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Article abstract
The study of jurisprudence is a good means of tracing the evolution of certain
social customs, as well as that of a few characteristics of mentality. Using 305
civil and criminal trials involving unwed mothers of the Quebec judicial
district, we trace the changes in their legal and social status. Until the middle of
the 19th century, social pressures and legal customs obliged the presumed
fathers to assume their responsibilities. Beginning at the end of the last
century, a radical change in jurisprudence, combined with an increase in the
number of institutions, resulted in the responsibility for illegitimate children
being placed in the hands of the mother and of charitable institutions. It was
only after the Second World War that there began to be a return to the
imposition of certain obligations upon the presumed fathers, and a
reintegration of single mothers into society
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