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This dissertation has investigated the social vulnerability of unmarried mothers in three 
rural court districts in the province of Ångermanland in northern Sweden during the 
period 1860–1940. The main focus is on the consequences that the birth of one or more 
illegitimate children had on the women’s lives as regards to how they were treated in the local 
community, including by both neighbours and formal institutions. It was pre-supposed that 
the social vulnerability of unmarried mothers can vary considerably between geographically 
close areas and that such variations are likely linked to the frequency of illegitimate births, 
which in turn should be dependent on unrelated variables such as diverging socio-economic 
structures and the importance of Christianity. Two periods have been chosen for in-depth 
analysis: the 1860s and a number of years before and after 1918, when the first specific law 
regarding illegitimate children was put into practice. This enables both a comparison of areas 
with diverging illegitimate fertility rates and a comparison of the unmarried mothers’ social 
vulnerability in a community still largely based on farming in the 19th century, with that of 
a more industrialised and modernised society in the early 20th century. Theories of social 
stigma and the concept of deviancy have been applied for the purposes of interpretation. 
Social vulnerability has been assumed to be linked to perceptions regarding how deviant 
the unmarried mothers were considered to be in the local community. To investigate this 
Church records have been used for life course analyses covering the women’s fertile ages, with 
a primary focus on the unmarried mothers’ marriage patterns. Court protocols have also been 
studied for an analysis of how paternity suits were handled by district courts, as regards what 
evidence was required for different outcomes and what that can tell us about the women’s 
social vulnerability. Based on the frequency of illegitimate births, two main hypotheses were 
formulated: first, that the unmarried mothers were least socially vulnerable in one particular 
area during both periods, and secondly that they during the 1860s were most vulnerable in 
a court district with an unusually low rate of illegitimate births. The first main hypothesis 
was confirmed regarding the 1860s. The second main hypothesis was however disproven by 
several factors. In the early 20th century, modernisation and the growing working class seem 
to have eased attitudes towards unmarried mothers in the two court districts with the lowest 
illegitimate fertility frequences, leading to a similar social vulnerability in all three areas. 
However an illegitimate birth could still be seen as deviant behavior and women who had been 
abandoned with two illegitimate children seems to have been stigmatised in all areas during 
both periods of investigation.


