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Introduction

The area of research I have chosen to focus on is the way in which spinsters were portrayed or talked about in Parliament between the wars and the impact this had on legislation and their quality of life. It is based on an analysis of Hansard debates between 1918 and 1939. This 20-year time-span is particularly interesting and dramatic from several points of view: not only does it link two worldwide conflicts, it also marks the beginning of real emancipation for women with the two stages of the franchise (1918 and 1928), the appearance of the first women MPs (with Viscountess Astor) but it is also a period marked by soaring unemployment, a plummeting birth-rate and increasing overseas tensions all of which had a bearing on the lives of women and their place in society and deeply influenced the political discourse on women.

Spinsters in a social and economic context
Between the wars, finding a husband was still a major preoccupation for most girls, for fear of ending up “on the shelf” or an “old maid” by the age of thirty as one East London woman put it
. But the situation was changing; although marriage figures continued to rise, the rate of marriage in relation to the rest of the population, after reaching 19 per thousand at the end of World War I, fell by 4 per thousand over the next ten years and showed little signs of increase until the war. 

Reasons for this trend include of course a strong imbalance between the sexes, more than at any other time in British history: the large number of male casualties during the First World War meant that there were almost one a half million more women than men
. 

Debates on the 1935 Matrimonial Causes Bill contain frequent references to the desperation of single women in looking for a spouse. Lord Atkin talks about the danger of leaving marriage until later in life, especially for working class women who have nothing more than their looks and “who do their daily job up to a certain period in life and then begin to look for a home. Unfortunately they are very hasty in choosing their husbands or in accepting the approaches of a husband. A woman in her thirties or forties gets married to a a man who is nothing but a rogue and leaves her in the first year of marriage…and goes off with another woman.”
 

But remaining single was not always the result of fate. Judging from the increasing number of requests for a divorce from women (284 in 1908 to 2330 in 1933) marriage did not always live up to its promises. More and more women were put off by the vision of what being married meant if you did not belong to the upper classes – endless domestic chores, many pregnancies and even domestic violence which was deemed legally acceptable up to a point; in the lower middle classes in particular, improving education and  better job prospects offered an attractive alternative to becoming a housewife. Indeed, Hannah Mitchell, one of the first women councillors, although married and mother of a child, spoke in her autobiography of the “lifetime of drudgery” imposed by marriage,  “a price no man is ever called upon to pay”
. In 1936, the conservative MP Nancy Astor said that many women found marriage “too strenuous an occupation” and that the world described in Jane Austen’s novels where a woman’s only prospect was to marry no longer existed.
 This trend was highlighted by the development in insurance schemes for single women such as the Everywoman policy described by Prudential chaiman in 1923 as  having “special application to the needs of women, particularly those engaged in business or dependent upon their own efforts”.

This trend, together with anxiety in political circles about the drop in the birth-rate, with Britain registering the lowest score in Europe outside Sweden and Austria
, led to widespread propaganda about a woman’s duty lying more than ever in marriage and boosting the population of the British Empire, for fear that native populations would overrun white anglo-saxons. Soon after World War I, the press and public opinion had already turned against the new emancipated women, who took what society had to offer and gave nothing in return.
 In 1935, Neville Chamberlain, at the time Chancellor of the Exchequer, urged women to have more children as the Empire would soon be “crying out for more citizens of the right breed” while The League of National Life, an association formed at the end of the 1920s to fight contraception which included members of the House of Lords and conservative MPs in its ranks, warned about  “the attack  on Life and The Menace to Nation and Empire” represented by those who put selfish ideals and an easy life before marriage and children.

Warnings abounded against women remaining single. In 1932, a handbook published by the British Social Hygiene Council lamented the fact that emancipation had led many women to refuse marriage as “cramping”, “injurious” and “an economic institution which [led] to [their] enslavement” 
. 
The Archbishop of Canterbury, a member of the House of Lords, warned about an attack on marriage “more persistent, more plausible, and with greater forces behind it than had ever been the case”
, while the Dean of St Paul’s spoke of  “a new paganism” with women becoming less interested in marriage and a family than the pursuit of money, leisure and consumer goods.
 But a price would be paid, declared doctors and sociologists like Edward Westermarck, who explained at length in a new version of his best-seller, A Short  History of Human Marriage
, that childbirth was an essential experience in any woman’s life, and that to disregard this would lead to ill-health and severe mental problems for women, unlike men, were biologically designed to nurture and care for other human beings. The tone and content of inter-war parliamentary debates, in many ways, echoed these opinions.

The negative image of single women in debates

Indeed, although women were frequently discussed in Parliament, single women tended to be left out. Most speeches and bills focused on the needs of women within the family structure (as daughters, wives or mothers), rather than on their rights as individuals. They were constantly referred to as “dependants”, or “the man’s burden”. Single women, on the other hand, usually came to the fore  in a context which tended to cast them into the role of social misfits: as lesbians,  murderesses, or agitators. They were constantly being compared (unfavourably) to married women or married men, but never to bachelors; generally speaking, they were described as the “have nots”: they had no husbands, no responsibilities, no demands upon their time, no family love, in short, no social purpose. 

The tone used was also revealing. Whilst political speeches about family life and married women abounded with positive connotations through words like “integrity, sanctity, to cherish, solemn” and images of women who were “gentle, devoted, docile, mild and worthy”, they usually linked single women to grumbles, dissatisfaction, agitation and selfishness. In debates, single women were often described with such expressions as “the old guard, the happy band of sisters” or adjectives like “unladylike, common” or “cunning”. Some of the topics under which single women came to politicians’ attention also left no one in doubt about suspicions which being single was likely to arouse in a society where “normal” women would marry early.  

The Criminal Law Bill  Amendment

One of these topics was the proposed amendment to the Criminal Law Bill in 1921 tabled by three conservative MPs
. Its purpose was officially to outlaw lesbianism. Although the motion did not target single women but lesbians, it soon appeared that for many MPs, the difference between the two was very blurred: like lesbians, single women were unmarried; they spent most of their time in female company, often sharing a room or lodgings with another woman; outwardly therefore, most single women could be mistaken for lesbians, explained the Lord Chancellor, stating that this would put almost every spinster under suspicion.
 

The increase in lesbianism was attributed by some MPs to the lack of available men since the end of the war and the sexual frustration of women who turned to others of the same sex to satisfy their needs.  This  opinion was based on widely-held medical opinion which prevailed during the inter-war years; even someone Mary Stopes, founder of the family planning clinics and defender of women’s rights, held the view that women needed a male partner to avoid becoming neurotic and recommended spinsters take medication in the form of prostatic gland extracts to fight sexual frustration and lesbian tendencies.
 In her book The Bachelor Woman (1929), The gynaecologist Mary Scharlieb suggested  unmarried women look after other women’s children or choose caring professions such as nursing to compensate for the absence of a partner and children in their life. 

But for Frederick Maquisten and Ernest Wild, the two MPs defending the bill, the major reason for outlawing lesbianism was the fact that lesbians would remain childless and influence other women into doing the same so that they were in effect a threat to the future of the nation. This type of accusation, which was really aimed at single women, was voiced on a number of occasions in Parliament: in 1943, during a big debate on population, a  surgeon stressed the urgent need for a reform in the education system as the invariably single women teachers were turning their pupils against family values and contributing to the fall in the birth-rate.
 

Employment  and the single woman

Employment was another area where the status of single women came under scrutiny. Although women had a wider choice of careers, the number of women in the Labour Force did not rise significantly between the wars, remaining below  30%
 of the total labour force; and marriage was still deemed totally incompatible with paid employment. In 1919, a Ministry of Reconstruction report stated that “although the employment of women of women in all sectors was to be encouraged and training schemes provided, married women should not be encouraged to work away from their homes”.
 From the early 1930s, the widespread use of a measure called the marriage bar in both the public and the private sectors forced most women in qualified posts to resign their job upon marriage; so that in effect, to stay in work meant to stay single. 

The message was, however, that any normal woman would want to marry and that there was something deeply unfeminine about opting for a career; archives of the time are full of references to sad and unattractive figures like these descriptions of teachers in the 1930s, a professional category where the marriage bar was stringently enforced: “Scanty hair, scraped into a bun,  smallish head by comparison. Her usual attire was bottle green shapeless dresses, nearly down to her ankles. She wore a man sized wrist watch.” 

“She had a tiny little head…and a big brown dress and she looked like a tortoise.”

“Her hair…hung almost down to her waist as it covered a rather large lump on her back.”

The name given to inter-war acts of Parliament on women’s employment - Employment of Women and Young Persons – highlighted the transitory stage, as a rule, of women’s employment. Indeed, for politicians like the conservative MP  Sir Joseph Lamb
, what was the point of educating girls? they could learn the skills they would need later in life from their mothers.
 Others, like George Morrison, independent MP for Scottish Universities, felt that homework could be detrimental to girls’ mental health 
, while Sir John Withers, MP for Cambridge University, suggested that it would only be a humane provision to excuse them from attending school in order to help a parent with the household chores.
 

As the recession hit Britain and unemployment figures soared to three million in 1933, resentment mounted against single women in employment who were seen as unfair competition to unemployed men and their families. Protective legislation had already forced women out of night work or sectors which offered higher rates of pay, like the print industry. Shift-work generally also came under attack, with some MPs arguing that it would wear girls out and leave them no time for finding a husband
, much to the anger of women MPs like Megan Lloyd-George or Florence Horsbrugh who spoke out against these restrictions “aimed to drive [women] out of the workplace”
.

The single woman’s situation was the focus of some interest during the debates on equal pay. In 1935, the average weekly pay of a male worker was still almost double what it was for women.
 There was also a substantial difference in the public sector like the civil service where single women in the higher grades earned 4/5 of single men’s salaries although they had passed the same entrance exams.  But when Ellen Wilkinson (Labour MP for Jarrow) tabled an amendment for equal pay in the civil service in April 1936, the Government opposed it immediately saying that single women, who already enjoyed enormous privileges and a high standard of living, would be further privileged at the expense of family men. A certain hatred transpired in some of the comments. The Financial Minister to the Treasury
 refused to yield to the pressure of what he described as a group of frustrated spinsters who merely wanted more “handbag money”
.

But comments against single women also came from women MPs; Eleanor Rathbone, the feminist and campaigner for family allowances felt that equal salaries would intensify jealousy between the sexes and discourage childbearing because “the single woman [would] still be better able to enjoy herself than the man who [was] married with a family”. There was something wrong with society, she explained, when a single woman could spend her summer holidays touring around the continent, while a married man with a family would have to settle for two weeks in Margate.  Curiously, this argument was not applied to bachelors.
 The Duchess of Atholl, conservative MP for Perth and Kinross, felt that equal pay would also be an insult to housewives, who would not take kindly to single women earning as much as their husbands.
 

However, if these comments mirrored the widely-held view that single women were privileged and selfish, they did not reflect the true situation of most employed single women. It is true that gradually, young single women belonging to the middle classes or the upper-middle classes were beginning to enjoy more freedom and living comfortably; but for the wide majority, being single still meant experiencing some degree of hardship. Taking home less money than their male counterparts, spinsters could ill afford to buy their own home; and landlords often took a dim view of unmarried women, fearing that their property might become the location for immoral goings-on or that the rent would not be paid, as women’s employment was often less steady than a man’s. 

In fact, single women on the whole were expected to stay at home with their parents and contribute to the family income or look after sick or disabled relatives. Nancy Astor and Ellen Wilkinson were quick to point out
 that such responsibilities were usually left by siblings (especially brothers) to an unmarried sister As a result, single women from modest backgrounds, far from being footloose and fancy-free, ended up with heavy demands upon their time and finances all the more as their valuable social role went unrecognised. There was constant talk in Parliament, during the war, about family allowances for married men or increased tax reductions for men with children; however, women caring for relatives were left entirely out of the debate.

Ellen Wilkinson’s motion for equal pay in the civil service was carried by 156 votes to 148 although most cabinet members including Neville Chamberlain, Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir John Simon, Home Secretary and Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin voted against it; in fact, the Government raised the issue again as a vote of confidence a few days later to make sure the conservative majority in the Commons would vote against it, which it did
. Yet another measure which could have helped women, particularly single women, was dropped.

Pensions: the invisible spinster 

Pensions had long been a bone of contention for single women. The state pension which had been in existence since 1925
 (Widows, Orphans and Old Age Pensions Act 1925), amounted to 10 shillings per week for each British subject from the age of 65 or 70, depending on employment sectors. But the system which had been completed by several acts over the years still tended to benefit mostly men, whose contributions and benefits were higher. Single women were in a particularly vulnerable position, as they tended to have lower paid jobs, found it harder to put money aside and were frequently sacked as they reached their forties and became less fit. Their plight was highlighted by women like Florence White and in 1935, the National Spinsters’ Pension Association was founded to campaign for pensions for unmarried women at the age of 55 on the grounds that many of them had difficulty finding work over the age of 45. There was much hope therefore, when a new pension scheme was proposed by Sir Kingsley Wood, the Health Minister in April 1937, aimed at providing for people on low salaries and their dependants. However, single women were in for a shock: the scheme, advertised as “mainly for the benefit of women” by the Minister, fixed an upper limit of £250 on the salary of women to be able to qualify, whereas for men the figure was £400, on the official grounds that men’s contributions were higher and had to cover dependants.

Those who could join would receive less than men as pensions were based on contributions. Whereas single men could start paying for future dependants (the Health Minister encouraged them to join the scheme as soon as possible), single women could not insure existing dependants – not even an illegitimate child. They were at a double disadvantage – unlike married women, they were responsible for their own pension arrangements and unlike married men and women, whose children might give them a roof and support them later in life, they had no one to fall back on and had to spend their latter years eking out whatever meagre resources they had put together. Given the fact that women, on the whole, lived longer, hardship was most often the lot of the average spinster who would be left to endure what Eleanor Rathbone described as “a long, lonely, penurious old age”. 

Conservative MP Mavis Tate called it “an extraordinary and hideous injustice to women”
 while Eleanor Rathbone described news of this discrimination as “a thunderclap” which had astonished campaigners; she impressed upon the House that it would exclude spinsters who had to support relatives on an already much smaller salary than men
. But conservative MP Adam Maitland pointed out that this was “an issue with which the bill was never intended to deal”
; this is true in a way; in his preamble, the Health Minister had studiously ignored single women, listing statistics exclusively  on single men, married men and married women
. When  Eleanor Rathbone, noticing he had left single women out of the picture, asked him how many remained spinsters all their lives, he replied he simply had no idea, although he had previously qualified the scheme as being one “largely for the benefit of women”.
 In official terms, a woman who did not marry did not exist. Furthermore, once again, the government’s view was that single women were very much a privileged category; they were exempt from responsibilities and could easily save for their old age. It was not the duty of the state, explained the Minister, to replace thrift.

Even women holding decent jobs in public service were not exempt from hardship. Violet Markham, a member of the unemployment assistance board for the National Association of Women Civil Servants, received a number of letters from women like Miss Atkin;  in July 1937, she explained she had just been sacked at the age of 60 by her boss, who was to some extent opposed to women working; she did not qualify for a pension because her employment, on the basis of renewable temporary contracts, prevented her from joining. 

But women MPs efforts to draw attention to the lot of many single women, combined with external pressure groups, finally forced the government in 1938 to start an enquiry on pensions and benefits  for unmarried women
 which did indeed prove that single women were hard hit, both in terms of pensions and unemployment. It was found that only 8% of unemployed women had reasonable  job prospects after the age of 45 as employers tended to dismiss older women in particular where contact with the public was involved but also on general ground of ill-health. Unemployment rose steeply among women over 54, leaving them to wait another ten years before they could draw a pension in the case of those who had pensionable contracts – a minority, as many were employed on renewable short-term contracts which excluded them from benefits. By the age of 64, many single women were still seeking employment. The Ministry of Labour also conceded that single women were often destitute, having given up their job to care for relatives, although statistics had never been compiled. At the very least, 8% of spinsters over 45, half of them without any resources, had dependants. In 1940, the pensionable age was lowered to 60 for all women and Supplementary Assistance was added to supplement the pensions which remained very low but many single women found it hard to survive on the meagre amount they received.  

Conclusion

The word “spinster” is now rarely used officially outside census forms and marriage banns. It is true that its somewhat pejorative connotations do not seem to apply in any way to single women who account for 43%
 of Britain’s top women earners, are professionally active and have become something of an icon in terms of emancipation. Sexual freedom, contraception and common-law relationships have also blurred the difference between singleness and marriage, which is no longer the yardstick by which women’s achievements or fulfilment are measured. This was obviously not the case seventy or eighty years ago, in a society beset by rising unemployment, a falling birth-rate and  threats from overseas powers in later years. In this case, the interest of a primary source like Hansard debates when conducting research into gender or a particular section of the population, is that they reflect a variety of positions; not just political party policy, but more generally the prevailing public opinion on gender,  but also the position of a small but growing number of women MPs who, after the franchise was granted to women after the war,  were able to stand up for their beliefs and raise attention of the House on women’s issues.  
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