late eighteenth century.
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The minutes of the Session of Carnmoney have been quantified in this chapter to 
provide a more detailed analysis of sexual discipline within an individual 
Congregation (Table 4.2). Between 1767 and 1805, 171 cases came before the 
Session, an average of around 4.5 per annum, although they decrease from an 
average of 5.2 for the period 1767 - 1775 to 3.0 for the period 1796 - 1805. This 
data would appear to reinforce the impression created by the Presbytery minutes 
of a change overtime. The analysis also confirms that in Carnmoney fornication, 
and in particular fornication before marriage, formed the majority of cases.

Comparisons with a sample for both Blair Atholl and Fossoway in Scotland, for a 
period in the 1770's, are intriguing and reveal a different focus on the two sides of 
the Irish sea, namely fornication before marriage in Ireland and illegitimate births in 
Scotland. However, it is impossible, from a cluster of cases covering a small 
number of years and districts, to ascertain how typical this might have been.
More revealing perhaps is the use of cases of fornication before marriage to 
examine the area of prenuptial pregnancy. [73] Given that transcripts of baptisms 
and marriages are available for Carnmoney, it was possible to trace from date of 
marriage to date of first baptism of the couple concerned. Although the possibility 
of prematurity of birth makes the confirmation of prenuptial pregnancies difficult in 
every case, it is clear from the data that many baptisms relate to births prenuptially 
conceived, the baptism being recorded within the first six months of marriage. 
Baptisms were then traced back to ante-nuptial sexual discipline cases to 
ascertain whether a baptism date which might have attracted suspicion, that is 
within nine months of date of marriage, would have resulted in bringing offenders 
before the Session. The results obtained give a prenuptial pregnancy rate of 13% 
(1767-1775), 12% (1776-1785), 19% (1786-1795), and 11% (1796-1805). The 
data contrast markedly with an exceptionally low illegitimacy ratio of 0.8% (1767- 
1775) and 1.3% (1786-1795), though both illegitimacy and pre-nuptial pregnancy 
move together upwards between the two periods. Moreover the evidence reveals 
that Carnmoney session brought 96% of those who were married in Carmoney 
and might be suspected of sexual intercourse before marriage before them to 
answer the charge.

D. H. Akenson has indicated that it might be a reasonable guess that in mid
nineteenth century Ireland, only one-half of all pregnancies resulted in live 
births.[74] If this is accepted for eighteenth century Ireland, and there is little to 
presume that it would be any less than in the nineteenth, it would appear that 
around one quarter of women in Carnmoney congregation had been pregnant at
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some time before their marriage. Although unspectacular by eighteenth century 
English standards it provides a perspective on a Presbyterian community that 
would be masked by an apparently low level of illegitimacy.

The evidence presented in this chapter suggests that Presbyterian church 

discipline in north-east Ulster was strict and that the laity generally acquiesced to 
church authorities in their exercise of sexual discipline. Certainly Holmes’s 

observations that Presbyterians were viewed by Anglicans as providing a rival 
jurisdiction to that of the established church, a state within a state in effect, is 
strengthened by the impressions gained from the minutes of Presbytery and 
Session.[75] With regard to the exercise of sexual discipline, Stone has 

contended that in England, by 1740, shame punishments for fornication or 
prenuptial conceptions had virtually ceased.[76] In Scotland Boyd notes that by 
the early years of the nineteenth century "in many parishes public penance was 
now a rare if not an unknown event".[77] However, sexual discipline was still 
being administered by Irish Presbyterians in 1834, the last year included in the 
Presbytery sample and Barkley in 1963 wrote that "Discipline - even for sexual 
offences - has died out except in the Presbytery of Route. In some sixty current 
Session Minute Books, examined by the present writer, from twenty Presbyteries, 
fifty contain no cases of discipline since 1912. Of the remaining ten, six only 
provide one or two instances, whereas four, all from the Route, contain cases of 
discipline for breaches of the seventh commandment, and allied faults, to the 
present time".[78] Remarkably, this suggests that Irish Presbyterian church 
courts exercised influence in the area of sexual matters long after their Church of 
England or Scotland equivalents. Indeed the survival into the latter half of the 
twentieth century of sexual discipline cases appears nothing short of incredible 
given the changes in Irish society over two and a half centuries.

But why were sexual discipline cases so prevalent especially in the absence of any 
particular biblical emphasis? Perhaps, as Boyd [79] has argued in relation to 
Scotland, the church, lacking either the ingenuity or integrity to discipline the sins 
of the spirit, chose instead to make do with the sins of the flesh, or more 
prosaically, sexual sins in the words of Holmes "were easier both to detect and 

condemn".[80] It may also be that the encroachment of the civil authorities in 
other areas led the church courts to specialise in the area of sexual sins. In 
addition, given that the detection and condemnation of illicit sexuality has usually 
centred on women, the somewhat surprising conclusion from the Irish evidence is
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that equality obtained and this would certainly appear to be at odds with Boyd's 
evaluation of sexual discipline in eighteenth-century Scotland.

Returning however to the paradox mentioned at the start of this chapter, namely, if 
Presbyterian sexual discipline was strict, why the apparently freer sexual morality 

in areas where Presbyterians predominated? Although the disciplinary process 
was held to be redemptive rather than punitive,[81] it may be, as Boyd has noted, 

that too frequent discipline might have hardened offenders and because it was so 
common, discipline might not have been taken very seriously.[82] There may be 

something in the argument, although we are faced with the objection that there 
appears from the data to have been an acceptance of the practice of sexual 
discipline among the populace. In the face of such a difficulty, another 
explanation may be advanced. It might be argued that the Presbyterian system of 
sexual discipline with a public penance and absolution purged not only the spiritual 
aspect of the sin but also its social stigma. The community were involved in the 
absolution and therefore could not malign the individual later, at least not in public, 
for fear of being subject to Session for their own slanderous actions. There may 
also be an irony contained in the frequent highlighting of sexual misdemeanours. 
Frequency often denotes the ordinary. Sexual misdemeanours that are not 
special but commonplace are less likely to incur popular disapprobation. This 
does not mean they were viewed as morally right or that the disciplinary process 
was derided. It may simply have been that, in contrast to a disciplinary system, 
such as the confessional in the Catholic church, where the spiritual sin was 
forgiven but its social stigma left extant, the Presbyterian system left little room for 
the rumour and innuendo which secrecy and taboo engenders. This argument 
though speculative, may help at least to open further lines of enquiry into the 
nature of this specific aspect of illicit sexuality in Ireland.

It is unsettling to observe the vestigial elements of the Kirk Session sexual 
discipline system still in operation in the closing decade of the twentieth century.
In 1995 an Elder in Ballyhenry Presbyterian church accused a member of the 
Congregation of having an adulterous relationship. Although the remarks were 
made in the supposed confidentiality of the Session and apologies were 
subsequently issued on the instructions of the Presbytery, a Presbyterian church 
statement noted that "it is within the laws of the Presbyterian Church for the Kirk 
Session of a congregation to investigate the behaviour of its members and if 
necessary take appropriate measures of censure".[83] There is little doubt that 
this case is notable because of its exceptional nature. However, like various
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facets of society in Ireland, the heavily diluted elements of past practices permeate 
present realities.

CHURCH DISCIPLINE IN OTHER DENOMINATIONS 
Are there comparable sources to the Presbyterian court records in other 
denominations? Unfortunately, the detailed evidence of illegitimacy and other 
forms of sexual misdemeanour in Presbyterian records find no area of comparison 
in Catholic Ecclesiastical Records. It is self evident that the nearest system of 
examination of sin and repentance in the Catholic communion, namely the 
confessional, by its very nature left no record. The Church of Ireland with its 
system of Ecclesiastical Courts might appear a more likely area for comparison. 

However, despite the existence of Ecclesiastical Courts in the various Church of 
Ireland dioceses over considerable time periods, records are almost non-existent 
due to the fire in the Four Courts in 1922 which destroyed almost all Ecclesiastical 
Court records, amongst many others. A list of those destroyed are set out in the 
Appendix I to this chapter. Only a few fragments relating to Ecclesiastical Courts 
of the Church of Ireland remain. However, these provide an indication of a formal 
court process which existed.[84] Sexual misdemeanours were dealt with by the 
Ecclesiastical Courts and whilst there is unfortunately little to show the extent or 
typicality of such cases, a few surviving documents provide an indication of what 
may have existed. One document is an "Affidavit of Gerald Mervyne of Youghal, 
Co. Cork, merchant, presented in the Court of King's Bench against Thomas 
Bucknor, churchwarden of St. Mary's Youghal [the collegiate church], who failed in 
his duty to accuse certain parties of the crime of fornication with Elizabeth 
Paradise of Youghal, instead accusing him the said Mervyne of this crime, bringing 
several malicious accusations against him in 1723 and 1724".[85] An 
extraordinarily detailed manuscript [86] outlining the Trial of Thomas Ward, Dean 
of Connor 1678-1693 provides ninety-eight pages of evidence, accusation and 
summation regarding his alleged "severall notorious adulteries and other shamefull 
acts of lewdnefs and incontinence of life". Evidence was given from one witness 
that the Dean "endeaverd to persuade her to lett him have her maidenhead"[87] 
and did much to tempt her toward that end. Another witness relayed how he had 
a maid "who gave out among her fellow servants ... Deane Ward had offered her 
money to ly w[i]th her."[88] Yet another said she saw the Dean "on ye bed and 
the said Deane Ward on the body of the said woman between her legs and 
moving in an act of uncleanefs".[89] Such frank and detailed testimony seems 
almost voyeuristic, though it appears to be in keeping with the general tenor of 
enquiry in cases of sexual misdemeanor already noted. Of course how
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representative such a case was is not known, though at least it illustrates that Irish 
Presbyterians were not alone in their attentiveness to detail in the arena of sexual 
misdeeds. Furthermore, it is interesting to note the similarity in evidence 
concerning midwives and their role in obtaining the names of fathers. In some 
evidence given in the case of the Dean, a midwife was in attendance at a birth and 
the mother "was in great distrefs and the said midwife would not assist her untill 
she would tell who was the father of the child and the said Higgins [mother] then 
declared that the child was Dn Wards".[90] This bears more than passing 
similarity to cases referred to earlier in the chapter.[91]

The Ecclesiastical Courts, whilst they claimed a wide jurisdiction, had such 
jurisdiction called into question, for the application of the courts and their rules in 
Ireland had never been established by any act of Parliament but had been 
assumed as a right where the Episcopal Church existed.[92] They had a 
"contentious jurisdiction, which comprehended testamentary and matrimonial suits, 
tithe cases, and causes of correction, such as simony, immorality, non-residence 
of clergy, and defamation, adultery, etc., of the laity".[93] However, the 
Greyabbey Brawling Case [94], as it came to be known, unleashed the invective of 
many against such church courts, Rev John Edgar in particular asserting, with 
what could hardly be described as understatement, that they were "in their 
constitution, pleadings, secresy (sic), sectarianism, tediousness, ruinous 
expensiveness, want of a jury, in their whole nature repugnant to the spirit of 
British freedom, an outrage on British law".[95] Reform of such courts in England 
was already underway and the reaction to the Greyabbey case no doubt assisted 
the case for reform in Ireland. Indeed by Act of Parliament the remaining 
jurisdiction of Ecclesiastical Courts in all matters matrimonial, spiritual or 
ecclesiastical ceased from 1 January 1871. With regard to the records of the 
Ecclesiastical Courts, in conclusion, it may be said that although the potential for 
comparison with Presbyterian Church procedures did exist, the destruction of 
almost all records means that the fragmentary remains of court records serve only 
to illustrate what might have been.

The Irish Quakers provide an interesting comparison with Presbyterian church 
courts by way of the procedures they employed for disciplining offenders. Home 
visitation in the late seventeenth century has been cited as a means of not only 
educating and exhorting Friends but also of monitoring behaviour and 
admonishing those who had committed misdemeanours.[96] A century and a half 
later the same disciplining procedure was being advocated. The procedure stated
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that "Each Monthly-meeting is required to appoint certain persons, under the name 
of overseers, who are to take care that the rules of our discipline be put into 
practice; and when any case of complaint, or disorderly conduct, comes to their 
knowledge, to see that private admonition, agreeably to the Gospel rule before- 
mentioned, be given previously to its being laid before the Monthly-meeting". It 
continues "When a case is introduced to the Monthly-meeting, it is usual for a 
small committee to be appointed to visit the offender, in order to endeavour to
convince him of his error, and induce him to forsake and condemn.... it". Time is
allowed to judge of the effect of this labour of love, and if needful the visit is 
repeated. If the endeavours prove successful, the person is by minute declared 
to have made satisfaction for the offence; if not, he is disowned as a member of 
the society".[97] Greaves indicates that in the late seventeenth century the 
"sexual offences committed by Friends were essentially confined to adultery and 
fomication".[98] Kilroy, writing on Quaker women in Ireland, notes that 
"Comments on the behaviour of women were severe. The Men's Meeting for 
September 1687 complained that some women had seriously misbehaved after 
supper in the Bull inn, Dublin, by going to the house of the newly-wed Nowlands 
and displaying 'wanton laughter and folly in pretending to put the bridewoman to 
bed, unlacing her and putting off her garters ... and throwing her stockings 
according to a heathenish custom'. The Men's Meeting demanded that a meeting 
be called to 'deal with them for it in the authority of truth"'.[99] Although strict 
discipline appears to have been applied in a different manner, it would appear that 
like Presbyterian church courts, Quakers imposed as far as possible within their 
bounds, rigorous standards of behaviour. Unfortunately Greaves does not 
attempt to quantify sexual misdemeanors of the Friends for the period and given 
relatively insignificant numbers of Friends in Ireland, a comparison would most 
likely be of limited usefulness. However, the Quaker community provides another 
instance of a tightly knit dissenting group who enforced disciplinary procedures 
upon members who voluntarily accepted their right to do so.

The Court records of respective denominations given their availability and the 
procedures they documented therefore provide little to facilitate comparison. 
Furthermore, where equivalent records do exist, for instance in the case of 
baptismal registers, denominational pecularities preclude exact comparisons. For 
example, it does not appear to have been as common a practice to denote 
illegitimacy in Presbyterian records as it was in other denominations. Apparently 
leaving the father's name blank would be said to suffice in denoting the baptism of 
an illegitimate child [100] though in some other registers various terms to denote
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illegitimacy were used.[101] In addition, because of the sexual discipline 

exercised by Presbyterian Congregations, as has already been noted, many 
women baptised their children in another denomination and at times baptism was 
refused unless repentance according to a form laid down by Session was strictly 
adhered to. At times, because of the non-payment of a registration fee, the 
child's name would not be recorded in the register.[102] Furthermore, it appears 
that in one Presbyterian baptismal register, a pre-nuptial pregnancy may have 
been registered as illegitimate. Though it is not possible to know the extent of 
such a practice, it appears that it has not been encountered in England or 
Scotland.[103] Add to this, the fact that Presbyterians did not operate a parish 
system but rather referred to a Congregation, and it is apparent that illegitimacy 
ratios obtained from Presbyterian registers and comparisons with other 
denominations are highly problematic. This deficiency has been offset somewhat 
by the detailed nature of Session and Presbytery minutes. Despite their 
limitations, and in particular their lack of denominational comparability, they 
provide detailed illumination of eighteenth-century illegitimacy and illicit sexuality.

A HARSH DISCIPLINE?
The nature of church discipline within the Presbyterian community in the 
eighteenth century has, by and large, been misrepresented as the fruit of an 
unhealthy and almost pathological preoccupation with sexual matters, and in 
particular the searching out and punishing of fornicators and adulterers. The 
settler community in general perceived as Scottish and English, "all of them 
generally the scum of both nations"[104], could not presumably have had high 
expectations of moral purity. However, to accept such a distorted picture is to 
misunderstand the Presbyterian mindset, which, however limited in its practical 
implementation of church discipline, was dedicated to maintaining a certain 
standard of behaviour to be upheld by servant and master, clergy and laity alike. 
Indeed the egalitarian nature of discipline helped to lose Presbyterianism some of 
its remaining members among the gentry who could not easily submit to the 
rebukes of minister and Sessional 05]

Illegitimacy was severely dealt with but so too was slander, stealing and other non- 

sexual sins. Sessions strove, as far as possible, to see that illegitimate children 
were supported.[106] Furthermore, the midwife's role during labour in obtaining 
the name of the father in cases of illegitimacy, although hardly good obstetric 
practice, was to ensure the male culprit was brought to justice as well as, perhaps, 

ensuring the practical support of the child. Both parents were therefore held
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accountable; the double standard of sexual conduct thus does not appear to have 
pertained in the dealings of Session or Presbytery.

Presbyterians have been characterised by a lack of ostentation, by plain speaking 
and puritanical dourness.[107] However, what emerges from Presbytery and 
Session minutes is a breadth of human behaviour within the Presbyterian 
community and moral diversity, from those who had appeared to have committed a 
minor transgression to those whose character was so "notablie bad" that Session 
found judgement difficult.[108] A Presbyterian tendency to plainness and 
austerity was a product not just of economic necessity but also Synod 
guidance.[109] However, from the many instances of irregular marriage [110] and 
the various references to those who denied crimes, denied the jurisdiction of 
Session or Presbytery, or merely refused to be summoned or accept punishments, 
it is clear a number of individuals lived a more colourful life than that of the 
obedient or penitent.

Citations in Session minutes, such as that of Grissel Curry, who confessed 
"fornication with William Parker, which was committed in a field near his fathers 
about daylight going the latter end of harvest"[111], or Agnew Mason's assertion 
that she told the father of her illegitimate child "in harvest in the time of her Fathers 
shearing"[112], evoke the rural idyll of any peasant society. Presbyterian 
peasantry at times portrayed this role of earthy rebellion, sceptical of church and 
state. Their scepticism and rebelliousness is vividly portrayed by Sam Hanna Bell 
when he states that "Men or women determined to pursue some selfish course, 
hardened their hearts with an ancient knowledge that the world did not behave as 
the clergy wanted it to, or worse still, said it did. In a drought the peasants might 
flock to church with every mark of fervour to pray for rain, but they knew that when 
the rain did come, it would come vast, rolling, drenching the world from horizon to 
horizon and not seeking out, with scrupulous justice, the meadows of the 
pious".[113] However, over and against such assertions is the perception of other 
currents as deep in the Presbyterian pschye which produced a studied system of 
justice, however flawed, which was carefully enforced because of the acceptance 
or at least acquiescence of the Presbyterian community. 'The object of the Kirk 
Session" in cases of paternity of an illegitimate child was to "ascertain the truth in a 
scriptural and peaceful way".[114] Discipline was to be maintained within the 
community but it was to take place under the sacred canopy of biblical truth. 
Overarching Gospel and social control therefore went hand in hand, 
rebelliousness and redemption, conscience and coercion, adequately captured in
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the oath taken by Mary Taggart that her child was not the product of illicit sexual 

intercourse: "I Mary Taggart being called in question on the occasion of having 
brought forth my first child after marriage sooner than ye ordinary time do put an 
end to ye process now depending before ye session concerning me, I do hereby 
solemnly swear in ye sight of a heart searching God the awful avenger of all 
falsehood yt I had no carnal dealing before marriage with John Wilson my 
husband or any other man and this I declare to be the truth as I shall answer it to 
God and as I hope for his mercy in time and eternity".[115]

The data presented in this chapter suggest that religious adherence may have 
influenced the context of illicit sexual behaviour in Ireland. It has also been 

speculated that the mechanisms of social control of sexual behaviour in different 
denominations may have produced dissimilar outcomes in relation to such 
behaviour. The Presbyterian community, whilst small in number, was, even by 
1834 (see Appendix II), the majority community in the north-east. As such it 
retained a distinctiveness and cohesiveness which, further honed by a distinctive 
regional economy, was to continue into the twentieth century. The industrial 
development and urbanisation of the north-east and the interplay of various factors 
in illegitimacy behaviour, including that of religious adherence, are important 
themes to which we will return in subsequent chapters.
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CHAPTER 5

ILLEGITIMACY IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY -
SOME EVIDENCE FROM 

PARISH REGISTERS 1830 - 1880

136



Close to the door sat one with as beautiful a face as I almost ever 
saw : she had at her breast a very sickly and puny child, and looked 
up, as we entered, with a pair of angelical eyes, and a face that Mr. 
Eastlake could paint - a face that had been angelical that is, for 
there was the snow still, as it were, but with the footmark on it. I 
asked her how old she was - she did not know. She could not have 
been more than fifteen years, the poor child. She said she had 
been a servant - and there was no need of asking anything more 
about her story.

(A mother in North Dublin Workhouse)
An Irish Sketchbook W. M. Thackeray [1]

The woman who has lost her virtue, unless repaired by a 
subsequent marriage, loses with it, for life, her character and her 
caste.

Evidence to the Commissioners for Inquiring into the Condition of 
the Poorer Classes in Ireland, 1835. [2]

The stigma on the bastard is indelible.

Evidence to the Commissioners for Inquiring into the Condition of 
the Poorer Classes in Ireland, 1835. [3]

137



In the early part of 1830 the Belfast Newsletter earned in its columns various news 

items from around Ireland reporting details of marital infidelity and murder, 
infanticide, abduction, seduction and illegal marriage. [4] No doubt the news

worthiness of such events lay in their rarity. Such an observation would find 
accord in contemporary attitudes towards sexual behaviour in Ireland in the 
nineteenth century. Indeed the accumulated wisdom on such matters has alluded 
to a rarity of illicit sexuality and low levels of illegitimacy for much of the century, 
with the exception of certain parts of Ulster. The simplicity of such observations, 
though appealing, is not altogether convincing. In a period when illegitimacy 
levels were increasing in many parts of Europe [5] it would appear perverse that 
Ireland's sexual behaviour should deviate so radically from prevailing European 
trends. Might there be greater light and shade than that suggested by a 
somewhat monochrome picture of low levels of illicit sexuality and illegitimacy?
The advent of civil registration is perhaps not an unreasonable starting point in 
examining such a question.

In the first year of civil registration in 1864, the illegitimacy ratio for Ireland was 3.8 
per cent. This was to fall to 2.7 in 1870 and 2.3 in 1874. Thereafter levels 
increased slightly but remained under 3 per cent for the rest of the century.
Despite such low levels, and scepticism regarding the accuracy of the early years 
of civil registration, the first ten years of registration suggest that illegitimacy had 
been declining from higher levels which pertained in the years before the advent of 
civil registration. This leads to an intriguing set of questions regarding illegitimacy 
in this pre-civil registration period. Were illegitimacy levels and levels of illicit 
sexuality always low? What of sexual attitudes in the pre and post Famine eras? 
What of the cataclysmic event of the Great Famine itself and its impact on sexual 
behaviour in general and illegitimacy in particular? Is there any evidence as to 
those who bore illegitimate children, and perhaps more interestingly, why they did 
so? The purpose of this chapter is to discuss such questions in the context of 
pre-Famine, Famine, and post-Famine time frames.

THE PRE-FAMINE ERA
The traditional view of Irish illegitimacy before the Great Famine is well-known to 
demographic historians. Unmarried mothers were subject, almost universally, to 
an uncompromisingly harsh treatment from their family, friends and society.

Given such hostility to single pregnant women, the clergy and others would 
attempt to bring about marriage to the father, but should this fail, her marriage 
prospects were few. Even financial inducements might be of little avail in

138



attracting a husband and her choice of employment would be severely limited.
Her bastard child might incur even greater privations, that is if the child were not 
murdered, or more likely abandoned soon after birth. Whatever their eventual 
fate, however, it was acknowledged that the existence of both mother and child 
would be wretched, the mother resorting in many cases to prostitution and begging 
and the child most likely becoming 'inured to vice'. In such a charged atmosphere 
of hostility and abhorrence, illegitimacy was low, perhaps very low by European 
standards, the only exception to the general pattern being certain parts of the 
province of Ulster. [6]

Accompanying this is a traditional explanation for low levels of illegitimacy, their 
regional variations, and the hostility to unmarried mother and child, rooted it would 
appear in the importance of land, family and inheritance. Where an unwanted 
pregnancy could cloud the issue of inheritance, such an explanation stresses that 
greater disapprobation and lower levels of illegitimacy might be found. In other 
areas where there was a greater proportion of landless labourers, farm servants 
and others for whom family and land were of lesser importance, the incidence and 
tolerance of illicit sexuality and illegitimacy might be higher. [7] Such is the 
traditional picture of Irish illegitimacy in the pre-Famine era.

Were unmarried mothers thus universally condemned? Connell’s portrayal of the 
hostility to the unmarried mother and her child is mainly based on evidence 
collected by the Commissioners for Inquiring into the Condition of the Poorer 
Classes in Ireland. Such evidence indeed illustrates the disapprobation generally 
shown to the woman who had contravened the sexual code. She was despised 
by 'her own equals', 'slighted and shunned by all her former acquaintances', 'for 
ever degraded', 'scarcely associated with', and 'disgraced in the highest degree'.
[8] However, the testimony is not unequivocal. For instance, in Killimore in 
County Galway, in general there was 'not much of a disrespectful feeling towards 
either the bastard or the mother' and the Archbishop of Tuam noted that 'Women 
of the lower class do not lose caste much among their own sex in the same class.'
[9] In Moore, County Roscommon, it was thought 'unkind to reproach a woman 
who had fallen from virtue. Those who were her friends and intimates still 
continue on good terms with her'. [10] In other places there was pity, 
commiseration, and compassion, and she might not always be degraded in the 
estimation of other women. [11] In Kilfarboy, County Clare, it was thought that if 
she behaved properly in other respects and did not 'degenerate' into a prostitute 
she did 'not suffer much in point of fact, further than the difficulty of finding a
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husband'. [12] In Macroom, County Cork, it was noted that 'from the frequency of 
the occurrence here, there is not that shame attached to having an illegitimate 
child that there is elsewhere', and in Skull, having an illegitimate child was 'less 
thought of in the parish 'than elsewhere', the respondent noting that the people 
were 'in too great poverty to feel these distinctions'. [13] In the Union of Askeaton 
and Ballytun, County Limerick, the 'vice' was 'too common to excite much odium', 
and in Newcastle, County Limerick, unmarried mothers generally migrated to other 
parts of the country or to England and "the accounts from them were, that they 
had got into service, and that they had become comfortably settled". [14] Such 
testimony of acceptance, or at least tolerance, acknowledged by Connell as 
obtaining 'here and there' does not, of course, negate the majority of respondents 
who noted the 'degraded' state of unmarried mothers and the social ostracism 
suffered by both them and their children. However, it appears to render universal 
disapprobation as too harsh a verdict on attitudes to the single pregnant woman in 
the pre-Famine era.

Did such harsh attitudes to unmarried mothers lead to low levels of illegitimacy? 
Connell appears to suggest that harsh attitudes towards, and treatment of, 
unmarried mothers lessened the appeal and possibility of illicit sexuality. [15] 
However, the Commissioners evidence from north-east Ulster, an area traditionally 
seen as one of lax sexual mores, is intriguing. For example, in Antrim parish, 
although it was said that 'the crime of being the mother of a bastard, and the 
misfortune of being a bastard, are little thought of here' and in Carrickfergus 'no 
great distinction is made to the prejudices of a woman who has had an illegitimate 
child', in another eleven Antrim parishes examined by the Commissioners, the 
mother was largely looked on as 'degraded1. [16] Moreover, whilst in 
Drumachose, Londonderry, single pregnant females were looked upon as 'very 
little degraded', in the two other parishes examined, they were 'degraded very low 
indeed' or 'completely degraded'. [17] If, as is generally assumed, illegitimacy 
levels were largely higher in the north-east of Ulster, the condemnatory attitudes 
expressed appear intriguing. An analysis of those who attended the examinations 
in Connaught, held by the Commissioners, indicates that magistrates, gentlemen, 
clergy, doctors, and farmers, made up approximately half of the witnesses, and 
labourers, servants, cottiers, and others on the margins of society accounted for 
only a quarter of the total. [18] Perhaps therefore the representations of those for 
whom the unmarried mother held both greatest threat and abhorrence were more 
readily received. Such speculation casts little doubt on the overall tenor of the 
Commissioners' evidence, though the apparent divergence between attitudes and
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behaviour in Ulster would merit some degree of caution in interpreting the 
Commissioners' evidence on attitudes to unmarried mothers in the 1830s.

What of other qualitative evidence regarding pre-Famine sexual mores? Visitors 
to Ireland had been generally adulatory on the chastity of the populace. [19] 
However, testimony was not unanimous. For instance, on Achill in 1839 the Rev. 
Otway noted that "the morality of the people (according to my informant) was at a 
low ebb; that infanticide was not uncommon, and the intercourse from which it 
resulted still more frequent". [20] Curwen stated in 1818 that 'the fidelity of the 
married woman in Ireland has never been doubted; but the same favorable (sic) 
opinion has not been entertained of the chastity of the single". [21] However, in 
elaborating, he contends that he was assured these imputations were without 
foundation. Elsewhere, Curwen observed, regarding the Irish, that "Mr. Arthur 
Young has furnished a deplorable picture of their moral state in some parts of 
Ireland, exhibiting the lower orders as so lost to all sense of decency, as to 
consent to the prostitution of their wives and daughters to their landlords and 
superiors! This accusation has recently been repeated". [22] Yet again, Curwen 
regards such accusations as unfounded. [23] George Nicholls, in noting that 
"Irish females are generally correct in their conduct" did admit that he was aware 
"that opinions somewhat different have been expressed" [24] and George Enson, 
in evidence before the Select Committee on the State of the Poor, when asked 
whether the habits of the women were correct and virtuous among the peasantry, 
could only reply "Reasonably so". Enson did however regard them as "much 
superior to the English". [25] In addition, Inglis, in his travels in Ireland in 1834, 
was singularly unimpressed by the state of morals in Clare, noting that at Ennis 
assizes nearly forty cases of rape were entered for trial. He observed, however, 
that in nine out of ten cases 'the crime is sworn to, merely for the purpose of 
getting a husband; and the plan generally succeeds". He also observed that "The 
number and nature of these cases, certainly indicate no very high state of morals; 
for in every one of them, circumstances have occurred, which afford to the 
prosecutrix some ground of charge; and the amicable termination of these cases, 
shows how small the ground of the capital charge is. In these cases too, the want 
of veracity is strongly displayed; and it certainly impresses a stranger with no very 
favourable idea of the female character, to find a girl falsely swearing a capital 
charge against a man whom she is willing at that moment to marry". [26] Despite 
such impressions, and the hint from other sources [27] of a slightly different sexual 
landscape in the pre-Famine era, it is clear that a more relaxed attitude did not 
equate with moral laxity. Nevertheless, the qualitative data suggest that, although
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Ireland, to borrow a phrase from Donald Harman Akenson, may have been 
sexually controlled, it was far from being sexually ascetic.

What then of the quantitative data? Connell's pioneering work on illegitimacy 
ratios, calculated for the early 1830s from the Poor Inquiry Commission, indicates 
that the incidence of illegitimacy was low [28] and Connolly's data substantially 
corroborate such findings. Connolly's data, whilst involving a much longer time 
frame, are however too low or fluctuate too violently to indicate any coherent 
pattern overtime. [29] However, Connolly's data on pre-nuptial pregnancy may 
be consistent with the notion that Ireland participated in the general increase in 
extra-marital fertility which appears to have been a general European 
phenomenon in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. [30] To be 
sure, however, we would need to know the levels experienced earlier in the 
eighteenth century, and these we do not know.

Table 5.1 assembles average illegitimacy ratios for twenty-two parishes in the 
sixteen years before the Famine. The table indicates that illegitimacy levels 
during the period were low, the illegitimacy ratio for the whole sample being under 
three per cent. Furthermore, it would appear that illegitimacy reached its highest 
level for the period in the late 1830s at 2.89, having risen from 2.25 in the early 
1830s and decreased thereafter to 2.51 in the immediate pre-Famine years. 
However, the general pattern masks divergent behaviour in the sample. For 
instance, although illegitimacy was increasing in eight parishes it was declining in 
fourteen parishes in the years before the Famine. Table 5.2 explores time series 
data further by presenting average illegitimacy ratios for a sub-set of parishes 
which extend over a slightly longer time frame. In these eight parishes, although 
the illegitimacy ratio falls from 2.75 in the period 1820 - 1824 to 2.49 in the early 
1830s, it rises again in the decade before the Famine. A considerable diversity of 
experience is again apparent. For example, in the case of five parishes 
illegitimacy is increasing from the early 1820s to the late 1830s, whereas in the 
three other parishes it is decreasing over the same period.

Perhaps differences in illegitimacy levels can be understood in terms of variations 
in social structure at a regional level in pre-Famine Ireland. For example, the 
experience of the small holder along the western seaboard was very different to
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TABLE 5.1 Average illegitimacy ratios fora sample of 22 parishes, 1830 - 1845

1830-34 1835-39 1840-45

Kilglass 0.99 1.04 1.00
Kilkenny 2.99 5.66 2.66
Carlow 5.06 6.97 7.67
Clonegall 0.00 2.50 1.86
Clonmore 1.49 3.46 0.93
Monaghan 3.45 4.43 2.15
Keady 3.10 6.57 3.17
Sixmilebridge 5.12 6.08 2.00
Killaloe 2.52 2.31 1.05
Windgap 4.61 4.42 3.41
Abbeyleix 1.21 1.62 1.90
Skibbereen 0.71 1.53 1.59
Ardagh 1.60 0.43 0.31
Tinryland 5.52 4.52 4.14
Cappoquin 3.17 2.64 3.72
Nobber 1.94 2.52 2.98
Slieverue 4.14 3.36 4.93
Quin and Clooney 0.28 1.44 0.53
Glenflesk 0.12 0.70 0.88
Aughagower 1.22 1.65 0.40
Newmarket 1.94 0.94 0.75
St. Canice’s 2.42 5.60 5.83

Twenty-two parishes 2.25 2.89 2.51

[433/19220] [596/20613] [597/23778]

Source: See Appendix I
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that of the servant in the heart of a dairying district of north Munster. Indeed 
Connolly has already noted the importance of region in explaining differing levels 
of illegitimacy within the island. Therefore, to examine the issue more closely, the 
twenty-two parishes have been divided into three separate regions. A Western 
region encompasses a cluster of parishes in Sligo, Mayo, Clare, Kerry and Cork. 
Another region designated the South East includes parishes in the counties of 
Carlow, Kilkenny, Waterford and Laois. The third region, labelled the North 
Midlands, is more heterogeneous. It amalgamates parishes in the counties of 
Monaghan, Armagh, Longford and Meath. Whilst acknowledging the diversity 
within such regional blocks and the fact that they provide only a crude measure of 
region, nevertheless there may be some value in exploring them.

Figure 5.1 illustrates illegitimacy ratios for the period 1830 - 1845 for the three 
regions. It shows that the regions had not only differing levels of illegitimacy but 
that the trends over time also varied. Three different planes of illegitimacy 
emerge with levels in the Western region well under 2 per cent over the whole 
period, levels in the North Midlands remaining under 3 per cent for much of the 
period and South East levels under 4.5 per cent over the whole period. Similar 
regional contrasts appear in illegitimacy trends for the period. The Western 
region showed only a modest increase of 4 per cent in the level of illegitimacy 
between the early and late 1830s and witnessed a dramatic fall of 35 per cent by 
the early 1840s. In contrast, the level in the South East increased by 42 per cent 
between the early and late 1830s, falling back only slightly by 6 per cent in the 
early 1840s. The increase in the North Midlands in the 1830s was not 
insubstantial (22 per cent), though a fall of 35 per cent in illegitimacy levels in the 
1840s was identical to that for the cluster of Western parishes.

The differing experiences of the three regional clusters of parishes would appear 
to be consistent with the accumulated wisdom on the pre-Famine regional 
dimension to illicit sexuality. If we place the emphasis on social structure rather 
than region per se, some possible lines of interpretation come to mind. Along the 
western seaboard, with young and widespread marriage, high fertility, general 
impoverishment, cottier labour subsisting on small subdivided potato plots, and 
vulnerability to periodic distress and crop failure, deviant sexual behaviour with its 
associated stigma and social sanction, would not be an attractive option. In the 

south east, however, where a retreat from patterns of young widespread marriage 
and high fertility was underway and there existed a greater proportion of servants, 
less economic vulnerability and generally higher living standards, opportunities for
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illicit sexuality were perhaps more plentiful. [31] With Western and South East 
regions offering not only a contrast in levels of illegitimacy but also in trends over 
time, what might be offered by way of explanation?

One line of enquiry is that suggested by the vulnerability of a particular region to 

distress or crisis. The western seaboard population was to experience the brunt 
of crisis with regard to the potato crop in the years 1830 - 1832 and distress was to 

return again in 1839. Modern evidence would suggest that famine has a capacity 
to reduce fertility by dulling sexual appetites, increasing amenorrhoea due to 
nutritional deprivation, separating partners and producing voluntary control of 
fertility. [32] The susceptibility of women to ill-health under conditions of crop 

failure and distress must have been vastly increased and their vulnerability acute. 
Under such conditions it is likely that single pregnant females were the most 
vulnerable of these women. Perhaps then it is not surprising to see only marginal 
increases in levels of illegitimacy between the grim years of the early 1830s and 

the latter part of the decade and a major decrease over the depressed years of
1839 - 1844. In the Western region analysis of total baptisms and illegitimacies 
for the period 1830 - 1845 reveals that although total baptisms rose over the 
period, illegitimacies peaked in 1835 - 1839 at 166, falling to 120 for the years
1840 - 1845. Conversely, while total baptisms rose in the South East region, 
illegitimacies also increased in number, by a remarkable 62 per cent between 
1830 - 1834 and 1835 - 1839. Perhaps in the South East sexual exploitation 
rather than nutritional deprivation was a more important social force. It might be 

conjectured that in years of particular wage-price disparity, when employment 
opportunities were uncertain, family bonds which were already weaker than in the 
west might fracture more easily. In such a climate single pregnant women, 
perhaps in some cases wooed with a promise of marriage, might have had to face 
the likelihood of unmarried motherhood rather than marriage as an outcome.
Such an explanation, though speculative, finds echoes in the European 
illegitimacy literature and also in the reports of the Poor Law Commissioners that 
highlighted servants as one of the occupations most at risk of unplanned 

parenthood. [33] However, it may also be, given the inherent volatility of the 
illegitimacy ratio, that random forces are strongly at play.

Was illegitimacy increasing in the pre-Famine period? The evidence from Table 
5.2 would tend to suggest the opposite may have been the case. The trend 
shows a decrease in illegitimacy levels from the early 1820s onwards until an 
upturn in the late 1830s. Some evidence from six parishes for the late eighteenth
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and early nineteenth centuries [34] would suggest illegitimacy levels of around 4 

per cent at the turn of the century, somewhat higher than levels in the 1820s and 
1830s, though the regional bias of the sample would caution against any dogmatic 
assertions regarding illegitimacy in the early part of the century. Certainly, there is 
no evidence for any major rise in levels in the pre-Famine period. Perhaps Table 
5.3 encapsulates the major point regarding Irish illegitimacy levels, namely that 
they were low in comparison with other European nations. When Ireland's 
illegitimacy ratio of 2.9 for 1835-1839, a pre-Famine apex, is set against levels 
ranging from 4.7 to 11.9 for other European regions for 1780-1820, the 

comparative context of Irish illegitimacy levels becomes clearer, particularly 
considering European levels were to increase further during the century.

If Irish illegitimacy levels in the pre-Famine era were low and there is little 
indication of rising illegitimacy in the pre-Famine period, what of other data on illicit 
sexuality? Table 5.4 presents data for pre-nuptial pregnancy for some 
Presbyterian congregations in, roughly speaking, the opening decades of the 
eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries. A similar use of such data was made by 
Connolly in relation to Catholic parishes. [35] In outlining his methodology, 
Connolly noted that an interval of eight and a half months would appear to provide 
a safe minimum figure for the proportion of brides pregnant at the time of their 
marriage. On this criterion, it would appear from Table 5.4 that around 8 per cent 
of Irish Presbyterian brides in the nineteenth century, in the sample, were pregnant 
on their wedding day, exactly the same percentage as those marrying 
approximately one century earlier. However, one important assumption needs to 
be made regarding the interval between birth and baptism. The data relate to 
baptisms only and therefore the assumption regarding the interval is crucial in 
determining a realistic date of birth. Connolly acknowledges a margin of error that 

would allow up to four weeks between birth and baptism. An examination of 833 
Presbyterian baptisms for which birth details were given would suggest that from 

the mid-eighteenth to the late nineteenth century the interval between birth and 
baptism in Presbyterian congregations was growing. [36] In the later eighteenth 

century the interval was just over one week (8.4 days) but by the early nineteenth 
century it was over three weeks (22.5 days) and by the end of the century it 

appears that there was a staggering interval of over two months between birth and 
baptism (74.3 days). The implications for the interpretation of Table 5.4 are 
obvious. If the interval between birth and baptism lengthened by two weeks 
between the late eighteenth century and the early nineteenth century, then it is 
necessary to adjust the pre-nuptial figure upwards to nine months (14%) in the
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TABLE 5.3 Comparison of Irish illegitimacy ratio for sample of 22 parishes,
1835 - 1839 with European reconstitutions. 1780 - 1820

Dates Number of Parishes Weighted Mean

Ireland 1835-1839 22 2.9 *
France 1780-1820 6 4.7
England 1780-1820 24 5.9
Spain 1780-1820 1 6.5
Germany 1780-1820 8 11.9
Scandinavia 1780-1820 4 Countries 6.8

* Illegitimacy ratio (unweighted) for 22 parishes [596/20613]

Source: FLINN M. W., The European Demographic System 1500-1820,
(Brighton : The Harvester Press, 1981), p. 82.

Twenty-two Parish Sample
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TABLE 5.4 Timing of first maternity in a sample of Irish Presbyterian marriages

First maternities as a percentage of all maternities traced within 36 months

Months

6 8 8.5 9 9.5 12 24

18th Century

Armagh 1707-1728 3 0 3 4 8 31 38
Killyleagh 1692-1742 8 11 3 11 12 75 86
Ballykelly 1699-1704 1 0 1 1 0 4 8

Total 12 11 7 16 20 110 132

As a % of all traced 
within 36 months 3 3 2 5 6 32 38
Cumulative % 3 6 8 13 19 51 89

19th Century

Glennan 1805-1820 4 2 1 3 6 14 23
Portglenone 1822-1845 0 1 0 2 0 7 17

Total 4 3 1 5 6 21 40

As a % of all traced 
within 36 months 4 3 1 6 7 23 44
Cumulative % 4 7 8 14 21 44 88

Total maternities traced within 36 months = 439 (349 : 18th Century ; 90 :19th 
Century)

Source: See Appendix IV
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nineteenth century to make an accurate comparison with the eight and a half 
month figure (8%) in the eighteenth. On this basis approximately one in every 
twelve Irish Presbyterian brides in the early eighteenth century in the sample was 
pregnant on her wedding day. One century later it was one bride in seven. This 
is however assuming that the experience of those brides whose first maternities 
were not traced, was the same as those in the sample, an assumption which does 
not appear implausible.

The evidence presented for this sample of Presbyterian congregations suggests 
an increase in illicit sexuality over a period of around a century. How does this 
compare with Connolly's data for Catholic parishes? Table 5.5 shows the 
Presbyterian data alongside Connolly's Catholic parish sample which has been 
reworked to achieve a bifurcation into eighteenth and nineteenth century time 
periods. Connolly's three parishes are drawn from the period 1759-1803 , the 
Presbyterian data are earlier from the period 1692-1742. At the eight and a half 
month level in the eighteenth century, around 5 per cent of Catholic brides in the 
sample were pregnant at marriage, compared to 8 per cent of the Presbyterian 
sample. In the absence of any evidence on the interval between Catholic birth 
and baptism and changes in this overtime, we are forced to make some 
assumptions. The simplest is to assume a near identity of practice between the 
denominations. However, even allowing for a four-week margin of error would 
merely increase the Catholic percentage to 6.5. Extending both the Catholic and 
Presbyterian first- maternity periods by two weeks changes the percentages to 6 
and 13 per cent respectively. If the same time interval is used for both 
denominations, either at eight and a half or nine months, the difference between 
Catholic and Presbyterian pre-nuptial pregnancy levels is statistically significant at 
the 5 per cent confidence level. (For eight and a half months the t-value was 
2.56; for nine months it was 5.51; confidence level + 1.96).

What of the nineteenth century? Our evidence regarding the interval between 
birth and baptism in Catholic registers for the second half of the century would 

suggest a shortening from four days to one day. [37] If a period of seven days 
was used for the interval from the 1820s onwards, a figure not implausible given 
the importance placed upon baptism in the Catholic communion, then to compare 
Catholic data with that for Presbyterian baptisms would require matching the 11 

per cent for eight and a half months with the 14 per cent for nine months, as the 
interval for Presbyterian baptisms was just over three weeks in the early part of the 
century. Any upward movement in the period of time, for instance to nine months
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TABLE 5.5 Timing of first maternity in a sample of Irish marriages :
a comparison of Catholic and Presbyterian data

First maternities as a percentage of all maternities traced within 36 months

Months

6 8 8.5 9 9.5 12 24

18th Century
% % % % % % %

Catholic (Connolly) 3 5 5 6 6.5 40.5 87
Presbyterian 3 6 8 13 19 51 89

19th Century

Catholic (Connolly) 8 11 11 11 13 45 89
Presbyterian 4 7 8 14 21 44 88

Total maternities traced within 36 months

18th Century 19th Century Total

Catholic 294 392 686
Presbyterian 349 90 439

643 482 1125

Note: Data for Nobber for the years 1795 - 1803 are included in
eighteenth-century first-maternities.

Source: See Appendix IV. Catholic data derived from CONNOLLY S. J.,
'Illegitimacy and Pre-Nuptial Pregnancy in Ireland before 1864 : The 
Evidence of Some Catholic Parish Registers,' Irish Economic and 
Social History. Vol. VI (1979) : pp5-23
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in the case of Catholic baptisms, would require a comparison with the nine and a 

half month figure for Presbyterian baptisms. Such a comparison would create a 
greater divergence: 11 per cent for Catholics and 21 per cent for Presbyterians. 
Although statistically significant (3.03) at the 5 percent confidence level, the same 
cannot be said at the safe minimum figure (eight and a half months for Catholic 
baptisms, and nine months for Presbyterian baptisms) when the figure is 0.91.
Still, the data taken as a whole might suggest that Akenson's assertion of a near 
identity in Catholic and protestant illicit sexual behaviour is open to question. 
Certainly the data are intriguing though perhaps the substantial increase in 

Presbyterian first maternities over the period 8.5 months to 9.5 months, from 8 to 
19 per cent in the eighteenth century and from 8 to 21 per cent in the nineteenth, 
appears suspiciously steep. Was there an attempt by parents to move the 
baptism dates of infants to nine months or beyond in order to evade censure by 
the church authorities? In our present state of knowledge we simply do not know. 
However, perhaps the substantive point to emerge from the discussion of pre
nuptial pregnancy is that levels for the sample were much lower than Hair's figure 
of 40 per cent for his post-1700 data [38], or indeed the available evidence for 
other European countries. [39] The sample, though small, would have to be wildly 
unrepresentative of the Irish experience to come anywhere near the levels 
pertaining in other European regions. The evidence suggests that pre-nuptial 
pregnancy was rising from the eighteenth century into the nineteenth century and 
that Irish illicit sexual behaviour may have been part of a broader European 
pattern. Perhaps in the case of illegitimacy, given the not implausible thesis that 
all forms of fertility change together in response to the same set of influences, a 
similar time frame to that of the pre-nuptial pregnancy data, subject of course to 
difficulties regarding availability of sources, might provide evidence that it also was 
part of larger European trends in illicit sexuality. However, at present such 
evidence is elusive.

THE GREAT FAMINE
Differing interpretations have been proffered as to the role of the Great Famine in 
Irish history. Some have viewed it as being less a national disaster than a social 
and regional one [40], while O Grada sees it as the main event in modern Irish 
history. [41] Although there has been a recent upsurge of interest in the Famine 
period, the same could not be said in relation to illicit sexuality during the crisis. 
Liam Kennedy, in an intriguing article, has examined the effect of famine on the 
average illegitimacy ratios for twenty-four parishes. [42] The major finding (Table 
5.6) is the absence of a uniform or even a dominant pattern. In twelve of the
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TABLE 5.6 Averaqe illegitimacy ratios before and during the Famine

Parishes 1840-45 1846-50 Difference
%

Skibbereen 1.59 0.14 -91
Tinryland 4.14 0.88 -79
Carlow 7.67 2.09 -73
Keady * 3.17 1.43 -55
Sixemilebridge 2.00 0.93 -54
Slieverue 4.93 3.28 -34
St. Canice's 5.83 4.06 -30
Nobber 2.98 2.10 -30
Ardagh 0.31 0.22 -28
Killaloe 1.05 0.83 -21
Cappoquin 3.72 3.08 -17
Abbeyleix 1.90 1.71 -10
Windgap 3.40 3.40 0
Batterstown 2.05 2.11 3
Kilglass 1.00 1.26 26
St. Mary's 2.66 3.38 27
Lismore 2.85 3.68 29
Clonegall 1.86 2.40 29
Aughagower 0.40 0.56 40
Clonmore 0.93 1.34 43
Quin and Clooney 0.53 0.82 54
Glenflesk 0.88 1.48 68
Newmarket 0.75 1.44 92
Monaghan * 2.15 6.40 197

* Church of Ireland baptism registers; all others are Catholic

Source: See Appendix I
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parishes there was a fall in illegitimacy during the Great Famine, in eleven there 
was a rise, while in the case of Windgap, there was no change. It may be, 
however, that underneath this appearance of diversity there are traces of a 
relationship between the severity of the Great Famine and the incidence of 
illegitimate births. We may be able to shed some light on this using the regional 

data presented earlier in Figure 5.1.

During the Great Famine period the ratio for the Western region fell by 22 per cent 
from 1.08 in 1840- 1845 to 0.84 in 1846- 1850. In the South East the fall was 32 
per cent from 4.08 to 2.76 over the same period. The North Midlands region, 
however, showed a rise of 24 per cent from 1.85 to 2.30. The rise in this region 

was due, in no small part, to the parish of Monaghan which contributed 13 of the 
23 illegitimacies for the four parish region. However, the Monaghan data relate to 

the Church of Ireland community which may be an imperfect barometer of social 
conditions and demographic behaviour at a local or regional level. [43] However, 
the fall in the ratio in the South East, which was even larger than that in the 
Western region, is perhaps more puzzling, as it is known that the Great Famine 
caused greater devastation on the western seaboard than to the eastern counties. 
Another look at the data however reveals that from a peak in the years 1835 - 
1839, the illegitimacy ratio in the Western region had fallen by almost half by the 
time of the Famine. In the South East the decrease over the same period was 
just over one third. Perhaps in the West illicit sexual behaviour, already low and 
possibly reeling from the effects of crisis and distress in the 1830s and early 
1840s, required little further curtailment, in contrast to the south east where, 
typically, the effects of pre-Famine dearths were less pronounced. The overall 
point, leaving to one side the diversity of experience at a parish level, is that the 
illegitimacy ratio for the sample of 22 parishes was 2.51 in 1840 - 1845 and it fell 
to 1.87 during the Famine period. The Great Famine appears to have depressed 
illegitimate fertility, as indeed was the case with legitimate fertility as well. The 
Famine devastated communities and the accompanying disease, destruction of 
life, and degradation, could only have rendered the position of the unmarried 

mother as vulnerable in the extreme. The diversity in the data suggests that local 
factors were important in shaping the social forces which in turn would determine 
the precise direction such vulnerability would take.

POST-FAMINE RECOVERY
The immediate post-Famine era was a period of recovery in the economy.
Wages rose significantly in the wake of the crisis and O Grada contends that "a
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whole series of proxies for living standards - wages, consumption, literacy, life
span, height, birth weight - argue for betterment between the Famine and the First 
World War." In addition, he notes that the period "also seems to have witnessed 
a narrowing in the regional variation in welfare, and in the gap between men and 
women." [44] The 1850s and 1860s were, by and large, prosperous decades for 
the farmer with agricultural investment recovering in the 1850s. However, 
progress was not without its interruptions and poor harvests were experienced in 

the years 1859- 1864,1879 - 1881 and in the 1890s. These crises did provoke 
real hardship and, although none could be compared with the devastation of the 
1840s, they were still serious recessions. In addition the post-Famine period was 
one of industrial stagnation. Official factory returns collected in 1870 "confirm that 
though the factory system had effectively substituted for traditional industry in the 
north-east, throughout most of the south, west, and east, hardly anything of 
significance remained". [45] However, O Grada's commentary on the somewhat 
unsympathetic though accurate observations of others seems appropriate to the 
post-Famine period, namely that "the Famine's part in improving the lot of most 
people who survived is indisputable". [46]

What happened to illicit sexuality after the Great Famine? The civil registration 
data point to declining illegitimacy from the early years of recording and low levels 
for the remainder of the century. Connolly explains what appears to be a 
tightening in the post-Famine era of what were already perceived as strict pre- 
Famine sexual attitudes, by reference to the increasingly dominant role of farmers 
in rural society, the class with most incentive to regulate the sexual behaviour of 
the unmarried. In addition he suggests that the sexual puritanism of the Victorian 
middle classes was grafted on to more traditional attitudes. [47] Certainly the 
number of male farm labourers fell from around 1.2 million in 1845 to 0.9 million in 
1851 and 0.7 million in 1861. [48] These constituted a section of the population 
which was much more likely than farmers to have been tempted by illicit sexuality. 
In addition, post-Famine Ireland was characterised by a low marriage rate, 
increasing levels of permanent celibacy and a high rate of marital fertility. No 

doubt the increasing prevalence of a calculating outlook, which found expression 
in such practices as dowry payments, impartible inheritance and comparatively late 
age of marriage reflected, at least in part, the diminution of the labouring sector 
and consequent growth in the strength of farmers and landowners. Moreover, the 

effects of changes in social structure and economic outlook, signalling as they did 
a more cautious and measured approach to family formation and income
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generation, were unlikely to lead to a laissez-faire attitude in sexual matters.
What then do the empirical data tell us?

Table 5.7 sets out illegitimacy data for the period 1851 - 1880. The broad theme 
would appear to be one of decline in illegitimacy over the thirty-year period. In the 

thirteen parishes for which there are data for the whole period, twelve show a 
decline when comparing the periods 1851 - 1854 and 1875 - 1880. In Ardagh, 
average illegitimacy ratios increased only marginally from 0.00 to 0.24. A look at 
the ratio for the total sample shows that the decline was not sustained over the 
thirty years. It appears that there was a slight upturn in the years 1865 - 1869 and 
an even smaller upturn in the period 1875 - 1880. Nevertheless, the overall trend 

was clearly a downward one.

Do the data cast any light on illegitimacy during the agricultural depression of 1859 
- 1864? It appears that illegitimacy decreased during these years. Fifteen out of 
the twenty-two parishes witnessed a decrease in the period 1860 - 1864, 
compared to 1855 - 1859. However, in at least two parishes (St. Canice's, 
Slieverue) it appears that illegitimacy may not have been recorded for the latter 
part of the 1850s and the 1860s. However, eliminating these parishes would still 
mean that almost two thirds of parishes showed a decline during the crisis. A 
more aggregate examination, using the regional clusters of Western, South East 
and North Midlands parishes, reveals that in all three regions illegitimacy fell during 
the crisis period. In the West, the ratio fell from 1.45 in 1855 - 1859 to 1.26 in 
1860 - 1864, a decrease of 13 per cent. In the South East the ratio fell from 2.66 
to 1.91, a decrease of 28 percent over the same period, and in the North Midlands 
a decrease of 26 per cent from 2.24 to 1.66 was experienced. It appears that in 
general the agricultural crisis of 1859 - 1864 and illicit sexuality did not make good 
bedfellows. Nonetheless the clusters of parishes, whilst providing some insight 
into the association between region and illegitimacy behaviour, are artificial 

constructs and should not be allowed to obscure the undoubted diversity in 
behaviour between parishes. For instance, Carlow's average illegitimacy ratio for 

1860 - 1864 had increased by 139 percent to 3.73, from 1.56 in 1855 - 1859, at a 
time when most other parish ratios were falling.

The dominant trend in post-Famine Ireland, regarding illicit sexual behaviour, was 
one of decreasing illegitimacy from the early 1850s onwards, though it is apparent 
that parishes did not behave in a uniform fashion. Whatever social forces were at
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work in post-Famine society, their relationship with those who pursued family 

formation outside the bounds of matrimony was neither simple nor straightforward.

ILLEGITIMACY - SOME EVIDENCE FROM ULSTER PARISHES 
Ulster's sexual behaviour within the Irish context has been portrayed almost as a 

woman of dubious virtue in the midst of virginal purity. Comment relating to the 
morals of certain parts of Ulster, protestant areas in the main, has been generally 
derogatory. [49] The tenor of such impressions, together with evidence from the 
civil registration period, would appear to suggest that sexual mores, particularly 
those of the protestant community, were looser than those of their Catholic 
counterparts in Ulster and other provinces. Akenson has questioned the 
entrenched perception of gaping differences in sexual behaviour between 
Catholics and protestants [50], though on the basis of rather slender evidence. 
Nevertheless, the impression of protestant moral laxity remains and also that of 
the pre-eminence of at least certain parts of the province of Ulster as Ireland's 
dens of vice. How accurate is this picture?

Table 5.8 presents illegitimacy ratios for two clusters of parishes in the Ulster 
counties of Antrim and Down (also see Figure 5.2). The data relate specifically to 
12 Catholic parishes in Antrim and 15 Catholic parishes in Down between 1820 
and 1899. The sample of parishes, being exclusively Catholic, provides a 
window onto a section of the community largely written out of the history of illicit 
sexuality in Ulster. [51] It should be acknowledged that, as clusters of parishes, 
much of what has been said already regarding the division of the twenty-two 
parish sample into regions applies, namely that such blocks can obscure diversity 
and the nuances of the relationship between local social forces at parish level and 
illicit sexuality. Nevertheless, such clusters provide a useful overview particularly 
with regard to the regional characteristics of illegitimacy behaviour. The most 
striking aspect of Table 5.8 is the levels of illegitimacy in both counties, particularly 
in County Antrim. The illegitimacy ratios in Antrim from 1846 - 1874 are well in 
excess of those for the twenty-two parish sample over the same period. Perhaps 

the most remarkable aspect of the ratios is that they belong to Catholic parishes. 
No protestant denomination is included in the sample. North east Ulster has 
traditionally been portrayed as an area of higher than average illicit sexual activity. 
However, the association, either explicit or implicit, has been with 'protestant 
areas'. What is clear from the Table is that the sample of Catholic parishes in 
Antrim was displaying traits that have been assigned to protestant sexual 
behaviour. It is therefore also apparent that an explanation of higher levels of
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TABLE 5.8 Illegitimacy ratios for 15 parishes in County Down
and 12 parishes in County Antrim. 1820-1899

1820-24
1825-29
1830-34
1835-39
1840-45
1846-50
1851-54
1855-59
1860-64
1865-69
1870-74
1875-79
1880-84
1885-89
1890-94
1895-99

Parishes

Source: See Appendix II

Antrim Down

1.58 4.43
3.88 2.12
3.51 1.61
2.23 2.40
3.13 2.30
5.07 2.61
5.51 3.55
6.09 2.48
6.73 1.77
5.55 1.82
4.77 3.07
3.99 2.19
3.63 2.00
4.58 2.30
2.83 2.06
2.12 1.46

N=12 N=15
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illegitimacy in north east Ulster which relies on religious affiliation alone, will not 

suffice.

If religious affiliation does not explain the higher levels of illegitimacy, is there an 
alternative? Perhaps a more plausible avenue of explanation may be found in the 

economic and social structure. Ulster was an economically diverse region. The 
industrialisation of the north east rendered the economic base of Ulster more 
resilient in the face of agricultural depression. The linen industry was the engine 
which drove industrialisation, helping protect incomes during the difficult periods of 

the late 1840s and early 1860s. However, Ulster did not completely escape the 
effects of crises. There were partial famines in 1816, 1817 and 1821 and 
perhaps between just under one quarter and just over one third of a million 
individuals were consumed by the abyss of the Great Famine. [52] However, the 
effects were unevenly distributed in terms of region and class, southern counties 
suffering most and the stronger, more diversified economy of the north east being 
least affected. Viewed in terms of social class, cottiers and labourers suffered 
disproportionately.

Did the distinctiveness of the Ulster region have an effect on illicit sexuality? In 
the pre-Famine period levels in both Down and Antrim were unremarkable, and in 
fact the pre-Famine peak in 1835 - 1839 in the illegitimacy ratio for the 22 parish 
sample, exceeded that for both Antrim and Down parish samples. Overall there 
appears to have been a downward trend in pre-Famine Down with an upturn in 
1835 - 1839, a broadly similar pattern to that revealed by the eight parish sample 
(Table 5.2) from the early 1820s. Antrim is somewhat different with a rise in the 
late 1820s, followed by decrease and subsequent upturn in the early 1840s. The 
illegitimacy ratio increased during the years of the Great Famine, in the case of 
Antrim substantially so, perhaps reflecting the lesser impact of the devastation on 
the north eastern counties. The rise in illegitimacy seems curious. It may be that 
social disorganisation and anomie arising from the Great Famine and industrial 
depression, helped shape the course of illegitimate fertility. Nutritional deprivation 
cannot have been of major importance, as this would tend to work in the opposite 
direction. The crisis might, for example, have increased female vulnerability by 
frustrating the marriage plans of those already pregnant, leading to illegitimacy. If 
this was the case, however, a continued rise in the illegitimacy ratio in Antrim to a 
peak of 6.73 in the period 1860 -1864 also requires explanation. It is far from 
obvious what this might be, though the continuing development of factory industry 
and the process of proletarianisation may be relevant. In Antrim illegitimacy levels
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were high by Irish standards, particularly during the period of mechanisation of 
linen weaving in the 1860s and 1870s. Perhaps urbanisation, a largely female 
workforce working in close proximity to males, a substantial surplus of females in 
Belfast and the diversified nature of the economy in the north-east; all this may 
have had an impact in sustaining illegitimacy levels in the post-Famine period. 
Another indicator of the differentiation of the Antrim sample from other more 
agriculturally-based areas in Ireland, is the fact that illegitimacy peaked in the 
years of the greatest agricultural depression since the Great Famine. The Down 
sample does not maintain the upward movement in illegitimacy ratios after 1850. 
[53] The pattern of illegitimacy here conforms more to the twenty-two parish 
sample with a trough during the agricultural depression of 1859 - 1864. However, 
despite the dissimilarities, it is clear that from the mid 1870s onwards in both 
Antrim and Down, the trend in illegitimacy was decidedly downward.

ILLEGITIMACY LEVELS BEFORE AND AFTER THE GREAT FAMINE
A theme, usually somewhat tentatively explored in the literature on Irish illicit 
sexuality, is the contrast between Irish society before and after the Great Famine. 
The perceived wisdom has been that, although attitudes were strict in relation to 
sexual matters before the Great Famine, they became even stricter in the post- 
Famine period. Table 5.9 presents illegitimacy data for the periods 1835-1839 
and 1860-1864. The first years of civil registration witnessed illegitimacy decline 
and therefore the early 1860s appear particularly appropriate as a post-Famine 
benchmark. The years 1835-1839, it should be remembered, constituted the 
immediate pre-Famine peak in illegitimacy levels. The Table shows that, for the 
twenty-three parishes, that is the original twenty-two parish sample, with the 
addition of the parish of Batterstown for which data are available, a total of 
seventeen parishes (74 per cent) had an average illegitimacy ratio in the period 
1860-1864, which was below that in the period 1835-1839. In the case of 
Slieverue and St. Canice's parishes, it is possible that illegitimacies were not 
recorded in the 1860s. However, allowing for the exclusion of these two parishes 
would still leave over 70 per cent of parishes at lower levels in 1860-1864 than in 

the pre-Famine period. Some evidence for a small number of scattered Church of 
Ireland parishes would suggest a similar conclusion regarding higher illegitimacy 
levels in the pre-Famine period. [54] Moreover, data on prostitution in Dublin for 
all their shortcomings, point in the same direction. These indicate that, whilst 
37,815 women were arrested for plying their trade during the years 1838-1847, 
only 30,494 were apprehended in the period 1858-1867 and by the close of the 
century (1888-1897) a mere 8,743 arrests were made. Conviction rates increased
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TABLE 5.9 Average illegitimacy ratios : 
a comparison of 1835 - 1839 and 1860 - 1864

1835-39 1860-64 % Difference

Slieverue 3.36 0.00 -100
St. Canice's 5.60 0.00 -100
Windgap 4.42 0.00 -100
Keady 6.57 0.00 -100
Aughagower 1.65 0.46 -72
Tinryland 4.52 1.55 -66
Abbeyleix 1.62 0.72 -56
Nobber 2.52 1.34 -47
Carlow 6.97 3.73 -46
Sixmilebridge 6.08 3.52 -42
Clonmore 3.46 2.15 -38
Kilkenny 5.66 3.63 -36
Kilglass 1.04 0.70 -33
Killaloe 2.31 1.60 -31
Skibbereen 1.53 1.25 -18
Cappoquin 2.64 2.22 -16
Batterstown 4.18 3.66 -12
Newmarket 0.94 1.00 6
Quin and Clooney 1.44 1.52 6
Clonegall 2.50 3.05 22
Glenflesk 0.70 0.96 37
Monaghan 4.43 8.62 95
Ardagh 0.43 1.02 137

Source: See Appendix I
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over the century with 85.3 per cent convicted in the period 1838-1849, 92.8 per 
cent in 1858-1867 and 98.8 percent in 1888-1897. [55]

The available evidence, therefore, would tend to support the view that there was 
some shift in behaviour between the pre- and post-Famine periods. The exact 
chronology of the change is unclear but it would seem that the early 1860s were 
noticeably different from the pre-Famine years. Of course levels at the advent of 
civil registration in 1864 were to continue to fall until the later 1870s when there 
was a marginal increase. It is perhaps interesting to note that the Antrim parish 
sample goes against the southern trend, showing a higher illegitimacy ratio in the 
period 1860-1864 (6.73) than in 1835-1839 (2.23). This is consistent with a role 
for increasing urbanisation and industrialisation. However, taking the island as a 
whole, there are grounds for believing that a stricter regime was governing sexual 
behaviour in the years after the Famine. Any picture of a carefree elysian pre- 
Famine world is, of course, more than a touch fanciful, but in comparison to the 
post-Famine years, the pre-Famine period may have indeed been one in which 
somewhat greater latitude, though never laxity, was in evidence.

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE WORKHOUSE
The workhouse system was a prominent feature of 'relief of the poor from the 
1840s onwards. Setting aside the motivations underlying its operation, the 
workhouse became the principal haven for many unmarried mothers and their 
children. Nicholl, in his reports, had recommended no extension of the Bastardy 
laws to Ireland, adding that "bastards, and the mothers of bastards, in all matters 
connected with the relief of the poor, should be dealt with in the same manner as 
other destitute persons, solely on the ground of destitution". [56] Many unmarried 
mothers found themselves destitute, particularly in the harsh years of the Great 
Famine and sought refuge within the confines of workhouse premises. Thackeray 
observed in the pre-Famine period 'fallen' women in a Dublin workhouse in his 
Irish sketchbook in 1842 [57] though O Grada, failing to find such women 
appearing in the admissions, concluded they may have included some 'widows' or 
'married' women without a spouse. [58] Mcloughlin, in her examination of female 
paupers, noted that a regular feature of workhouse minute books was the 
admission of single women who had left the workhouse to go to situations and 
returned pregnant. For instance, Sarah Ryan who left Enniscorthy Workhouse at 
eleven years of age to work in Ballinskillin, County Wexford, sought re admission 
ten years later with her child, naming the brother of her employer as the father. 
Jane Timmons and her child were also left with no option but the workhouse when
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she was made pregnant by a groom, who worked for a Mr. Ashton in Enniscorthy 
and deserted by him. [59] In his analysis of Irvinestown workhouse in the late 
1840s, Cunningham likewise observed the major presence of unmarried mothers 
amongst workhouse inmates and also noted that the workhouse was perceived as 
a haven for women of ‘ill repute’. [60]

Most of the illegitimate children in the workhouse had been bom there. In 1844, 
in the first three months of the year, of the 22,585 children provided for by 
workhouses, almost 12 per cent were illegitimate. In the wake of the Great 
Famine, in April 1853, illegitimate children represented about 7 per cent of child 
inmates. By 1855, the figure was 12 per cent, increasing to about 20 per cent in 
1857 and 40 per cent in 1859. The reason for the increasing percentage was the 
decline in the number of legitimate children in the workhouse as the Great Famine 
abated. This in turn reflected the vulnerability of the unmarried mother who was 
more dependent on the workhouse than other categories and consequently less 
likely to gain from improved economic and social conditions outside the institution. 
[61]

If workhouses were at least a temporary home for the unmarried mother, and most 
of the children were born within its confines, at what point did births enter the 
baptismal register of the local parish? It would appear that in some cases they did 
not. There were various possibilities regarding the baptism of the illegitimate 
children in the workhouse. Some women, perhaps prostitutes or 'repeated 
offenders', may have been refused baptism or may not have received an offer for 
the rite to be performed though, given the importance attached to baptism in the 
main religious denominations, this would seem unlikely. Even where baptism did 
take place, perhaps the priest or protestant clergyman did not record the fact or 
entered it in a separate register [62] which has not since come to light. Finally 
there were circumstances where the baptism was entered in the normal way in the 
parish register. Although two parishes, Skibbereen and Carlow, in the parish 
sample contained workhouses within their bounds, it would appear that in both 
cases there was little seepage of baptisms of illegitimate children from the 
workhouse into the local parish register. However, there is some evidence of the 
effects of such baptisms on the parish register of Kilrush. As the case is 
sufficiently interesting, it merits some detailed comment.

Few places suffered more from a combination of eviction and the effects of the 
Great Famine than Kilrush and its surrounding districts, and the notoriety of the
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Poor Law Union and local landlords attracted the attention of several 

parliamentary commissions of enquiry. Kilrush was a mixed urban/rural parish in 
1841, with a town of 5,071 inhabitants, good markets, a strong retail trade and 

substantial fishing trade. An infrastructure of roads and steamers accounted for 
its commercial role. However, the surrounding countryside was densely 
populated and land holdings were small. The Great Famine was to reap havoc in 
Kilrush and, as late as June 1850, there were still some 5,000 people in Kilrush 
workhouse and its auxiliaries. [63] If the sufferings of Kilrush have been open to 
scrutiny, the same cannot be said for its sexual behaviour. Figure 5.3 shows 
illegitimacy ratios for Kilrush both with and without workhouse illegitimacies. In 
the pre-Famine period baptisms of illegitimate children were typically under 2 per 
cent of all baptisms and in 1848 no illegitimacies were recorded. However, from 
this point onward illegitimacy rose, spectacularly so, to reach 10 per cent of all 
baptisms by 1864, thereafter declining to under 3 per cent by 1876 and increasing 
only slightly to around 4 per cent by 1880. What can account for the large 
increase in illegitimacy in the 1850s and early 1860s? It would appear that the 
workhouse made a major contribution to this surge in births outside marriage. Of 
274 baptisms of illegitimate children during the period 1850-1875, 169 were to 
workhouse inmates (62 per cent). In the second half of the 1850s workhouse 
illegitimacies were about two thirds of all illegitimacies, a level which was 
maintained or exceeded for much of the period to 1875. When workhouse 
illegitimacies are excluded the illegitimacy ratio for the period 1850 - 1875 only 
exceeds 3.5 per cent on two occasions, in 1854 and 1868, when a ratio of 4.8 was 
recorded in each year. Indeed the workhouse illegitimacies would appear to 
explain, at least for the most part, the unusual pattern of illegitimacy in Kilrush. 
However, there is also the possibility that the prostitution trade in the nearby town 
of Kilkee may have had an input to the illegitimacy increase. [64] The experience 
of another Clare town, that of Ennis, sets Kilrush in perspective. Ennis also had a 
workhouse within its parish boundaries. A perusal of Catholic baptisms in Ennis 
for the years 1850-1865 reveals that only one of the 131 illegitimacies designated 
the workhouse as the abode. [65] However, it appears that Kilrush, while 

unusual, may not have been alone in reflecting an association between illegitimacy 
and the workhouse. Figure 5.4 shows the illegitimacy ratios for Lismore parish 
1830-1880. Data are missing forthe years 1831-1840 and 1858-1866. The rise 
in illegitimacy is staggering and, although no data are available for the late 1850s 
and the years 1860 - 1865, the available evidence reveals a peak for illegitimacy 
of almost 16 percent in 1866. Furthermore, of the 105 illegitimacies between
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1866 and 1880, 71 came from the workhouse (68 per cent). It could perhaps be 
conjectured that the missing data might contain further evidence of an association 
between the workhouse and illegitimacy.

The case of Kilrush, and to some extent Lismore, raises a wider issue regarding 

the recording of illegitimacy in parishes and the relevance of workhouse 
illegitimacies to illegitimacy levels in general. It is an issue to which we shall 

return later in this study.

NUTRITION. ILLEGITIMACY AND THE GREAT FAMINE
It is worth commenting a little further on the interpretation of illegitimacy behaviour 

during the intense and prolonged crisis of the Great Famine, as it brings together 
issues of nutrition, power relationships, social disorganisation and illegitimate 
fertility. Kennedy, in an article on Bastardy and the Great Famine [66] has outlined 
three possible scenarios focusing on social anomie, worsening of pre-existing 
inequalities in power relationships, and nutritional deprivation which might help to 
explain illegitimacy behaviour during the Famine period. The first two scenarios 
would predict an increase in illegitimacy whilst the third points towards a reduction 
as a result of famine. As previously noted, (see Table 5.6) the evidence would 
suggest no dominant pattern with the parish sample evenly split between rising 
and falling illegitimacy during the Famine period. However, developing the 
analysis further, Kennedy has put forward a measure of 'abnormal' illegitimacy - 
the extent to which illegitimacy during the Famine differed from what it would have 
been in the absence of the Famine - correlating it with proxy variables representing 
the severity of the Great Famine in different localities.

The findings, set out in Table 5.10 whilst weak, do at least form a coherent 
pattern. [67] Small variations in abnormal illegitimacy (either in a positive or 
negative direction) appear to be associated with a severe famine experience, while 
large variations are associated with milder famine conditions. Whether the 
severity of the Famine is measured in terms of the fertility shock, or in terms of the 
proportion of the population on outdoor relief, the results point in the same 
direction.

Kennedy acknowledges the difficulty in measuring abnormal illegitimacy, the key 
difficulty being that of knowing what normal illegitimacy might have been. He also 
observes that a larger and more representative sample might have produced a 
different set of outcomes. Nevertheless, he concludes that illegitimate fertility
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varied greatly in response to famine conditions and indeed to other circumstances. 
However, given this unexplained variation, Kennedy suspects "that much more 
complex relationships and distinctive micro-histories characterised the connection 
between bastardy and famine in the Ireland of the 1840s". [68] Whilst hardly a 
tidy conclusion, it accords with varied parish data which defy neat summation.
The balance of forces and net outcome on illegitimacy behaviour may well have 
reflected differing social structures. To explore this aspect of Irish bastardy further 
a more detailed social and economic profile of the communities represented in the 
sample of parishes is assembled in Chapter 6.

REPETITIVE BASTARD BEARING

Connolly, in examining repetitive bastard bearing, noted that despite the limitations 
placed upon the analysis, it was clear that only a minority of illegitimate children 

were born to women who were the mothers of more than one such child. [69] The 
comment has been made in relation to the workhouse that three or more 
generations of the same family might follow in the family tradition of bastard 
bearing. [70] However, some evidence from Kilrush register would support 
Connolly's findings. Of 211 mothers who gave birth to illegitimate children 
between 1850-1875, a total of 39 were repeaters (18 per cent). Admittedly there 
were some individuals like Mary Griffin who had four children in the workhouse.
The first was baptised in 1858, the second in 1861, the third and fourth in 1863 
and 1868 respectively. However, as such they were a minority of a minority. A 
large nucleus of aberrant females does not seem to have been a feature of Kilrush 
workhouse even in the harsh and degrading conditions of the time. Evidence 
from two other registers, both Church of Ireland, suggests even lower levels of 
repetitive bastard bearing. In Ballywillan, out of 40 mothers of illegitimate 
children, 6 (15 per cent) were repeaters and in Dunluce there were only 10 
repeaters out of 129 mothers (8 per cent). No dramatic claims can be made for 
such scraps of evidence. Nonetheless they lend support to the notion that only a 

small proportion of Irish women were repetitive bastard bearers.

ILLEGITIMACY AND OCCUPATIONAL STATUS
The Poor Law Commissioners report detailed evidence regarding the link between 

illegitimacy and domestic service and the general European literature has similarly 
referred to the association of illegitimacy with menial occupations in general and 

servanthood in particular. Unfortunately, occupational data does not appear to 
have been recorded in Catholic parish registers rendering it impossible to establish 
the employment, or perhaps previous employment, of unmarried mothers. Church
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of Ireland registrars however tended to note occupational details of the mother, 
and the father, if he was known.

Some evidence is presented here regarding the occupations of those who bore 
illegitimate children, though of course such evidence is limited in so far as it 

reflects a single minority denomination known to have had access, on balance, to 
more privileged occupations than those of the Catholic populace. Nevertheless, 
the data are instructive. In the case of Dunluce parish, County Antrim, two-thirds 
of women bearing illegitimate children, where an occupation was given, were 
recorded as domestic servant. Other occupations mentioned included 
housemaid, flowerer, millworker and seamstress. [71] Where a male occupation 

was given, it was usually labourer. In Ballywillan, County Londonderry, only four 
females gave an occupation but it was always servant. In the case of males, 

about two-thirds were labourer or servant, where occupation was given. [72] In 
Moyrus in County Galway, of only three illegitimacies between 1841 and 1871 out 
of 130 baptisms, a police constable and servant were the parents of one child, a 
farmer and servant the parents of another. The parents of the third child had only 
'labourer* beside the entry, possibly denoting male occupation. [73] In Killaloe, 
County Clare, the only illegitimacy recorded between 1845 and 1872, out of 143 
baptisms was bom to a male farmer and female labourer. [74] Although menial 
occupations feature highly this was not always the case. In Kilmoremoy in County 
Mayo, occupations of fathers of illegitimate children ranged from painter and 
shoemaker to 'Attorney', Coroner, officer, solicitor and harbour master. [75] 
Nevertheless, the preponderance of servants, labourers, and other equivalently 
graded occupations certainly accords with the general literature on illegitimacy 
which suggests the prevalence of female vulnerability, lack of familial, clerical and 
community supervision, and isolation in such occupations as a major factor in 
contributing to illegitimacy. However, there is the occasional hint of perhaps the 
existence of an unstable or perhaps stable union. [76] However, without 
additional evidence, cohabitation cannot be substantiated. The occupational 
data, though patchy, suggests the association between lower socio-economic 

groupings and illegitimacy is not misplaced. However, the lack of occupational 
data from Catholic parish registers means that such reputed associations for the 
Catholic community will of necessity continue to rely on other sources.
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TABLE 5.10 'Abnormal' illegitimacy and the severity of the Famine :
some correlations

'Abnormal' illegitimacy and:

Famine shock to legitimate fertility 0.29 N=23
Proportion of paupers -0.07 N=23
Proportion of population on famine relief -0.41 N=21
Proportion of population on indoor relief -0.45 N=21
Proportion of population on outdoor relief -0.36 N=21
Population decline, 1841-51 -0.23 N=23
Index of wealth -0.10 N=21

Source: KENNEDY L., 'Bastardy and the Great Famine : Ireland,1845-50',
Continuity and Change, 14 (3), (1999) : pp. 429 - 452.
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CONCLUSION

It is perhaps appropriate that this chapter should conclude where in a sense it 
began, with the unmarried mother. In the sifting of statistical data it is easy to 

reduce the illegitimate child to the role of numerator in the illegitimacy equation, 
with the mother's life becoming forgotten, or worse ignored, in the collation of 
bastardy ratios. Ideally, the fine detail of individual lives should inform the broad 
brush strokes of statistical analysis. Such case histories of individuals are 

unfortunately in short supply. Nevertheless, if we return once again to the Poor 
Inquiry Commissioners' evidence on pre-Famine Ireland, we are served with some 

vignettes of women who contravened the sexual code. Kate Hayes for example,
"a wretched old creature who lived in a dark hovel of sods and straw not more than 
six feet square, said that her daughter, a poor drivelling idiot, whom she exposed 
at her door in a state approaching nudity, though nearly 20 years of age, was a 
healthy child until she herself, on having a second bastard, was driven out of 
house and home in winter, and obliged to sleep under walls in the open air, when 

she had hardly clothes to cover her". [77] Mary Regan of Skull, County Cork, "a 
stranger" was noted as having an illegitimate child. She eked out an existence by 
begging. [78] Mary Sullivan, also of Skull, "had two bye-children; the eldest is 
about eight or nine; she was about 30 years of age, and was in the habit of going 
about jobbing, manufacturing wool, etc. When she had the first child by a kind of 
farmer, he gave her no assistance, and she went begging. She had the second 
child while she was begging, by a poor farmer's son. He did nothing for her. She 
remained begging, and does so still. She has no cabin; she gets a night's lodging 
up and down, and goes about a great part of the country begging." [79] Not all 
unmarried mothers were driven to the margins, though such portraits of 
degradation and despair accord with the majority of contemporary testimony and 
remind us of the desperation of individuals. Of course we know that the results of 
unmarried motherhood were, in many instances, a career path of begging and/or 
prostitution, with destitution and death as unwelcome attendants. However, the 
emotions and motivations of the single pregnant woman cannot be known. 
Unmarried mothers testimonies do not exist. However, we can perhaps gain, 

through the window of present day experience, a glimpse of the emotional turmoil 
of such women. It has been observed that upon learning that she is pregnant, the 

unmarried mother-to-be "is tossed along a series of emotional rapids that start with 
feelings of disbelief and dismay and often end with feelings of despair and 

dejection as the full impact of what is happening dawns upon her. Her feelings 
about the baby are usually mixed, but this is hardly surprising, as she is 

simultaneously buffeted by changes to her body, her moods, her social world and
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her physical environment". It was also noted that common reactions to such a 
pregnancy were shock, disbelief, and shame, as well as feeling scared and 
frightened. [80] The early nineteenth-century unmarried mother-to-be no doubt 
had more reason for fear than her twentieth-century counterpart. Ahead of her 
lay an unenviable path if she were to survive childbirth and its complications. [81] 
Why then did some women appear to succumb, knowing the results of their coital 
behaviour would spell personal disaster? Akenson's argument that pre-marital 
pregnancy was a route to marriage [82] would not appear to fit well with the 
evidence. Servants with perhaps a less realistic expectation than many of 
marriage, were, as has already been observed, major contributors to illegitimacy. 
Moreover, Akenson, though alluding to the likely eventual marriage of single 
pregnant girls, fails to substantiate their intention from the outset to secure such a 
marriage by stealth. However, recent research regarding contemporary teenage 
sexual behaviour has presented evidence which suggests that decision-making in 
the teenage years is typically reactive, impulsive and unplanned, with an emphasis 
on spontaneity. It also suggests that sexual behaviour does not lend itself to 
interpretation as a rational choice, rather sex is associated with impulsiveness 
when people seem to display a striking indifference to their own long-term interest. 
[83] Of course spontaneity can only occur where social forces provide the 
necessary opportunities for illicit sexuality. Indeed, such research does not explain 
illegitimacy, nor can we be confident that the emotions and impulses of one era 
can be transposed to another, though perhaps it helps to suggest why, in 
situations where parental, ecclesiastical and other controls were loosened, such as 
servanthood, young people might have disregarded possible consequences and 
took what little comfort they could find in sexual intimacy. The unmarried mother, 
as one who has been unfortunate to have become pregnant as the result of some 
degree of spontaneity, would seem more plausible than Akenson's calculating 
marriage strategist. However, in the absence of more evidence, the intentions of 
the unmarried mother will remain a matter for conjecture. Notwithstanding, such 
speculation helps to focus attention back on the unmarried mother who, more than 
most individuals in nineteenth century Ireland, found herself in a spiral of despair, 
the depth of which it is impossible to imagine.
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APPENDIX I

CORE PARISH SAMPLE

The sample of twenty-two parishes which provides the core of data for this chapter 
was constructed from fifteen parishes for which data was taken directly from 
microfilm of the relevant registers at the National Library of Ireland, in the case of 
the Catholic registers, and the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland, in the 
case of those belonging to the Church of Ireland.

The data for seven other parishes were obtained from Professor Sean Connolly, 
who kindly granted permission to use these data. The twenty-two parish sample 

is used in Tables One and Seven. Table Two uses data from eight of the twenty- 
two parishes. Table Nine once again utilises the twenty-two parishes with the 

addition of Batterstown parish for which data were taken from the microfilm at the 
National Library of Ireland. Table Six supplements the core sample with 
Batterstown and the addition of Lismore parish for which data, once again, were 
taken from the relevant National Library microfilm. In the discussion of 
workhouses, two further parishes were used, namely Kilrush and Ennis, the data 
being obtained directly from the relevant microfilms. The aforementioned twenty- 
six parishes are set out below.

Parish Countv Dates Reference

Kilglass Sligo 1830-1880 P4229

Kilkenny (St. Mary's) Kilkenny 1830-1880 P5029, P5028

Carlow Carlow 1830-1880 P4193

Clonegall Carlow 1833-1880 P4197

Clonmore Carlow 1830-1880 P4198

Monaghan * Monaghan 1830-1860 MIC 1/248

Keady * Armagh 1830-1860 MIC 1/52

Sixmilebridge Clare 1830-1880 P2474

Killaloe Clare 1830-1880 P2477

Windgap Kilkenny 1830-1880 P5023

Abbeyleix Laois 1830-1880 P4200

Skibbereen Cork 1830-1880 P4774, P4775
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Ardagh Longford 1830-1880 P4235

Tinryland Carlow 1833-1880 P4192

Cappoquin Waterford 1830-1880 P2467

Nobber Meath 1830-1865 Professor Sean Connolly

Slieverue Kilkenny 1830-1865 Professor Sean Connolly

Quin and Clooney Clare 1830-1865 Professor Sean Connolly

Glenflesk Kerry 1830-1842,
1844-1865

Professor Sean Connolly

Aughagower Mayo 1830-1836,
1842-1865

Professor Sean Connolly

Newmarket Cork 1830-1865 Professor Sean Connolly

St. Canice's Kilkenny 1830-1865 Professor Sean Connolly

Batterstown Meath 1836-1857,
1860-1880

P4177

Lismore Waterford 1830-1831,
1840-1844,
1846-1858,
1866-1880

P2467

Kilrush Clare 1830-1831,
1833-1880

P2487

Ennis Clare 1850-1865 P2472

* Church of Ireland registers (Public Record Office of Northern Ireland)
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APPENDIX II

SAMPLE OF PARISHES - ANTRIM AND DOWN

Parish County

Ballymoney Antrim

Carrickfergus Antrim

Coleraine Antrim

Duneane Antrim

Glenravel Antrim

Ramoan Antrim

Aghagallon Antrim

Larne Antrim

St. Matthews (Belfast) Antrim

Rasharkin Antrim

Randalstown Antrim

Loughguile Antrim

Glassdrummon Down

Dromore Down

Dromara Down

Drumgooland Upper Down

Annaclone Down

Seapatrick Down

Kilcoo Down

Magheralin Down

Kilbroney Down

Drumgooland Lower Down

Ballynahinch Down

Dates

1853-1899

1821-1841, 1852-1899

1848-1899

1835-1899

1825-1841, 1848-1856, 1864-1874, 
1877-1899

1838-1869, 1873-1899

1828- 1865, 1867-1899

1829- 1899

1841- 1899

1848-1856, 1864-1899

1825- 1867, 1871-1899 

1834-1899

1842- 1867 

1823-1899

1826- 1899

1827- 1899 

1834-1899

1843- 1845, 1850-1899 

1832-1899

1820-1836, 1846-1899 

1820-1899 

1832-1899 

1827-1899
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Saintfield Down 1837-1847, 1850, 1853-1899

Loughinisland Down 1820-1899

Clonallon Down 1826-1899

Kilkeel Down 1839-1899
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APPENDIX 111

A list of other parishes, which have also been drawn upon in this chapter, are 
listed below.

RC = Catholic

Cl = Church of Ireland

Parish Countv Dates Reference

RC Tramore * Waterford 1790, 1795, 
1799-1807

P2448

RC Kells * Meath 1791-1805 P4185

RC Clonmellon * Westmeath 1785-1800 P4187

Cl Kilshannig + Cork 1830-1855 MFCI18

Cl Ballysakeery + Mayo 1829-1871 MFCI32

Cl Schull + Cork 1826-1873 MFCI25

Cl Ballywillan A Londonderry 1826-1871 MIC/583/2

Cl Dunluce A Antrim 1826-1897 MIC 1/90

Cl Moyrus + Galway 1841-1871 MCFI35

Cl Killaloe + Clare 1845-1872 MCFI15

Cl Kilmoremoy + Mayo 1840-1874 MCFI35

Cl Coleraine A 
(Workhouse)

Londonderry 1842-1878 MICI/7A

Location: * National Library of Ireland

A Public Record Office of Northern Ireland 

+ National Archives
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APPENDIX IV

PRESBYTERIAN CONGREGATION REGISTERS
USED IN TRACING FIRST MATERNITIES

Conareqation County Dates Reference

Glennan Monaghan 1805-1820 CR373

First Armagh Armagh 1707-1728 CR3

Killyleagh Down 1692-1742 -

Second Portglenone Antrim 1822-1845 -

Ballykelly Londonderry 1699-1704 -

Location: Presbyterian Historical Society, Belfast
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APPENDIX V

REGISTERS USED IN CALCULATING THE PERIOD OF DAYS BETWEEN
BIRTH AND BAPTISM - PRESBYTERIAN. CHURCH OF IRELAND

AND CATHOLIC DENOMINATIONS

PRESBYTERIAN

Conqreqation County/City* Dates Reference

First Dromara Down 1765, 1836 MICIP/89

Coronary Cavan 1766-1769 MICIP/179

Ballykelly Londonderry 1810-1817(Gaps) -

Donegall Street Belfast * 1825-1826 CR292

Faughanvale Londonderry 1826-1829, 1839, 
1840

CR347

College Square Belfast * 1843,1883 CR178

First Ballynahinch Down 1842, 1882 MICIP/302
A-B&D

Upper Cumber Londonderry 1855-1857 CR527

Creggs Galway 1864-1869 CR225

Elmwood Belfast * 1882-1883 CR312

Roscommon Roscommon 1880-1886 CR475

Location: Presbyterian Historical Society

CHURCH OF IRELAND

Parish County Dates Reference

Clonduff Down 1785-1790 MIC/583/2

Coleraine Londonderry 1832 MICI/7A

Drung Cavan 1852, 1882-1883 MICI/300 A-B

Keady Armagh 1840-1841, 1870 MIC 1/52

Location: Public Record Office of Northern Ireland
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CATHOLIC

Parish Countv Dates Reference

Skreen and Dromard * Sligo 1848-1849, 1878 P4229

Lyde and Ardclinis A Antrim 1873 MICID/68

Saul A Down 1870-1878 (Gaps) MICID/74

Drumlane A Cavan 1870 MICID/75

Windgap * Kilkenny 1859, 1880 P5023

Tinryland * Carlow 1859 P4192

Location: * National Library of Ireland

A Public Record Office of Northern Ireland

Note: The dates refer to the year(s) for which all baptisms were taken and
the corresponding birth date traced. For example, in Clonduff 
Church of Ireland parish, all baptisms for the period 1 January 1785 
to 31 December 1790 were traced to the corresponding birth date 
and the difference between these dates in terms of the number of 
days was calculated.
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Abbeyleix Ardagh Aughagower Batterstown Cappoquin Carlow
1830 0.68 0.00 1.50 5.14 3.37
1831 1.26 0.54 0.70 3.48 6.30
1832 1.29 3.92 2.00 2.65 5.07
1833 2.21 1.49 0.90 1.44 6.10
1834 0.61 2.05 1.00 3.15 4.45
1835 0.88 0.00 1.10 3.55 6.06
1836 0.68 0.65 2.20 1.79 5.13 7.43
1837 2.08 0.68 4.23 0.51 6.70
1838 2.40 0.00 5.26 1.55 7.05
1839 2.04 0.83 5.45 2.47 7.63
1840 1.50 0.00 1.89 3.98 6.25
1841 1.91 0.00 0.00 3.17 6.95
1842 1.49 0.00 0.50 0.00 6.25 10.87
1843 1.46 0.00 0.40 0.00 2.29 6.83
1844 2.86 0.93 0.70 4.65 1.85 8.66
1845 2.19 0.93 0.00 5.77 4.80 6.46
1846 1.54 1.12 0.60 4.65 4.78 3.05
1847 1.02 0.00 0.50 5.88 2.91 2.44
1848 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 2.05 0.93
1849 3.30 0.00 0.80 0.00 4.26 1.35
1850 2.70 0.00 0.90 0.00 1.42 2.69
1851 8.43 0.00 0.80 0.00 1.50 3.65
1852 2.90 0.00 0.00 8.00 0.00 3.59
1853 0.00 0.00 0.90 0.00 2.86 2.84
1854 1.37 0.00 0.00 0.00 2.27 0.62
1855 7.59 0.00 0.90 0.00 1.85 0.00
1856 2.25 0.00 1.10 5.26 6.61 2.29
1857 2.44 0.00 0.00 0.00 7.08 1.54
1858 3.75 0.00 2.50 2.99 1.69
1859 2.11 0.00 1.90 2.73 2.29
1860 1.12 1.10 1.10 0.00 1.59 2.76
1861 1.16 0.00 0.00 14.29 0.00 3.82
1862 1.33 1.28 0.00 0.00 4.85 3.08
1863 0.00 2.70 1.20 0.00 2.52 4.38
1864 0.00 0.00 0.00 4.00 2.13 4.62
1865 2.99 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.96 3.07
1866 2.67 0.00 4.76 0.85 3.21
1867 3.03 1.67 0.00 0.00 5.56
1868 1.35 0.00 0.00 3.00 1.43
1869 1.54 1.15 0.00 2.02 3.91
1870 0.00 1.61 0.00 0.00 0.00
1871 2.94 0.00 0.00 0.00 4.55
1872 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 2.36
1873 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.68
1874 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
1875 0.00 0.00 0.00 2.80 3.57
1876 0.00 1.45 0.00 0.00 2.63
1877 3.28 0.00 0.00 0.84 0.00
1878 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.92 2.38
1879 0.00 0.00 3.45 0.00 2.83
1880 3.92 0.00 4.17 2.47 3.28
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Clonegal Clonmore Glenflesk Keady Kilglass Killaloe
1830 1.56 0.00 2.94 0.00 2.48
1831 1.94 0.00 4.17 0.85 1.59
1832 1.96 0.60 4.00 0.00 3.67
1833 0.00 0.44 0.00 2.38 2.56 2.78
1834 0.00 1.55 0.00 2.00 1.56 2.06
1835 0.89 2.08 1.50 4.62 2.29 1.56
1836 4.23 4.15 0.70 6.06 1.37 3.52
1837 2.22 6.07 0.70 4.48 0.00 2.63
1838 4.61 2.00 0.00 6.41 0.79 2.38
1839 0.56 2.99 0.60 11.27 0.74 1.45
1840 1.81 0.00 1.40 4.55 0.85 1.79
1841 0.00 1.01 1.50 2.70 0.70 1.01
1842 1.20 2.08 0.00 3.33 3.57 0.78
1843 2.01 0.00 5.41 0.00 1.07
1844 1.23 1.85 0.00 3.03 0.00 1.31
1845 4.89 0.65 1.50 0.00 0.86 0.35
1846 1.88 1.29 2.70 2.78 0.91 1.48
1847 2.40 0.00 0.00 0.00 3.13 0.43
1848 3.85 1.06 0.90 0.00 0.00 0.83
1849 3.01 3.03 1.90 0.00 2.27 0.00
1850 0.88 1.30 1.90 4.35 0.00 1.39
1851 2.41 4.49 0.00 2.78 1.64 0.00
1852 2.88 1.27 0.00 3.33 2.27 4.30
1853 3.37 0.00 0.00 3.33 1.37 2.30
1854 1.15 1.35 1.20 6.45 0.00 1.03
1855 3.80 2.90 2.60 3.45 1.52 3.06
1856 2.86 3.75 2.20 3.70 2.50 0.98
1857 0.00 4.55 0.00 0.00 1.19 1.60
1858 2.86 1.12 1.90 3.33 0.00 0.00
1859 5.05 0.00 1.40 3.45 0.94 3.28
1860 4.63 5.66 0.80 0.00 1.16 1.63
1861 1.20 0.00 1.00 1.11 1.71
1862 5.00 0.00 0.90 1.20 1.06
1863 3.37 1.15 1.00 0.00 2.48
1864 1.04 3.92 1.10 0.00 1.10
1865 1.06 0.00 1.80 0.00 2.04
1866 4.46 0.00 0.00 0.00
1867 0.00 0.00 1.16 1.28
1868 0.00 3.30 0.00 0.00
1869 0.91 4.40 0.00 1.12
1870 0.00 1.09 0.78 0.00
1871 0.99 0.00 0.00 0.00
1872 0.00 1.05 1.77 2.47
1873 0.00 3.03 0.00 0.00
1874 0.00 2.22 1.12 1.90
1875 2.06 1.11 0.00 0.00
1876 1.06 2.08 0.00 0.96
1877 0.00 0.00 3.30 0.00
1878 1.69 1.23 0.00 0.00
1879 1.03 2.82 2.47 1.08
1880 0.00 1.61 0.00 0.00
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Kilrush Lismore Monaghan Newmarket Nobber Clooney
1830 0.33 3.28 3.90 2.50 0.00 0.00
1831 0.00 2.86 2.82 1.00 2.60 0.00
1832 3.13 1.50 2.00 0.00
1833 0.00 4.48 1.90 3.10 0.00
1834 1.33 2.94 2.80 2.00 1.40
1835 0.44 4.35 2.20 3.50 0.90
1836 0.00 0.00 1.20 1.40 2.40
1837 0.74 11.48 0.60 2.50 0.00
1838 0.34 4.62 0.50 0.90 1.40
1839 0.47 1.69 0.20 4.30 2.50
1840 0.00 5.96 0.00 1.10 0.00 2.20
1841 0.32 4.52 2.70 0.60 2.40 0.00
1842 0.94 2.54 1.52 1.10 6.80 0.00
1843 2.04 1.25 4.44 0.50 1.80 0.00
1844 1.60 0.00 2.08 0.50 0.00 0.50
1845 1.13 2.17 0.70 6.90 0.50
1846 2.27 0.27 8.89 1.70 1.10 0.00
1847 2.41 0.68 3.23 0.00 4.10 1.00
1848 0.00 0.00 4.26 1.40 2.20 0.00
1849 1.54 7.26 5.88 2.90 3.10 0.00
1850 2.35 10.20 9.76 1.20 0.00 3.10
1851 1.77 6.60 0.00 0.00 8.30 0.00
1852 1.75 9.09 4.76 1.70 11.40 2.50
1853 2.53 10.38 5.13 1.40 7.30 0.00
1854 4.85 14.85 10.81 3.10 5.00 3.70
1855 4.50 8.33 2.50 2.30 4.80 0.00
1856 3.74 10.00 9.30 0.70 2.20 0.00
1857 3.90 13.33 5.71 2.90 2.80 1.10
1858 5.45 12.20 3.57 2.40 2.10 2.30
1859 5.86 5.36 1.60 2.00 2.80
1860 6.55 8.62 0.80 4.80 1.00
1861 6.25 1.40 0.00 1.80
1862 7.73 0.00 0.00 1.40
1863 9.21 0.60 0.00 1.20
1864 10.13 2.20 1.90 2.20
1865 6.56 0.60 0.00 1.50
1866 6.38 15.79
1867 4.26 8.77
1868 7.60 11.58
1869 5.03 5.88
1870 3.91 4.44
1871 3.37 4.69
1872 3.47 3.23
1873 4.97 7.56
1874 3.63 7.81
1875 3.66 4.07
1876 2.31 3.05
1877 2.30 7.03
1878 3.70 5.08
1879 2.26 6.30
1880 4.14 2.78
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Sixmilebridge Skibbereen Slieverue St Canice's St Mary's Tinryland
1830 6.92 0.56 2.20 1.30 0.76
1831 1.52 0.00 3.00 0.00 0.00
1832 6.21 0.00 5.60 3.20 0.74
1833 5.59 0.94 4.30 2.00 5.77 8.86
1834 5.34 2.05 5.60 5.60 7.69 2.19
1835 6.70 2.15 1.70 8.30 8.40 2.86
1836 7.07 0.45 1.50 4.10 5.59 6.34
1837 8.18 1.82 4.40 6.90 4.38 4.80
1838 3.28 1.68 5.40 4.40 4.96 5.04
1839 5.19 1.58 3.80 4.30 4.96 3.54
1840 2.04 1.35 4.40 6.10 0.00 2.91
1841 2.24 1.61 4.60 4.70 4.35 1.71
1842 2.01 1.09 5.70 6.60 2.87 9.02
1843 2.05 2.20 4.70 5.50 2.48 3.76
1844 1.44 1.43 2.50 7.30 4.97 2.61
1845 2.24 1.84 7.70 4.80 1.31 4.80
1846 1.23 0.00 4.50 5.80 0.68 0.83
1847 1.18 0.00 2.10 2.80 0.79 0.00
1848 0.99 0.31 3.10 4.00 3.08 1.28
1849 0.00 0.38 1.40 3.10 5.48 0.99
1850 1.23 0.00 5.30 4.60 6.90 1.28
1851 0.00 1.47 2.00 9.00 6.73 6.76
1852 6.38 2.70 4.90 7.10 4.46 2.74
1853 2.56 2.53 3.70 8.90 1.90 2.27
1854 2.13 1.86 4.20 6.40 2.38 3.90
1855 0.00 1.95 1.30 7.30 0.00 4.92
1856 0.00 1.10 0.00 3.30 4.67 1.52
1857 0.00 1.85 0.00 0.00 0.00 4.41
1858 0.00 0.99 2.20 0.00 7.87 7.50
1859 1.59 0.96 0.00 0.00 2.83 1.39
1860 4.35 0.90 0.00 0.00 1.28 1.35
1861 3.45 1.89 0.00 0.00 2.40 0.00
1862 2.86 2.50 0.00 0.00 2.30 1.25
1863 1.52 0.46 0.00 0.00 4.30 0.00
1864 5.45 0.51 0.00 0.00 7.87 5.17
1865 3.39 3.02 0.00 0.00 9.09 4.23
1866 1.61 2.56 3.90 0.00
1867 2.33 0.50 13.70 1.52
1868 4.44 1.99 7.41 0.00
1869 0.00 1.09 6.67 0.00
1870 0.00 0.59 7.25 1.96
1871 0.00 1.03 2.47 4.23
1872 0.00 1.10 0.00 4.62
1873 0.00 1.22 0.00 0.00
1874 2.56 0.61 5.08 0.00
1875 0.00 0.00 1.49 5.26
1876 0.00 0.00 5.26 3.39
1877 0.00 0.00 1.43 2.17
1878 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.85
1879 2.04 0.00 1.49 0.00
1880 2.27 0.00 1.52 4.17
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APPENDIX II

KILRUSH ILLEGITIMACY RATIOS WITH AND WITHOUT WORKHOUSE
ILLEGITIMACIES 1850- 1875

llleq. Illeq.
Ratio Ratio (Less Workhouse Illegitimacies')

1850 2.35 1.97
1851 1.77 1.77
1852 1.75 1.32
1853 2.53 2.53
1854 4.85 4.85
1855 4.50 2.55
1856 3.74 3.29
1857 3.90 0.45
1858 5.45 0.95
1859 5.86 1.23
1860 6.55 2.28
1861 6.25 1.23
1862 7.73 2.27
1863 9.21 3.27
1864 10.13 2.86
1865 6.56 0.58
1866 6.38 2.94
1867 4.26 2.37
1868 7.60 4.82
1869 5.03 0.53
1870 3.91 1.71
1871 3.37 1.71
1872 3.47 0.60
1873 4.97 1.71
1874 3.63 0.53
1875 3.66 0.00

197



CHAPTER 6

AN EXAMINATION OF THE SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC CONTEXT

OF ILLEGITIMACY IN SOME NINETEENTH CENTURY PARISHES
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The daughters of sin and sorrow claim sympathy, even in their ruin. Though a 
disgrace to their sex, they once were pure. Their tearful tale is a tale of wrong - 
tempted, deceived, deserted, they are often more sinned against than sinning; a 
sad experience their's that man is false and vile.
Appeal and Report of the Ulster Female Penitentiary [1]

Many female paupers have been in the habit of leaving the House for a time, and 
returning in a state of pregnancy in order to lie in, thereby casting the burden of 
supporting them and their illegitimate offspring on the overburden (sic) Ratepayers 
instead of becoming as they should dependent on their guilty paramours.
Mr John McCartan, Lurgan Poor Law Guardian [2]
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The contemporary quotations which begin this chapter illustrate some of the 

conflicting perceptions regarding the unmarried mother in nineteenth-century 
Ireland. She might be deemed worthy, if sufficiently penitent, of patronising pity or 
alternatively might be vilified as an unnecessary economic and moral burden.
There is, however, little in either perspective to provide us with clues to the social 
forces which might have shaped her life chances. Nor is there much by way of an 
explanation of her behaviour and predicament beyond the allusion to seduction or 
wilful immorality.

In Chapter 5, illegitimacy behaviour was explored by contrasting the differing 
experiences of three regional clusters of parishes. These clusters proved useful, at 
least in a preliminary way, in helping to identify factors which might have been 
important in moulding illegitimacy behaviour. The analysis can be taken a stage 
further by analysing these clusters of parishes in greater depth. This requires a 
more detailed social and economic profile of the communities represented in the 
sample.

The Catholic parish was not, of course, the unit of measurement used in the census 
of Ireland. The civil parish was the basic unit and a Catholic parish might be 
constructed of one or more civil parishes. A somewhat arduous process is therefore 
required to convert each Catholic parish back into its relevant civil parish or parishes 
to obtain the required information. Using census data the social and economic 
characteristics of some 25 southern Catholic parishes and 15 county Down parishes 
were assembled by amalgamating the data for the relevant civil parishes to create a 
composite profile for each Catholic parish (see Appendix I). Although the cluster of 
civil parishes was unlikely to be an exact fit for any given Catholic parish, they were 
substantially similar. The findings are set out in Table 6.1. Despite the well known 

limitations of correlation analysis, the results are intriguing.

They reveal positive correlations of some strength between illegitimacy and the 

proportion of families in manufacturing and trades, etc. (1841 : 0.49, 1851 : 0.46, 

1861 : 0.39), those in first and second class housing (1841 : 0.45, 1851 : 0.41, 1861 

: 0.33) and the proportion of urban population (1841 : 0.49, 1851 : 0.47, 1861 : 

0.25). A weak but positive correlation is also evident for the proportion of female 

servants (1841 : 0.35, 1851 : 0.26, 1861 : 0.38), females of five years old and 

upwards who could read (1841 : 0.34, 1851 : 0.35, 1861 : 0.44) and males within 

the same category (1841 : 0.35, 1851 : 0.33, 1861 : 0.20). There is a negative
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TABLE 6.1 Illegitimacy in a sample of parishes : some correlations

1841 1851 1861

Proportion of families in first and second class housing 0.45 0.41 0.33

Proportion of families in agriculture -0.52 -0.46 -0.35

Proportion of families in manufacturing and trade, etc. 0.49 0.46 0.39

Proportion of female servants 0.35 0.26 0.38

Proportion of males (5 years old and upwards) 
who could read

0.35 0.33 0.20

Proportion of females (5 years old and upwards) 
who could read

0.34 0.35 0.44

Proportion of population urban 0.49 0.47 0.25

Proportion of population Church of Ireland N/A N/A 0.53

Proportion of population Catholic N/A N/A -0.54

Proportion of population Presbyterian N/A N/A 0.40

N=25 N=25 N=23

Note: The critical value of R, at the 95 per cent confidence level, is 0.40 for
a sample size of 25 and 0.41 for a sample size of 23. At the 90 per 
cent confidence level the critical values are 0.34 and 0.35 
respectively. The Irish census commissioners distinguished four 
classes of housing. The lowest, or fourth class, comprised 'all mud 
cabins having only one room' while the third class consisted of ‘a 
better description of cottage, still built of mud, but varying from 2 to 4 
rooms and windows’. A second class house was typically ‘a good 
farm house, or in towns, a house in a small street, having from 5 to 9 
rooms and windows’. First class houses were ‘all those houses of a 
better description than the preceding classes’. For a discussion of 
housing classes and the limitations of the census data see 
KENNEDY et al, Mapping the Great Irish Famine : A Survey of the 
Famine Decades. (Dublin : Four Courts Press, 1999), pp. 76-87.

Source: Report of the Commissioners appointed to take the Census of Ireland
1841 [504, H.C. 1843, XXIV, I], The Census of Ireland for the year 
1851, pt. VI: General Report, [2134,] H.C. 1856, XXX1,1. The 
Census of Ireland for the year 1861, pt. V. General Report, [3204-IV], 
H.C. 1863, LX1,1. Main Sample (see Appendix I).
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correlation of some strength for the proportion of families in agriculture (1841 :
-0.52, 1851 : -0.46, 1861 : -0.35) and areas with a large Catholic population (1861 : 
-0.54). However, a positive correlation appears to connect illegitimacy and areas 
with a large Church of Ireland population (1861 : 0.53) and a large Presbyterian 
population (1861 : 0.40). Most of the results are significant at the more relaxed 90 
percent confidence level. Approaching the analysis from a somewhat different 
angle, a subset of parishes was assembled to control for urbanisation and the 
results pertaining to these urban parishes are set out in Table 6.2. Overall there is a 
strengthening of both positive and negative correlations, though most of the results 
are not significant at the usual confidence levels. The general picture, however, to 
emerge from these tables is that of an association between illegitimacy and a 
number of variables such as urban living, servant-hood, industrialisation and 
literacy.

To explore these general impressions further, it seemed appropriate to revisit the 
cluster of parishes which were used to illustrate different regional planes of 
illegitimacy. Three regional clusters were created, a Western region, a South East 
region, and a more heterogeneous region labelled the North Midlands. It is not 
practical to describe in detail social and economic conditions in all the parishes. 
However, it is possible to select contrasting cases, an urban parish in the south 
east, a largely agricultural parish in the west, and as an intermediate case, Nobber 
in county Meath.

The parishes chosen for more detailed analysis were Carlow from the South East, 
Aughagower from the Western region, with Nobber from the North Midlands. The 
Catholic parish of Carlow consisted of three civil parishes, namely Carlow,
Clonmelsh and Painestown. Aughagower consisted of the civil parish of that name 
and the Catholic parish of Nobber encompassed two civil parishes, Nobber and 
Cruicetown. All three Catholic parishes were quite different in character and broadly 
reflected conditions within each cluster.

Turning to the western seaboard parish of Aughagower, it was noted in 1837, that 
“the greater portion is mountain, about one-tenth only being under tillage; about 100 
acres are woodland, and there are large tracts of bog". Furthermore, the system of 
agriculture was "in a very rude and unimproved state, spade husbandry being still 
prevalent to a considerable extent". Little industry was noted, even less was 
operative, and although linen manufacture was "partially carried on" it was said to
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TABLE 6.2 Illegitimacy in a sample of urban parishes : some correlations

1841 1851 1861

Proportion of families in first and second class housing 0.45 0.33 0.65

Proportion of families in agriculture -0.60 -0.50 -0.33

Proportion of families in manufacturing and trade, etc. 0.56 0.53 0.50

Proportion of female servants 0.16 0.09 0.30

Proportion of males (5 years old and upwards) 
who could read

0.51 0.62 0.16

Proportion of females (5 years old and upwards) 
who could read

0.46 0.66 0.47

Proportion of population Church of Ireland N/A N/A 0.58

Proportion of population Catholic N/A N/A -0.56

Proportion of population Presbyterian N/A N/A 0.45

N=11 N=11 N=11

Note: The critical value of R at the 95 per cent confidence level is 0.60 for a
sample of 11. At the 90 per cent confidence level it is 0.52.

Source: Report of the Commissioners appointed to take the Census of Ireland
1841 [504, H.C. 1843, XXIV, I], The Census of Ireland for the year 
1851, pt. VI : General Report, [2134,] H.C. 1856, XXX1, I. The 
Census of Ireland for the year 1861, pt. V. General Report, [3204-IV], 
H.C. 1863, LX1,1. Main Sample (see Appendix I).
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be "diminishing every year, and at present affords employment only to a small 
number of persons".[3] Approximately a decade later an equally desolate picture 
emerged in the Parliamentary Gazetteer. It described how "the southern division of 
the parish is chiefly wild, bleak, impracticable mountain; and the northern division is, 
to a large extent, bog and moor, interspersed with lakes and turloughs. Only a 

small part is arable; and not many spots have attractions for either the agriculturist 
or the lover of rich landscape".[4] When the Great Famine struck there can be little 
doubt that the parish was vulnerable to death, disease and emigration. The 
average annual rate of excess mortality for Mayo county (1846-51) was the highest 
of any county in Ireland (58.4 per 1000) [5] and evictions, relative to the population, 
were almost as numerous as the notoriously high numbers in Clare.[6]

After the Great Famine structural change occurred more slowly in Mayo than it did in 
the more prosperous counties of Ireland and the county, and especially its eastern 
and western peripheries, remained peopled with small farmers who married early 
and worked tillage farms that were regularly sub-divided in the next generation^?]
In 1851 Mayo, with only 48 per cent of land cultivated, was the least intensively 
cultivated of all Irish counties and it remained so in 1871.[8] The impressionistic 
picture which thus emerges is of desolation and rural impoverishment, of an 
underdeveloped and slowly changing agriculturally based economy ill prepared for, 
and ultimately devastated by, the Great Famine.

The Catholic parish of Carlow in the south east of the country provides a contrasting 
social and economic profile. Carlow parish consisted of the town of Carlow, 
described in 1837 as "pleasantly and advantageously situated on the eastern bank
of the river Barrow..... it is surrounded by a rich agricultural district, and sheltered
by some ranges of hills well cultivated to their summits". The town had "become the 
principal mart for the agricultural produce of the well-cultivated districts around it,” 
and carried on “an extensive trade in corn and butter". Carlow was a garrison town 
with a cavalry barracks "for 8 officers and 112 non-commissioned officers and 
privates, with stabling for 90 horses, and an hospital for 20 patients".[9] In 
Painestown the land was "of good quality, nearly equally divided between tillage 
and pasture”; with “neither waste nor bog". There were also quarries of building 

stone.[10] In the early 1840s Carlow town possessed almost an English character 
and was home to "a troop of cavalry and two companies of infantry". There was a 
considerable trade on the river Barrow downward to Waterford, and upward through 
the Grand Canal to Dublin. In addition, a large proportion of the cereal and dairy 

produce of the county was sold and shipped at Carlow and the town possessed
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three breweries, a distillery, and four flour-mills.[11] During the Great Famine 

Carlow county had one of the lowest annual average rates of excess mortality (2.7), 
although somewhat higher emigration.[12] Death rates from measles were low, and 
those from consumption were at lower levels than neighbouring Kildare, Laois 
(Queen’s) or Offaly.[13] Both before and after the Great Famine the mean age at 
marriage for both males and females in Carlow was high and male and female 
celibacy levels, although high before the famine at 14 and 15 percent respectively, 
experienced growth, though of a quite modest nature, over the next three 
decades.[14] The picture of Carlow parish that emerges is that of reasonable 

commercial activity and relative prosperity. It was located in a region that escaped 
the worst ravages of the Great Famine and the accompanying human suffering and 
devastation of local communities which was so evident on the western seaboard.

In many ways Nobber represents an intermediate case between the contrasting 
experiences of Aughagower and Carlow. In 1837 it was stated that in Nobber "The 
land, which is principally under tillage, varies greatly in quality; in the southern part it 
is very superior, producing excellent crops of wheat, oats and barley, with fine 
pasturage; there is a considerable quantity of bog in the north, and some marshy 
bog near the town: the system of agriculture is improving". It was also noted that 
there were several limestone quarries in the parish.[15] Almost a decade later, 
Nobber’s landscape was described as having "an undulated character, and a rich 
and ornate appearance".[16] The civil parish of Cruicetown, which was part of the 
Catholic parish of Nobber, was described as having land "of good quality".[17] 
During the Great Famine, in terms of famine mortality, Meath was ranked in 18th 

place whereas Mayo was ranked 1 and Carlow 30.[18] Meath had a high death rate 
from smallpox and deaths from cholera were not insubstantial, though there were 
lower levels of tuberculosis.[19] Meath also had significant participation in public 
work schemes during the Famine years.[20] Although the north west of the county, 
north of Kells and across to Nobber, had been regarded as a prosperous region in 
the early years of the nineteenth century, by 1846 40 per cent of holdings were 
valued for rating purposes at £4 or less and 30 per cent of families depended on 

labouring for a livelihood. As the economy collapsed during the Great Famine 
years, consolidations and evictions rapidly ensued and Morgallion Barony, which 
included most of Nobber parish, lost 37 per cent of its population between 1841 and 
1851 .[21]

These somewhat rugged sketches of topography and society in the three Catholic 
parishes provide a basic context for the discussion of illegitimacy. To the extent to
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which it is possible, using census data, the social and economic characteristics of 
the three parishes are assembled in Table 6.3. The data reinforce many of the 
inferences of more impressionistic accounts. The table shows that the Great 
Famine impacted on all three parishes, though to different degrees. Carlow lost 18 
per cent of its population between 1841 and 1851 and a further 9 per cent over the 

next decade. Nobber lost substantially more, the population decreasing by 37 per 
cent in the decade from 1841 to 1851 and 26 per cent in the following decade. 
However, in Aughagowerthe population almost halved between 1841 and 1851 (a 
47 per cent decrease) with a further22 percent decline by 1861.

The table confirms Carlow as a largely urban parish with 80 per cent of the 

population living in Carlow town. Aughagower on the other hand was completely 
rural while Nobber was a largely rural parish. In Carlow there was a high and 
increasing percentage of families in first and second class housing. By contrast 
Aughagower had an extremely low proportion in such housing (5 percent) in 1841, 
improving somewhat by 1851 (13 percent) with a massive increase by 1861 (61 per 
cent) perhaps due to evictions, consolidation, and decimation of the most 
vulnerable.[22] Nobber, though in 1841 having a larger proportion than 
Aughagower, had only 31 per cent in first and second class housing by 1861. The 
larger proportion of families in agriculture, between 75 and 85 per cent during the 
period, and the small proportion in manufacturing and trade (under 15 per cent) 
confirms Aughagower as an agricultural region. Conversely the low and decreasing 
proportion of families in agriculture and higher proportion in manufacturing and 
trade (around 42 per cent in 1841 and 1851 and almost 34 per cent in 1861) 
reinforces the impression of Carlow as a region that was commercially significant. 
Nobber, once again, appears to hold an intermediate position, substantially 
agricultural, though less so than Aughagower, and having a declining proportion in 
manufacturing and trade, though a somewhat higher proportion than Aughagower.

Turning to education in the three Catholic parishes, it is interesting to note a 
similarity in the proportion of males who could read, though a disparity in that of 
females, the proportion in Carlow being higher than Nobber which was in turn 
generally higher than Aughagower. The same ranking applies to the proportion of 
female servants which, even in Carlow never exceeded 7 per cent. All three 
parishes had a largely Catholic population, though in Carlow there was a sizeable 
Church of Ireland community.
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TABLE 6.3 Economic and social characteristics of the Catholic parishes of
Carlow, Auqhaqowerand Nobber, 1841,1851, and 1861

1841 1851 1861

CARLOW

Persons 10778 8817 8049
% % %

Proportion of population urban 81 81 84
Proportion of families in first and second class housing 57 64 69
Proportion of families in agriculture 34 28 20
Proportion of families in manufacturing and trade, etc. 42 42 34
Proportion of female servants 5 6 6
Proportion of males (5 years old and upwards) 
who could read

17 16 15

Proportion of females (5 years old and upwards) 
who could read

27 26 26

Proportion of population Church of Ireland N/A N/A 14
Proportion of population Catholic N/A N/A 84
Proportion of population Presbyterian N/A N/A 1

NOBBER

Persons 4189 2649 1971
% % %

Proportion of population urban 12 10 10
Proportion of families in first and second class housing 16 26 31
Proportion of families in agriculture 76 65 52
Proportion of families in manufacturing and trade, etc. 18 15 10
Proportion of female servants 3 3 4
Proportion of males (5 years old and upwards) 
who could read

16 17 16

Proportion of females (5 years old and upwards) 
who could read

22 20 20

Proportion of population Church of Ireland N/A N/A 2
Proportion of population Catholic N/A N/A 97
Proportion of population Presbyterian N/A N/A 1

AUGHAGOWER

Persons 12235 6509 5068
% % %

Proportion of population urban 0 0 0
Proportion of families in first and second class housing 5 13 61
Proportion of families in agriculture 85 75 79
Proportion of families in manufacturing and trade, etc. 12 14 4
Proportion of female servants 2 2 3
Proportion of males (5 years old and upwards) 
who could read

15 15 17
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Proportion of females (5 years old and upwards) 
who could read

12 16 22

Proportion of population Church of Ireland N/A N/A 6
Proportion of population Catholic N/A N/A 93
Proportion of population Presbyterian N/A N/A 1

Source: Report of the Commissioners appointed to take the Census of Ireland
1841 [504, H.C. 1843, XXIV, I]. The Census of Ireland for the year 
1851, pt. VI: General Report, [2134,] H.C. 1856, XXX1,1. The 
Census of Ireland for the year 1861, pt. V. General Report, [3204-IV], 
H.C. 1863, LX1, I.
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A picture of the three parishes is now emerging. The data confirm Carlow as an 

urbanised, commercially oriented parish with a reasonably rich rural hinterland. It 
contained good housing and a reasonably literate female population, some of whom 

became servants in the locality. Though the proportion of the female population 
who were classified as servants was low at a moment in time, as on census night, it 
must be remembered that the proportion of females who were servants at some 
stage in their lives was much higher. This is because of the life cycle aspect of 

servanthood. In contrast, Aughagower appears as a totally rural, agricultural and 
impoverished parish with little good housing for most of the period and much lower, 
though rising, levels of female literacy. Female servanthood in the area was 
typically low. Nobber, though largely rural and agrarian, appears less impoverished 
than Aughagower, whilst at the same time not exhibiting the relative affluence of 

Carlow.

What then was happening to illegitimacy in these three very different Catholic 
parishes? Table 6.4 presents illegitimacy ratios and numbers of illegitimate births 
for the period 1830 - 1864. It is clear that Aughagower had the lowest illegitimacy 
ratio over the entire period. This would seem entirely consistent with the lower 
plane of illegitimacy in the Western region as observed in Chapter 5 and indeed the 
negative correlation between the proportion of families in agriculture and higher 
levels of illegitimacy. Regarding Carlow and Nobber matters appear a little more 
complex. It seems that Carlow, for much of the period, had higher levels of 
illegitimacy than the 22 parish sample and both Aughagower and Nobber. This is 
consistent with the higher plane of illegitimacy in the South East outlined in Chapter 
5 and the association of certain social variables with higher levels of illegitimacy as 
outlined in Tables 6.1 and 6.2. However, the Great Famine appears to have had a 
profound effect on illegitimate fertility in Carlow. Although, between 1840-45 and 
1846-50 legitimate fertility fell by 23 per cent, over the same period illegitimate 
fertility decreased by 80 per cent. Moreover, over the next two time periods 
illegitimate fertility fell by a further 25 and 22 per cent respectively. Equally puzzling 
is the substantial increase in illegitimacy in Carlow in the period 1860-64, during the 
agricultural depression, at a time when most parish ratios were falling.[23] Nobber, 
although selected from a more heterogeneous group of parishes represented a 
parish with a social profile somewhere between that of Carlow and Aughagower.
For much of the period illegitimacy behaviour assumed an intermediate position, 
although from 1846-50 onwards divergences emerged. Although the Nobber ratio 
was virtually the same as the Carlow illegitimacy ratio for the period 1846-50, there 
was a massive increase in Nobber illegitimacy during the period 1851-54, from 2.10
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TABLE 6.4 Illegitimacy ratios and numbers in the Catholic parishes of
Carlow, Auqhaqower and Nobber, 1830- 1864

RATIO

Period Carlow Nobber Auahaaower 22 parishes

1830-34 5.06 1.94 1.22 2.25
1835-39 6.97 2.52 1.65 2.89
1840-45 7.67 2.98 0.40 2.51
1846 - 50 2.09 2.10 0.56 1.87
1851 -54 2.67 8.00 0.43 2.86
1855-59 1.56 2.78 1.28 2.10
1860-64 3.73 1.34 0.46 1.59

NUMBERS

1830-34 64 13 18 433
1835-39 86 15 6 596
1840-45 118 17 4 597
1846-50 24 7 5 275
1851 -54 18 14 2 230
1855-59 14 6 7 223
1860-64 32 3 2 168

Source: Carlow, Nobber, Aughagower parish data, Table 5.1, Table 5.7,
Chapter 5, calculations for 22 parishes 1846 - 50.

210



to 8.00, and although the ratio fell back to 2.78 by the late 1850s, it still remained 
higher than Carlow and indeed the 22 parish sample. However, in the 1860s 
Carlow reasserted its supremacy.

What may be offered by way of explanation of illegitimacy levels in these three very 
different Catholic parishes? Broad lines of interpretation already exist for the 
differences between the western seaboard and south-eastern regions.[24] In 
addition, the apparent associations between variables, such as urbanisation, 
manufacturing and trade, better class housing, female education and servant-hood, 
and higher levels of illegitimacy broadly reflect these lines of interpretation.
However, illegitimacy ratios and correlations alone cannot tell the whole story. 

Qualitative evidence would also suggest that there were differences in illegitimacy 
behaviour. Concentrating on Carlow for a moment, the Poor Law Commissioners 
evidence from Carlow civil parish concerning illegitimacy stated that "mothers
frequently desert their children.....  They also frequently destroy them".[25] It also
indicated that many cases had occurred "of women having several illegitimate 
children, but seldom by different fathers".[26] There were indications that women 
who had illegitimate children were driven to begging and "in very many instances” 
prostitution was the result.[27] It may have been that prostitution was a feature of 
life in Carlow parish. For instance, it was noted by the Commissioners for 
Administering the Laws for the Relief of the Poor in Ireland, that in the district the 
only poor law unions in which prostitutes were found to any extent were Kilkenny 
and Carlow.[28] The fact that Carlow was a garrison town with a considerable 
number of infantry and cavalry billeted in the area would increase the likelihood of 
"camp followers" and perhaps the existence of a Magdalene asylum, noted by Lewis 
as being in existence in the area in 1837, might not have been purely 
coincidental.[29] There may even have been prostitution operating in the 
workhouse involving some female inmates.[30] What is clear is that the life of the 
new born illegitimate child was in more peril in Carlow than it might have been in 
some other regions. It was noted that in cases of desertion, 'The deserted children 
are supposed to be illegitimate, and, in many cases, perish before they are 
discovered".[31] Many foundlings were illegitimate and a substantial number are 
recorded in the Church of Ireland baptismal register for Carlow between 1836 and 
1864. [32]

A very different picture, however, emerges for Aughagower. The Church of Ireland 
register for a period spanning 67 years has only one baptism of an illegitimate child 
and one foundling in 197 baptisms.[33] The parish priest of Aughagower in written
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evidence to the Poor Law Commissioners in 1836 noted that “By reference to my 
baptism registry, I find the number of bastards for the last three years to be 13; they 
are supported in general by the mothers, some by the mothers of the reputed 
father”.^] Although the Commissioners took no examination in Aughagower civil 
parish, they did so in the neighbouring parishes of Kilgeever and Aughvale and 

these reinforce the remarks of the parish priest of Aughagower regarding low levels 
of illegitimacy in the region. In Aughvale the witnesses could not give the number of 

illegitimates in the parish but agreed them to be "very few".[35] In Kilgeever 
bastardy was “very rare in this parish". In the village of Carramore none had been 
born for many years and in the small town of Louisburg, apart from one family of 
illegitimate children, only three were bom in seven years. Infanticide also appears 

to have been rare.[36]

At this point in the quest to unravel the nature of regional variations in Irish 
illegitimacy it might be helpful to consider the questions Smout has posed in relation 

to nineteenth-century Scottish illegitimacy. He suggests we should ask firstly, how 
far parental control was exercised over courtship in different parts of the country 
and secondly, on whom the economic burden of looking after an illegitimate child 
fell. [37] In pre-Famine Aughagower the subsistence economy and concentration 
on the family plot, together with a potential strain on living standards which an 
illegitimate birth would have implied, no doubt helped ensure careful parental 
supervision of courtship. The relative absence of domestic service in the region 
also meant less opportunity for liaisons outside the parental and ecclesiastical gaze, 
and age of marriage, which was low by standards elsewhere, meant perhaps a 
shorter period of sexual restraint was required. Regarding the question of the 
economic burden of an illegitimate child, it would appear there would be little 
support, except from perhaps the unmarried mother's family, and here there could 
be no guarantee. In the civil parish of Kilmore Erris, in north-west Mayo, it was 
stated that "There have been a few cases of infanticide, in which the children have 
been invariably believed illegitimate: two such cases have happened within the last 
two years, both supposed to have been caused by the father's refusal to support 
the child. In one case, the mother was turned out of doors by her parents, partly for 
the disgrace she brought on them, partly from their inability to support an increase 

of family; under these circumstances, and being unable to support the child by any 
industry of her own, she was driven to the commission of the crime".[38] The 
suggestion here is that the severe economic burden of an illegitimate child could 
spell disaster for an already impoverished family and, if such a family rejected their 

daughter, she would assume the almost impossible burden herself. There can be
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little doubt that such prospects would have helped to act as a check on illicit sexual 
behaviour. The social context of peoples’ lives in Carlow was different. An urban 
setting with a relatively sizeable female servant population was less likely to be 
conducive to tight supervision of courting, although it is unlikely that the 
preponderance of female servants alone could explain higher levels of illegitimacy. 
The availability of other kinds of work in the urban economy may have given young 
women a degree of independence not available to their counterparts in 
Aughagower.[39] This would have eased the economic burden of an illegitimate 
child. Moreover, in view of the existence of prostitution it might well have been that 
the economic burden of an illegitimate child would not have lasted long. In Carlow it 
was stated that "the difficulty of supporting the child has not been often the cause of 
injuring the mother's health; but decidedly it destroys the children; the majority of 
them die in childhood". In addition, the harshness of the times were illustrated by a 
young prostitute of 20 years of age, of whom it was noted that she had “a child 
about every year; they always die before they are six or seven months old".[40]

What of Nobber parish? Cullen has argued that in the economic composition of the 
Irish countryside there were contrasts between local regions and that this was 
especially true of Meath. In the pre-Famine decades a growing contrast existed 
between the prosperous smallholding regions supported by textiles in the north of 
the county and the region shared between larger farmers and a deteriorating 
proletariat in the countryside and in market towns such as Kells farther to the 
south.[41] He also noted that in the early part of the century the linen industry 
faded rapidly from areas such as north Meath which had long-established traditions 
in linen.[42] Nobber formed part of this north Meath region which experienced some 
degree of prosperity in the early part of the century. Although no written or verbal 
evidence was taken by the Poor Law Commissioners for Nobber or Cruicetown civil 
parishes in 1836 a written submission for neighbouring Ardagh parish was provided 
by Rev. A. Stevenson. He noted that there were no deserted or illegitimate children 
in the parish, that widows were “supported by the humanity of their neighbours” and 
that ten beggars were supported “in provisions”.[43] The report generally portrays a 
largely humane response to poverty and mendicity in the parish. However, 
economy and society in Nobber were to change. The erosion of manufacture and 
trade in Nobber was witnessed by the decrease in the number of families involved in 
manufacture, trade, etc. from 135 in 1841 to a mere 39 in 1861. Industry in the 
north was being eroded. In nearby Kells, for example, lace making was to last from 
only 1825 to 1851.[44]
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Turning to illegitimacy it is clear that levels had been increasing in Nobber from the 
late 1820s when a ratio of 1.37 was recorded for the period 1825-29. This increase 
was sustained until the eve of the Great Famine. It might be suggested that the 

progressive erosion of local industry, and with it a measure of prosperity in the 
locality, is reflected in illegitimacy within the parish. Deteriorating fortunes may 

indeed have meant the difference between a pre-nuptial pregnancy and a recorded 
illegitimacy. In the north Meath baronies of Upper and Lower Kells, Mary Cullen has 
argued that the loss of a wife’s contribution to the family budget “would have 
eliminated much of the relative comfort enjoyed by the family of the constantly 
employed labourer. It would have reduced the income of the second class 
occasionally employed to the level of the third class and that of the third to below 
that of the fourth”.[45] An unplanned pregnancy for those on the margins of 
subsistence may have thrown into sharp relief the precariousness of the future and, 
for the man at least, the benefits of severing the relationship.

It is clear that the Great Famine depressed illegitimacy and this was the general 
experience of the 22 parish sample (Table 6.4). However what is remarkable is the 
8.00 ratio recorded for the period 1851-54. Perhaps, it might be argued, that after 
hunger and disease had done their work the massive post-Famine social disruption 
impacted on illegitimacy. As Peter Connell observes of north-west Meath including 
Nobber parish, “In a sense it lapsed behind much of the rest of the country in 
adjusting to changing market conditions for agricultural produce in retaining its small 
scale tillage farms. As this economy collapsed in the Famine years the 
consolidations and evictions were telescoped into a period of less than a decade at 
the end of which almost half the population had perished or fled".[46] In Nobber the 
haemorrhage of population through death or emigration was substantial.[47] 
However, there are problems in accepting an explanation of post-Famine disruption 
for the large increase in illegitimacy. Not far away in the north Meath Catholic parish 
of Moynalty, illegitimacy ratios were only 3.13 for the period 1851-54 and 3.26 for 
1855-59.[48] The Nobber ratio by comparison therefore seems high and eschews 
simple explanation, especially when compared with famine devastated 

Aughagower, which only registered a ratio of 0.43 for the same period.

Although a number of threads concerning an explanation of illegitimacy behaviour 
within the three Catholic parishes have been woven together, certain problems 

remain. For instance, the trend in Carlow during the Famine years when illegitimacy 
plummeted, and the relatively low levels pertaining during the 1850s, defy easy 
explanation. So too does the increase in illegitimacy in Aughagower during the
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Famine years or the substantial increase in Nobber in the early 1850s. In Carlow, 
which had its own workhouse in Carlow town, it might be wondered if the baptisms 
of some of the illegitimate infants did not find their way into the parish register.

Given the large numbers of workhouse baptisms in other parishes, such as Kilrush 
or Lismore, it would seem plausible that workhouse illegitimacies are missing from 
the illegitimacy equation in Carlow. However, we just do not know. In the case of 
Aughagower, given the small numbers of illegitimacies involved, it would appear 
inappropriate to read too much into the marginal increase during the Famine years.
A myriad of local peculiarities may have existed which remain lost to the outside 
gaze and without the testimony of the single pregnant women themselves, a precise 
explanation of their behaviour cannot be given.

What of the Ulster parishes? The correlation of illegitimacy with economic and 
social variables proved possible for a sample of Down parishes. Table 6.5 presents 
some correlations for the years 1841,1851, and 1861 for 15 county Down parishes. 
The table shows certain similarities with the southern parish sample. Though most 
results are not significant at the usual confidence levels higher levels of illegitimacy 
are associated with urban populations, those in manufacturing and trade, and 
female literacy, though curiously not male literacy. It is also negatively correlated 
with those in the agricultural sector. However, there are also dissimilarities. For 
example, the correlations for first and second class housing are generally much 
weaker, no relationship at all being apparent by 1861. In addition, the relationship 
between female servants and illegitimacy is practically non-existent in two out of the 
three census years. However, concentrating on the stronger threads between the 
Down and southern sample of parishes, there would appear to be similarities in the 
association of higher illegitimacy levels with urbanisation, manufacturing and trade 
and a negative association with agricultural occupations.

Seapatrick parish to a large extent exhibits these characteristics. In 1834, it was 

noted that there were "many mills and bleach greens in the parish, all situated on 

the River Bann". Regarding agriculture, the land was said to be "entirely under 

culture and but little occasional grazing".[49] Lewis observed in 1837 that, "Its 

connection with the flourishing town of Banbridge has rendered the parish highly 

important as a seat of the linen manufacture: here are numerous bleach-greens, 

linen manufactories, yarn-mills, and depots, with the various other branches 

connected therewith, which for extent and importance are not excelled in any part of 

the Kingdom; this is mainly attributable to the River Bann intersecting the

215



TABLE 6.5 Illegitimacy in a sample of Down parishes : some correlations

1841 1851 1861

Proportion of families in first and second class housing 0.17 0.24 0.00

Proportion of families in agriculture -0.24 -0.61 -0.37

Proportion of families in manufacturing and trade, etc. 0.40 0.64 0.23

Proportion of female servants -0.04 0.32 0.10

Proportion of males (5 years old and upwards) 
who could read

0.23 -0.08 -0.04

Proportion of females (5 years old and upwards) 
who could read

0.50 0.20 0.25

Proportion of population urban 0.21 0.56 0.26

Proportion of population Church of Ireland N/A N/A 0.34

Proportion of population Catholic N/A N/A -0.22

Proportion of population Presbyterian N/A N/A 0.04

N=14 N=15 N=15

Note: The critical value of R, at the 95 per cent confidence level, is 0.51 for
a sample size of 15 and 0.53 for a sample size of 14. At the 90 per 
cent confidence level the critical values are 0.44 and 0.46 
respectively.

Source: Report of the Commissioners appointed to take the Census of Ireland
1841 [504, H.C. 1843, XXIV, I], The Census of Ireland for the year 
1851, pt. VI: General Report, [2134,] H.C. 1856, XXX1, I. The 
Census of Ireland for the year 1861, pt. V. General Report, [3204-IV], 
H.C. 1863, LX1,1. Down Sample (see Appendix I).
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parish".[50] In the 1840s the Parliamentary Gazetteer stated that, "A large 

establishment for weaving union-cloth by machinery stands at Seapatrick; two 

factories for spinning thread stand below Banbridge; and the villas and works of 

linen bleachers beautify the greater part of the vale of the Bann".[51] During the 

Great Famine, Down fared much better than many other counties in Ireland. 

Nevertheless, McCavery suggests that Banbridge town experienced considerable 

distress during the crisis. In early 1848 there were 1495 persons in the Banbridge 

workhouse with 23 dying in the first week of that year. Between 1841 and 1851, the 

population of Banbridge Poor Law Union fell from 87,000 to 75,000.(52] Although 

this decline was slight by contemporary standards, it was part of changes in both 

economy and society which occurred before and immediately after the Great 

Famine. Seapatrick had the first powerloom factory on the River Bann, and 

perhaps the first in the Irish linen industry. However, although Hayes' mill had 100 

powerlooms operating, by 1850 these had stopped.[53] The nature of textile 

manufacturing changed over the period and there was a move away from rural 

proto-industry to more urban based manufacture. Banbridge became a byword for 

quality in linen diapers, the firm of Clibborn and Co. winning first prize at the Great 

Exhibition in London in 1852.[54]

Table 6.6 sets out some of the economic and social characteristics of Seapatrick for 
the years 1841, 1851, and 1861. The data reveal a parish with a growing urban 
population, increasing levels of better housing and a low and declining proportion of 
the population employed in agriculture. The proportion of literate males increased 
slightly between 1841 and 1851, though this may have been due to the 
disproportionate loss in the poorer classes of the population over the decade rather 
than any major changes in behaviour. The proportion of literate females and female 
servant population did not change over the same period. The proportion for these 
three variables was to decrease in 1861 to below 1841 levels. Perhaps the most 
interesting aspect of the table, however, is the growth in the proportion of urban 
population (34.89 percent 1841, 49.42 per cent 1861) and decrease in that 
proportion of families engaged in manufacturing trades, etc. (58.01 per cent 1841, 
38.68 percent 1861). The character of Seapatrick was changing. What was 
happening to illegitimacy? Table 6.7 sets out data on illegitimacy which show 
higher illegitimacy levels than even those of Carlow. Only data for two years, 1850 
and 1851, exist for the period 1846-51, rendering such a high level perhaps 
unrepresentative. Nevertheless, higher levels of illegitimacy clearly pertained from 
the 1840s until the early 1860s. Analysis beyond the early 1860s reveals lower
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TABLE 6.6 Economic and social characteristics of

Seapatrick Catholic parish, 1841, 1851 and 1861

1841 1851 1861

SEAPATRICK

Persons 9528 8833 9033
% % %

Proportion of population urban 35 44 49

Proportion of families in first and second class housing 46 55 60

Proportion of families in agriculture 32 30 22

Proportion of families in manufacturing and trade, etc. 58 55 39

Proportion of female servants 4 4 3

Proportion of males (5 years old and upwards) 
who could read

26 27 24

Proportion of females (5 years old and upwards) 
who could read

43 43 40

Proportion of population Church of Ireland N/A N/A 29

Proportion of population Catholic N/A N/A 23

Proportion of population Presbyterian N/A N/A 44

Source: Report of the Commissioners appointed to take the Census of Ireland
1841 [504, H.C. 1843, XXIV, I], The Census of Ireland for the year 
1851, pt. VI: General Report, [2134,] H.C. 1856, XXX1, I. The 
Census of Ireland for the year 1861, pt. V. General Report, [3204-IV], 
H.C. 1863, LX1,1.
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TABLE 6.7 Illegitimacy ratios for Seapatrick parish, 1841 - 1890

Period Ratio

1841 -45 8.58
1846-51 12.73
1852-55 5.73
1856-60 5.51
1861 -65 5.07
1866-70 3.12
1871 -75 4.78
1876-80 6.55
1881 -85 4.57
1886-90 3.06

Source: Seapatrick parish data
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levels in the later 1860s and early 1870s with higher levels once again pertaining in 
the late 1870s. Thereafter the level of illegitimacy fell.

How can these levels in Seapatrick be explained? Seapatrick featured strongly as 

an area of linen manufacture and it would seem unlikely that such a prominent 

feature of the local economy was altogether unconnected with local illegitimacy 

levels. Macneice observes that "By 1840 the area around Banbridge exhibited 'a 

degree of comfort in all classes of the population not to be met in other parts of 

Ireland', and the handloom weavers, who formed the greater part of the population, 

appeared to be participating in this and were on good terms with their employers".

Mr Dunbar was quoted in the Reports of the Assistant Handloom Weavers' 

Commissioners (1840) as saying that “the demand for linen was increasing, as were 

the wages of the handloom weavers. By all accounts it was an area of good living 

standards by comparison with some others, and the dismal description of dank 

airless weavers’ houses with sunless interiors does not appear to have applied to 

this district".[55] This positive picture of handloom weavers in the area was to 

change as the world of the handloom weaver began to disintegrate against a 
backdrop of famine, fever and emigration. However, even before the Great Famine 

it was noted that the wages of linen weavers in general remained very low until 

1845, and were lower at that time than they had been twenty years eartier.[56] In 

addition, it has been argued that in the 1840s the old domestic system based on 

farmer/weavers in the Banbridge area was breaking down.[57]

Was the changing nature of linen production, together with the aftershock of the 
Great Famine, responsible for the high levels of illegitimacy? In Carlow and Nobber 
illegitimacy decreased during the Great Famine and in Aughagower, in famine 
devastated Mayo, it increased only slightly. In Seapatrick, although data for the 
years 1846-49 have not survived we know that in 1843 and 1844 illegitimacy was 
under 5 per cent. In 1845, before famine struck, illegitimacy was 16.7 per cent and 
in 1850 and 1851 it was 12.5 and 12.9 percent respectively. Famine would 
therefore seem unlikely to have been a major factor in high illegitimacy levels. What 
then of linen production? Certainly a major collapse in handloom weaving in Ireland 
was to take place in the 1850s [58] and in Seapatrick manufacturing became 
increasingly urbanised. Table 6.8 shows the proportion of families in manufacturing 
trade, etc. decrease in Banbridge Town from 68.12 percent in 1841 to63.10 in 
1851 and more steeply to 50.59 per cent in 1861. In the rest of the Iveagh Upper
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TABLE 6.8 Proportion of families engaged in manufacturing, trade, etc, in
Banbridqe Town, Iveaqh Upper (rest of) and Iveaqh Lower, 1841, 1851, and 1861

1841 1851 1861

Banbridge Town 68.12 63.10 50.59

Iveagh Upper (rest of) 49.44 47.64 25.97

Iveagh Lower 55.58 50.09 30.44

Source: Report of the Commissioners appointed to take the Census of Ireland
1841 [504, H.C. 1843, XXIV, I]. The Census of Ireland for the year 
1851, pt. VI: General Report, [2134,] H.C. 1856, XXX1,1. The 
Census of Ireland for the year 1861, pt. V. General Report, [3204-IV], 
H.C. 1863, LX1,1.
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barony of Seapatrick parish the proportion of families in manufacturing and trade 
almost halved (1841 49.44, 1861 25.97) and in the Iveagh Lower part it fell from 
55.58 in 1841 to 30.44 in 1861. In addition there was greater concentration of 

manufacturing in Banbridge town. In 1841,42 percent of those families involved in 
manufacturing, trade, etc. in the parish were inhabitants of Banbridge. By 1861 the 
proportion was 61 per cent. Although there was a greater concentration of 
manufacturing in Banbridge, handloom weaving still played a major role in the local 

economy. At Ballydown, Messrs. Crawford and Lindsays’ linen factory and bleach 
works gave employment to 400 in 1881. Of these, 250 were handloom weavers 

living in Down and Armagh. In the same year in Brookfields, approximately a mile 
from Banbridge, Messrs. Brice, Smyth and Son gave employment to 300 cottage 

handloom weavers in the surrounding area. Weaving at the Edenderry Linen 
Factory used power looms from 1866 though from 1845 until this time the work had 
been done by handlooms.[59]

With regard to spinning, Messrs. Hayes and Co., manufactured linen thread in 
Seapatrick village itself, employing between 700 and 800 individuals in 1881, five- 
sixths of them living in well constructed houses belonging to the firm, according to 
Bassetts Directory. Hayes built a three storey building 175 feet long and 50 feet 
wide to meet the requirements of the manufacture of linen thread. The factory was 
finished and running in 1864 and in 1867 a flax store was added. Hayes even 
appears to have endowed the village with a local school. Seapatrick was very much 
a typical mill village with Hayes displaying the paternalistic capitalism which became 
the hallmark of other Ulster mill villages.[60]

The structure of linen manufacture was changing. What did this mean for 
illegitimacy? In a domestic context, revisiting for a moment Smout’s questions 
concerning courting supervision and the responsibility for children out of wedlock, 
one might suggest that the consequences of an unplanned pregnancy for the 

handloom weaver with a small holding might have been financially disastrous. The 
perils of such action would most likely have led to closer parental supervision of 
courting. However, in a growing mill village the greater availability of employment 
might mean that unplanned pregnancy would not have contained the same perils. 

Close supervision of courting may have seemed less necessary and also less 
possible. The observation by the Registrar General that illegitimacy was higher in 
rural districts with small towns or in manufacturing districts would suggest there may 
be something in the argument.[61] Furthermore, the vagaries of the international 
linen market may have had an impact on illegitimacy behaviour. Table 6.7 shows
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the relative stability of higher levels of illegitimacy in the 1850s during the crises in 
linen of 1854-5 and 1857-8. However, in the 1860s illegitimacy falls at a time of 
growing prosperity in the linen industry. Illegitimacy levels increase in the early 
1870s and in the late 1870s are at their highest (6.55), higher than at anytime since 
the late 1840s, and at a time of growing problems for linen. These fluctuations 
perhaps suggest that during more depressed times a market fall might lead to more 
courtships ‘going wrong’ and therefore result in greater illegitimacy.[62] Figure 6.1 
which outlines Seapatrick illegitimacy and United Kingdom linen exports of yarn over 
the period 1850 - 1874 might also suggest an inverse relationship between the 
fortunes of linen and illegitimacy levels. The lives of textile workers, progressively 
bound up with the fortunes of local manufacturers and therefore with the 
international linen market, became more precarious in times when the linen market 
was depressed. In such times abandonment of the female may have been a 
greater possibility and the likelihood increased of a pre-nuptial pregnancy becoming 
an illegitimate birth.

George Gandy has noted in the case of Culcheth in Lancashire that "The 
periodisation of the growth and eventual decline of illegitimacy fits approximately 
with the deteriorating fortunes of the handloom and the eventual diminution of the 
weaving population's significance in the district, although the author suspects that 
the final phase, of declining frequency of illegitimacy, owed more to clerical 
pressures on the unmarried than to purely economic factors". He goes on to 
suggest that the fertility patterns of Culcheth in general displayed a strong degree of 
sensitivity to short-term economic change, which was not suggestive of anomie, and 
noted that unmarried motherhood should be regarded as a rational response to 
straitened circumstances. In addition he suggests that mill girls were less prone to 
become unmarried mothers than were handloom weavers.[63] Although it is 
suggested that short-term economic change may have had an impact on Seapatrick 
illegitimacy, the evidence would also suggest that illegitimacy did not decrease with 

the introduction of powerlooms. In an area containing both spinning and weaving, 
and domestic and mill based manufacture, ratios fluctuated overtime and in the late 

1870s were higher than in the late 1850s. It would thus appear that different social 
forces were shaping illegitimacy behaviour in Culcheth and Seapatrick. Gandy's 
remark on clerical pressure, however, raises a final question with regard to 
Seapatrick, namely that of 'clerical pressure'. Did religious adherence play a role in 
illegitimacy behaviour? The correlations suggested little association between 
religious adherence and illegitimacy in 1861, though in the case of Catholicism a 
negative correlation was consistent with that obtained for the southern sample.
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Almost 44 per cent of the Seapatrick population were Presbyterian and only 23 per 

cent were Catholic. It therefore would appear intriguing that the parish registers for 
the Catholic congregation of Seapatrick should have such high levels of illegitimacy, 

higher than those of a southern, urban and commercial parish like Carlow. This 
might suggest the greater relevance of more economic factors in an explanation of 
illegitimacy, at least during the mid-century, than those cultural factors associated 
with religious adherence.

An analysis of Carlow, Aughagower, Nobber and Seapatrick would suggest that 

quite different social forces were operating in these localities. Although the picture 
is not altogether clear, it would seem that there are grounds for accepting the broad 
lines of interpretation so far outlined.

Much of this chapter has focused on a quantitative analysis of social and economic 
forces which may have shaped illegitimacy behaviour. However, such analysis 
would be incomplete without acknowledgement of the human tragedies of a failed 
courtship or seduction which do not appear in the illegitimacy statistics. Not far 
away from Seapatrick parish, at Magheradroll, it was reported in 1853 that the
churchyard “became a hiding place...... for murdered innocents”.[64] Infanticide
was a measure of the desperation of the single pregnant female and a litany of 
cases from the second half of the nineteenth century in the Down Recorder 
illustrates the level of despair of many women. For example, at an inquest in 
Rathfriland, the coroner noted that Agnes Wright, a female servant, had concealed 
the dead body of her illegitimate child in her own bed.[65] In another case, Mary 
Anne Cochrane, a farm servant, gave birth to her female child and left it in a fowl 
house.[66] In yet another, Mary Cochrane, at a courthouse in Killyleagh said to be 
“thronged with spectators”, was charged with slaying her illegitimate child. The 
dead body of the female infant was said to be buried in the garden about six inches 
below the surface.[67] Such tragedies suggest the life of the unmarried mother 

and, perhaps even more so her child, were lived on the margins of despair.

This chapter started with two contrasting pictures, one could almost say caricatures 
of the unmarried mother. The record of proceedings at Antrim Crown Court in 1861, 

during an action for seduction provides, perhaps, a more typical human story. It 
describes a story of love of a farmer's son for a farmer's daughter, of courting by the 

kitchen fire, of a broken promise of marriage and engagement in sexual intercourse, 
and the birth and subsequent death of a child. The girl protested that she had not 
had sexual intercourse with anyone else, the boy did not deny the seduction,
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though it was said he feared losing his inheritance. Although it "was the custom of 

the country to allow young men and women to sit up alone", the lack of parental 
supervision was condemned. Although the boy’s "hot blood and boyish passions" 
were likewise condemned, it was noted that if there was anything "that a woman 
should prize dearer than property - dearer than life - it was the precious jewel of 
virtue". Here are many ingredients of the human drama that led to illegitimacy - 
love, courtship, lack of supervision, promise of marriage, betrayal, threat, 

recrimination, the double standard of behaviour, and perhaps the safeguarding of 
private property.[68] Within the parishes of Carlow, Aughagower, Nobber and 

Seapatrick, between 1830 and 1864, there were over 560 human stories each 
containing no doubt its own distinctive interweave of local and personal factors. 

Equally certain, in many cases, was an unfolding human tragedy for the unmarried 
mother, her child and to varying degrees her family.
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APPENDIX I

The 25 parishes in the southern sample of parishes in Table 6.1 are set out below. 
For 1861 the parishes of Kilrush and Lismore were excluded as workhouse 
illegitimacies would have created misleading results. The eleven parishes used in 
Table 6.2 are marked with an asterisk. These parishes contained an urban 
population of over 25 per cent of the parish population. Each Catholic parish is 
shown with the corresponding civil parish(es).

Catholic Parish Civil Parish

1. Kilglass Kilglass

2. *St. Mary's, Kilkenny St. Mary’s

3. * St. Canice’s, Kilkenny St. Canice’s
St. Maul’s

4. Windgap Coolaghmore
Kiliamery
Kilmaganny
Tullahought

5. Slieverue Aglish
Dunkitt
Kilcolumb
Kilculliheen
Rathpatrick

6. *Carlow Carlow
Clonmelsh
Painestown

7. Clonegall Barragh
Moyacomb

8. Clonmore Clonmore
Crecrin

9. Tinyland Ballinacarrig
Ballycrogue
Tullowmagimma
Urglin

10. Sixmilebridge Feenagh
Kilfinaghta
Kilfintinan
Kilmurry

11. ‘Killaloe Killafoe
O’Briensbridge
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12. Quin and Clooney Quin
Clooney

13. ‘Abbeyleix Abbeyleix
Bally roan

14. *Skibbereen Abbeystrowry
Creagh
Tullagh

15. Ardagh Ardagh
Moydow

16. *Cappoquin Lismore and Mocollop

17. Nobber Nobber
Cruicetown

18. Batterstown Balfeaghan
Ballymaglassan
Kilclone
Moyglare
Rathregan
Rodanstown

19. *Glenflesk Aghadoe
Kilcommin
Killaha
Killarney

20. Aughagower Aughagower

21. ‘Newmarket Clonfert

22. ‘Monaghan Monaghan

23. ‘Keady Keady

24. Kilrush Kilrush

25. Lismore Lismore and Mocollop 
Tallow
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The 15 parishes in the Down sample of parishes in Table 6.5 are set out below. For 
1841 the Down sample consisted of the parishes below with the exception of 
Magheralin for which the relevant illegitimacy data did not exist

Catholic Parish Civil Parish

1. Glassdrummon Kilkeel

2. Kilkeel Kilkeel

3. Drumgooland Upper Drumgooland

4, Drumgooland Lower Drumgooland

5. Loughinisland Loughinisland

6. Kilcoo Kilcoo

7. Dromore Dromore
Garvaghy

8. Kilbroney Kilbroney

9. Seapatrick Seapatrick

10. Clonallon Clonallon
Warrenpoint

11. Annaclone Annaclone
Drumballyroney

12. Magheralin Magheralin
Moira
Shankhill

13. Dromara Dromara

14. Ballynahinch Annahilt
Dromara
Magheradrool
Magherahamlet (included with 
Dromara in 1841 and 1851 
Census)

15. Saintfield Killaney
Killinchy
Saintfield
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CHAPTER 7

ILLEGITIMACY

AND THE WORKHOUSE
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The Workhouse is invariably resorted to as a lying-in hospital by the mothers of 
illegitimate children.

R. Hamilton, Thirteenth Annual Report, Poor Law Commissioners [1]

The great majority of the children bom in the Workhouses are illegitimate, and 
many of the mothers are admitted in a very destitute condition, some of them 
labouring under venereal disease, and, in such cases, it is not to be expected that 
the infants born of such a parent can possess average strength.

Charles S. Crawford, Thirteenth Annual Report, Poor Law Commissioners [2]

I am sure it cannot have been the intention of the Legislature to sanction such 
perversion of the Law whereby the Workhouse, intended as a refuge for the aged, 
infirm and destitute poor, is in fact becoming a sink of moral corruption, a nursery 
for Bastards, and an Hospital for the support and medical treatment of common 
prostitutes.

John McCartan, Lurgan Poor Law Guardian [3]
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While, in recent years, the developing historiography of the Great Famine has led 
to an increasing focus on the workhouse as a last resort for those fleeing 
starvation and death in the wake of 'black ’47‘, little attention has been directed 
towards another aspect of workhouse life, namely the use of indoor relief by 
unmarried mothers and their children. Although such an omission might be 
viewed as understandable, given the vast range of humanity rendered destitute 
and vulnerable by hunger and disease, it leaves a part of the human tragedy 
unexplored. Those who contravened the sexual code found themselves in normal 
times on the margins of society. The Great Famine and its aftermath were far 
from normal times however, and there can be little doubt that those perceived as 
sexually immoral found themselves marginalised by even their fellow sufferers, 
pauperised in the wake of famine and fever.

In Chapter Five the parish registers of Kilrush and Lismore highlighted the 
significant impact of the workhouse on the number of illegitimacies appearing in 
the baptismal record in those areas. However, the absence of substantial 
numbers of illegitimate workhouse births from other baptismal registers of parishes 
such as Carlow or Skibereen, which would have encompassed a workhouse within 
their boundary, appeared to reveal inconsistencies in recording. Such ambiguities 
merely served to highlight the gaps in our knowledge of those single women who 
gave birth in the workhouse. However, whereas in the baptismal register detail on 
the social characteristics of such individuals is largely absent, workhouse indoor 
relief registers are more illuminating concerning these shadowy figures.

Indoor relief registers are rich in detail, recording every individual who entered, or 
was born within, the confines of the workhouse. A low survival rate for these 
records and an uneven regional spread limits the general usefulness of these 
documents; nonetheless those that survive are a major resource for the historian 
of illegitimacy. This chapter focuses on the indoor relief registers belonging to six 
poor law union workhouses over the period 1850 - 1859.

The 1850s was an important period for illegitimacy in the workhouse with 
illegitimate children becoming a greater proportion of workhouse children during 
this decade. In the half-year to March 1853, of the children under 15 of able 
bodied inmates, 7439 were illegitimate out of a total of 55,874 (13.3%). For the 
same period to March 1860, there were 8568 illegitimate children out of 17136 
(50.0%).[4] Such an increase in proportion was largely due to the gradual 
improvement in economic conditions after the Great Famine, conditions beneficial
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to many married or widowed women who previously resorted to the workhouse. 

The 1850s was also important in its proximity to the aftershock of the Great 
Famine and the possibilities it yields for insights into illegitimacy behaviour in the 
immediate post-Famine and pre-civil registration period. In addition, the 
remarkable growth in workhouse illegitimacies in Kilrush and Lismore provides yet 
another reason to explore workhouse illegitimacy further during this decade.

What of the poor law unions themselves? Table 7.1 sets out some data with 
regard to the six unions. Additional data are also included for Dungannon Union 

as the birth register from Dungannon has been used to supplement that obtained 
from the indoor relief registers for the other six union workhouses. Five of the 

unions are in Ulster, reflecting the regional survival of the registers. Downpatrick 
Union was situated in east Down, Lame Union in east Antrim. Ballymoney was 

largely situated in north Antrim but also straddled the Antrim-Londonderry county 
boundary. Dungannon Union was located in east Tyrone, whilst Lurgan Union, 
though mainly based in Armagh, also straddled Down and Antrim county 
boundaries. The southern unions featured in this chapter were located in the 
south east, Rathdrum in Wicklow and Shillelagh, mostly in Wicklow, but also 
extending into the counties of Carlow and Wexford.

In the 1850s there was a wide divergence in experience between these unions.
In 1861 the largest union in terms of population was Lurgan with 73930 
individuals, whilst Shillelagh's population was, by comparison, a modest 19183. 
Moreover, Lurgan's population increased by 9.82 percent between 1851 and 1861 
in contrast to that of Shillelagh which fell by 20.64 per cent over the same period.
In the case of the female population the percentage increase was 11.45 per cent 
in Lurgan and the decrease 21.58 per cent in Shillelagh. Lurgan was the smallest 
union in terms of acreage (79234 acres in 1861), Rathdrum the largest (227540 
acres). In terms of population density Lurgan (0.92) in 1861 was almost five and 
a halftimes greater than Shillelagh (0.17). The workhouses serving the seven 
unions opened between 1841 and 1843 and the original capacity ranged from 400 
persons (Shillelagh and Larne) to 1000 persons (Downpatrick). Of course with 
the onset of the Great Famine the original capacity was quickly over-whelmed and 

further accommodation was built to attempt to meet the influx of paupers. For 
instance, in Lurgan in May 1847 additional sheds calculated to accommodate 
1200 were in the final stages of completion.[5]
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This simple outline of the sample of poor law unions illustrates some of the 
divergences between unions and underlines the heterogeneous nature of poor law 
unions. Although the character of the unmarried mother has been loosely 
sketched, perhaps most notably in the Reports of the Poor Law Commissioners,^] 
a more detailed social profile has remained elusive. Questions on the occupation, 
religious adherence and age at birth of first child can, however, be addressed 
using indoor relief registers. In addition, illegitimacy levels, ratio to legitimate 
births and levels of child mortality may also be examined using the same data.
The detailed nature of the indoor relief registers also provides an opportunity to 
explore further questions regarding the unmarried mother and her use of the 
workhouse as both haven and lying in hospital. With comparisons between 
unions a further dimension can be added to the analysis, teasing out some 
regional strands in the profile of illegitimacy behaviour. It is to these questions 
that we now turn.

ILLEGITIMATE BIRTHS IN THE WORKHOUSE - LEVELS AND TRENDS
It is clear from an examination of the indoor relief registers that the workhouse 
provided a refuge for the unmarried mother and her child. The catalogue of inflow 
and outflow of human debris contains ample evidence of this category of pauper 
resorting, no doubt in desperation, to the temporary respite of the poorhouse. For 
instance, Jane Macoubry, 28, single, a servant from Clough, Co. Down, entered 
the Downpatrick workhouse on 10 September 1853 with four children, John 8,
Eliza Jane 6, and Francis and Sarah 1.5. They left the workhouse on 13 
September re-entering it on 17 September, this time without John. They left again 
on 21 September but returned on 19 October, once again without John. On this 
occasion they stayed until 12 June 1855. There is no indication what had 
happened to John.[7] Sarah Askin, 20, single, a weaver, entered Lurgan 
workhouse on 3 November 1852 with Lydia her 8 month old daughter. They were 
both described as "delicate" and of "poor appearance" from Cloronagh townland in 
the Portadown area. Lydia died on 29 January 1853 and Sarah left the 
workhouse a few days later on 2 February.[8] Some entries readily portray the 
tenuous hold on life of those who had contravened the sexual code. For 
example, Mary McFall, 29, single, described as a prostitute, was admitted to Larne 
workhouse on 15 May 1851 with John, her one month old son. She was 
described as in "ill-health", the boy in "good health", though both were said to be 
"dirty and starving". They left on 21 June 1851 but both entered again one month 
later on 24 July. This time Mary was described as having no occupation and, 
although both were apparently in "good health", they were still "dirty and starving".
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Having left on 3 September they returned on 2 October, this time staying until 28 

December. Mary was now described as a beggar. This was still her occupation 
when they re-entered the workhouse on 4 March 1852. They left over two months 
later on 22 May.[9] With a little imagination we could envisage Mary McFall's 
precarious career path, both her and her child's utter vulnerability and their 
dependence on the dubious haven of the workhouse. Robins has noted that the 
workhouse became the only alternative to the destitution and social ostracism 
which he states were inevitable should any unmarried mother and her child remain 
in the community. He has also suggested that most of the illegitimate children in 
the workhouse had been born there.[10] If workhouses were used not solely as 
respite, but also, in Hamilton's phrase, "as a lying-in hospital by the mothers of 
illegitimate children", an examination of workhouse births might be revealing, 
perhaps illuminating further vital aspects of illegitimacy behaviour.

Indoor relief registers provide substantial information on workhouse births, 
including legitimacy, religious adherence, mortality, and details of the mother. As 
such they are invaluable in constructing a social profile of children born in the 
workhouse and the mothers who bore them. Table 7.2 outlines the workhouse 
births in the seven union workhouses over the period 1850 - 1859. The most 
obvious conclusion to be drawn from the table is that the vast majority of births in 
the seven workhouses were illegitimate. In Downpatrick a little under seventy per 
cent of all births were illegitimate during the period, whereas in Shillelagh 
illegitimate births were almost ninety-five per cent of total births. Such findings 
corroborate the remarks of Charles S. Crawford regarding the nature of workhouse 
births.[11] Table 7.3 examines the trend in both illegitimate and legitimate births 
for six of the union workhouses from 1850-1859 and shows that whereas 
illegitimate births increased from 24 in 1850 to 104 in 1859, legitimate births 
decreased from 33 to 12 over the same period. As a proportion of total births, 
illegitimacies constituted just over forty-two percent in 1850, whereas by 1859 

illegitimate births constituted almost ninety per cent. Given the relative 
improvement in social conditions in the 1850s a decrease in the number of 

legitimate births in the workhouse might not be altogether unexpected. Perhaps 
the increasing proportion of illegitimacies however is merely evidence of the 
continued vulnerability of unmarried pregnant women. Do the data provide any 
illumination on the effects of the Great Famine on illegitimacy behaviour? It has 
been argued [12] that famine might increase illegitimacy as a result of either 
massive social upheavals, population movements and panic or adverse change in 
pre-existing inequalities in power relationships,
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Table 7.2 Births (legitimate and illegitimate) 
in a sample of seven poor law union workhouses. 1850 - 1859

Leqitimate llleaitimate Total % llleaitimate

DOWNPATRICK 73 154 227 67.84
LARNE 7 44 51 86.27
BALLYMONEY 11 40 51 78.43
LURGAN 71 273 344 79.36
SHILLELAGH 2 36 38 94.74
RATHDRUM 47 137 184 74.46
DUNGANNON 13 120 133 90.23

TOTAL 224 804 1028 78.21

* Notes: RATHDRUM 1850- 1853, 1858

Source: Seven poor law union sample (see Appendix I)
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1850
1851
1852
1853
1854
1855
1856
1857
1858
1859

TOT/

Note:

TABLE 7.3 Births (legitimate and illegitimate)
in a sample of six poor law unions, 1850 - 1859

Leoitimate llleoitimate Total % llleoitimate

33 24 57 42.11
23 50 73 68.49
33 43 76 56.58

9 53 62 85.48
8 64 72 88.89

17 86 103 83.50
14 68 82 82.93
18 90 108 83.33
10 85 95 89.47
12 104 116 89.66

177 667 844 79.12

Rathdrum Union was excluded from the sample as the data 
available related to 1850 - 1853 and 1858 only.

Six poor law union sample (see Appendix I)
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such as those between men and women. However, if illegitimacy did increase as 
a result of the Great Famine, it is not readily apparent from these workhouse data. 
Illegitimacy was distinctly greater in the second half of the decade thus suggesting 
that factors other than the immediate effects of famine were responsible for the 
increase in illegitimacy in the later 1850s.

So far, an aggregated picture for the unions has been presented. Figure 7.1 
shows the number of illegitimate births in individual workhouses over the period 
1850 - 1859. The broad picture appears as follows. In Lurgan, Dungannon and 
Downpatrick workhouses illegitimate births generally increase between 1850 and 
1855 and then decrease in 1856. Thereafter illegitimate births increase although 
this is not sustained beyond 1857 in the case of Downpatrick. In the case of 
Lame, Ballymoney and Shillelagh, the numbers are small. Nevertheless, 
illegitimate births in Lame are generally higher from 1855 onwards and in 
Shillelagh, although illegitimacies are few, numbers increase from 1855 to 1857.
In Ballymoney there is little trend overtime, although marginally more illegitimate 
births appear in the second half of the decade. The difference between individual 
workhouses reveals a diversity in experience which is somewhat masked by the 
general trend. Differences in the numbers of births between workhouses also 
pose a question as to whether they are suggestive of real differences in the levels 
of illegitimacy between workhouses.

Table 7.4 shows workhouse illegitimate births per 1000 females within the poor 
law union. On one level the results might appear surprising, the Unions of Larne 
and Ballymoney residing in an area usually stereotyped in terms of protestant 
moral laxity recording lower levels than Shillelagh or the Tyrone Union of 
Dungannon. However, on another level they might simply reflect the contrasting 
fortunes of these unions, both during and after the Great Famine. Perhaps the 
most startling aspect of the table is the contrast between Lurgan (7.57) which was 
just over four times that of Ballymoney (1.83). The level of illegitimacy in Lurgan 
workhouse and religious adherence are both themes to which we will return later 
in this chapter.

All births, illegitimate and legitimate, are recorded in the indoor relief registers, 
including stillbirths and those of children who died. Although all children who died 
in the workhouse were recorded in the register, it is clear that such a record cannot 
guarantee that the catalogue of infant deaths is complete. It is possible that a
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TABLE 7.4 Workhouse illegitimate births per 1000 females
in a sample of six poor law unions. 1850 - 1859

Workhouse 
Illegitimate Births 
per 1000 females *

DOWNPATRICK
LARNE

4.73
2.39
1.83
7.57
3.34
4.41

BALLYMONEY
LURGAN
SHILLELAGH
DUNGANNON

* Notes: 

Source:

Average females 1851 and 1861

Six poor law union sample (see Appendix I). The Census of Ireland 
for the year 1851 pt. vi: General Report [2134] H.C. 1856, xxxi.l. 
The Census of Ireland for the year 1861 pt. v: General Report 
[3204-iv], H.C. 1863, Ixi, I.

* Notes: 

Source:
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number of children born in the workhouse left and their death was subsequent to 
departure. However, it is likely that many children whose health gave any cause 
for concern remained with their mother in the workhouse. In addition, it was no 
doubt obvious to the unmarried mother that, wretched as conditions were within 
the house, there would be little other refuge beyond the workhouse door.

Therefore in spite of any concern regarding completeness, it would appear that 
there can be reasonable confidence in the data for illegitimate child mortality. 

However, one might suspect the evidence for legitimate child mortality could only 
be regarded as the minimum level given the greater likelihood of the married 
mother leaving the workhouse before her unmarried counterpart.

Turning to the data it is clear that there was an appalling loss of life and that many 
of those born never lived beyond their first year. For instance, in Shillelagh, Mary 
Owens, 23, a servant from Tinahely was "unable to hold her situation". She was 
admitted to the workhouse and James Owens was bom on 23 January 1857. He 
died the next day.[13] In Lurgan workhouse Thomas Lennon was born to a 
servant girl, 18, on 25 January 1851. He died on the last day of January.[14] 
Honor Doolan, 32, labourer, described as residing in the "Union at Large" was 
admitted to Shillelagh workhouse having been "found lying in the road". James 
Doolan was born on 9 April 1857 and died the same day.[15] Of the 684 
illegitimate births in the sample of workhouses (excluding Dungannon), 127 or 
18.57 per cent died in the workhouse. In the case of legitimate births out of 211 
births, 28 or 13.27 per cent died. To contemporary observers the reasons for 
higher levels of mortality amongst illegitimate children were clear. A report on 
mortality amongst the younger classes in the workhouse contained submissions in 
which these were outlined. It was noted bluntly that "illegitimate children are
seldom as carefully attended to as legitimate children, by their mothers, and......
consequently more of the former class than of the latter die in early infancy".[16] 
Another commentator claimed there was an "acknowledged liability to disease, 
(derived from hereditary taint) to which the children of unmarried females admitted 
to the workhouse are frequently found to be subject".[17] Yet another observed 

that taking into account "the indifference with which mothers of many of such 
children must regard the death of their offspring, and the absolute feeling of relief
it affords to others of them,..... it must be expected that only a small portion will
survive the first stage of existence".[18] The tone of detachment and indifference 

in such pronouncements may jar, and there is little doubt that the poverty, 
destitution and social ostracism before admittance of an unmarried mother to the 
workhouse, curtailed the chances of her unborn child. And, of course, the
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comments are of observers, not the mothers themselves. However, in 

circumstances of desperation, and perhaps near despair, it is likely that the value 
placed upon a child's life may not have been unduly high. Of the illegitimate 

children who died in the six workhouse sample, 23.81 percent did so within one 
day, 49.21 per cent within one month, and 92.86 per cent within one year.
Moving to the infant mortality rate during the period, around 131 infants under a 
year old died per 1000 live births. In Downpatrick workhouse the figure was 92 
and in Lurgan 217 per 1000. In 1864, the first year of civil registration, the infant 
mortality rate for Ireland, admittedly for all births and perhaps reflecting a degree 
of incompleteness in data especially in the early years of civil registration, was only 
98. In Downpatrick, perinatal mortality at 110 per 1000 was higher than the infant 
mortality rate, due to the level of stillborn children in that workhouse.

Turning to the occupations of the mothers whose children died in the workhouse it 
is clear that some occupational groups were over-represented and others under
represented. For instance, in the poor law union sample (excluding Dungannon) 
servants, charwomen, and labourers were under-represented, whereas in the case 
of textile workers there was some degree of over-representation in the mothers of 
children who died. In the case of prostitutes the mortality of children was high.
Of the 19 women who gave their occupation as prostitute, 9 (47.37 percent) had 
children who were stillborn or subsequently died. For instance, in Downpatrick, 
Ann Hennessy’s mother was a 28 year old prostitute whose residence was given 
simply as "Union Down". Ann was born on 30 August 1855 and died the next 
day.[19] There can be little doubt that pregnancy and childbirth represented an 
occupational hazard for a prostitute in the era before contraception. Most likely 

unwanted, many of the unborn no doubt suffered nutritionally as their pregnant 
mothers’ careers were curtailed by the progressive debilitation of pregnancy. 
Perhaps many more were aborted spontaneously, some even with assistance. 
Such were the perils facing those conceived outside the prevailing sexual code. 
However, it would appear that the predicament of prostitutes was but an extreme 
example of the increased levels of risk attached to the illegitimate and the 
precariousness of those who bore them.

OCCUPATION. RELIGION AND AGE OF MOTHER ON ENTERING THE
WORKHOUSE

Some mention has already been made of the occupation of mothers. The indoor 
relief registers, in cases where the mother's workhouse entry could be traced, 

provided details of the mother's occupation. Table 7.5 shows the occupational
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TABLE 7.5 Occupations of women who gave birth to illegitimate children
in a sample of six poor law unions. 1850 - 1859

* Notes:

Source:

No. %

Servant
Textile Worker
Charwoman/Labourer
Prostitute
Other *
No Details

354 55.92
100 15.80
65 10.27
19 3.00
47 7.42
48 7.58

633

‘Other’ included the following:

25 "None"
16 Mendicant, Beggar, Ragwoman
3 "Days Work"
2 Mill Worker
1 Peddlar

47“

Six poor law union sample (see Appendix I)
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categories for 633 mothers in the six union sample for the period 1850 - 1859.
The most obvious feature of the table is the preponderance of those described as 
servants, who constitute over half of all the mothers in the sample. Given the 
prominence of servants in the literature concerning illegitimacy [20] such numbers 
are unsurprising. Somewhat more unexpected is the high number of textile 
workers, representing 15.80 per cent of the sample. A more detailed examination 
of the individual workhouses with regard to textile workers is even more revealing. 

In Lurgan workhouse 35.69 per cent of illegitimate births were to textile workers.
In the remaining five unions births to such workers never exceeded 2.50 per cent. 
Most of the textile workers referred to in the Lurgan workhouse were weavers with 
a substantial minority being winders.

Regarding the other occupations referred to in Table 7.5, the data are somewhat 
more predictable. There are a number belonging to lower status occupations 
such as "charwoman" or "labourer", a small number of prostitutes and others 
similarly on the edges of subsistence. A number of women, it was noted, had no 
occupation at all. There is little here to shock the observer of illegitimacy 
behaviour given the frequent reference to the marginality of women who were 
single and also pregnant. Nevertheless, the overall context of birth in the 
workhouse should not be ignored. For example, of the legitimate births in 
Rathdrum workhouse almost all were to charwomen, servants, or those described 
as having no occupation.[21] There is little doubt that, particularly in times of 
distress, a broader range of single pregnant females sought sanctuary in the 
workhouse. However, there can equally be little doubt that, even in more normal 
times, the women giving birth to either illegitimate or legitimate children in the 
workhouse would have had similar lower status occupations.

Religion was not a cohesive and unifying aspect of workhouse life, mainly as a 
result of accusation and counter accusation among clergy concerning 
proselytising.[22] However, on a superficial level, the indoor relief registers reveal 
little of such tensions, the religious adherence of every birth being noted against 

the entry concerned. Table 7.6 sets out the religious adherence for a sample of 
seven union workhouses. In the absence of a breakdown of religious adherence 
by poor law union, county level data have been used to compare with the sample. 
Needs must can be the only justification. It would certainly appear that 
denominational strengths at a county level were reflected in the workhouse. In 
Antrim, for example, where Presbyterians constituted 53 per cent of population, 

the local workhouse registers show that the majority of illegitimate births in Larne
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and Ballymoney belonged to that denomination. Or in Wicklow, where 81 per 
cent of the population were Roman Catholic, it is hardly unexpected that Catholic 
illegitimate births constitute 80.56 per cent of the total in Shillelagh workhouse, or 
90.51 per cent in Rathdrum. However, the evidence for the remaining three 
workhouses is more unsettling. In Dungannon, for example, the proportion of 
Catholic illegitimate births (60.84) is broadly in keeping with the Catholic proportion 
of population for Tyrone (56 per cent). However, although the Church of Ireland 
and Presbyterian population of Tyrone is almost evenly divided (22 and 20 per 
cent respectively), 35 per cent of illegitimate births in Dungannon workhouse were 
Church of Ireland and only 2.50 per cent Presbyterian. In both Lurgan and 
Downpatrick workhouses the proportion of Presbyterian illegitimate births seems 
abnormally low given the Presbyterian population of the counties concerned. In 
addition, the proportion of Catholic illegitimate births in Downpatrick seems quite 
high (69.48) when the barony with the highest proportion of Catholics out of all the 
baronies in the Poor Law Union area had a population which was 61.7 per cent 
Catholic (Lecale Lower). Overall, however, the data suggest that the 
protestant/Catholic religious division in illegitimate workhouse births is broadly in 
line with that at county level. In addition, the data are suggestive of an under 
representation of Presbyterians amongst such births.

Whilst the recording of religion in the register would tend to suggest a lack of 
ambiguity in the designation of the religious adherence of the children concerned, 
it appears that matters were not always straightforward. On some occasions a 

child was registered as an adherent of a religious denomination to which the 
child's mother did not belong. For example, in Downpatrick Jane Carlin was born 
on 11 April 1854 and registered as Church of Ireland. However, her mother was a 
36 year old Presbyterian servant. [23] Similarly, William Coulter, born 16 
September 1858 in the same workhouse, was registered as Church of Ireland, 
even though his mother was a 20 year old Presbyterian servant.[24] It might be 
argued that, given the strict nature of Presbyterian church discipline, some 
mothers may have chosen a more lenient clergyman in another denomination to 
baptise their child. However, the practice did not solely affect Presbyterians. In 
Downpatrick, Mary Ann Magennity, bom 5 April 1855 to a 26 year old Catholic 
chanwoman, was registered as "Established Church".[25] Also in Downpatrick, 
Mary Kearney was registered Church of Ireland, although her mother was 

Catholic.[26] Nor was this phenomenon solely confined to Downpatrick. In 
Lurgan three children were registered as Church of Ireland, one where the mother 
was Catholic and two where the mothers were Presbyterian.[27] In Rathdrum and
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also in smiieiagn mere were two protestant motners whose children were 
registered as Catholics.[28]

Compton has observed that in England the system of registration favoured the 
Anglican church because of the cavalier fashion in which it was maintained.[29] 
Robins has noted that in Ireland the fears of both Catholics and protestants that 
attempts at proselytising would be made in the workhouse, were in some measure 
justified. There were frequent allegations and counter-allegations about efforts to 
influence the religious beliefs of inmates, particularly children, in various unions. 
According to Robins, whereas some allegations were well founded, others were 
greatly exaggerated, although it was nearly always the chaplains who made 

proselytising efforts.[30] Between 1842 and 1862 at least eighteen items of 
sectarian controversy featured in Rathdrum workhouse minutes alone. In 1844 
'the poor law commissioners dismissed the Master, after complaints by the Roman 
Catholic chaplain that he had made sectarian remarks, were upheld; in 1845 
allegations of proselytising children were made against the schoolmaster; in 1848, 
the Protestant chaplain accused his Catholic counterpart of poaching his flock, 
while the priest alleged that three child inmates were being kept in quarantine to 
facilitate their conversion to Protestantism".[31] In such an atmosphere of distrust 
there can be little doubt that, at times, registration of religious adherence was a 
matter of controversy. Nor was registration itself a complete guarantee of the 
correct attribution of religious adherence, as can be witnessed from the chaplain's
book of Newry Workhouse. In it the chaplain noted "I have to complain of.....
laxity..... as it appears to me, which permitted the child of a woman registered as
a Protestant (Mcillearn or Mcillerrin) to be baptised as a Roman Catholic without 
any reference, as required by law, being made to the Board of Guardians".[32]
He also noted on another day that "a child of one Cochrane (Registered an R. C.) 
was presented for Holy Baptism - on administering the usual questions, I was 
certified that the child had already been baptised, privately, I therefore declined to 
administer the sacrament".[33] Such confusion underlines the need for caution 
when approaching the attributed religious adherence of workhouse births. 
Nevertheless, given the vigilance of many chaplains, it is unlikely to have 
substantially altered the general pattern of religious adherence within particular 
workhouses.

Turning to an examination of the average age of the unmarried mother on entering 
the workhouse, it seems that the data cannot be used to reliably estimate age in 

all cases. For instance, Rose Walker entered Lurgan workhouse on 19 January

254



1854 and left on 23 January. Her age is recorded as 24. On 25 May of the same 
year she re-entered the house and left on 5 June, her age this time being recorded 
as 26. She returned to the workhouse on 24 August, leaving two days later. She 
is noted as being 25 years of age.[34] It is not known how prevalent such 
instances were, but it seems unlikely that inmates were fastidious in recalling their 
age as it served little purpose in the daily struggle for survival. It is also unlikely, 
however, that mendaciousness would have served much purpose. Bearing in 
mind the problem of mis-reporting of age, we can now look at the information 
contained in Table 7.7. The data show the average reported age of unmarried 

mothers when they entered the workhouse. Women who brought a child with 
them into the workhouse or cases where age could not be discerned were 
excluded for the purposes of the calculation of average age. Although the age of 
the unmarried mother on entry to the workhouse was not the same as age of 
mother on the birth of her child the difference, in some cases only days, is unlikely 
to have been appreciable. The data show an average age of 25.12 for the 
sample of six workhouses. However, the range is from 23.15 for Larne to 26.72 
for Downpatrick. It has been noted in relation to other societies that the expected 
age for a woman to produce a child outside marriage was very much the same as 
the age at which she would produce her first child within marriage.[35] The 
Singulate Mean Age of Marriage for women in Armagh in 1841 has been 
calculated as 26.2, and in 1851, the figure for females was 27.1.[36] Under the 
extreme assumption that Armagh women in 1841 were pregnant on their wedding 
night and gave birth nine months later, this would give the age at birth of the first 
child as 26.9. This is almost two years older than the average age of unmarried 
mothers for the six parish sample. At the very least, this raises the possibility that 
Irish unmarried mothers gave birth to their first child earlier than their married 
counterparts. However, the point is best left as a hypothesis. Apart from the 
issue of age mis-reporting (which also of course affected women generally) there 
is the technical point that the Singulate Mean Age of Marriage measure may inflate 
the mean age of marriage in an emigration-prone society.

LURGAN WORKHOUSE AND ILLEGITIMACY - A CASE STUDY 
So far, various aspects of births outside marriage have been explored within the 
context of a sample of union workhouses. The Lurgan workhouse presents a 
valuable setting in which to undertake a more detailed examination of illegitimacy 
behaviour. Although small in terms of area, the Poor Law Union of Lurgan had a 
very high density of population. Its population, particularly the female population, 
increased over the decade 1851 to 1861 at a time when other unions were
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TABLE 7.7 Average age of mother when entering the workhouse
in a sample of six poor law unions, 1850 - 1859

Average Age Number

DOWNPATRICK 26.72 87

LARNE 23.15 13

BALLYMONEY 25.87 15

LURGAN 24.26 144

SHILLELAGH 26.05 20

RATHDRUM 24.97 120

TOTAL 25.12 399

Source: Six poor law union sample (see Appendix I)
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experiencing a population decline. In addition, the area had an intriguing religious 
denominational mix and a varied occupational structure. For these reasons the 
Lurgan workhouse presents an interesting micro study.

What was happening in Lurgan workhouse by mid-century? It would seem that, 
like those in other unions, the house was dealing with the Great Famine and its 
aftermath. During the years 1841 - 1845, numbers never rose above 55 per cent 
of the capacity of the building. However, by the end of December 1846, the 
workhouse was full to capacity with 805 inmates.[37] Moreover, the numbers 
dying in the house in the first six weeks of 1847 represented the highest levels of 
such mortality in Ulster.[38] Fever was rampant in the workhouse in January 
1847. An enquiry was carried out in March by Dr. Smith of the Board of Health, 
into the condition of the house; by August the workhouse graveyard was filled to 
capacity and in September the Union was reported to be in serious financial 
difficulty.[39] However, although over 1500 people were being catered for in 
workhouse accommodation by March 1848, an increase in capacity meant that the 
fatal overcrowding witnessed in 1847 had not been repeated. By 1849, although 
there had been an outbreak of cholera in Lurgan and Portadown in March, there 
was a reduction in workhouse numbers and a gradual return to pre-Famine 
levels.[40] The 1850s saw the workhouse in a period of recovery from famine. In 
June 1850 there was accommodation for 1912 people, though only 420 inmates. 
By June 1853, with fever sheds no longer required, Lurgan workhouse could 
accommodate 1760 people, although only 251 inmates are recorded. There was 
an increase to 381 inmates by June 1855; in June 1857 there were only 271 
inmates and, with temporary buildings no longer required, the number that could 
be accommodated was 1676.[41]

If Lurgan workhouse was recovering from the ravages of famine, it was also 
experiencing something of an increase in illegitimate births. Although there were 
only 12 such births in 1850, for the years 1851 - 1853, 1854 - 1856, and 1857 - 
1859, there were 70, 82 and 109 respectively.[42] Indeed, Lurgan had by far the 
greatest number of workhouse illegitimate births per 1000 females for any 
workhouse in the sample. Such an influx of pregnant females clearly had not 
escaped the attention of the poor law guardians. In January it was unanimously 
resolved that a committee should be appointed to meet "for the purpose of making 
enquiry respecting the number of women admitted into the Workhouse in a state 
of pregnancy and having illegitimate children therein, with a view to Law 
proceedings being taken against the reputed fathers, who are able to contribute to
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the support of such Inmates, thereby relieving the Union of the chargeability of 
same".[43] However, the Commissioners directed the Board of Guardians to the 
"53rd section of the Irish Poor Relief Act, under which the mother is made liable to 
the support of her illegitimate children, but no liability attaches to the reputed 
fathers".[44] However, the Board of Guardians were determined that the matter 
should not be dropped, one of their number giving notice in February that he 
would "bring forward the subject of illegitimacy with the expectation of eliciting 
some suggestions, for the diminution of the imposition, that innocent Ratepayers 
should pay for the faults of others".[45] Later that month the subject of 
illegitimacy was discussed and the resolution is worth quoting in full. It was 
resolved, "That this Board actuated by a deep sense of their responsibility not only 
as Guardians of the public purse, but also, as far as their influence can extend of 
the morals of the humbler classes of the Community, feel themselves imperatively 
called on to request the attention of the Poor Law Commissioners to the very 
unsatisfactory state of this Workhouse. Notwithstanding all their efforts they are 
sorry to state that, instead of being an Asylum for the old and destitute poor, the 
House is fast becoming a Lying in Hospital for the mothers of illegitimate children - 
out of 563 inmates there are 69 females without husbands and 76 illegitimate 
children making 145, or nearly 26 per cent on the gross numbers - under such 
circumstances the Board would respectfully call the attention of the 
Commissioners to the subject in the hope that some mode may be devised by 
them and their interference extended towards the alleviation of this increasing 
grievance".[46] The Commissioners in their reply appeared somewhat less 
concerned about the state of morality in the union than the Board of Guardians 
and expressed the hope that education, combined with "religious advantages 
would enable illegitimate children to become useful citizens".[47] It is interesting 
to note, not only a moral paternalism in the pronouncements of the guardians, but 
also their concern for the unmarried mother, not however as an object of sympathy 
or common humanity, but rather as a financial burden upon the ratepayer. In 
addition, it is clear that they viewed illegitimacy as a growing problem.

But why was there an increase in illegitimacy in Lurgan workhouse? Perhaps at 
least part of the answer lies in the occupational backgrounds of the mothers who 
gave birth there. Lurgan workhouse was the only house in the sample to have a 
sizeable number of unmarried mothers who were textile workers (35.69 per 
cent).[48] Servants constituted 48.33 per cent of unmarried mothers, 
miscellaneous occupations or those with none amounting to 15.98 percent of the 
total. Of the 96 textile workers, 73 were weavers, 19 winders, 2 dealers, 1 a
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sewer and 1 a seamstress. A comoarrson of the number of illeaitimate births to 
textile workers, weavers onlv. and servants, is set out in Table 7.8. The table 
clearlv shows that while illeaitimate births to servants remained consistent 

throughout the oeriod. those relatino to textile workers oenerallv and weavers in 
particular, increased substantially. In fact illegitimate births to textile workers were 
to peak in 1855 and again in 1858 (see Appendix Ilf). Perhaps even more 
intriguing is the fact that these peaks should coincide with the slump in the linen 

industry of 1854 - 1855 associated with the dislocation of trade brought about by 
the Crimean War and that of 1857 - 1858 associated with the financial crisis of 
1857.149] Such apparent variations in behaviour of textile workers in general and 
weavers in particular with that of servants invites further comparison.

Table 7.9 shows the religious adherence of children born to textile workers, 
weavers, servants and all occupations in Lurgan workhouse. Perhaps the most 
striking aspect of the table is the association between weavers and Church of 
Ireland adherence. Most children born to weavers were registered as Anglican 
(63.01 percent). Only 30.14 per cent of weavers were Catholic. In contrast, just 

over half of all births to servants were registered as Catholic. The Church of 
Ireland figure was 41.54 per cent. Under 7 per cent of children born to weavers 
and servants were Presbyterian. Moreover, it is interesting to note that the 
proportion of children born to Church of Ireland textile workers, and weavers in 
particular, is much higher than the strength of the Church of Ireland population of 
the union would suggest. Similarly, births attributable to Catholic servants are 
very much higher than the Catholic proportion of the union. Presbyterians are 
under-represented in all occupational groups compared to their strength in the 

union population perhaps because they were generally found in occupations which 
had a higher socio-economic status. The data thus are suggestive of differences 
in the religious composition of different occupational groups. Of course the 
religious adherence in the indoor relief register refers only to the child. However, 

despite acknowledging the three exceptions in Lurgan workhouse noted earlier, in 
the vast majority of cases mothers had the same religious persuasion as their 
children.

In Table 7.10, repeaters, that is unmarried women who gave birth between 1850 
and 1859 in the workhouse but who brought one or more children with them, are 
examined within textile worker and servant occupational groups. The indoor relief 
register does not always record the number of children who accompanied a 
mother to the workhouse, but the data exist for samples of almost equal size for
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TABLE 7.8 Illegitimate births to textile workers, weavers and servants
in Lurqan workhouse, 1850 - 1859

Textile Workers Weavers Only Servants

1850-53 18 13 43

1854-56 29 22 45

1857-59 49 38 46

TOTAL 96 73 134

% INCREASE

1850/3- 1854/6 61 69 5

1854/6- 1857/9 69 73 2

Source: Public Record Office of Northern Ireland Lurgan Indoor Relief
Registers BG/22/G/3, BG/22/G/4, BG/22/G/5, BG/22/G/6.
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TABLE 7.10 Number of children admitted with unmarried pregnant
textile workers and servants in Lurqan Workhouse, 1850 - 1859

Textile Workers Servants

No children 81.58 86.08

Admitted with one child 17.10 12.66

Admitted with two children 1.32 1.26

Total 100.00 100.00

N = 76 N = 79

Source: Public Record Office of Northern Ireland Lurgan Indoor
Relief Registers BG/22/G/3, BG/22/G/4. BG/22/G/5, 
BG/22/G/6.
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textile workers and servants. Here again differences emerge between the two 
occupational categories with textile workers having a higher proportion of 
repeaters. However, perhaps the major point to emerge from the table is that 
repeaters still constituted only a minority of the illegitimate births of both 
occupational groups.

Although apparent differences emerged between the two occupational groups, 
there were also similarities. In Lurgan between 1850 and 1859 a total of 62 
children died. To ascertain if either occupational group was over represented in 
terms of mortality of children, child deaths pertaining to both groups were 
examined. In the case of textile workers, 22 children died constituting 35.48 per 
cent of all child deaths. The percentage of unmarried mothers with an occupation 
in textiles was 35.69 per cent. A total of 30 children of servants died, equivalent 
to 48.39 per cent of all child deaths. The percentage of unmarried mothers in 
service was 48.33 per cent. Therefore it would appear that child deaths 
pertaining to both occupational groups were in proportion to the representation of 
those groups in the occupational breakdown of unmarried mothers entering the 
workhouse.

Turning to a comparison of the average age of unmarried mothers on entering the 
workhouse it would appear that there was little difference overall between textile 
workers and servants. For servants the average age was 24.16 (N=68) and in the 
case of weavers 23.00 (N=50). For textile workers in total the figure was 23.44 
(N=62), the main reason for the slightly higher figure than that of weavers being 
the average age of the nine winders (26.22). Perhaps the most striking aspect of 
the average age of both servants and weavers is how low it is compared to the 
sample of six workhouses (25.12) or the average for workhouses such as 
Shilelagh (26.05) or Downpatrick (26.72).

If, as can be seen from the foregoing discussion, textile workers, or more 
specifically weavers, had a very different profile from that of servants who 
constituted the majority of unmarried mothers in the sample of workhouses, then 
two questions need to be addressed. Who were the weavers and why did a 
growing number of weavers who had given birth outside marriage seek refuge in 
the workhouse?

A major problem in discerning who the weavers actually were occurs because of 
their registration in the indoor relief register. They are simply referred to as
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"weaver" and therefore it is not clear whether they were handloom or powerloom 
weavers.[50] It does seem, however, plausible to argue that these weavers were 
in fact handloom weavers. Handloom weaving had largely been a male preserve 
due to the strength and skill involved in weaving hand-spun yarn. However, as 
Collins observes, with the production of mill-spun yarn many girls were able to take 
up domestic handloom weaving and therefore changing flax spinning technology 
extended the viability of the domestic handloom weaving system in south and east 
Ulster.[51] Jane Gray has asserted that between 1841 and 1851, the proportion 
of all weavers in Ulster who were women increased from 13 per cent to 33 per 
cent.[52] It seems unlikely that even in the 1850s anything other than a small 
proportion of these women were weaving on powerlooms. Gribbon, for instance, 
notes that in 1850 there was only one powerloom weaving factory in Ulster with 34 
looms (138 employees in total). By 1857 there were only 12 factories with a total 
of 883 looms (1020 employees in total). For combined spinning and weaving mills 
in Ulster there was only one in 1850 with 24 looms (545 employees in total) and 
by 1857 only 8 with 530 looms (5965 employees in total).[53] Moreover, Collins 
indicates that it was not until the late 1850s that powerlooms were widely used and 
Cohen contends that powerloom weaving of linen did not begin in earnest in 
Ireland until the 1860s and even then it was not applied to the weaving of fine 
linen like damask or cambric.

Furthermore, Cohen notes that Lurgan, Portadown and Waringstown were centres 
of fine linen production.[54] Crawford quotes a contemporary publication which 
records that damasks were made at Lurgan and cambrics at Lurgan, Waringstown 
and Dromore.[55] Indeed, Crawford in a study of the townlands of Ballydugan, 
Bleary and Clare, which were assigned to the Electoral Division of Tullylish in 
Lurgan Union, contends that they retained a tradition of handloom weaving into 
the twentieth century.[56] Appendix IV sets out the electoral divisions to which 
the unmarried mothers, who were textile workers, belonged. Seventeen areas are 
recorded covering most of the Union and although some areas such as 
Waringstown or Lurgan contained higher numbers of these mothers, these were 
areas of fine linen production and therefore it could be argued areas of handloom 
weaving. The evidence would thus suggest the likelihood that the weavers 
referred to in the workhouse register are in fact handloom weavers. If we can 
assume this was the case, why did increasing numbers who were single and also 
pregnant resort to the workhouse?
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Perhaps weavers were vulnerable to fluctuations in the linen industry and in 
periods of depression marriage may not have been an attractive proposition and 
abandonment of a female partner a real possibility. Tilly, Scott and Cohen, in a 
different context have argued that the rise of market capitalism increased the 
vulnerability of women leading increasingly to abandonment during courtship and 
a rise in illegitimacy in many regions of Western Europe.[57] Kennedy has noted 
that some of the literature on early modern Europe and later periods point to a 
combination of worsening economic conditions, movements of people in space, 
and major shocks to the demography of a community as conducive to an increase 
in illegitimacy. Thus established courtship patterns were disrupted and 
undermined and fewer pregnancies were translated into marriages.[58] Gibbon 
has argued that marriage prospects were diminishing in post-Famine Ulster, 
children of marriageable age having to postpone gratification indefinitely.[59] In 
such a situation women were no doubt vulnerable to sexual pressure during 
courtship. Moreover, although there may have been greater freedom from the 
constraints of the land and consequently greater latitude to marry, marriage 
prospects were increasingly dependent on the vagaries of the market. Despite an 
increase in wages for handloom weavers between 1852 and 1854, the general 
prospect was one of falling wages, unpleasant working conditions, and further 
immiseration. The crises in linen of 1854 - 1855 and 1857 - 1858 must have only 
emphasised the precariousness of their predicament. Such crises no doubt in 
some cases may have made abandonment of a female a reality. Certainly such 
an explanation hinging on short-term economic fluctuations, abandonment and 
sexual exploitation seems hardly implausible.

A question which could not be answered from the Lurgan sources was the extent 
to which the pregnant and unmarried were single or cohabiting. Pregnant 
unmarried women were almost always designated as single in the indoor relief 
register, though this may have been simply what the workhouse functionary was 
told. A single pregnant women may have left her partner outside the workhouse 
and in this case nothing further can be known of the relationship. However, if we 

examine the case of an unmarried mother such as Rose Walker, a weaver, who 
was admitted to the Lurgan workhouse 13 times between 13 January 1853 and 25 

September 1856, with an illegitimate child Joseph, and who gave birth to Bernard 
on 28 February 1853, no partner appears to have accompanied her on any 
occasion.[60] June Lavery, servant, single and pregnant on two occasions, was 
admitted to the house 6 times between 1 January 1853 and 17 August 1855 and 
appears to have had no partner accompany her.[61] Ann England, a weaver, was
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admitted to the house on 12 November 1853 with no male companion. Her son 

Charles was born on 27 November and they both left on 10 February 1854.
There appears to be no further admittance to the house.[62] The register of births 

might be helpful in terms of gaining clues as to the possible extent of cohabitation, 
but unfortunately the records have not survived. However, the birth register for the 
neighbouring Dungannon workhouse does exist for the period 1842-1881.[63] 
There is no support therein for notions of widespread consensual unions. In all 
cases mothers had their children registered without reference to the putative 
father. Of course it could be argued that poor partners concealed the existence of 
a union for a variety of reasons, but one begins to suspect that the silences in the 
historical record may actually reflect the limited incidence of cohabitation in post- 
Famine society. Devoid of alternative sources of support many single mothers 
and their children took refuge in Lurgan workhouse. Margaret Wells was five 
minutes old when she was admitted with her mother Ann on 3 August 1851. Ann 
was a weaver from Maralin. Mother and child left on 11 September 1851.[64] 
However, others were less fortunate. On 11 March 1853 John Abraham, one day 
old, was found lying naked on the road in Derrymacash townland and admitted to 
Lurgan workhouse. Deserted and alone, he died in the house on 19 April 1854. 
[65]

WORKHOUSE LIFE AND THE LIVES OF UNMARRIED MOTHERS 
The awesome reality of the demoralisation and dehumanisation of inmates in the 
nineteenth-century Irish workhouse is difficult to evoke. O'Connor has captured 
something of the numbing ritual of everyday life; the bell signalling the start of the 
day, the roll call, prayers at the central dinning hall, the inspection for cleanliness 
and the line up for 'stirabout' and milk. Eating breakfast in silence was apparently 
followed by work; dinner normally consisting of either potatoes or brown bread and 
soup was usually in late afternoon. O'Connor further describes dormitories with 
straw mattresses on a raised portion of floor which served as an 'economical bed'. 
In the dormitories there could be overcrowding and the toilet facilities would 
consist of two large tubs for urination in each ward which sometimes overflowed 

creating a foul atmosphere in the inadequately ventilated area.[66] While the 
material conditions of life may not have been very different from those endured by 
the poor outside of the workhouse, the regimentation of life was certainly 
oppressive.

The unmarried mother had to endure additional humiliations. Under Government 
instruction workhouses were to carry out a moral classification of inmates. In
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reply to the Commissioners circular regarding moral classification, each union 
provided an indication of the segregation of unmarried mothers and prostitutes 
from others. For example, the reply from Ballinasloe Union stated that "the 
women on their admission are divided into three classes, as follows:- 1. Married 
women and young women of proper character; 2. Women who have had one or 
more illegitimate children; 3. Common prostitutes and women of profligate 
character who may have had one or more illegitimate children. This classification 
applies both to day-rooms and dormitories".[67] Gillbridge Union noted it had a 
"department called the penitentiary, in which the females with illegitimate children 
are kept apart from the other inmates"[68], the penal language adding the 
inference of crime to that of stigma regarding the condition of the unmarried 
mother. Somewhat against the grain, Mohill Union disapproved "of confining any 
persons to separate wards under any disguise whatsoever which be felt as a 
punishment for an offence, or reputed offence, for which the individual has not 
undergone trial in usual course of law".[69] However, such pleadings are 
exceptional. In Nenagh in county Tipperary, unmarried mothers occupied 
"separate dormitories and dayrooms",[70] while in Carrickmacross in county 
Monaghan "women with two or more illegitimate children [were placed] in a 
separate ward by themselves at night",[71] and in Kenmare it was noted that an 
"apartment, called the Separation Ward, has been appropriated to women having
illegitimate children.......who are not permitted to have intercourse with the other
inmates".[72] Glenmaddy Union stated that "In the dining-hall, women of known 
immoral character and those having three illegitimate children, have a separate 
ward and yard, and unless at prayers or during service are wholly apart from the 
other females".[73] In Lurgan a ward was "set apart for prostitutes and females 
having two or more illegitimate children",[74] and in Newtownards a separate ward 
called the "refractory ward" existed "where females of bad character and others 
having two or more illegitimate children" were placed.[75] In Waterford it was
reported that "Mothers with illegitimate children are.....placed under the
supervision of a Ward mistress, who is always present. The food is sent from the 
kitchen to these classes in order to prevent their coming to the dining-hall, or in 
any way associating with the other inmates".[76]

In some cases women who had only one illegitimate child appear not to have been 
unduly penalised in the segregation process [77] and at times were not segregated 
at all.[78] However, in general, the segregation of the unmarried mother was 
applied and could only have further reinforced her separateness from society. 
Separated from other paupers, unmarried mothers could suffer further privations.
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In Rathdrum, officials at times read inmates’ mail and received anonymous 
communications identifying fathers in order to obtain maintenance orders.[79] 
Women were also vulnerable to abuse. According to McLoughlin pauper women 

were vulnerable "to unscrupulous men in positions of power - to masters who 
overworked them until they were ill and then got rid of them, to workhouse 
functionaries who abused them physically and sexually and Boards of Guardians 
who were deaf to their complaints of cruelty and abuse. They were vulnerable 
also in that, whilst burdened with the lethargy of pregnancy and the weakness of 
childbirth and nursing, the fathers of their children were not obliged to pay 
anything towards their maintenance".[80] Pauper women were no doubt prey to 
sexual predators. The orphan in Eugene McCabe's fictional poorhouse tales says 
of the workhouse master that "all say hereabouts he's a bad lad. If he takes a 
notion of some girl or woman he'll buy her passage if she opens her legs for 
him".[81] This fictional representation finds echoes in accusations such as those 
against the Master of Ballyshannon workhouse in the 1840s that he had made a 
female inmate pregnant. The Master was cleared of blame.[82] In Dromore West 
the paternity of a child born to a female inmate was imputed to the son of the 
Chairman of the Board of Guardians.[83] Other functionaries were accused of 
abusing their position. In Lurgan minutes in March 1854, a pauper woman, Jane 
White, was prepared to swear that there was improper sexual conduct between 
the porter and a pauper woman. However, less than a month later Jane had left 
the vicinity of Lurgan and the character of the schoolmaster who had also 
absconded was under scrutiny. [84]

Even aside from such abuse and segregation, the unmarried mothers lot in the 
workhouse must have been difficult. A protestant chaplain to Downpatrick 
workhouse in the twentieth century, remembers the life of one unmarried mother in
the 1940s. He noted that although she "was about 30 years of age..... with all
the hard work she had to do she looked about 50".[85] This was the 1940s. The 

1850s were very different times. There would have been little to give hope to the 
unmarried mother or indeed other paupers in the house. On visiting the Belfast 
workhouse in 1855, Rev Anthony McIntyre noted that the "looks of the poor people 
were dejected and demure".[86] Desperation and despair must have been 
corollaries of workhouse life. Such must have been apparent to Isaac Flower, the 
new master of Rathdrum in 1850. He described conditions as "disorganised and 
unhygienic" and reported that "a female pauper aged 32 years attempted to 
commit suicide by throwing herself into the cesspool, but it was not of sufficient
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depth. She was rescued by the women in charge but later succeeded by throwing 
herself over the banister of the stairs".[87]

This portrait of the unmarried mother as vulnerable and dependent has been 
countered to some degree by McLoughlin. She has noted their resourcefulness, 
a canny ability to avail of economic opportunity, medical attention, or opportunities 
to work, even apparently using their vulnerability to achieve entry to the workhouse 

or participation on an emigration scheme. She concludes that such women 
cannot be easily presented as either victims or as independent individuals.[88] 
Whilst some pauper women may have been resourceful, one might wonder if the 
prime reality is not one of vulnerability. Prime Levi, in a very different context, 

provides a useful insight into individual survival in the midst of cruelty and 
privation. He observes that "It was the very discomfort, the blows, the cold, the

thirst that kept us aloft in the void of bottomless despair....... It was not the will to
live, nor a conscious resignation; for few are the men capable of such resolution, 
and we were but a common sample of humanity".[89]

The Rathdrum register provides some cameos of the lives of these women.
Some of these individuals appear to have merited only a few lines. For instance, 
Mary Donnelly, a 22 year old servant from Arklow was admitted to Rathdrum 
workhouse on 16 August 1850. Heavily pregnant she gave birth to Thomas on 6 
September and left with him ten days later. She does not appear to have 
returned to the house.[90] Ellen Power entered Rathdrum on 18 February 1851. 
She was a 24 year old charwoman described as from the "Union", and therefore 
most likely homeless. Her daughter was born on 27 March 1851 and departed 
the workhouse on 8 August 1851, apparently without her mother who left on the 
14th of that month.[91] Eliza Ashton, a 22 year old servant arrived in Rathdrum 
workhouse on 17 September 1850, leaving again a week later. She was 
described as from the "Union". On 6 October she was admitted sick and less than 

a week later Thomas was born. Both mother and child left on 26 October.[92] 
She apparently did not return to the house again.

If some unmarried mothers left little trace on the workhouse record, others made 
many appearances. For example, Eliza Geoghan used the Rathdrum workhouse 
23 times between 27 August 1850 and 2 June 1862. (see Appendix V) During 

that time her son John was born on 21 December 1850. Eliza was described as a 
25 year old garden worker. Mother and child left the house on 24 February, 1851. 
Both entered the workhouse again, John being taken away on 24 June a month
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before his mother left. Nothing more is known of John. However, Eliza returned 
to the workhouse, pregnant, on 19 February 1854 and Dennis was born just over a 
week later. Both mother and child left on 23 June 1854. Eliza and Dennis 
entered the house three more times between June 1854 and April 1856.
However, on their last visit on 23 September 1855, Dennis was to die on 9 April 
1856. Eliza left on 18 April. She gave birth to no more children in the workhouse 
but returned many times, spending the winters of 1856 and 1857 there. Over most 
of the twelve years she resided in the Electoral division of Dunganstown East, 
changing her residence to another townland only twice. However, on her last two 
visits she was described as from "Union Rathdrum" most likely signalling 
homelessness and increased destitution. She was mostly described as a servant, 
but also at times charwoman and garden worker and on the penultimate visit, of 
those surveyed, she was "infirm" and was apparently unemployed.

Another vignette is that of Jane Allen. She was to use Rathdrum workhouse on 
34 occasions between 17 September 1850 and 13 March 1863 (see Appendix VI). 
Jane Allen, 26, servant, arrived in Rathdrum workhouse on 17 September 1850 
and gave birth to John on 19 October. John was taken away on 6 June 1851 and 
his mother left four days later. Nothing more is known of John. Jane was to 
have three more children, Eliza (30 July 1852), born in the house, Ellen (1856) 
outside the house, and James (8 September 1861) born in the house. Jane 
stayed in Dunganstown South or Dunganstown West Electoral divisions, 
occasionally changing townlands. Sometimes she and her children would stay for 
a number of months. On other occasions they stayed a matter of days. Although 
on the earliest occasions of her stay in the workhouse she was referred to as a 
servant, for most of the times she used the workhouse she was described as a 
charwoman. Perhaps more intriguingly her marital status changed during the 
period. Although she was single for the period to February 1861, she is described 
as "married” during her stay in February/March 1861. On her next admittance in 

August 1861, she is described as "single". In the meantime her children were 
admitted as "deserted" in March 1861, leaving in June 1861. The family were 
reunited in August 1861, and they entered the house five more times; on each 
occasion Jane is described as married.

Such portraits clearly underline the perilous nature of the existence of the 
unmarried mother. Some may have used the workhouse when they needed it, but 
it is difficult to argue that this use was anything other than sheer necessity. As 
Crompton contends, unmarried women opted for the workhouse with all its
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humiliations, for they knew that having a baby outside the workhouse, without 

medical aid, was the more hazardous alternative and one to be avoided at any 
price.[93] However, from these cameos of unwed mothers there are indications 

that the children faced an equally uncertain existence. What happened to John 
Allen? As already stated, we do not actually know. However, Shilelagh register 
outlines the fate of some illegitimate children. Eliza Pearson, 4, was "found at the 
door" of Shillelagh workhouse and was "deserted by mother Anne". She entered 
the workhouse on 19 June 1850 and left on 10 April 1856.[94] Thomas Dwier, 5, 
described as "Bastard" was admitted on 29 February 1852. His mother had been 
transported and he was "Destitute without food". There is no record of his 
departure from the workhouse.[95] Finally, Bridget Nugent was 9 when she was 

"Deserted by father". A "Deserted Bastard" she had "No friends nor residences" 
and was admitted on 10 January 1851, leaving on 28 July 1855.[96] Here is one 
of the few instances where a male is mentioned in connection with an illegitimate 
child. Unmarried and pregnant women suffered in many cases stigmatisation, 
degradation, and vilification within the workhouse regime. Men appear to have 
largely escaped sanction. Thurles Union, probably unintentionally, highlighted the 
iniquity of a system that singled out female morality in the workhouse, noting that 
"No classification in this respect has been made at the male side".[97]

ILLEGITIMATE BIRTHS AND BAPTISM
The issue of the baptism of illegitimate children who had been born in the 
workhouse has already been outlined in chapter five.[98] Recapitulating for a 
moment, it appears that, in some parishes which contained a workhouse, 
illegitimate children born in the workhouse were baptised and such baptisms 
appeared in the register of the parish. In other parishes there was virtually no 
seepage from the workhouse into the register of baptisms. The possibilities, in 
parishes where illegitimacies from the workhouse were not recorded in the 
baptismal register, are that either illegitimate children were not baptised or they 
were baptised but a register was not kept or has been subsequently lost.

It would appear unlikely that illegitimate children in the workhouse were not 
baptised. Surviving Chaplains' books for the workhouse record many such 

baptisms. For example, in Newry the chaplain "Baptised an illegitimate child 
same day Child's Christian name - Margaret Jane Baby Baptised - 26th April 91 

Mother's Name - Margaret Jane Hanna Trade - Mill Worker".[99] In another case 
he noted (20 October 1889) "Holy Baptism - child's name Margaret of Kate 

Shaw"[100] and in another "Baptised a found(l)ing of the name 'Margaret Lyons'
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".[101] In Enniskillen there are various instances of baptism of illegitimate 
children. On 8 June 1851, the chaplain noted "Baptised Eliza June Wilson, 
dau(ghte)r of Mary Liddy, illegitimate".[102] Another baptism recorded is that of 
"Anne (base born) child of June Willis T. A. Mathias Sept 29/50",[103] and another 
"James the illegitimate son of James Noble and Bridget McBaine - P. Traynor 7 
September 1849".[104] Enquiries made of two surviving protestant workhouse 

chaplains ascertained that both had baptised children in the workhouse.[105]

If illegitimate children were commonly baptised in the workhouse, where were the 
baptisms recorded? Both surviving protestant chaplains intimated that they 
thought they did record workhouse baptisms in the baptismal register of the 
congregation concerned, one asserting that he would have distinguished such 
baptisms from those, both legitimate and illegitimate, in the congregation.[106] 
Although admittedly for the twentieth century, this would accord with the apparent 
practice in Kilrush or Lismore Catholic parishes in the nineteenth. However, what 

explanation can be given for the experience of other parishes with baptismal 
registers containing few workhouse illegitimacies and yet having a workhouse 
within their boundaries?

To explore this question a little further, a small number of workhouse births, mostly 

illegitimate, were traced, for Enniskillen and Dungannon workhouses, from the 

chaplain's book (Enniskillen) or register of births (Dungannon) back to the 

baptismal register.[107] For 7 baptisms, 6 illegitimate and 1 legitimate, in 

Enniskillen workhouse, there appears no record in the Catholic parish 

register.[108] For Dungannon however, 9 births from the workhouse birth register 

were traced to the appropriate baptismal register. A total of 6 births, 1 legitimate 

and 5 illegitimate were traced to the Catholic parish register. The remaining 3 

births were illegitimate Church of Ireland births, and of these there is no mention in 

the Church of Ireland baptismal register.[109] We can say little more of any 

baptism which took place in the workhouse and is not recorded in the parish 

register. It is possible the clergyman kept a separate register for the workhouse 

[110] and this has not survived. We simply do not know. It thus appears, 

admittedly from only a handful of cases, that there is some inconsistency in 

recording procedures. A crude measure of the likely effect of the workhouse on 

illegitimacy ratios is provided by an analysis of some east Armagh Catholic 

parishes, the results of which are set out in Table 7.11. The illegitimacy ratio for a
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TABLE 7.11 Illegitimacy in four east Armagh parishes including and excluding
Lurqan workhouse illegitimacies, 1850 - 1859

Total
Baptisms/Births Illegitimate Ratio

Four Catholic Parishes 4112 191 4.64

Four Catholic parishes 
(including Catholic 
Workhouse births)

4185 264 6.31

Difference 73 73 1.67

Source: Private Data Research Agency Parishes of Magheralin, Aghagallon
and Ballinderry, Killead and Glenavy, Public Record Office of 
Northern Ireland, Parish of Shankhill MIC ID/23 (transcript), Lurgan 
Indoor Relief Register BG/22/G/3, BG/22/G/4, BG/22/G/5, 
BG/22/G/6.
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cluster of four east Armagh Catholic parishes was calculated for the years 1850- 

1859 and, for comparison, the ratio was calculated for the same parishes with the 

addition of east Armagh Catholic illegitimate workhouse births. A check was made 

to ensure illegitimate workhouse births were not already recorded in Shankhill 

Parish Catholic baptismal register, as the workhouse was contained within 

Shankhill parish. Although legitimate workhouse births could not be added, as 

their electoral division was not included during data collection, these amounted to 

only 31 and therefore would have had a negligible effect on the illegitimacy ratio 

even if all such births had belonged to east Armagh electoral districts.

It would appear that illegitimacy is understated by around 36 per cent. However, 
although this is substantial it should be remembered that the Lurgan Union 
workhouse contained the highest number of workhouse births per 1000 females in 
the poor law union sample. Moreover, although the illegitimacy increased from 
4.64 to 6.31, these levels are still not especially high by European standards.

From this analysis, it might be argued that the illegitimacy data for some parishes 
may be rendered meaningless by the role of the workhouse. Before rushing to 
such a conclusion it is interesting to note that Larne, Ballymoney and Shillelagh 
workhouses had an annual average of approximately 4 illegitimate births for the 
years 1850 - 1859. In the case of Lame, the union area covered more than 13 
civil parishes. The analysis of illegitimate workhouse births attributable to weavers 
in Lurgan workhouse for the same period (Appendix III) shows that these weavers 
came from sixteen electoral districts and the "Union at large". The electoral 
district which contained the highest number of workhouse births attributable to 
weavers was Waringstown with 12, giving an average of only 1.2 illegitimate births 

for the years 1850-1859. However, Lurgan workhouse had 273 illegitimacies over 
the period 1850-1859, an average of 27.3 per annum. Nevertheless, the Lurgan 

Union was one of the most densely populated in Ireland during this period and 
therefore perhaps somewhat untypical. Moreover, for Ireland it is likely that 
workhouse illegitimate births amounted to one per cent or less of all births.[111]
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APPENDIX I

In this chapter reference is made to a seven poor law union sample and six poor 
law union sample. The seven poor law union sample consists of the workhouses 
of Downpatrick, Larne, Ballymoney, Lurgan, Shillelagh, Rathdrum and 
Dungannon. For Tables 7.3 and 7.4 the six poor law union sample is the above 
sample less Rathdrum workhouse. Rathdrum is excluded from these tables as 
information for Rathdrum relates only to the years 1850 - 1853 and 1858 and 
inclusion would create misleading series. For Tables 7.5 and 7.7 the six poor law 
union sample is the above sample less Dungannon. Dungannon is excluded from 
these tables because data pertaining to these tables was not available in the Birth 
Register. Data include stillbirths.

Workhouse Countv Dates References

Downpatrick Down 1850-1859 BG/12/G/2
BG/12/G/3
BG/12/G/4

Larne Antrim 1850-1859 BG/17/G/1
BG/17/G/2

Ballymoney Antrim 1850-1859 BG/5/G/2

Lurgan Antrim
Armagh
Down

1850-1859 BG/22/G/3
BG/22/G/4
BG/22/G/5
BG/22/G/6

Shillelagh Wicklow
Carlow
Wexford

1850-1859 No 32 Register

Rathdrum Wicklow 1850-1853,1858 No Ref. Register 
(1842-52)
No 28 Register 
No 29 Register 
No 12 Register

Dungannon Tyrone 1850-1859 BG/13/K/1
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APPENDIX III

LURGAN WORKHOUSE 1850 - 1859 
UNMARRIED MOTHERS AND ILLEGITIMATE BIRTHS IN 

TEXTILE WORKER, SERVANT AND 'OTHER' OCCUPATIONAL GROUPS

Textile Workers
Mothers Births

Servants
Mothers Births

Other
Mothers Births

1850 1 1 6 7 5 5

1851 4 4 15 15 9 9

1852 4 4 10 10 1 1

1853 9 9 11 11 6 6

1854 8 8 14 14 2 2

1855 16 16 14 15 5 5

1856 5 5 16 16 1 1

1857 14 14 16 16 3 3

1858 18 18 11 11 3 3

1859 17 17 17 19 8 8

96 96 130 134 43 43
== = == = = = = == = = = =

Source: Public Record Office of Northern Ireland Lurgan/lndoor Relief Registers
BG/22/G/3, BG/22/G/4, BG/22/G/5, BG/22/G/6.
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APPENDIX IV

ELECTORAL DIVISIONS OF TEXTILE WORKERS
WHO GAVE BIRTH TO ILLEGITIMATE CHILDREN

IN LURGAN WORKHOUSE 1850 - 1859

Electoral Division Weaver Dealer Winder Seamstress Sewer

Kernan 5 - 2 -

Brownlowsderry 8 - 1 -

Moira 2 - 1 -

Lurgan 7 1 3 - 1

Aghagallon 2 - - -

Drumcree 1 - 1 -

Breagh 1 . . .

Tartaraghan 6 - - -

Warringstown 12 - 3 1

Tullylish 4 - 1 -

Union 9 1 1 -

Carrowbrack 3 - - -

Portadown 3 - 2 -

Donaghcloney 2 - 1 -

Maralin 3 - 2 -

Cornakinnegar 3 - 1 -

Moyntaghs 2 - - -

73 2 19 1 1

Source: Public Record Office of Northern Ireland Lurgan Indoor Relief
Registers BG/22/G/3, BG/22/G/4, BG/22/G/5, BG/22/G/6.
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Charwoman
No.
33

%
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None 4 8.70
Labourer 1 2.17
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None given 1 2.17
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Source: Rathdrum Indoor Relief Registers, (Wicklow County Council,
Register 1842 - 52, No. 28, No. 29, No. 12)

22. See ROBINS J., The Lost Children, pp. 249 - 257.

23. Public Record Office of Northern Ireland, BG/12/G/3, Downpatrick Indoor 
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Ireland incumbent of Dungannon on 9 January 1859.
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286
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33. 23 October 1881

34. Public Record Office of Northern Ireland, BG/22/G/4, Lurgan Indoor Relief 
Register, Entries 1632, 2086, 2396.

35. See LASLETT P., 'Introduction : comparing illegitimacy over time and 
between cultures', in Bastardy and its Comparative History, eds., P. Laslett, 
K. Oosterveen, R. M. Smith, (London : Edward Arnold, 1989), p. 55.
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37. MacATASNEY G., 'This Dreadful Visitation": The Famine in 
Lurqan/Portadown, (Belfast: Beyond the Pale Publications, 1997), pp. 23, 
47.
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40. MacATASNEY G., p. XII, MacATASNEY G„ 'The Famine in County Armagh' 
in The Famine in Ulster, eds. C. Kinealy and T. Parkhill, (Belfast: Ulster 
Historical Foundation, 1997), pp. 55-56.

41. Lurgan Minutes, week ending 15 June 1850 
Lurgan Minutes, week ending 18 June 1853 
Lurgan Minutes, week ending 16 June 1855 
Lurgan Minutes, week ending 13 June 1857

42. In order to ascertain if this trend in workhouse illegitimacies was reflected in 
the local area, baptisms of illegitimate children were assembled for four 
Catholic parishes in the eastern part of Lurgan Union. The parishes were 
Magheralin, Shankhill, Aghagallon and Ballinderry, and Killead and Glenavy. 
Another set of data was assembled which included Catholic workhouse 
illegitimacies whose residence was in an east Lurgan electoral district. The 
results were as follows:
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Workhouse Parish Catholic Workhouse
llleqitimacies llleqitimacies llleoitimacies

1850 12 22 2
1851-1853 70 51 19
1854-1856 82 57 26
1857-1859 109 61 26

273 191 73

Source: Private Data Research Agency. Parishes of Magheralin,
Aghagallon and Ballinderry, Killead and Glenavy, Public 
Record Office of Northern Ireland. Parish of Shankhill MIC 
ID/23 (transcript), Lurgan Indoor Relief Registers BG/22/G/3, 
BG/22/G/4, BG/22/G/5, BG/22/G/6.

The data for workhouse illegitimacies and parish illegitimacies move in the 
same direction, though the parish illegitimacies for 1850 are quite high 
compared to the equivalent figure for the workhouse. Catholic workhouse 
illegitimacies again move in a similar direction to parish illegitimacies and 
workhouse illegitimacies though they level off during the years 1857 - 1859.

43. Public Record Office of Northern Ireland, BG/22/A/15, Lurgan Minutes, week 
ending 13 January 1855, p. 330. The Lurgan poor law guardians were not 
alone in attempting to curtail the influx of unmarried mothers. In 
neighbouring Armagh workhouse it was noted under ‘Special Business’ that 
there were “no fewer than 53 illegitimate children in the workhouse at 
present being about 1/6th of the whole number of children in the house” and 
the meeting was of the opinion that “power might be given to the Guardians 
to proceed against the reputed father for maintainence of the child in cases 
where in addition to the oath of the mother she could adduce other and 
corroborative evidence of her claim.” The Great Famine in Armagh, Extracts 
from the Board of Guardians Minutes for the Poor Law Union of Armagh 
1845-1853, Public Record Office of Northern Ireland, BG2/A/3, 3 March 
1846. In Newtownards the poor law guardians at the height of the Great 
Famine tried to make it more difficult for unmarried mothers to enter the 
workhouse see McCAVERY T., The Famine in County Down’ in The Famine 
in Ulster, p. 114.

44. Lurgan Minutes, week ending 27 January 1855, p. 369, Orders and Circulars 
from Local Government Bodies and Poor Law Guardians, Letter 2377, 26 
January 1855.

45. Lurgan Minutes, week ending 10 February 1855, p. 409.

46. Lurgan Minutes, week ending 24 February 1855, p. 448.

47. Public Record Office of Northern Ireland, BG/22/BE/1, Lurgan Union, Orders 
and Circulars from Local Government Bodies and Poor Law Guardians, 
Letter 6919, 13 March 1855 from Poor Law Commission Office to Lurgan 
Union.
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48. There is some support for this proposition from the Poor Law Commissioners 
themselves. In their reply to Lurgan Union they state, intriguingly, that they 
understood "the nature of employment in Lurgan Union has a tendency to 
diminish the ordinary amount of destitution in the Union, and so apparently 
to increase the proportion of women who conduct themselves immorally". 
They continue "The Comifsioners, (sic) however, apprehend that the real 
cause of the evil complained of must be attributed to local causes connected 
with the state of the population", a population they believed to be "unusually 
large". BG/22/BE/1, Lurgan Union Orders and Circulars Letter 6919, 13 
March 1855 from Poor Law Commissioners Office to Lurgan Union.

49. See ARMSTRONG D. L., 'Social and Economic Conditions in the Belfast 
Linen Industry 1850 - 1900', Irish Historical Studies, Vol. VII (September 
1951), pp. 235 -269, for an outline of the fluctuations in the linen industry 
during the second half of the nineteenth century.

50. Little clarification of the type of weaver is obtained by examining parish 
registers. Of 100 marriages in First Lurgan Presbyterian Church, 68 
grooms were weavers but the type of weaving is not specified (August 1854
- November 1860). Presbyterian Historical Society, Belfast, MIC IP/270, First 
Lurgan Presbyterian Church.

51. COLLINS B., The Linen Industry and Emigration to Britain during the Mid- 
Nineteenth Century' in The Hungry Stream : Essays on Emigration and 
Famine, ed. M. Crawford (Belfast: The Institute of Irish Studies, The 
Queen's University of Belfast and the Centre for Emigration Studies at the 
Ulster-American Folk Park, 1997), p. 157. Also in his report on the Lurgan 
handloom weavers, C. G. Otway Esq. reported "It is stated that there is full 
employment for all the hand-loom weavers, that many more young persons 
wove now than formerly, and that the females who used formerly to spin the 
hand-spun yarn, now in general weave." He also noted that "The ages at 
which children are put to the loom is stated to be 12, and a girl of 16 is 
stated to be able to earn as much as a man of 30." In addition he states 
that "Out of 120 looms, one-fourth are worked by girls under the age of 22,
one third by boys under the age of 20..... The Linen trade is now on the
rise." British Parliamentary Papers : Handloom Weavers 1839 - 1840, p.
644. Irish University Press Series.

52. GRAY J., 'Gender and Plebian Culture in Ulster', Journal of Interdisciplinary 
History, XXIV ; 2 (Autumn 1993), 251 - 270. McCorry in his study of the 
Montiaghs region of north Armagh notes that in a sample of 100 brides in the 
Church of Ireland parish of Montiaghs between 1840 and 1859, 61 per cent 
were weavers. McCORRY F. X., The Montiaghs - A Study of Population in 
North Armagh, 1700 - 1901, (unpublished M.S.Sc. Thesis, The Queen's 
University of Belfast, 1979).

53. GRIBBON H. D., The History of Water Power in Ulster, (Newton Abbot:
David and Charles, 1969), pp. 97, 101. McCorry gives the number of 
weaving factories and weaving and spinning factories and their looms and 
employees in 1862 in County Armagh as follows:
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Weaving
Factories

No. of
Power-looms

No. of 
Employees

6 648 759

Weaving and
Spinning
Factories

No. of
Power-Looms

No. of 
Employees

2 375 2183

Based on Return of Number of Factories, pp. 19-21, H.C. 1862 (23), LV, 629 
in McCORRY F. X., The History ofLurqan. 1610- 1963, (unpublished Ph.D. 
Thesis, The Queen's University of Belfast, 1986). McCorry also notes that 
James Malcolm introduced power-looms to Lurgan in 1855 and in addition 
observes that the data suggest that the handloom and power-loom working 
together was the overall strategy behind Lurgan town's response to the great 
linen boom 1861 - 1865, pp. 151-152.

54. COLLINS B., 'The Linen Industry', p. 154. COHEN M., 'Working Conditions 
and Experiences of Work in the Linen Industry : Tullylish, County Down' 
Ulster Folklife. Vol. 30, (1984), pp. 1-21. Armstrong observes that "It is clear
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CHAPTER 8 

ILLEGITIMACY

AND REGIONAL PERSISTENCE

1864- 1920
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One of the more remarkable aspects of illegitimacy behaviour is that of regional 
persistence. The historiography of illegitimacy contains a variety of studies which 
suggest a marked persistence of bastardy levels over time.[1] Chapter five 

contained an exploration of different planes of illegitimacy between regional clusters 
of parishes in Ireland. However, a major limitation of this analysis was the inability 

to represent experience beyond these parish boundaries. A more comprehensive 
approach is possible once the civil registration of births, including illegitimate births, 
comes into being in the 1860s.

Table 8.1 illustrates the incidence of illegitimacy in various European countries from 
1876 - 1920. The major point to emerge from the table is the remarkably low 

incidence of illegitimacy in Ireland compared with that in Great Britain or mainland 
Europe. Moreover, Irish illegitimacy is consistently low over the period. These data 

substantially reinforce inferences from parish registers that illegitimacy levels were 
low in post-Famine Ireland.[2] In particular, the data clearly indicate that Ireland had 
the lowest illegitimacy of any European country in two of the time periods surveyed 
and was second lowest in the years 1916 - 1920, just marginally higher than that of 
the Netherlands. In some cases the difference between Irish illegitimacy ratios and 
those of other European countries was substantial. Even the ratios for Belgium, 
unexceptional by European standards, were two to three times higher than those for 
Ireland. A more untypical case such as Austria had an illegitimacy level in the years 
1916 - 1920 that was almost eight times as high as that of Ireland.

If Irish illegitimacy ratios were low by European standards it has been argued that 

such levels did not pertain to the whole of the island. In particular, the north-east 

region has been generally described as one of greater moral laxity and higher levels 

of illegitimacy. Figure 8.1 shows illegitimacy ratios for the four provinces of Ireland 

for the period 1864 - 1920. It would appear that the impression of higher 

illegitimacy in nineteenth century Ulster is borne out by Figure 8.1. From 1864 to 

1920, Ulster illegitimacy ratios exceeded all other provinces, Connaught ratios were 

consistently the lowest during the period and those of Leinster and Munster lay 

between these positions. However, as Table 8.2 shows, the ratios of Leinster, and 

to a lesser degree Munster, were converging with those of Ulster. Although in 1870 

Leinster's illegitimacy ratio was only 55 per cent of that of Ulster, by 1920 it had 

increased to 83 per cent. Munster increased from 45 to 67 per cent of the Ulster 

ratio over the same period. The ratio for Connaught, by comparison, hardly moved
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TABLE 8.1 Illegitimacy ratios : selected European countries, 1876 - 1920

1876 - 1880 1896 - 1900 1916 - 1920

IRELAND 2.4 2.6 3.2

ENGLAND and WALES 4.7 4.1 5.5
SCOTLAND 8.5 6.8 7.6

FRANCE 7.2 8.8 12.0
GERMANY 8.7 9.0 11.7
ITALY 7.2 6.2 4.8
AUSTRIA 13.8 14.1 24.5
BELGIUM 7.4 8.0 6.9
HUNGARY 7.3 9.0 9.8
DENMARK 10.1 9.6 11.3
FINLAND 7.3 6.6 8.1
SWEDEN 10.0 11.3 14.5
NORWAY 8.4 7.4 7.0
NETHERLANDS 3.1 2.7 2.2
SPAIN - 4.9 5.8
PORTUGAL - 12.1 13.0

Source: HARTLEY S. F., Illegitimacy, (Berkeley : University of California
Press, 1975), pp. 36 - 39. REGISTRAR GENERAL, Annual Reports.
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TABLE 8.2 Illegitimacy ratios for Irish provinces and
other provinces as a percentage of Ulster. 1870 - 1920

ILLEGITIMACY RATIOS
ULSTER LEINSTER MUNSTER CONN’T RANGE

1870 4.4 2.4 2.0 0.9 3.5

1880 4.0 2.2 1.8 1.0 3.0

1890 4.0 2.5 2.2 0.8 3.2

1900 3.6 2.5 2.5 0.5 3.1

1910 3.7 2.8 2.5 0.7 3.0

1920 4.2 3.5 2.8 0.9 3.3

OTHER PROVINCES AS A PERCENTAGE OF ULSTER

ULSTER LEINSTER MUNSTER CONN’T

1870 100 55 45 20

1880 100 55 45 25

1890 100 62 55 20

1900 100 69 69 14

1910 100 76 68 19

1920 100 83 67 21

Source: REGISTER GENERAL. Annual Reports.
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at all, illegitimacy at 20 per cent of Ulster levels in 1870 increasing to only 21 per 

cent by 1920. The provincial data, though a crude measurement of the regional 

dimension of the phenomenon, would suggest that regional persistence may indeed 

have been a facet of illegitimacy behaviour in Ireland.

Commentators on Irish illegitimacy have tended to view regional persistence 
through the lens of the north-east. However, Table 8.3 explores regional 
persistence further, this time without the inclusion of the Northern Ireland counties. 
The table clearly indicates a remarkable degree of regional persistence. Counties 
from the south-east of the island featured consistently among the top five in terms 
of illegitimacy levels, whereas western counties were located towards the bottom of 
the illegitimacy league table. Such divergence in experience finds echoes in the 

earlier examination of the regional clusters of parishes. In particular the differing 
planes of illegitimacy, a higher plane in the south-east cluster of parishes and a 

lower plane in the western cluster, suggests possible continuities in the illegitimacy 
behaviour of these regions. Connolly has argued convincingly that the prominence 

of the south-east as an area of high illegitimacy was due to a higher proportion of 
landless labourers, farm servants and other persons for whom the family as an 
economic or social unit, was of less importance. In explaining the west as an area 
of low illegitimacy he has pointed to the economic and social strength of the family 
and family holding.[3] However, what is surprising is the persistence of illegitimacy 
behaviour despite major changes in the economic and social structure of Irish 
society over time.

Regional persistence [4] was a facet of illegitimacy behaviour in Northern Ireland in 
the twentieth century. What of illegitimacy in the northern part of the island in the 
later nineteenth century? An analysis of the north-east and north-west regions 
revealed that higher levels of illegitimacy pertained in the north-east rather than the 
north-west. These two regions encompassed most of the province of Ulster (see 
Appendix I), the north-east region encompassing the counties of Antrim, Down, 
most of Armagh and Londonderry, east Tyrone and part of Monaghan. The 
Registrar General's decennial summary for the years 1871 - 1880 showed that the 
north-eastern region had the highest illegitimacy levels in Ireland. With a ratio of 
4.86 it was exactly double the national illegitimacy ratio (2.43) and 72 per cent 
higher than its nearest rival, the south-eastern region (2.82). A more detailed 
examination of the region seemed appropriate. Table 8.4 presents illegitimacy 
ratios for the poor law unions in the north-eastern division for the period 1871 -
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TABLE 8.3 Illegitimacy ratios : top 5 counties and bottom 5 counties
in different time periods (26-county Ireland)

1871-80 1881-90
Top 1 Carlow Waterford

2 Waterford Wexford
3 Wexford Carlow
4 Kilkenny Kilkenny
5 Wicklow Limerick

Bottom 1 Mayo Mayo
2 Leitrim Roscommon
3 Sligo Sligo
4 Roscommon Leitrim
5 Galway Galway

1891-1900 1901-10 1925-64
Waterford Waterford Wexford
Carlow Wexford Carlow
Wexford Carlow Limerick
Limerick Dublin Waterford
Tipperary Limerick Kilkenny

Mayo Mayo Mayo
Sligo Roscommon Cork Co.
Roscommon Leitrim Limerick Co.
Leitrim Sligo Waterford Co
Galway Galway Roscommon

Note: 1871-80, 1881-90, 1891-1900, 1901-10 - county illegitimacy ratios for the
period. 1925-64 - county illegitimacy ratios appearing most often in top or 
bottom five places.

Source: Decennial Summaries of births, deaths, and marriages registered in
Ireland. 1871-80[C4153], H. C. 1884, XX, 983. 1881-90[C7536], H.C. 
1894, XXV, 311; Supplement to the thirty-seventh report of the Registrar 
General of marriages, births and deaths in Ireland, containing decennial 
summaries for the years 1891-1900 {C2089}, H.C. 1904, XIV, 1071; 
Supplement to the forty-seventh report of the Registrar General in 
Ireland, containing decennial summaries of the returns of marriages, 
births, deaths, and causes of deaths in Ireland for the years 1901-10 
{C7121], H.C. 1914, XV, 1; Detailed annual report of the Registrar 
General forSaorstat Eireann. 1925-26; Annual Report of the Registrar 
General 1927-1949; Tuarascail an ardchlaraitheora 1950-1952; 
Tuarascail ar staidreamh beatha 1953-1964.
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TABLE 8.4 Illegitimacy ratios : poor law unions
in the North Eastern Division, 1871 - 1900

1871-80 1881-90 1891-1900

Antrim 7.19 6.59 5.29
Armagh 4.15 4.20 3.80
Ballycastle 4.07 6.54 6.15
Ballymena 7.07 7.86 6.76
Ballymoney 5.27 6.94 7.39
Banbridge 5.01 5.38 5.40
Belfast 3.92 4.04 3.35
Castleblayney 2.36 3.03 2.73
Coleraine 5.76 6.84 5.92
Cookstown 4.03 4.55 4.02
Downpatrick 5.30 5.63 4.54
Dungannon 3.62 3.68 2.76
Kilkeel 3.28 2.69 2.03
Lame 5.54 6.70 5.39
Limavady 4.36 5.55 5.23
Lisburn 6.03 5.12 4.21
Lurgan 6.23 6.35 5.28
Magherafelt 3.77 4.68 4.59
Newry 2.71 2.73 2.59
Newtownards 8.87 7.87 6.33

Mean 4.93 5.35 4.69
Median 4.68 5.47 4.91
Standard deviation 1.63 1.62 1.49

Ireland 2.43 2.71 2.64

Source: Decennial Summaries of births, deaths, and marriages registered in
Ireland, 1871-80 [C4153], H.C. 1884, XX, 983. 1881-90 [C7536], 
H.C. 1894, XXV,311; Supplement to the thirty-seventh report of the 
Registrar General of marriages, births and deaths in Ireland, 
containing decennial summaries for the years 1891-1900 {C2089}, 
H.C. 1904, XIV, 1071.
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1900.[5] The table shows that a number of the unions had relatively high rates of 
illegitimacy compared to the national rate. The main feature of the table, however, 
is the persistence of illegitimacy levels over time. In all three decades the unions of 

Antrim, Ballymena, Ballymoney, Banbridge, Coleraine, Lame, Lurgan and 
Newtownards had ratios which were higher than the mean for the region. In the last 

two decades of the nineteenth century the unions of Ballycastle and Limavady 
exceeded the mean. Indeed, the long-term underlying regional trend can be 
suggested by a rather crude comparison with more contemporary regional 
administrative areas.[6]

Given the association between higher levels of illegitimacy and the north-east of the 
island, what might be advanced by way of an explanation? The Registrar General 
was perhaps indicating a fruitful line of enquiry when he noted that illegitimacy was 
"generally greatest in Ireland where town populations are in the largest proportion 
as in the manufacturing districts of the north-east of lreland".[7] Elsewhere he 
stated that "illegitimate births were proportionally more numerous in some of the 
districts comprising manufacturing towns. It is also observed that in the rural 
districts of Ulster, in which are situated many small towns and "mill villages", the
proportion of illegitimate births is slightly...... higher than in the civic districts taken
collectively".[8] Such statements suggest a connection between higher levels of 
illegitimacy and both urbanisation and manufacturing. The correlations in Chapters 
and aspects of illegitimacy behaviour in Lurgan, outlined in Chapter 7, broadly point 
in a similar direction. In addition Table 8.5, which presents some correlations for 
1871 and 1881 regarding occupational structure and illegitimacy, is intriguing. 
Although most of the findings are not particularly strong, and almost all are not 
statistically significant at the usual confidence levels [9], at least the signs are 
largely as might be expected in view of this discussion, and in the case of male 
weavers there is the suggestion of a relationship of some strength for 1871. There 
may have been a relationship between illegitimacy and textile manufacture.[10] No 
doubt economic and social conditions do matter. Yet there are difficulties in putting 
forward a purely economic explanation.[11] The nature of employment in linen 
textiles changed during the course of the nineteenth century, with the shift from 
proto-industrial to factory-based industry. Moreover, although the economic setting 
in which women were located changed overtime, yet illegitimacy remained high 
throughout the period and indeed beyond, through periods of considerable 

economic and social change. An economic explanation alone is clearly insufficient. 
Blaikie has noted that in the north-eastern region of Scotland, illegitimacy remained
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TABLE 8.5 Illegitimacy and occupation in poor law unions 
in the North Eastern Division. 1871 and 1881 : some correlations

1871 1881

Proportion of males in linen manufacturing 0.27 0.25

Proportion of females in linen manufacturing 0.20 0.19

Proportion of males in weaving~ 0.57 0.22

Proportion of females in weaving- 0.20 -0.03

Proportion of females as seamstress, etcA 0.21 0.07

Proportion of females in domestic service -0.18 -0.27

Proportion of males in agriculture -0.32 -0.13

Proportion of males in textiles* 0.46 0.28

Proportion of females in textiles* 0.39 0.22

N = 20 N = 20

Notes: ~ weaver (not otherwise described)

A seamstress, dressmaker, shirtmaker, milliner 

* all textiles except workers in dress

Source: Decennial summaries of births, deaths, and marriages registered in
Ireland, 1871-80 [C4153], H.C. 1884, XX, 983. 1881-90 [C7536], 
H.C. 1894, XXV, 311 Census of Ireland, 1871, pt. 1: vol. Ill, province 
of Ulster, with summary tables and indices [C964 -1 to X], H.C.1874, 
LXXIV, pt. 1, I. Census of Ireland, 1881, pt. 1 : vol. Ill, province of 
Ulster [C3204], H.C. 1882, LXXVIII, I.
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persistently high from the mid-nineteenth century until the 1990s, despite sustained 
shifts in the economy of the region, and therefore arguments stressing the 
importance of economic factors alone, will not suffice. He concludes that cultural 
factors, whether resisting new economic arrangements or adapting to them, 
retained their salience.[12] Perhaps the north-east of Ireland may be analogous.

Returning to regional persistence, what is clear is that the experience of Ireland was 

similar to many other countries.[13] To be sure, illegitimacy levels were remarkably 
low by European standards but the point here is that in terms of the relative 

durability of regional variations in illegitimacy, Ireland was participating in trends 
which transcended its island shores.
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APPENDIX I

Illegitimacy ratios : poor law unions in the North Eastern
and North Western Divisions. 1871 - 1900

1871-80 1881-90 1891-1900

North Eastern Region
Antrim 7.19 6.59 5.29
Armagh 4.15 4.20 3.80
Ballycastle 4.07 6.54 6.15
Ballymena 7.07 7.86 6.76
Ballymoney 5.27 6.94 7.39
Banbridge 5.01 5.38 5.40
Belfast 3.92 4.04 3.35
Castleblayney 2.36 3.03 2.73
Coleraine 5.76 6.84 5.92
Cookstown 4.03 4.55 4.02
Downpatrick 5.30 5.63 4.54
Dungannon 3.62 3.68 2.76
Kilkeel 3.28 2.69 2.03
Larne 5.54 6.70 5.39
Limavady 4.36 5.55 5.23
Lisburn 6.03 5.12 4.21
Lurgan 6.23 6.35 5.28
Magherafelt 3.77 4.68 4.59
Newry 2.71 2.73 2.59
Newtownards 8.87 7.87 6.33

Mean 4.93 5.35 4.69
Median 4.68 5.47 4.91
Standard Deviation 1.63 1.62 1.49

North Western Region
Ballyshannon 1.44 1.39 1.59
Castlederg 2.28 2.92 3.53
Donegal 1.62 1.32 1.08
Dunfanaghy 0.56 1.04 1.06
Enniskillen 3.78 3.72 3.66
Glenties 0.69 0.82 1.00
Gortin 1.12 1.17 -

Inishowen 1.19 0.88 1.10
Irvinestown 5.14 5.93 6.55
Letterkenny 3.14 2.90 2.70
Londonderry 3.55 3.20 3.21
Milford 1.90 2.10 1.53
Omagh 4.61 4.74 4.31
Strabane 4.36 4.93 4.38
Stranorlar 1.36 1.56 1.83
Sligo 0.95 0.99 0.84
Manorhamilton 0.64 1.00 0.70
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Mean
Median
Standard Deviation

2.45
1.90

2.57
2.10

2.56
1.83

Ireland

Source:

1.52 1.65 1.68

2.43 2.71 2.64

Decennial Summaries of births, deaths, and marriages registered in 
Ireland, 1871 - 80 [C4153], H. C. 1884, XX, 983. 1881-90 [C7536], 
H.C. 1894, XXV, 311; Supplement to the thirty-seventh report of the 
Registrar General of marriages, births and deaths in Ireland, 
containing decennial summaries for the years 1891-1900 {C2089}, H 
C. 1904, XIV, 1071.
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FOOTNOTES

1. For a discussion of regional persistence see LASLETT P., 'Introduction : 
comparing illegitimacy overtime and between cultures' in Bastardy and its 
Comparative (History, eds., P. Laslett, K. Oosterveen, and R. M. Smith, 
(London : Edward Arnold, 1989), especially pp. 31 - 41.

2. See Chapter 5.

3. CONNOLLY S. J., Priests and People in Pre-Famine Ireland 1740 - 1845. 
(New York : Gill and Macmillan, 1982), p. 216.

4. GRAY W. P., Patterns of Illegitimacy in Twentieth Century Northern Ireland, 
(unpublished M.S.Sc. Thesis, The Queen's University of Belfast, 1989), pp. 
92 - 95.

5. Decennial Summaries of births, deaths, and marriages registered in Ireland 
1871 - 80 [C4153], H.C. 1884, XX, 983.

6. District Councils with an illegitimacy ratio greater than the arithmetic mean 
for the years 1974 - 1986 were as follows:

Belfast 12.3
Larne 10.5
Coleraine 10.4
Carrickfergus 10.2
Newtownabbey 8.2
Londonderry 8.1
Strabane 8.1
Antrim 8.0
Ballymoney 8.0
Ballymena 7.6
Moyle 7.2
Craigavon 6.8

Mean 6.6
N = 26

Gray, W. P. Illegitimacy, p. 79.

7. Decennial Summaries, p. 995.

8. Decennial Summaries of births, deaths, and marriages registered in Ireland 
1881 - 90 [C7536] H.C. 1894, XXV, 311.

9. The critical value of R, at the 95 per cent confidence level, is 0.44 for a 
sample size of 20. At the more relaxed 90 per cent confidence level, the 
critical value is 0.38.

10. In 1881 and 1911, for example, there was a positive association between the 
proportion of females employed in textiles and illegitimacy. These findings 
are by no means conclusive, as the level of spatial aggregation was high.

308



The units of analysis used were 30 of the counties of Ireland, rural and 
urban Dublin, Belfast, and Antrim excluding Belfast. The number of cases 
used in the correlations, therefore, was 34.

Proportion of females in textiles
1881 1911
0.73 0.59

N = 34 N = 34

Note: The critical value of R is 0.34 at the 95 per cent confidence
level and 0.29 at the 10 per cent confidence level.

Source: Liam Kennedy, Irish County Database of historical statistics,
1841 -1911; Decennial Summaries of births, deaths, and 
marriages registered in Ireland 1871 - 80, Supplement to the 
forty-seventh report of the Registrar General in Ireland, 
containing decennial summaries of the returns of marriages, 
births, deaths and causes of deaths in Ireland for the years 
1901 -10 [C7121], H.C. 1914, XV, 1.

There are also qualitative sources which attribute loose, rough and immoral 
behaviour to Ulster factory women. In the eyes of some observers Ulster 
mill-girls had a reputation for being degraded and possessing an altogether 
low character. See NEILL M„ 'Homeworkers in Ulster, 1850 - 1911' in 
Coming Into the Light. The Work, Politics and Religion of Women in Ulster
1840 -1940, eds., Janice Holmes and Dianne Urquhart, (Belfast: The 
Institute of Irish Studies, The Queen's University of Belfast, 1994), p. 13. 
Also HOLMES J., 'The world turned upside down : women in the Ulster 
revival of 1859' in Coming Into the Light, p. 133.

11. Cultural variables appear to have relevance to illegitimacy both during the 
later nineteenth century and beyond the period. For instance, correlation 
coefficients relating illegitimacy to religious persuasion (proportion of the 
population) for the province of Ulster, though apparently weakening over 
time in the case of Catholic and Presbyterian denominations, retain 
reasonable strength overtime. Correlation coefficients for the years 1881 
and 1971 were as follows:

Year Catholic Church of Ireland Presbyterian

1881 -0.94 0.66 0.71 N = 9
1971 -0.62 0.71 0.36 N = 11 *

* nine counties and two county boroughs

Note: The critical value for R at the 95 per cent confidence level is
0.67 for a sample size of 9 and 0.60 for a sample size of 11. 
At the 10 percent confidence level the critical values are 0.58 
and 0.52 respectively.

Source: Calculated from census data in VAUGHAN W. E. and
FITZPATRICK A. J., eds., Irish Historical Statistics, (Dublin : 
Royal Irish Academy, 1978), Decennial Summaries........
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1871 - 80, REGISTRAR GENERAL Annual Reports,Report on 
Vital Statistics.

12. BLAIKIE A., 'Scottish Illegitimacy : Social Adjustment or Moral Economy, 
Journal of Interdisciplinary History, XXIX : 2 (Autumn, 1998): pp. 221 - 241.

13. See LASLETT P„ ‘Introduction’, p. 31.
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On the 3rd April 1788 the Kirk Session of Carnmoney congregation met. There 
had been a three-week enquiry by the Kirk Session regarding a Samual Thomson 
to ascertain whether the child bom to his wife two months early had been 
conceived within marriage. They concluded that this indeed had been the case.
[1] However, Joseph and Jane Moore did not fare as well. In the minister’s 
memorandum book they are noted as having married on 9 December 1787. [2] By 
5 June husband and wife appeared before the Kirk Session charged with 
fornication before marriage and both appeared for a second time on 8 July and 
were “admonished to repentance”. By this stage, though Jane was no doubt 
heavily pregnant, the minutes note that James Moore and his wife appeared 
before the congregation and were rebuked. [3] The baptismal register records that 
on 27 July, Janet their daughter was bom. [4]

Sexual misdemeanours were far from being isolated occurrences in eighteenth- 
century Presbyterian communities. The evidence assembled in this study reveals 
not only the wide range of transgressions which came before the Kirk Session but 
also the meticulous detail of many such court cases. If suspected of wrongdoing 
the sexual lives of Presbyterians could be subjected to rigorous scrutiny. Session 
and Presbytery minutes contain many graphic accounts of sexual cases and whilst 
the attention to detail is at times disconcerting, it nevertheless provides a rich 
source for the examination of illicit sexual behaviour, at least within the 
Presbyterian community. Interestingly the records suggest that the workload of 
Presbytery and Kirk Session courts in one strand of Presbyterianism, the General 
Synod, was very different from that in another stand, the Seceders. Although this 
divergence in practice existed, the evidence suggests broad similarities in the 
enforcement of discipline. Somewhat surprisingly, the Presbytery minutes indicate 
that Presbyterian males, rather than females, were more likely to be the 
defendants at Presbytery. This is perhaps counter intuitive in view of the populist 
stereotype of male-dominated church authorities berating vulnerable unmarried 
mothers. Nevertheless, Presbyteries at the very least appear to have displayed a 
less partisan approach than might have been expected.

What is clear from the evidence we have from the eighteenth century is that 
sexual discipline cases in Presbyterian communities were the routine business of 
church courts and, astonishingly, although it would appear that church control 
weakened through time, such cases were still being dealt with in the twentieth 
century. The value of Presbyterian Session and Presbytery minutes as a record of 
illicit sexuality in Ireland is in the glimpses they afford of those who contravened
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the prevailing sexual code. The richness of detail is rare for eighteenth-century 
sources.

In the nineteenth century although the source materials for the study of bastardy 
are more numerous, few afford the detail of the Presbyterian minutes. However, 

workhouse registers are fruitful as a source of information on single pregnant 
females and have been used in this study to explore illegitimacy within the context 

of the workhouse in the 1850s. They reveal the vulnerability of many unmarried 
mothers and reinforce suggestions in the wider literature that these women were 
servants or others of similar social standing.

Turning to the international literature on illegitimacy, two of the key issues to 
surface included differences between regions in levels of illegitimacy and 
persistence of these differences overtime. The civil registration records for the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries confirm that Irish illegitimacy levels 
were remarkably low compared to those in Europe over this period. Furthermore, 
within Ireland there were regional variations in illegitimacy levels. At a provincial 
level this was witnessed in the higher ratios pertaining in Ulster and the much 
lower ratios in Connaught. In between these extremes lay Munster and Leinster. 
Apparent also is a remarkable degree of persistence in illegitimacy levels over 
time. Indeed the contrast found in the later nineteenth century between relatively 
high levels of illegitimacy in the south-east counties and lower levels in the west is 
entirely consistent with the findings derived from parish register analysis for the 
decades preceding the era of the civil registration of births. Similarly illegitimacy 
levels in the north-east were consistently higher than those in any other part of 
Ireland. This is true whether one is looking at the evidence from the sample of 
parishes for the earlier period or the more comprehensive data of the Registrar 
General for the later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This distinctive 
region is discussed more fully below.

The evidence from the sample of parish registers used in this study suggests that 
illegitimacy levels in pre and post-Famine eras were significantly different from 
each other. This leads one to wonder if the portrayal of illegitimacy in nineteenth- 
century Irish society has been unduly monochromatic, with temporal shifts in 
behaviour obscured. Likewise, perhaps Ireland's apparent demographic 
perversity has also been overdone. Although the picture is unclear for earlier 
centuries, the limited pre-nuptial pregnancy data would suggest that Ireland may
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well have participated in the European rise in illicit sexuality in the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries.

The study provides some evidence that the balance of social forces in different 
areas gave rise to different profiles of illegitimacy. An analysis of the social and 
economic profile of a sample of parishes suggests that there was an association 
between illegitimacy and such variables as urbanisation, manufacturing and trade, 

superior housing, female servanthood and literacy. This was largely the case in 
both the southern parishes and those within Ulster. A more detailed exploration of 
the economic and social patterns associated with four parishes in different regions 
further strengthened the suggestion that there may be a distinctive mix of social 

forces governing illegitimacy behaviour in a particular locality. This reinforces 
existing lines of interpretation which suggest that illegitimacy was lower in the west 
where family supervision and small-holding agriculture were strong and higher in 
the south-east where the economy was more diversified and family ties more 
attenuated.

A detailed analysis of the Ulster parish of Seapatrick would suggest that 
illegitimacy behaviour in the parish may have been associated with the economic 
distinctiveness of the north-east, and in particular, the fortunes of the linen 
industry. Fluctuations in the linen industry appear to have coincided with the 
variations in illegitimacy in Seapatrick. In years when the linen market was 
depressed, it might be argued, there was a greater possibility that females would 
have been abandoned and therefore a greater likelihood of a pre-nuptial 
pregnancy becoming an illegitimate birth. In addition, the findings on the 
correlates of illegitimacy at a poor law union level for the north-east in the latter 
part of the century also suggest an association between the linen industry and 
illegitimacy.

The distinctive history of illegitimacy in the north-east might be, and indeed has 
been interpreted in two very different ways. The first stresses an association 

between protestantism and illegitimacy, and this has found colourful expression in 
polemical writings on the protestants of Ulster. The second, with more immediate 

appeal to economic and social historians, seeks to explain the relatively higher 
levels of illegitimacy in the north-east by reference to its distinctive economic 
structure, derived from a long history of proto-industry and factory-based 
industrialisation. We are faced, therefore, with two competing explanations - 

though other possibilities may also exist-the one cultural, the other largely
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economic in nature. In fact, neither proves to be entirely satisfactory. Catholic 
communities in the north-east turn out to have had higher levels of illegitimacy 
than their counterparts in the rest of the island. Even in Catholic parishes in the 

south-east, a region which had a high incidence of illegitimacy by southern 
standards, levels were below those of Catholic parishes in Ulster.

There was something about life in the north-eastern counties, irrespective of 

religious affiliation, which seems to have been conducive to higher levels of 
illegitimacy. This switches the spotlight towards economic, or economically-related 
lines of interpretation. We may recall the apparent relationship between 
fluctuations in the linen industry and fluctuations in illegitimacy in the 

denominationally-mixed parish of Seapatrick in east Ulster. Likewise, we noticed 
that increases in the numbers of unmarried pregnant females entering Lurgan 

workhouse coincided with depressed conditions in the international linen market in 
the 1850s. Many of these single parents were textile workers.

However, a purely economic explanation cannot be complete in itself. The nature 
of work and employment in linen textiles changed radically during the course of the 
nineteenth century, with shifts from domestic production to the putting-out system, 
to work in the mills. Yet, regional differences in the levels of illegitimacy existed 
and persisted through long periods of profound economic and social change. 
Moreover, the two lines of explanation need not necessarily be mutually exclusive. 
Unless one is prepared to set aside (as perhaps the product of ecological fallacy), 
the findings of an association between illegitimacy ratios and the proportion of 
protestants in the various parishes, then there may still be a role for cultural 
differences.

What role did economic fluctuations play in illegitimacy beyond the confines of 
Ulster? The central demographic event of the nineteenth century, the Great 
Famine, was an unusually prolonged and lethal subsistence crisis, devastating 
communities, obliterating smallholdings and depressing potato yields. Overall the 

Great Famine depressed the number of births outside wedlock and there appears 
little doubt that, although a variety of factors were involved, prolonged famine was 
the most powerful influence. Kennedy, surveying the Janus-faced evidence, 
contends that acute and prolonged nutritional deprivation would have served 

unambiguously to depress illegitimate births, and very probably the illegitimacy 
ratio. But, the effect might have been more than offset by countervailing forces or 
random occurrences. [5] During the next major crisis in agriculture, from 1859 to
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1864, a crisis not nearly as severe as the Great Famine, it is clear that illegitimacy 
fell in most of the southern parishes. Sophisticated time series analysis, 
incorporating time lags, however, would be necessary to tease out the relationship 
or relationships between illegitimacy and various economic variables in the long 
run.

As indicated above, economic and cultural explanations need not be formulated as 
opposites, particularly if one takes a more interactive view of social change in the 
longer run. Guinnane’s comments on Irish demographic history may be apposite 
in this respect. Irish population history, in his view, is a powerful example of “path 
dependence”: “where we are now reflects not just what happened yesterday, but 
what happened long before yesterday, the cumulative effects of each period of 
history limiting and directing what takes place in the next”. [6] Thus, the 
persistence of regional differences in illegitimacy behaviour may reflect attitudes 
and behaviours, opportunities and constraints which had a basis in past social and 
economic structures but which are transmitted by one generation to the next.

Returning to the lives of Irish unmarried mothers it would appear from what 
evidence we have that repetitive bastard bearing was not common and only a 
minority of illegitimate births belonged to repeaters. There is also little to suggest 
that cohabitation was commonplace. The record is largely silent on instances of 
cohabitation and one suspects that such silence accords with the conventional 
wisdom that cohabitation was relatively uncommon in nineteenth-century Ireland. 
What is clear, however, is that many unmarried mothers and their children lived on 
the edges of society. For some women such as farm labourers or domestic 
servants sexual exploitation or at least sexual advances must have been common 
enough. Indeed working women’s vulnerability is one thread connecting 
illegitimacy in three centuries. In many instances unmarried mothers had to flee 
their local parish, leaving behind family, friends and perhaps a few comforts, and 
beg or prostitute themselves in an unfamiliar area. The parish register sample of 
southern parishes in this study alone contains the record of over 3500 illegitimate 
children and their mothers. For the bulk of these individuals there can be little 
doubt that the prospect before them was a bleak one. Nevertheless personal 
circumstances could mean that not all those who contravened sexual norms of 
behaviour were so unfortunate.

One woman who had a child outside marriage in the early part of the twentieth 
century recalls how her family did not react with anger when they found out she
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was pregnant but rather were glad she was remaining at home. Her sister had 
died a few years earlier and the woman simply observed “God never takes away 
what he sends back again”. [7] Such a compassionate and matter-of-fact 
response to the single and pregnant may have been uncommon but perhaps it 
cautions against developing a stereotype of unmarried motherhood. Nevertheless, 
the evidence suggests that those women who contravened the sexual code fared 
badly for much of the period and the corollaries of unmarried motherhood were 
mostly isolation, social ostracism and stigma. Irish society was largely made up of 
individuals who either accepted a rigid sexual code, sternly enforced or 
contravened it and suffered the consequences. In 1897, the Irish Monthly carried 
a poem entitled 'The Two Marys". It portrays a scene where

'They stand beneath the Cross : the one so good
That angels bow her innocence before;
The other sorely stained and smirche'd o'er;
Sin-blasted, wrecked, her fair sweet womanhood". [8]

The two Marys stand for contrasting conceptions of womanhood. The 
representations are stereotypical, all the better to suggest the gulf which separated 
the two. The evaluation is primarily moral, extolling the virtues of chastity as 
against sinful sexual indulgence, though there is a hint of ruined life chances in the 
final line. The message emanating from government officials, workhouse 
functionaries, or ecclesiastical authorities, is unlikely to have been substantially 
different and for the unmarried mother and her child the consequences of her 
actions, if not readily apparent, would soon become so. Moral degradation in the 
eyes of society and physical and psychological distress all too often went hand in 
hand.

This study has explored illegitimacy behaviour in Ireland from the late eighteenth 
to the early twentieth century. General commentaries on illegitimacy behaviour 
over this period, drawing on the few studies that exist, have usually summarised 
such behaviour in a few sentences stressing the rarity of illicit sexuality and the low 
levels of illegitimacy. The picture which emerges here is a more varied one.
Whilst the low incidence of illegitimacy has not been disputed, especially when 
compared with other European regions, there is a greater light and shade in 
illegitimacy behaviour and the social forces which shaped it than has hitherto been 
documented. This broader, more complex portrait of illegitimacy and the detail of 
the lives of single pregnant females it contains, helps deepen our understanding of 
those who lived not only on the margins of society but on the very edges of 
subsistence.
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