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Abstract: 

This bachelor thesis explores the phenomenon of underage and teenage 

pregnancy in the context of British culture, focusing on factors such as its 

historical evolution, starting with the phenomenon of the Fallen Woman. It 

analyses the twentieth century political rhetoric of Margaret Thatcher, John 

Major and Tony Blair and explores the cultural influences of the chav 

phenomenon and class hatred, evaluating the significant media impact of the 

Little Britain (British comedy television show) character Vicky Pollard on the 

perception of the phenomenon of underage and teenage pregnancy. 
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Abstrakt: 

Tato bakalářská práce se zabývá fenoménem těhotenství nezletilých a 

náctiletých dívek v kontextu britské kultury. Zaměřuje na historický vývoj 

tohoto problému počínaje fenoménem ‘Padlé ženy’, analyzuje politickou 

rétoriku Margaret Thatcherové, Johna Majora a Tonyho Blaira. Práce 

bilancuje kulturní vlivy fenoménu ‘chav’ a třídní nenávisti. Jejím dalším 

úkolem je posoudit mediální působení Malé Británie (britský televizní 

komediální pořad) a jeho představitelky Vicky Pollardové na fenomén 

těhotenství nezletilých a náctiletých dívek. 
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Introduction 

Teenage pregnancy has been a symbol of social and moral breakdown in 

British society for generations. The social phenomenon of underage 

pregnancies is a massive and persistent part of popular British culture as well 

as a significant issue and societal problem that interferes with many aspects 

of social life. Moreover, teenage pregnancies have been the focus of media 

attention and political debate due to its relatively stable occurrence in British 

society over a long period of time. As Goodchild and Owen point out “Britain 

has the highest teenage pregnancy rate in Europe, with an estimated cost to 

the Government of at least £63m a year. The parts of the country that have 

most teenage births are areas of poverty and high unemployment; girls from 

low-income families are ten times more likely to become teenage mothers 

than those from affluent backgrounds” (Goodchild and Owen, 2006).  And as 

stated in Boseley’s article for The Guardian newspaper, current research 

shows that Britain has the third-highest proportion of teenagers who are 

sexually active at an early age. 

In the first chapter, I will look at underage and teenage pregnancies in 

general and what these frequently used phrases means. 

I would like to look into history and find out why teenage pregnancies have 

been a persistent part of British society, and focus on the historical 

development of this issue, starting with the nineteenth Century and the so-

called Fallen Woman phenomenon. 

I will continue this theme in the second chapter, where I will look at the 

twentieth century, during which period politicians used this topic to support 

their own agendas, analysing political rhetoric and its political treatment. I will 

review the differing approaches of the left and right wings of the political 

spectrum and analyse the ways three of the most prominent ministers of the 

post-war period, namely Margaret Thatcher, John Major and Tony Blair, 

viewed and addressed teenage and underage pregnancies.    

The next chapter explores the emerging twenty-first century social construct 

of the subculture phenomenon of so-called chavs.  A chav represents a class 
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that has been traditionally stigmatised and the popularity of this subculture is 

a symbol of recent social change. It also explores the differences and 

tensions surrounding the underage and teenage pregnancies issue. 

The next chapter is dedicated to media as a modern tool of the establishment 

and its interpretation of underage pregnancies. In the twenty-first century, 

underage and teenage pregnancies are an enormous part of popular culture, 

being an attractive topic for the media, who have incredible power and 

significant influence on public opinion, popular attitudes and beliefs. I will 

address the media treatment and response to the problem of underage and 

teenage pregnancies and the chav phenomenon. The media often decides 

what is socially desirable and acceptable and triggers additional pressures on 

already vulnerable young girls exposed to unhealthy media materials. The 

media dictates the fashion and the media representation of teenage 

pregnancy, either glamorising or condemning is a major concern.  

Such shows as BBC’s “Underage and Pregnant” and MTV’s “16 and 

Pregnant” portray this topic as something that occurs as a normal and 

everyday experience of young girl’s lives. An example of the mocking media 

treatment can be seen in comic sketch shows and their main protagonist, 

Vicky Pollard. 

I would like to tackle this topic as it is a significant part of both popular and 

political British culture and also look at the factors explaining why the level of  

underage pregnancies in Britain still remain the highest in Western Europe.  

The conclusion of this thesis would like to contribute to the discussion on this 

problematic and burning issue by arguing objectively about this topic, 

considering both the common left and right wing approaches.  

The term ‘Teenage Pregnancy’ 
 

The term “teenage pregnancy” refers to a young girl who gets pregnant under 

the age of nineteen. In the United Kingdom the legal age to enter adulthood 

has been established by law at eighteen. The average age when talking 

about young mothers usually covers females between the ages of twelve and 
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nineteen. The content of this thesis is focused particularly on those who have 

not reached the age of seventeen when giving birth. 

 High teen pregnancy rates are a particular concern for people from deprived 

or working class backgrounds where the issue tends to be most prevalent. 

There is also a popular belief that the socially disadvantaged are responsible 

for causing problems themselves, the myth of a teenage girl getting pregnant 

in order to take advantage of government benefits and skip the housing 

queue is still persistent in the public. This assumption can be applied to 

teenage mothers, whose pregnancy is seen as a chosen route, enabling 

them to leave home, get their own place and avoid a responsible life path 

such as education and a career. Having a baby at an early age is seen by 

some as the fastest way to experience a reward or significant pleasure. 

Teenage girls might regard pregnancy as a career path and becoming a 

parent is a significant feature for their formation of identity.  An extensive 

study published in July 2006, reveals that girls as young as 13 are making a 

"career choice" by deciding to have children, since they see parenting as 

preferable to working in a dead-end job as stated in Goodchild and Owen’s 

article. Goodchild and Owen also argue that “teenage girls who get pregnant 

are deliberately "planning" to become mothers in the belief that a baby will 

improve the quality of their lives” (Goodchild and Owen, 2006). 

A baby is a source of tangible satisfaction as the results of full time mothering 

are seen straight away, it provides mothers with a sense of adult 

responsibility, even maturity, and the girls get a sense of self-worth and self-

esteem without a delay or long wait for a reward from energy and time 

invested into education or work.  

In such cases, family norms and values are crucial. Girls who get pregnant at 

a young age deliberately usually have unreasonable expectations and are 

economically dependent on the government and the nuclear family that 

supports them in terms of childcare and also emotionally. The additional 

childcare is carried out by the girl’s mother in most cases. The girls and often 

their children are exposed to social exclusion, their life and professional 

prospects are significantly lowered due to lesser chances of completing 

secondary education, they might struggle to provide a balanced and healthy 
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diet and reasonable living and secure the development for their children. 

Getting into attractive employment is definitely one of the biggest challenges 

they have to face if they don’t want to keep on living on benefits. 

There is no doubt that the norm of early childbearing carries through 

generations. Within some families it is not seen as unusual but rather 

something to be proud of. “One fourteen-year-old said that she was the 

youngest mother in her family but that sixteen has been common 

beforehand, and another described motherhood at the age of seventeen as 

the norm ‘round there’ and for her family. Several of their own mothers had 

had their first baby at sixteen or seventeen” (Duncan et al. 34). Family values 

and local traditions, especially in working class areas, have a remarkable 

impact on youngsters and their social behaviour in this context.  

 In general, the pregnancies are not planned but young girls tend to be open 

to the idea of having a baby, mostly because of the romanticised ideas of the 

life-changing event of giving birth – having someone to love unconditionally 

and be immensely loved by, someone who will be there for them forever. 

Teenage girls tend to seek unconditional love, attention and security due to 

the emotional instability that occurs in teenage years. These appeasing 

pictures of motherhood are shared between expectant mothers of any age all 

over the world.  

The youngest ones, unfortunately, frequently tend not to consider the 

commitment and responsibility of the decision to keep and provide for a baby. 

The most significant features of bringing up a child, such as education, 

money and social life, physical and emotional well-being do not come into 

consideration. Within the social groups and classes where this is most 

prevalent, it would be hard to know where the young girls would gain that sort 

of education, as most will echo their parent’s thoughts where it is normal and 

right. The problem, if we are in fact right to see it as that, has been, and 

continues to prove cyclical within family and social groups. “Teenage mothers 

are also more likely to come from lone-parent families, and/or families that 

have a tradition of early fertility (among mothers and siblings). In addition, 

young people who have experienced adversity in early life (especially being 

in the care system) have a higher risk of early pregnancy” (Arai 37).  



5 

As has been mentioned, teenage pregnancy is not equally distributed 

throughout society and teenage pregnancy is often connected with poverty. 

Young people who experienced adverse childhood, neglect or abuse, 

growing up in disadvantaged families are associated with risks of anti-social 

behaviour. On the other hand, growing up in a healthy family environment 

does not fully guarantee not becoming pregnant as a teenager. Women from 

other social classes who become pregnant at a young age are more likely to 

choose termination of the pregnancy.  

As Arai also observes “This overview confirms findings from other reviews, 

principally in that teenage pregnancy and child bearing can be seen to be 

concentrated among low groups (whether measured by social class status, 

housing or geographic location) and among young women who have 

experienced low educational attainment or disengagement from the 

education system” (Arai 37). Nevertheless, teenage pregnancy is a symptom 

of dysfunctional sex culture and social exclusion embodied in the mocked 

character of a low class, binge-drinking teenage girl with swollen belly and 

bling jewellery. This contemporary culture characterised by no ambitions, 

hopes or dreams and lack of any expectation stuck in a never-ending chain 

of teenage mothers producing next teenage mothers. Is this the face and 

body of contemporary popular culture in Great Britain? It seems so. 

 The Fallen Woman  
 

 An earlier phenomenon of the historical stigma of early pregnancy is known 

as that of the “Fallen Woman”. This is an important Victorian link which can 

lead us to a better understanding of today’s demonisation of young mothers 

and feelings towards the traditional underclass (described in detail in the 

chapter about “Chavs”). The Fallen Woman stereotype will help us to trace 

the early roots and evolution of the stigmatisation.  

The term “Fallen Woman” usually refers to a lower-class woman who lost her 

innocence and consequently fallen from the grace of God, like the Biblical 

Eve. This woman would be perceived as broken, useless, disgraced and 

worthless, an embarrassment to both friends and family. The woman can’t 
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get any respect within a prudish society as she had sex before she got 

married and tended to be ostracised. Although sex before marriage was not a 

uniquely lower class activity, families of those with means would be able to 

hide the illegitimate child through many methods not available to those 

without money or contacts. The Fallen Woman may also simply refer to an 

unmarried mother. “The figure is a young girl whose corruption is related to 

her feminine weakness, her poverty or her isolation. She is an outcast 

because of her sin” (Watt 9). The Fallen Woman is a symbol of the 

humiliation of femininity.  

At the same time as there was a boom in prostitution, mostly caused by 

poverty and demand from men who searched for satisfaction which they 

could not get, or respectably ask for from their wives. Forced prostitution for 

economic reasons was not rare and was happening within families who 

struggled financially, providing young girls, often their children, to meet a 

man’s demand. It is necessary to mention that this inhuman treatment of 

women was not happening so long ago. The nineteenth century was the time 

when the paradigm of Fallen Woman took place. During this period there 

were not many options on how to make a living that were available to a 

young, uneducated single women and prostitution was often the only option 

available. 

In Victorian Britain, prostitution was a widespread open secret and a guilty 

pleasure, especially for upper-class men. “Mid-century figures for London 

fluctuate between 5,000 and 220,000 (which made 7 per cent of the 

population). In the 1860s some suggested that there were up to half a million 

prostitutes in England yet police statistics maintained that numbers were in 

the region of 30,000” (Bartley 2). In terms of sexual intercourse, a middle-

class woman had no right to derive any pleasure from the act as it was 

deemed part of a woman’s duty to a man and to the state. ‘Close your eyes 

and think of England’ can be used as an accurate explanation of the extent to 

which a woman was lowered and what was expected from her. However, 

prostitutes were believed and encouraged to enjoy sexual intercourse and 

were sought by men for this. Such a woman was a victim of her times, 

however, it was believed she became a prostitute because she enjoyed sex. 
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This period is characterised for its contradictions between the values and 

reality, such as perceived sexual restraint. 

Numerous portraits and descriptions of fallen women’s lives and 

characteristics can be found in nineteenth century literature.  Alongside 

Thomas Hardy’s famous novel Tess of the d’Urbevilles, it is worth mentioning 

the character of the young and unmarried mother Esther Waters as an 

example. Esther Waters is the title of George Moore’s novel published in 

1894. Esther is a prototype of a fallen woman; she comes from a poor, 

working-class family, and finds herself a job as a kitchen maid. She gets 

seduced and pregnant by another employee and against the odds she 

decides to raise the child on her own. She becomes a single mother, the 

immoral sinner in the eyes of society. She fights for her disgraced son 

against the Victorian bleakness that was the only thing a young, poor and 

pregnant girl could expect. The fact that the publishing of Esther Waters 

caused a sensation when published is not surprising, given the previous facts 

mentioned about Victorian taboos and the sympathetic portrait of her making 

her own way despite being a single mother. 

 “In nineteenth-century religious, moral and legal discourse the single mother 

was represented as deviant, irresponsible and dangerous. Envisaged as 

either fallen woman or a prostitute, the unmarried mother was held up as the 

archetype of the sexual woman; a woman who was not subject to a man 

within marriage” (Abrams 118). 

 A woman had a duty to obey her husband as well as to maintain the house, 

to give a birth and look after children. This was what was expected as the 

only way of fulfilling a woman’s role in society. In the nineteenth century to 

give birth to a child was the most significant achievement expected by 

society, particularly men, from a married woman. Being a mother was an 

essential attribute of a woman’s contribution to society, therefore a tool to 

evaluate a status of the individual. A woman who for various reasons did not 

have children, or most likely was not able to conceive, did not fulfil her role 

within society and her duty to society, no matter what class. 

As Abrams puts it “The passionless woman was held up as an idea in middle-
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class circles whilst working-class adulterers, mothers of illegitimate children, 

women who lived ‘in sin’, prostitutes and even women who liked to enjoy 

themselves, were punished for allowing their sexuality to destabilise the 

fragile social equilibrium” (Abrams 149). This prejudicial role of a woman in 

today’s society still exists and is more noticeable in the example of teenage 

mothers who are somehow treated as fallen women, not only by 

representation in the media but also by the new ideal of womanhood and 

femininity. 

Undeniably, parallels can be drawn between these modern day views and 

those held during the Victorian era and double standards used for men and 

women are still visible and observable until today.  

Nowadays a certain contradiction can be seen in terms of what is expected 

by society from young women. “There are conflicting expectations of young 

women: to be mothers, with an expanding understanding of what constitutes 

‘good mothering’, and to succeed as workers (Aapola et al., 2005). 

Furthermore as Walkerdine (2003) notes, as self-determination and 

individuality becomes a new cultural ideal of femininity, and the labour market 

disadvantages women in general, working class girls bear the brunt of the 

conflicts between these values” (Duncan et al. 29).  

Academics in North America have observed the slipping away of the stigma 

of mothers with children born outside of wedlock around the late 1960s and 

early 1970s (Arai 3). In this period the social importance of the institution of 

marriage for starting a family was fading away and cohabitation was 

becoming acceptable. “The popularity of cohabitation increased such that, by 

2006, 44% of births were outside marriage in England and Wales and of 

those births registered jointly, 64% were registered by parents living at the 

same address (ONS, 2007)” (Arai 56).  

This social acceptability of having a child without being married caused less 

pressure on women, who slowly became more indifferent to the defaming of 

their personality or damage to their family reputation. The legitimacy of 

unmarried mothers goes in hand with the modern view that teenage 

pregnancies have become more of a public health problem than a cause for 
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a moral demonisation of such young unmarried women. This step could be 

considered as one of the most significant social changes where the values 

that were scared in the Victorian era were broken down. The case of the 

fallen angel was not seen as a burning and compelling problem of the day 

any more.  

The attitudes towards teenage mothers generally got relaxed. However, as 

we will see in the chapter about chavs, despite the huge changes since the 

Victorian era, such as the sexual and cultural revolution in the 1960s, the 

birth control pill invention, basic women rights as a natural part of the society, 

the changes in woman roles and the rise of feminism, the demonisation of 

lower-class single mothers is still persistent and occurs to an extent in 

today’s society of the twenty first century.  

The Birth Control Pill 
 

One of the most prominent and important changes in life-style and society 

occurred in the second half of twentieth century. The invention of the birth 

control pill, introduced to the public in the early 1960s could be compared to 

other defining inventions such as the printing press or penicillin. This new 

achievement of modern society had an enormous impact on not only 

women’s lives but on the whole of humankind, even though the pill was 

available only to married women at the beginning. Women gained the 

freedom to decide on when and how many children they wanted or whether 

they even want to undergo a delivery and be responsible for the child’s 

upbringing. Women had never experienced freedom such as this in the past 

and recreational sex became far more acceptable in the public eye as a 

result. We still live in an age relatively close to this remarkable change in 

society to understand and evaluate the impact and changes caused in 

families.  

The debates around availability of the contraceptive pill continue. In the past 

two decades, girls below the age of consent were still required to be 

accompanied by a parent when requesting the contraceptive pill. This 

changed to stringent requirements to visit the doctors and family planning 
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clinics which put many young girls off. As recently as 2012, there has been a 

further development that teenagers as young as 13 can be provided the pill 

over the counter with relatively little governance. Sections of society, religious 

groups especially, say that free supply of the contraceptive pill encourages 

sexual relations between teenagers and has an impact on sexually 

transmitted diseases and infections. On the other hand, a teenager's choice 

to be sexually active is usually not driven by whether they have contraception 

available to them or not.  

The possibility for women to undertake the responsibility over their own 

reproduction and to make a sensible choice when it is available is in contrast 

with teenage girls often not doing anything to keep from getting pregnant or 

who choose not to use contraception, even though the pregnancies are most 

of the times unintended.  

The reasons why they do not use contraception or anti-conception methods 

vary when starting an early sex life. One of them is immaturity and not 

enough capacity to make a decision because of their young age. Other 

reasons stated by pregnant teenage girls or girls who already had delivered 

are: peer pressure, not having the knowledge and information about the 

possibilities of birth control, the fear of rejection if they had asked the partner, 

the partner did not want to use contraception, the myth of not being able to 

get pregnant when the girl is a virgin is also still very influential, usage of the 

unreliable method of interrupted intercourse and difficult access to 

contraception. 

Political Rhetoric 
 

This chapter explores the demonisation of young underage mothers by 

different political establishments, the steps and decisions taken to tackle this 

phenomenon. The views on this problem changed with the prime ministers 

who held different political positions on it. Teenage pregnancy was, during 

the twentieth century, considered as either a socio-economic, public health or 

moral issue. The paradigms promoted over the period by government had a 

long-term impact on social opinion and the mood over the society. 
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Throughout the last decades, British politicians have addressed teen and 

pre-teen pregnancy as a significant public health and social problem. 

As Macvarish comments “Even though there is undoubtedly political and 

social disapproval of teenage pregnancy as a problem, it has also been cast 

as a ‘tragedy’ rather than as a ‘sin’ as ‘risky’ rather than morally ‘wrong’ and 

the teenage mother is not held morally responsible for her behaviour, rather 

she is cast as a conglomeration of dysfunction” (Macvarish, 2010). 

 I would like to look at the steps which have been suggested and 

implemented by three significant British politicians in recent history, since the 

era of sexual revolution in the 1960s. In this chapter I would like to have a 

look at different approaches to this issue by these influential politicians and 

analyse how they tackled this issue or how they presented it to public. The 

presentation of this British phenomenon is enormously important in terms of 

the development of public opinion. Macvarish also notices “Since the late 

twentieth century in British politics and culture the teenage mother has 

acquired considerable prominence as a symbol of social decline, social 

failure or social backwardness” (Macvarish, 2010). 

 I will look into when the recent demonisation of young mothers started and 

the social construction of the so-called underclass, beginning with 

controversial Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, who applied disputable 

changes in the economy that caused a huge impact on society, associated 

with the decline of the traditional manufacturing industry. 

Margaret Thatcher and the Conservatives 
 

Margaret Thatcher was the United Kingdom’s first female prime minister, 

from 1979 to 1990. Under Thatcher’s reign Britain experienced vast changes 

in economical and cultural characteristics. Thatcher’s political rhetoric was 

enormously focused on family life and single mothers, particularly teenage 

mothers, were portrayed as deviants. Thatcher’s standpoints and views on 

family were based on the traditional Victorian approach and her claim that 

‘there is no such thing as society, only family’ became one of the attitudes 

most closely associated with her. As Thatcher once famously expressed her 
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complex belief of ‘no thing such a society’: “I think we have gone through a 

period when too many children and people have been given to understand 'I 

have a problem, it is the Government’s job to cope with it’ … and so they are 

casting their problems upon society, and who is society? There are individual 

men and women and there are families, and no government can do anything 

except through people and people look to themselves first. It is our duty to 

look after ourselves and then after our neighbour … and people have got the 

entitlements too much in mind without the obligations” (Thatcher, 1987).  

Thatcher also argued that single mothers are dependent on state finances 

that they do not deserve due to the irresponsibility of not securing adequate 

means of support within a family (not getting married) and financial stability 

for children (Wetherell et al. 273).  

Thatcher’s intention was to make the United Kingdom a superpower and 

regain the reputation it had in colonial days. The key terms for restoration of 

the ‘greatness’ that became known as Thatcherism were hard work of 

families, self reliance, free market, morals and values. As Joseph Gregory 

from The New York Times summarises “Thatcherism — the belief that 

economic freedom and individual liberty are interdependent, that personal 

responsibility and hard work are the only ways to national prosperity, and that 

the free-market democracies must stand firm against aggression“ (Gregory, 

2013). Thatcher’s goal to make Great Britain ‘great’ again was perhaps too 

much to chew as this vision involved wide range of measures to reach this 

ideal Britain; foreign affairs, the privatisation of nationalised industries, the 

breaking of the trade unions  the sale of council houses and a return to 

“Victorian Values”. The single mother became a scapegoat figure 

representing all that Thatcher wanted to change. 

“However, before this was possible, the social groups allegedly responsible 

for Britain’s decline needed to be identified and dealt with. Thus the Thatcher 

years saw an unprecedented number of moral panics and the creation of 

numerous and varied ‘folk devils’, including single mothers, travellers, youth, 

the underclass, gays or ravers” (Faulks 164). 

Extended demonisation of young unmarried women took place when 
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Thatcher was Prime Minister. They were accused of a wide range of failings; 

producing a potential delinquent by giving birth to a child in disadvantaged 

conditions, abusing the benefit system, getting pregnant in order to get 

housing benefits and therefore holding back the respectable and proper 

married mothers who deserved such support. Ideas as such were being 

promoted and became a part of public discourse. As mentioned above, 

Margaret Thatcher held ‘Victorian’ values and as a result the question of 

morality and strong opposition to single mothers as individuals came up 

again. The shift from the traditional process of starting a family to having 

intercourse and giving birth outside of marriage was considered as moral 

breakdown that needed to be addressed.  “Thorough the 1980s and early 

1990s, politicians from the Conservative party repeatedly highlighted the role 

played by single and/or young mothers in the erosion of ‘traditional’ values 

and the consequent destabilisation of the society” (Arai 57) 

As we have seen, the phenomenon of underage pregnancies is a feature of 

disadvantaged societies. Thatcher’s policies, the privatisation of public 

services, the closure of British industry and the withdrawal of social services 

threw tens of thousands of people into unemployment and relative poverty. 

The highest rates of teenage pregnancies, displayed by the graph below, 

were seen in the in the decade after Thatcher, when throughout vast swathes 

of Britain, there were limited job opportunities. This may have been a 

contributing factor to the appearance of the alternative option of career as a 

mother and the relative increases in underage pregnancies. 
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As seen in the graph, according to the Office for National Statistics, the under 

18 conception rate reached its peak in 1990 through 1997, when Thatcher’s 

reforms of closing down or privatising heavy industries or manufacturing 

workplaces were already implemented and the society experienced the bitter 

consequences of the reforms, such as job destruction, high unemployment 

and poverty, occurring especially in traditionally industrial areas such as the 

West Midlands, the North West, or the East Midlands, causing social 

exclusion and deprivation. The children of those living in such an 

environment of declined prosperity at that time, would have contributed 

greatly to the spikes seen in the 1990s.  

John Major and the Conservatives 
 

With John Major, a Conservative politician who served as Prime Minister from 

1990-1997 (Encyclopædia Britannica) lack of morals and decadence 

throughout society were at the centre of the political discourse.  John Major 

was the author of a huge campaign, themed “Back to Basics”, which 
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presented a lack of morals as the cause of various problems in British 

society. Back to Basics was a sentimental look back to seemingly good old, 

traditional Victorian days and an intention to bring the core British values 

back. The campaign believed it could be responsible for solving problems in 

the educational system, the return of law and order, increasing general public 

virtue, including relation to single mothers.  

Nevertheless, the increasing number of teenage pregnancies whilst trying to 

implement these policies kept this as a highly visible topic. Indeed, the young 

deviant mother appeared to be the fundamental subject under discussion, 

young mothers were made responsible for the decline and loss of morals. 

However, these single/young mothers also considerably helped John Major 

to win votes, playing on nostalgia for an idealised past: “Fifty years on from 

now, Britain will still be the country of long shadows on cricket grounds, warm 

beer, invincible green suburbs, dog lovers and pools fillers and, as George 

Orwell said, 'Old maids bicycling to holy communion through the morning 

mist' and, if we get our way, Shakespeare will still be read even in school“ 

(Butler 608). 

Later on, the campaign was seen to have failed; the goal of reducing the 

numbers of teenage pregnancies derailed and the campaign was discredited 

due to the various sexual and financial scandals of the representatives of his 

government.  

“John Major’s ‘Back to Basics’ campaign was significant not only because it 

was pivotal in leading to the downfall of the Tories in 1997, but also because 

it positioned young, single mothers  - in the starkest and most brutal way – as 

the enemies of decent society” (Arai 57). 

Tony Blair took advantage of the hypocritical and two-faced reputation of the 

Conservative party and promised to cleanse British politics.  
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Tony Blair and New Labour 
 

New Labour came to power in the election of 1997. They set a clear target; to 

reduce teenage pregnancy.  The party based their political programmes on 

tackling the issue of unemployed, uneducated youth who lacked confidence 

and aspiration and who had  only one thing; insecurity about the future. In the 

centre of political interests was installed an obscure caricature that every 

respectable citizen could raise an eyebrow about. New Labour came up with 

a new term that became part of the social and political debate; NEETs.  

The abbreviation stands for ‘Young people not in education, employment or 

training’. The terminology became applicable to the under-class, and when 

talking about young people who lacked ambition or motivation and did not 

accept the values of society. “Only since the mid-1990s, however, has the 

acronym NEET come into play to describe what previously had been called 

youth unemployment. The New Labour government from 1997 onwards, 

made the tackling of social exclusion a prime aim of its domestic policy with 

the problems of ‘NEET’ high on their agenda. Helping people, especially 

young adults, move from ‘welfare to work’ was a top policy goal” (MacDonald 

and Shildrick 1). 

In addition, Tony Blair’s government also published a report called Teenage 

Pregnancy, where he referred to teenage pregnancy as a crucial problem of 

British society and which set the tone of the public discussion after the failure 

of John Major’s Tories. Here are Blair’s words, which could be considered as 

the starting point of the demonisation of the young mothers. The report was 

presented to Parliament in June 1999, and starts with these words: "Britain 

has the worst record on teenage pregnancies in Europe. It is not a record in 

which we can take any pride. Every year some 90,000 teenagers in England 

become pregnant. They include nearly 8000 who are under 16. Some of 

these teenagers, and some of their children, live happy and fulfilled lives. But 

far too many do not. Teenage mothers are less likely to finish their education, 

less likely to find a good job, and more likely to end up both as single parents 

and bringing up their children in poverty. The children themselves run a much 

greater risk of poor health” (Social Exclusion Unit, corp creator. 4). 
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However, the issue wasn’t seen as a moral and ethical problem when 

compared to the previous government strategy of Thatcher and Major when 

teenage pregnancies were treated with condemnation rather than as a public 

health problem.  

The Chav Phenomenon 
 

English society has been always distinctively stratified by its classes. The 

British have always been obsessed by class and labelling people by their 

appropriate social status still plays a key role in everyday life. The British 

have label for any style, identity or set of values, believes, communities, 

different life-style or fashion changing over times. As for illustration of this 

specific cultural habit, the terms and styles describing Yuppies, Mods, Teddy 

Boys, Punks, etc. originate in Britain due to the needs of the nation to define 

and express generational attitudes towards establishments or simply to be 

defined by the place where one was born, such as Scouse-Liverpool, 

Cockney – East End London or Geordie – Newcastle.  

The class system seems to be flexible as the need to create new categories 

occurs alongside changes within society. The occasional addition or 

recreation of a class according to current needs is not a difficulty. The class 

system is very important in terms of identity and social status held within 

British society and it represents certain boundaries in society, specifically 

between members of different classes. Classes are defined by occupation, 

income, education, number of properties, and their location and most 

importantly by the vague sense of good taste. The vertical social mobility 

(moving on the class scale from one class to other) mostly the desired upper 

class is quite possible, but not always accepted by the members. The terms 

‘chav’ and ‘underclass’ are proof of the class system flexibility. Chav has its 

origin in the Romani language where it means a child. The first recorded use 

of the term chav in a newspaper was in 2002 (“Why is 'chav' still 

controversial?”). 

 The chav is a caricature of an unemployed, uneducated "feckless lump" 

housed on estates, living off benefits or working in low status jobs at 

supermarkets, hairdressers or fast food outlets, having little interest in 
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anything apart from alcohol consumption, bling, promiscuity and getting up to 

no good hanging around council estates (“Why is 'chav' still 

controversial?”).The term chav is also related to certain kinds of disturbing 

behaviour and aggression. Or as the Oxford dictionary puts it ‘a young lower-

class person typified by brash and loutish behaviour and the wearing of (real 

or imitation) designer clothes.’ Chavs represent the hatred of the working 

class, defined by long-term unemployment living on benefits, by the upper 

and middle classes. Another recent  term, that expresses certain hater and 

negative attitude towards socially disadvantaged people and indicates social 

class even lower that working class; so called ‘underclass’ got established.  

The terms ‘chav’ and ‘underclass’ have been widely spread and used by the 

media, especially tabloids.  According to Murray, the underclass is a “term 

coined in the US and was popularised there in the early 1980s by the 

journalist Ken Auletta who emphasised the behaviour and values of those 

deemed to be members of the ‘underclass’, though without claiming that 

these were necessarily the cause of their plight” (Murray 2). 

 “In the middle classes’ attitude toward what you would have called the 

working-class, so called chav culture, you’ve still got to see class as an 

important part of British life’ says Oliver Harvey, an Old Etonian and president 

of the Oxford Conservative Association” (Jones 120). 

The highest occurrences of teenage and underage pregnancies is 

traditionally within those girls  who are disadvantage by the environment they 

grew up in, especially those from working class often associated with ‘chav’ 

and ‘underclass’.  As confirmed by Duncan: “The socio-economic 

disadvantage of early motherhood is strongly associated with poor family 

background experienced by the teenage mother itself. This suggests that 

teenage motherhood is really a symptom of a disadvantaged life course 

rather than the cause of it” (Duncan et al. 70). 

As displayed on the graph below, according to the ONS child mortality 

statistics from June 2010, teenage motherhood is eight times as common 

amongst those from a manual social background as for those from 

managerial and professional background. It proves that teenage motherhood 

tends to more occur in the working-class backgrounds, thus is related to the 
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‘chav’ phenomenon. 

 

The perception, social attitudes and anxiety related to the working class has 

dramatically changed over the last few years towards an increasingly 

negative approach to so-called scum. These undesirable opinions, wrongly 

based on emotions, have developed since the widening gap between the 

lower and middle classes. This can be traced back to the policies of Margaret 

Thatcher’s government, shutting down coal mines and industries in England 

and Wales due to unproductiveness, and selling council houses to tenants 

leaving a great divide between the lower and middle class where previously 

there had been some crossover. Working as a coal miner was once 

something glorified, something to take a real pride in, the centre of 

community life, and even nowadays still has a romantic tint of D.H. Lawrence 

novels set in the lower class mining communities. 

 Working-class community was traditionally based on organic solidarity. This 

concept of solidarity was elaborated by the French sociologist Émile 

Durkheim, who supposed that organic solidarity worked in more advanced 

and civilised societies, with developed organisation of labour, where every 

individual held unique working skills and where people felt connected through 

a certain environment and, moreover, the way of making living and helped 

each other due to this shared sense of community. This strong binding to a 

communal way of life was torn apart by Thatcher.  
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The actions of Thatcher’s government destroyed this for a huge portion of the 

British population, depriving them of any means to make a living and taking 

away the self respect of individuals and their communities. Subsequently, 

communities reliant on the state have arisen, where state benefits are seen 

as a livelihood and having children means quicker access to more money 

and an active form of life. The impact on local people has been devastating. 

“This has had a destabilising effect on the community-the sense of 

community we once had has evaporated. The lack of large manufacturing 

firms made it very difficult for those who had not succeeded in education to 

find a job” (Jones 176). 

The socially pathological phenomena triggered by suddenly losing their job 

left thousands devastated. The respectable working-class identity, which had 

been strongly connected with employment, was replaced by a characteristic 

set of qualities such as white, feckless, uneducable, tasteless, bigoted, racist, 

stupid, sexually promiscuous, dirty, fond of cheesy jewellery known as a 

bling, all that packed into the not very flattering definition of “non-educated 

delinquents” and “the burgeoning peasant underclass” (Bok 17). 

These mentioned characteristics and definitions are very often applied to 

underage girls, either while pregnant or with children already.  

“They say the new affluent workers and emergent service workers appear to 

be the children of the "traditional working class," which they say has been 

fragmented by de-industrialisation, mass unemployment, immigration and the 

restructuring of urban space“ (BBC One - Little Britain) 

The girls are also often blamed for a wide range of social issues and 

catastrophes as they are easy to blame, defenceless and convenient victims. 

“The offspring of the first big generation of single mothers were children in 

the 1980s. Now they are adults with their own children and the problems are 

leading to higher crime rates and low participation in the labour force” (Jones 

121). 

The mockery and disdain of the poorer and weaker by the wealthier and 

stronger (not necessarily more educated) people has been with us 

throughout human history. We can’t be surprised that the discourse of today’s 



21 

television entertainment offers a different kind of caricatures of ‘chavs’.  

Chavs also have become targets of abuse and have been vilified in news 

discourses (e.g. The Sun), online discourses (e.g. www.chavscum.co.uk) and 

populist discourses (e.g. on the reality television show Big Brother; Channel 

4) (Tyler 26). Chavs, the underclass and teenage pregnancy are topics 

popular in various media; from tabloids to relevant national broadcasters 

such as the BBC, all seem to be obsessed.  

Media Treatment of Teenage Pregnancies 
 

Today’s popular culture is preoccupied by sexuality and based on selling 

products people don’t necessarily need to satisfy artificially formed needs in 

order to profit. Everyone (in the western or so-called developed world) is 

exposed to enormous media pressure and to balance the strain is 

challenging. Coping with such pressure is not easy for an adult person, 

therefore how difficult must it be for young people be to process the 

abbreviated picture of the world by the media and to keep a reasonable 

distance. The media are selling unreal values focused on teenagers with the 

sole aim of profiting from them. They are imposing on us their vision of the 

world and what is supposedly cool and trendy.  

Teenage girls are specifically targeted, facing media influence and pushed 

and subjected to requirements on how they should look. The beauty cult of 

the body being presented as real values, encouraging girls’ desire to 

impersonate and be like celebrities who are often known for sexual scandals, 

their plastic surgery, inappropriate behaviour and eccentric expressions 

rather than for their abilities, skills or knowledge. 

The topic of teenage pregnancies has not been treated differently. TV shows, 

massive media attention, devaluation of the issue have established teenage 

pregnancy as a trend. Due to the high public interest and general 

attractiveness of the topic it might seem that teenage mothers are even 

glamorised and acceptable and teenage pregnancy had suddenly became 

cool.  

The story of a pregnant teenage girl has great media potential. It is a 



22 

profound, human story, revealing strong emotions, thrill and drama. It is also 

intentionally connected to another media obsession, such as people living on 

benefits, displaying family drama or people who for various reasons struggle 

to live in the current economic climate or adjust to the social requirements. 

The media spread a false picture of the care-free living of pregnant 

celebrities, stars of reality shows and depict the children of celebrities as 

charming bundles of joy, living glamorous lives.  To decode the reality of 

parenthood becomes challenging for teenagers who are exposed to 

unrealistic influences. It is believed that the media notably contributed to the 

trend of teenage pregnancies as there are pregnant celebrity teenagers on 

the first pages of tabloids. The message of getting pregnant as an easy way 

to access fame, money and glamour is promoted by the media. Trends like 

these support the shift from something that used to be enormously shameful 

to everyday normality on the scale of acceptability. Moreover, chavs, NEETs, 

teenage pregnant girls, they all became a reliable source of national 

amusement. 

On the other hand, the way it is reported and the presentation of the girls is 

important too. The predominant approaches are either sympathising or 

demonising the main characters in the presentation of pregnant schoolgirls. 

The choice of the approach seems to be dependent on the class background 

of a particular girl. An example of such treatment could serve Hannah from 

The Guardian article: “Hannah comes from a close middle-class family; her 

step-father works at Lancaster University, and she had been a studious 

teenager, quietly academic and dependable. Did she feel any sense of 

shame to find herself at a centre for teenage mothers, with all its social 

implications of failure? She nods“ (Aitkenhead, 2005). 

In contrast is the story of Frances, also portrayed by the same newspaper, 

The Guardian. Francis comes from a disadvantaged family and environment. 

“Frances had a turbulent childhood in Moss Side. She was well-known to 

social services, never off the child protection register and a priority for her 

social worker. She became pregnant within a few weeks of her 16th birthday 

and gave birth to Mia on 11 September 2011. Frances says: "Even when I 

was younger, I never wanted to be at home. I felt like me and my mum had 
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nothing, and I didn't want to be in the house, so I'd stay out really, really late. 

When I was about nine I ended up putting myself in care for a while because 

of my mum and her drinking. All I really wanted was to go to school and be a 

normal little girl" (Grant, 2012). A different situation can be spotted when it 

comes to the portraits of middle-class girls. The constitution of deviant girl 

starts to fade away and it is emphasised how motherhood changed their lives 

in a positive way and despite the situation they want to prove everyone 

wrong in terms of not giving up on school and continuing education. We can 

see the transformation from a former party animal into a responsible mother 

who is keen to provide for her child and it is a sad, unfortunate story turned 

into a success. 

TV shows (MTV, BBC) 
 

There are many popular shows focusing on the lives of teenage mothers, for 

example “Underage and Pregnant” on BBC Three, and a similar show “16 

and Pregnant” on MTV. “Underage and Pregnant” is a TV show that claims to 

go behind the sensational headlines to discover what it is really like to be 

underage and pregnant. 

The question is whether the TV shows glamorise and encourage teenage 

pregnancy or discourage through education and insight into the hardships 

faced by the featured girls.  

The concepts of these programs are based on a reality show format rather 

than an educational, factual documentary style. The risk is that because of 

the obsession with celebrity culture, many people will think the girls in the 

programmes are lucky being on television and being talked about rather than 

being in a potentially troubling situation. The shows show life when pregnant 

and after delivery when struggling to adjust to a new life with the baby. It is 

presented by TV as a moral cautionary tale, struggling with motherhood 

financially, emotionally.  

Even though the underage pregnant girls are often presented as deviants 

and despite depicting not very appealing situations in the new mother’s lives, 

offering some kind of insight into struggles the girl have to undergo, the 

shows do not seem to be criticising the phenomenon. The general message 
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of these reality shows is positive; no matter how big the struggle is, it always 

works out somehow. The show usually displays the period before delivery 

and few months after the delivery, not going back to the girls. Simply, 

unhappy endings are not the case. After the shows some girls get followed by 

the tabloids and even become celebrities. Fame is acquired in a negative 

manner, rather than from being a teenager providing for a baby against the 

odds. The problem is with a culture obsessed with sex, glamour and demand 

for fame without effort or work. 

“In some recent media context, the key image has been the young ‘chav 

mum’ caricatured in television comedy and tabloids” (Duncan et.al 158). The 

working class, therefore underclass, is often being patronised and laughed at 

by some TV shows. As Jones says in his thorough research about the chav 

phenomena ‘Chavs’, The Demonisation of Working Class “Reality TV shows, 

sketch shows, talk shows, even films have emerged dedicated to ridiculing 

working-class Britain” (Jones 122). The shining example of the mockery of a 

teenage mother caricature, which amuses the middle and upper classes and 

makes them feel better about themselves, is the character of Vicky Pollard.  

Vicky Pollard 
 

Little Britain is a popular and controversial television comedy sketch show, 

based on satirical portraits of British characters, described on the BBC 

webpage as follows: “Matt Lucas and David Walliams, the creators of this 

character-comedy sketch show, delight in all that is mad, bad, quirky and 

generally bonkers about the people and places of Britain” (BBC One - Little 

Britain). 

One of the characters displayed in Little Britain is Vicky Pollard. The 

composition of her figure represents a stereotypical profile of a loud, 

delinquent young teenage mother. Vicky’s features are nothing but 

unflattering. She is the embodiment of the general public’s perception of low 

status, teenage, working-class, single mothers. Vicky is brainless, 

uneducated, disgraceful, disrespectful, rude, abusive, immoral and 

promiscuous. Dressed in a tracksuit, she symbolizes unemployed resigned 

people who do not have to bother with their looks, wearing the obligatory 
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enormous golden chains. Moreover, Vicky supports the belief in the 

excessive sexual activity of the teenage mother. She has 12 children with 

different fathers and her typified speech is full of hints of sexual activities. 

Vicky amuses the viewers by her restricted language code that is 

represented by her answers to any question as yeah but no but yeah but, 

then continues with illogical and emotional, fast paced, barely 

comprehensible articulation when caught doing no good (e.g. stealing).  

Her overall expression demonstrates anti-social behaviour and social 

schema dedicated for ridiculed working-class young mothers and chavs. 

Vicky Pollard is the exaggerated symbol of so-called social scum, even going 

so far as having a collection of babies of different colours and in one episode 

being willing to swap one for a Westlife CD. This is a mocking picture of a 

teenage mother drawn by the media for the public. 

Conclusion 
 

In this thesis I have observed the teenage pregnancy phenomenon over time, 

from a historical, political and media point of view. A link between underage 

pregnancies, the hatred for the ‘underclass’ has been shown towards the end 

of twentieth century.  

The complex problem of teenage pregnancy addressed in this thesis is a 

combination of politics, policy making, social apathy, media power and health 

problems. It is clear that this should be looked at as a broader problem rather 

than trying to lump all people and issues together. Teenage pregnancy 

should be considered as an interplay, and all aspects should be weighed as 

complex when dealing with such broad issue. The underage pregnant girls 

became a symbol of everything wrong with modern Britain and the general 

degradation of society. 

Furthermore “the threat from which society needs rescuing, though, is 

understood implicitly to come from a particular group of young people rather 

than teenagers in general – working-class young women whose supposedly 

out-of-control sexuality has historically concerned the ruling classes as 

having a dangerous potential for social disorder and dilution of national moral 
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and physical vigour” (Finch 47). 

How to tackle teenage and underage pregnancies is a broad question. As 

one of the teenage mothers puts it: “If you tell them not to, they will do it even 

more”. Will the currently under trial pills over the counter and greater access 

to contraception be a solution? Is it a matter of extended health and sexual 

education? It could be argued that the best solution is to offer and persuade 

the young girls that there is more to the life of a woman than to be a mother. 

It is important in these times when media and politics presentation suggests 

motherhood as an identity, to show and provide teenage girls with more 

options available in their lives. To encourage teenagers to be ambitious and 

always want more, to chase their dreams, as the decision to be a mother can 

either postpone or even ruin the possibilities of leading a quality life with 

sufficient economic, emotional and social security.  

The phenomenon of teenage and underage pregnancy also communicates 

an important message about the status of today’s popular culture as teenage 

pregnancy seems to be an integral part of it as it is dedicated significant 

space in the media. The general fascination for taboo breaking is persisting. 

Young girls want to be glamorous models, actresses or just ‘famous’ without 

having any quality to offer, as it is displayed and tabloids and represented as 

example of glamour and prestige. Teenagers tend to misinterpret these 

messages. 

In this thesis lots of space had been dedicated to a discussion of class 

preoccupations, tensions and anxieties in Great Britain where the working-

class is being ridiculed, not necessarily because of economic factors, but for 

the most part it is lack of education and knowledge and taste. 

It seems clear through commentary and statistics that social class and wealth 

directly relates to the issue. The potential that the current financial crisis and 

increasing unemployment could see another spike in teenage pregnancies 

should be worrying.  

Whilst education, support, media portrayal and change in public beliefs can 

all be helpful for reducing the teenage pregnancy rate, the true answer lies 
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with addressing the underlying issue of poverty within the deprived areas of 

Great Britain.  
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