
The Hidden Epidemic

Introduction

The history of unwed motherhood in the United States 

is  a  complex  and  often  overlooked  narrative.  For 

centuries,  women  who  found  themselves  pregnant 

outside  of  marriage  faced  stigma,  shame,  and  social 

ostracism.  Their  stories  are  often  hidden  from  the 

historical  record,  relegated to the margins of  society. 

This  book  seeks  to  shed  light  on  the  experiences  of 

unwed mothers in the United States from 1890 to 1945, 

a period of profound social and cultural change.

During  this  time,  the  United  States  underwent  a 

dramatic transformation. The rise of industrialization 

and urbanization led to the breakdown of traditional 

family  structures  and  the  emergence  of  new  social 

problems, including an increase in unwed motherhood. 

Evangelical  reformers  and  social  workers  sought  to 
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address  this  issue,  often with conflicting approaches. 

Unwed  mothers  themselves  faced  a  variety  of 

challenges, including poverty, discrimination, and the 

struggle to raise children alone.

This book draws on a variety of sources to tell the story 

of unwed mothers in the United States. It examines the 

shifting  social  attitudes  towards  unwed  motherhood, 

the role of religion and social work in shaping public 

policy,  and  the  experiences  of  unwed  mothers 

themselves.  It  also  explores  the  cultural  portrayal  of 

unwed mothers in literature, film, and the media.

Through  this  comprehensive  examination,  this  book 

provides a deeper understanding of the lives of unwed 

mothers  in  the  United  States  during  a  time  of  great 

social  and  economic  change.  It  sheds  light  on  the 

challenges  they  faced,  the  resilience  they  displayed, 

and the impact they had on society.

In  the  chapters  that  follow,  we  will  explore  the 

changing  landscape  of  unwed  motherhood  in  the 
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United  States,  the  experiences  of  unwed  mothers 

themselves, the role of evangelical reformers and social 

workers,  the  legal  and policy  landscape,  the  cultural 

portrayal  of  unwed  mothers,  and  the  impact  of  the 

Great Depression and World War II on unwed mothers. 

We  will  also  examine  the  changing  role  of  unwed 

mothers in the modern era.
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Book Description

In the United States, the history of unwed motherhood 

is  a  multifaceted  and  frequently  neglected  tale.  For 

countless  years,  women  who  found  themselves 

expecting a child outside of marriage were subjected to 

stigma, shame, and social ostracism. Their stories are 

frequently left out of historical records, relegated to the 

margins of society. This book attempts to shed light on 

the conditions faced by unwed mothers in the United 

States  between  1890  and  1945,  a  period  marked  by 

significant social and cultural change.

During  this  time,  the  United  States  saw  a  dramatic 

transformation. Industrialization and urbanization led 

to the disintegration of conventional family structures 

and  the  rise  of  new  societal  issues,  including  an 

increase in unwed motherhood. Evangelical reformers 

and  social  workers  made  an  effort  to  address  this 

problem,  but  their  approaches  frequently  conflicted. 

Unwed mothers faced a variety of challenges, including 
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poverty, discrimination, and the difficulties of raising 

children alone.

This book draws on various resources to recount the 

story  of  unwed  mothers  in  the  United  States.  It 

examines  how  societal  attitudes  toward  unwed 

motherhood  have  changed,  how  religion  and  social 

work have influenced public policy, and the personal 

experiences of unwed mothers. It also investigates how 

unwed mothers have been portrayed in literature, film, 

and other media.

This  extensive  study  provides  a  deeper  grasp  of  the 

lives of unwed mothers in the United States during a 

time of tremendous social and economic upheaval.  It 

highlights  the  difficulties  they  encountered,  the 

resilience they displayed, and the impact they had on 

society.

This book is an essential read for anyone interested in 

the history of women, the history of the family, or the 

history of social welfare in the United States. It is also a 
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valuable  resource  for  scholars,  policymakers,  and 

social workers who work with unwed mothers today.
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Chapter 1: The Changing Landscape of 

Unwed Motherhood

1. Shifting Social Attitudes

During  the  late  19th  and  early  20th  centuries,  the 

United States  underwent a  period of  profound social 

and cultural change. The rise of industrialization and 

urbanization led to the breakdown of traditional family 

structures and the emergence of new social problems, 

including an increase in unwed motherhood.

Prior  to  the  Industrial  Revolution,  most  Americans 

lived in rural areas and worked in agriculture. Families 

were  typically  large  and  extended,  with  multiple 

generations  living  under  one  roof.  In  this  context, 

unwed motherhood was relatively rare and was often 

seen as a moral failing.

However, as people began to move from rural areas to 

cities in search of work, the traditional family structure 

began  to  break  down.  Families  became  smaller  and 
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more nuclear,  and the extended family network that 

had provided support and stability in the past was no 

longer  as  available.  This  made  it  more  difficult  for 

unwed mothers to raise their children alone.

In addition, the Industrial Revolution brought with it a 

new set of social  problems, including poverty,  crime, 

and disease. These problems were often concentrated 

in the urban slums, where many unwed mothers lived. 

As  a  result,  unwed mothers  and their  children were 

often seen as a burden on society.

The  changing  social  attitudes  towards  unwed 

motherhood  were  also  influenced  by  the  rise  of 

evangelical  Protestantism.  Evangelical  reformers 

believed that  unwed motherhood was a sin and that 

unwed mothers should be punished. They lobbied for 

laws  that  would  make  it  more  difficult  for  unwed 

mothers to obtain abortions or to give their children up 

for adoption.
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These changing social attitudes had a profound impact 

on  the  lives  of  unwed  mothers.  They  faced  stigma, 

shame,  and  discrimination  from  their  families,  their 

communities,  and  the  government.  They  were  often 

denied access to education, employment, and housing. 

As a result, they and their children lived in poverty and 

isolation.
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Chapter 1: The Changing Landscape of 

Unwed Motherhood

2. The Rise of Industrialization

The rise of industrialization during the late 19th and 

early  20th  centuries  brought  about  significant 

economic and social changes in the United States. These 

changes had a profound impact on the lives of women 

and  families,  including  an  increase  in  the  rate  of 

unwed motherhood.

Prior  to  industrialization,  the  majority  of  Americans 

lived in rural areas and worked in agriculture. Families 

were typically large, and women were expected to stay 

at home to raise children and tend to the household. 

However, as factories began to spring up in cities, more 

and  more  men  left  their  farms  to  find  work  in 

industrial  centers.  This  led  to  a  breakdown  of 

traditional family structures and a decline in the birth 

rate. At the same time, more women began to enter the 
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workforce,  seeking  economic  independence  and new 

opportunities.

Industrialization  also  led  to  a  rise  in  poverty  and 

inequality.  The  wages  paid  to  factory  workers  were 

often low, and many families struggled to make ends 

meet.  This  made  it  difficult  for  single  mothers  to 

support themselves and their children. In addition, the 

lack of affordable housing and childcare made it even 

more  challenging  for  unwed  mothers  to  find  stable 

housing and care for their children.

The  rise  of  industrialization  also  had  a  significant 

impact  on  the  social  and  cultural  attitudes  towards 

unwed motherhood. In the rural, agricultural society of 

the  19th  century,  unwed motherhood was  seen  as  a 

disgrace. Women who had children outside of marriage 

were often shunned by their communities and forced 

to  give  up  their  children  for  adoption.  However,  as 

cities grew and the population became more diverse, 

attitudes towards unwed motherhood began to change.
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The increasing number of unwed mothers in cities led 

to a growing awareness of the challenges they faced. 

Social  reformers  and  activists  began  to  speak  out 

against the stigma associated with unwed motherhood 

and to  call  for  more support  for  single  mothers  and 

their  children.  This  led  to  the  establishment  of  a 

number of organizations and institutions dedicated to 

helping unwed mothers, such as maternity homes, day 

care centers, and adoption agencies.
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Chapter 1: The Changing Landscape of 

Unwed Motherhood

3. Changing Family Structures

The  late  19th  and  early  20th  centuries  witnessed  a 

dramatic  transformation  in  the  structure  of  the 

American  family.  The  traditional  nuclear  family, 

consisting of a married couple and their children, was 

increasingly  giving  way  to  a  more  diverse  array  of 

family  forms.  This  shift  was  driven  by  a  number  of 

factors,  including industrialization,  urbanization,  and 

immigration.

Industrialization  led  to  a  decline  in  the  number  of 

family farms and an increase in the number of factory 

jobs.  This  forced  many  families  to  move  from  rural 

areas to cities, where they often lived in crowded and 

unsanitary conditions. The high cost of living in cities 

also  made  it  difficult  for  families  to  maintain  a 

traditional lifestyle.
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Urbanization  also  led  to  a  breakdown  in  traditional 

social  networks.  In  rural  areas,  families  were  often 

surrounded by extended family members and friends 

who  could  provide  support  and  assistance.  In  cities, 

families  were  often  isolated  and alone.  This  made it 

more difficult for families to cope with the challenges 

of poverty, illness, and unemployment.

Immigration also contributed to the changing structure 

of the American family. In the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries, millions of immigrants arrived in the United 

States from Europe and Asia. These immigrants often 

had  different  cultural  values  and  traditions  than 

native-born  Americans.  This  led  to  conflicts  within 

families and communities.

The changing structure of the American family had a 

profound impact on unwed motherhood.  In the past, 

unwed mothers were often ostracized by their families 

and communities.  However,  as  the traditional  family 

structure began to break down, there was a growing 
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acceptance of unwed motherhood. This was especially 

true  in  urban  areas,  where  there  were  more 

opportunities  for  unwed  mothers  to  find  work  and 

support.

The changing structure of the American family also led 

to an increase in the number of unwed mothers who 

kept their children. In the past, unwed mothers were 

often  forced  to  give  their  children  up  for  adoption. 

However,  as  the  stigma  associated  with  unwed 

motherhood declined, more unwed mothers were able 

to  keep  their  children.  This  was  especially  true  for 

unwed mothers who had the support of their families 

and communities.

The changing structure of the American family had a 

profound impact on the lives of unwed mothers. It led 

to  a  decline  in  the  stigma  associated  with  unwed 

motherhood and an increase in the number of unwed 

mothers who kept their children. These changes would 
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have a lasting impact on the lives of unwed mothers 

and their children.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.

17



Table of Contents

Chapter  1:  The  Changing  Landscape  of  Unwed 

Motherhood 1. Shifting Social Attitudes 2. The Rise of 

Industrialization 3. Changing Family Structures 4. The 

Impact of Immigration 5. The Role of Religion

Chapter  2:  The  Unwed  Mother's  Journey 1.  The 

Decision to Keep the Baby 2. The Struggle for Financial 

Stability 3. The Search for Support 4. The Challenges of 

Single Parenting 5. The Impact on Mental Health

Chapter 3: The Evangelical Reformers 1. The Moral 

Crusade  2.  The  Rescue  Homes  3.  The  Ideology  of 

Maternalism 4. The Politics of Purity 5. The Legacy of 

Evangelical Reform

Chapter 4: The New Generation of Social Workers 1. 

The  Professionalization  of  Social  Work  2.  The 

Settlement  House  Movement  3.  The  Child  Welfare 

System 4. The Changing Role of Women 5. The Impact 

of Social Work on Unwed Mothers

18



Chapter  5:  The  Unmarried  Mothers  Themselves 1. 

Their  Stories  2.  Their  Struggles  3.  Their  Resilience 4. 

Their Hopes and Dreams 5. Their Impact on Society

Chapter  6:  The Legal  and Policy  Landscape 1.  The 

Laws Governing Unwed Mothers 2. The Child Welfare 

System  3.  The  Adoption  System  4.  The  Role  of  the 

Courts 5. The Impact of Legal and Policy Changes

Chapter 7: The Cultural Portrayal of Unwed Mothers 

1.  The  Scarlet  Letter  2.  The  Fallen  Woman  3.  The 

Unwed Mother in Literature 4. The Unwed Mother in 

Film 5. The Unwed Mother in the Media

Chapter  8:  The  Unwed  Mother  and  the  Great 

Depression 1. The Economic Impact of the Depression 

2. The Rise in Unwed Motherhood 3. The Changing Role 

of Government 4. The New Deal and Unwed Mothers 5. 

The Legacy of the Depression

Chapter 9: The Unwed Mother in World War II 1. The 

Changing  Role  of  Women  2.  The  Rise  of  Defense 

19



Industries  3.  The  Impact  of  War  on  Families  4.  The 

Unwed Mother and the Military 5. The Post-War Era

Chapter 10: The Unwed Mother in the Modern Era 1. 

The Sexual Revolution 2. The Rise of the Welfare State 

3.  The  Changing  Family  Structure  4.  The  Impact  of 

Feminism 5. The Unwed Mother Today 

20



This extract presents the opening three 
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Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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