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This thesis reports the findings of three studies examining relationship status and identity
construction in the talk of heterosexual women, from a feminist and social constructionist
perspective. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 12 women in study 1 and 13
women for study 2, between the ages of twenty and eighty-seven, discussing their experiences
of relationships. All interviews were transcribed and analysed using discourse analysis, by
hand and using the Nudist 6 program. The resulting themes create distinct age-related marital
status expectations. Unmarried women were aware they had to marry by a ‘certain age’ or
face a ‘lonely spinsterhood’. Through marriage women gained a socially accepted position
associated with responsibility for others, self-sacrifice, a home-focused lifestyle and relational
identification. Divorce was constructed as the consequence of personal faults and poor
relationship care, reassuring the married of their own control over their status. Older
unmarried women were constructed as deviant and pitiable, occupying social purgatory as a
result of transgressing these valued conventions.

Study 3 used repertory grid tasks, with 33 women, analysing transcripts and notes alongside
numerical data using Web Grid II internet analysis tool, to produce principle components
maps demonstrating the relationships between relationship terms and statuses. This study
illuminated the consistency with which women of different ages and status saw marriage as
their ideal living situation and outlined the domestic responsibilities associated. Spinsters and
single-again women were defined primarily by their lack of marriage and by loneliness. This
highlighted the devalued position of older unmarried women. The results of these studies
indicated a consistent set of age-related expectations of relationship status, acknowledged by
women and reinforced by their families and friends, which render many unmarried women
deviant and fail to acknowledge the potential variety of women’s ways of living.
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Chapter 1. Introduction: Unmarried women in Western

historical context

This study set out to explore the social meaning of the term ‘spinster’, and the ways in which
unmarried women are constructed in contemporary society. Whether or not they personally
accept the labels of ‘spinster’ or ‘unmarried’, all women in a patriarchal society that privileges
heterosexual unions are positioned with respect to the married/unmarried dimension.
Therefore the role played by relationship status in women’s accounts of self and identity. and

their constructions of ‘unmarried’ status in particular, are worthy of examination.

The investigation took a discursive approach, wherein identity was approached as a social
achievement and an ongoing process of active construction. Socially available discourses
were understood to both enable and constrain the process of identity construction. In the case
of unmarried women these resources have been particularly constrained, both historically and

in the contemporary context.

The literature review that follows traces the historical roots of the term ‘spinster’ and the
material and social status of unmarried women in the past and in the contemporary period.
Psychological theory and research on women’s relationship status is reviewed, and can be
seen to constitute an important ‘expert’ discourse through which women’s relationship status

is constructed as ‘normal — abnormal’, ‘healthy — unhealthy’.

It is argued that discourses centralising and validating marriage have constructed the
unmarried woman as deviant and Other (de Beauvoir, 1984). Despite recent demographic
changes with respect to marriage and divorce, and the increasing prevalence of cohabitation
as an alternative to marriage, it is argued that ‘unmarried’ is still constructed as a problematic
status for women. Popular representations of the ‘singleton’ woman, together with expert
pronouncements regarding the advantageous position of the married (e.g. Horowitz et al
1996), are argued to contribute to continued marginalisation of woman living outside

permanent heterosexual unions.

1.1 Defining spinsterhood
The language used to define spinsterhood constitutes the discursive resources from which the

unmarried woman has, throughout history, been constructed, named and evoked. The term
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‘spinster’ was first recorded in 1362 and was used to refer to women who undertook the work
of spinning. The word was attached to women’s names indicating this occupation (Broom,
1986). In keeping with financial and class issues to be discussed, many of these working
women did not marry and from the seventeenth century onwards ‘spinster’ became the legal
descriptor for an unmarried woman (Hufton, 1984, Broom, 1986). Olwen Hufton (1984)
proposes that ‘spinster’ did not come to be equated with ‘old maid’ till the eighteenth century

when it is suggested the word acquired negative associations.

Although ‘spinster’ still refers to ‘1. An unmarried woman...’ (Concise Oxford Dictionary,
1990) its meaning varies depending upon the social position of unmarried women. Definitions
have evolved to include value judgements regarding a woman'’s age, likelihood of marrying
and character that attach negative connotations to the female unmarried state. Spinsters, by
contemporary definition, are women ‘who [remain] single after the usual age for marrying’ (p.
1233, Oxford Advanced Leamer’s Dictionary, 1989) or beyond ‘the conventional (or
common) age for marrying’ (American Heritage Dictionary, 1996, Merriam-Webster, 2000).
These descriptions infer the existence of an age-boundary denoting female marriageability
and suggest that to remain unmarried beyond this age is to defy convention. There are no

corresponding age-related conditions attached to the equivalent male term, ‘bachelor’.

Definitions of ‘spinster’ also include reference to the idea that they are ‘thought unlikely to
marry’ (Concise Oxford Dictionary, 1990, Merriam-Webster, 2000). This further suggests
that when unmarried women are known as ‘spinster’ they are considered ineligible for
marriage, an institution that occupies a valued (and central) status position (within this
society) (Maushart, 2001). These definitions communicate some of the historically accrued
negativity surrounding spinsterhood. Webster’s Dictionary (1996) singularly suggests that a
spinster may also be a ‘woman of evil character; - so called from being forced to spin in a
house of correction’ associating remaining unmarried with the possession of undesirable
personal characteristics. These definitions construct the spinster as an ‘unconventional’,
unmarriageable woman of advanced years, possibly of ‘evil character’. It is suggested that the
connotations attached to the term ‘spinster’ reflect the history of disfavour demonstrated

towards unmarried women (Franzen, 1996).

Definitions of the parallel term describing the unmarried male ‘bachelor’ have resoundingly
different associations. A bachelor is defined as ‘an unmarried man’ (American Heritage

Dictionary, 1996, Merriam-Webster, 2000) without any additional age-related norms or
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inferences regarding the character of the individual. This suggests that it is not breaking any
kind of convention for a man to remain unmarried at any age. On the contrary, Erdman B.
Palmore (1997) suggests that men may enjoy increased romantic success with age as a result
of increased money, status and power. In comparison to their description of a spinster’s
potentially ‘evil character’, Webster’s Dictionary (1996) employ a quotation to illustrate the
term ‘bachelor’ referring to a ‘merry and mellow’ bachelor (W. Irving, cited in Webster’s
Revised Unabridged Dictionary, 1996). These definitions demonstrate that historically

bachelors have been a far less maligned group than spinsters.

Though still employed in select contexts, such as government statistics and Anglican marriage
ceremonies, it would be possible to argue that the terms ‘spinster’ and ‘bachelor’ are not often
used today. However, the subgroups defined by these terms still exist and, it is suggested, the
stereotypical representation of unmarried people, particularly women, and the employment of
associated imagery continues. It is proposed that the availability of the option for women to
remain unmarried and live independently of heterosexual relationships 1s important for
feminism. Although this legally possible, it is suggested that lifestyle choices are endowed
with differing approval by society, as indicated by definitions and uses of these terms, and

that unmarried women remain particularly marginalised group (Gordon, 1994).

1.2 Spinsterhood in Western history

The history of spinsterhood is to be outlined in order to demonstrate the development of
society’s approach towards women wishing to remain unmarried, throughout past centuries.
This narrative is seen to demonstrate the closeness of ties between the social situation of
unmarried women and the political position of women. Specifically it is proposed that
approaches to female independence and employment have been intimately connected to the

lot of the spinster.

The life course of both men and women, between 1500 and 1800, was modelled around
marriage and work (Hufton, 1995). Olwen Hufton (1995) describes medieval marriage as
based around the need for financial resources and practical help in running businesses and
farms, rather than idea of a religious or romantic commitment. Profiles for marriage were not
dissimilar to contemporary figures, the average age of marriage between 1750-1800 being
between 23 and 26 with the husband on average 2 years older. Though there were laws around
suitability for marriage, stating partners should be “fitting’ in age, religion and wealth, these

could be waived if people were over twenty-five and unmarried. This demonstrates the
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infrequency of such occurrences, the seriousness with which they were considered and idea

that life choices excluding marriage were not countenanced.

An integral part of the marriage system, without which marriage was unacceptable, was the
dowry payment, made to the groom by the bride’s parents or, otherwise, by herself. Dowry
payments ranged from several times the yearly income of the head of the brides™ household to
a minimum of livestock and a bed. If families could not afford dowries girls were expected, in
their early teens, to find domestic or industrial work and labour until they saved enough to
finance their own marriages. Numbers of spinsters in the population tended to increase

following formalised dowry increases or wage decreases (Hufton, 1995).

In the 1500s and 1600s the female labour market was structured only around the young
working class woman who would work until marriage. Lace work offered these younger
spinsters a degree of ‘precarious independence’ (Sharpe, 1999) though wages would not
support a woman living alone. Middle and upper class spinsters were sometimes given modest
houses on family estates and ‘employed’ to tend the young and old of a family. It was
impossible for women of these classes to gain paid work so they were at the mercy of their
male relatives if they remained unmarried facing loss of home, status and social role if their

supporting father died or brother married (Gittins, 1985, Jalland, 1986).

Spinsters in Catholic countries had the additional option of entering convents, for example, in
1650 in Milan one third of women became nuns. Older daughters were likely to be sent to
convents to postpone dowry payment till the youngest child required it. Additionally the ill or
disabled were also likely to be sent. Becoming a nun may have been a positive decision for
many women who wished to work and not to marry. Nuns were involved in much caring
community work and also provided with a network of support, subsistence and a respected
social role (Hufton, 1984). Entry to a convent was, however, only available to those who
could make the required payment, which was high enough to exclude working-class women.
However, the church also provided spinsters with a social outlet and the opportunity to
undertake charity work. The church were determined to minimise payments made as Poor
Relief and therefore were unmarried women to have children they were instrumental in

forcing marriage (Gittins, 1985).

In the eighteenth century unmarried women started to be accepted into the world of work

(Hufton, 1984). They began to undertake long-term domestic service and teaching in schools
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or as governesses, often living-in, receiving payment for the tasks they had always undertaken
within families. Teaching, which had been an exclusively male profession, became female-
identified in the mid-1800s and was dominated by spinsters for nearly 100 years (Blount.
2000). Though teaching was expected to cease upon marriage many women refrained from
marrying at all and were among the first to have the opportunity to chose to live independent
lives. Spinster teachers were preferred for having no personal commitments and became an
accepted part of their communities (Blount, 2000). These opportunities enabled unmarried
women to live independently of their families, frequently in groups termed ‘spinster clusters’
sharing living costs. Nevertheless spinsters were a vulnerable group with life expectancies

significantly shorter than the married (Hufton, 1995).

Spinsters were able to work and retain independence in youth and middle age but later faced
poverty as a result of low wages prohibiting saving and the death of supportive male kin
(Anderson, 1984). One daughter in larger families remained a spinster suggesting that this
was likely to be a consequence of pressure for her to care for her elderly parents (Jalland,
1986). Michael Anderson (1984) suggests that relatives supported one fifth of spinsters over
55, many of the others living at the mercy of state and charity contributions. Criminal records
and reports of prostitution demonstrate the difficulties of surviving as an unmarried older
woman without family support, many also taking Poor Relief or being put into workhouses or
asylums (Anderson, 1984). Older spinsters were far more likely to experience poverty than
bachelors as a result of their relatively poor wages and the unskilled occupations in which
they were employed. The family remained the central economic unit and the negative spinster

stereotype began to emerge in literature (Hufton, 1984).

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries unmarried women were actively ostracised and
defined as a social ‘problem’ (Chesser, 1952, Jeffreys, 1997, Holmes, 1998). Census figures
from 1850 confirmed that the number of unmarried women in the population was greater than
the proportion of men. Spinsters were labelled by commentators ‘surplus’ women, implying
that women not involved in marital relationships with men were extra to society’s (i.e. men’s)
requirements. It was frequently suggested that they should emigrate or be deported to colonies
in order to find husbands (Fink & Holden, 1999). The target of criticism from social theorists,
novelists and doctors spinsters were ridiculed as deviant (Jalland. 1986). In 1838 Carlile
(cited in Jalland, 1986) proposed that spinsters ‘belonged to a “sort of sub-animal class’
because deprivation of the passion of love produced ‘a sad mental defect™ (p. 256, here

presuming that “the passion of love’ could only be encountered within marriage).
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It is possible to interpret the persecution of spinsters as a result of the potential threat they
posed, as women living independently of men, to the status quo (the majority of women were
married and dependent) (Fink & Holden, 1999). By the early 1900s there was great concern
about the number of unmarried women choosing to work, a trend identified by Theodore
Roosevelt as ‘race suicide’ (cited in Blount, 2000). This led to increased interest from the

church, doctors and psychologists, condemning spinsterhood, in promoting marriage.

Spinsters, many involved in social work and political organisations, constituted a challenge to
the inevitability of these choices by providing an example to other women of a different,
independent way of life (Freeman & Klaus, 1984). Many had chosen to remain unmarried
(Jeffreys, 1997) and were able to take advantége of new opportunities, in education and
employment. The turn of the century saw more accommodation become available to young
unmarried women offering greater lifestyle choice. An increasing number of women left their
parents homes to live together, in all-female organisations like schools and apartment
buildings (Freeman & Klaus, 1984). In rare cases, where women achieved independent
success and economic fortune, spinsters could cohabit forming what are sometimes known as
‘Boston marriages’ (Kennedy, 2001). Based on friendship or Lesbian relationships some
famous female writers and poets occupied the then exceptional position of being able to

comfortably survive independently of male relations (Kennedy, 2001).

Spinsters undertook much pioneering feminist work and made up the majority of suffrage
group members (Freeman & Klaus, 1984). Free of the duties and restrictions imposed upon
wives, spinsters were able to become actively involved in public social concerns, amongst
which was the critique of male sexuality. Conceptions of the male sexual drive and the female
responsibility to be subject to men’s ‘needs’ were disputed, as was the routine employment of
prostitutes on these grounds. Both men and women opposed this campaign and spinsters were

portrayed in literature as having interests removed from those of the wife and mother.

This argument was employed by critics against granting women the vote, suggesting that the
‘Privileges which the spinster most desire[d] the wife [was] indifferent to,” (Heape, p. 4. 1913.
cited in Jeffreys, 1997). This encouraged the majority of women (married mothers) to reject
an opportunity to gain basic political rights on the grounds that votes would be utilised by
spinsters to their detriment. Critics used this tactic to marginalise spinsters and minimise the
impact of their campaigns, rendering their personal situations more visible than their
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arguments. This division is recreated by present-day antifeminists, and reflected in lay
perceptions of feminism (Percy, 1999), who commonly claim that feminism has failed to

identify with women’s real concerns, implying that feminists themselves are different to

women (e.g. Crittenden, 1999).

At the dawn of sexology in the early twentieth century a new importance was attached to
sexual activity. Heterosexual intercourse within marriage was promoted as necessary for
health and an ideology of compulsory heterosexuality and compulsory intercourse was
popularised. This was detrimental to the position of spinsters: ‘Until nature evolves a neuter
sex, celibacy will ever be a mark of imperfection,” (Besant, p. 6, 1901, cited in Jeffreys,
1997). Some women took on these ideas and formed a movement calling itself ‘New
Feminism’ celebrating marriage, heterosex and motherhood. This placed spinsters in
opposition to ‘New Feminists’, popular sexological literature and commentators. The
presumed absence of sexual activity and mothering from the lives of spinsters was used as a

way of discrediting their arguments.

Stella Browne, a birth control and abortion campaigner who supported sexological
prescriptions, suggested ‘It will be an unspeakable catastrophe if our richly complex Feminist
movement with its possibilities of power and joy falls under the domination of sexually
deficient and disappointed women,’ (1912, cited in Jeffreys, 1997). Spinsterhood became
associated with lesbianism, which was seen as a deviant pathology. At this time spinster
teachers came to be viewed with suspicion, as unfit to be working with children, and the
recruitment of married teachers was encouraged (Blount, 2000). Negative images of
spinsterhood served as a warning to other women who might be tempted to live their lives

outside marriage and motherhood (Fink & Holden, 1999).

During the First World War women were widely employed in munitions and making tanks
and aircraft giving them a taste of emotional and financial independence. However after the
war ended in 1918, though women gained the vote and the first female admissions of women
to Oxford university, women lost their jobs on a large scale and were replaced by returned
men (Beddoe 1993). Though the 1920s have been labelled a time of ‘sexual liberation’ the
freedom promoted was only the specific freedom to have marital heterosexual intercourse.

Consequently, it ostracised those who had no wish to involve themselves in this (Jeffreys,

1997).



It was assumed that spinsters suffered both psychologically and physically from abstinence
as, if they were not married and having intercourse with men, women were presumed to be
sexually inactive. Multiple connected, derogatory explanations for the existence of spinsters
as a group were proposed. It was suggested that spinsters were scared of heterosexual
intercourse and transforming this fear into feminist politics and professional ambitions,
thereby discrediting their campaigns and occupational credibility. Spinsters were seen to be
Lesbian ‘inverts’ repressing their true desires, binding them into a position where asserting
their independence was interpreted as masking a true desire for dependence (Jeffreys, 1997,
Blount, 2000). Repressed maternal and sexual instincts among spinsters were seen to
constitute a destructive force within society, located as a threat to marriage and linked to

increasing divorce rates (Fink & Holden, 1999).

Sexologist Havelock Ellis (1913) developed an ‘inverted’ masculine Lesbian stereotype
which was applied to spinsters, formally pathologising female homosexuality and creating
another way to pressurise women into conforming to marriage and heterosexuality (Franzen,
1996). The concept of ‘frigidity’ was also employed to label women who did not, in
accordance with sexological prescriptions, positively embrace the idea of heterosexual
intercourse. ‘Frigidity’ was seen as an internal, personal pathology and a potential ‘cause’ of
spinster feminism. Sexual ‘coldness’ was connected to spinsterhood and feminism, tying up
these positions with ‘man-hating’ and ‘bitterness’ (Jeffreys, 1997). These ideas functioned to
pressure women into dependent marriages and discourage solidarity and intimate relations
among these women. Whereas spinsters might, before, have been able to engage in Lesbian
relationships if they wished, now all were suspected of sexual deviance and to be Lesbian was

seen to indicate psychological abnormality.

Jeffreys (1997) describes how usage of the term ‘spinster’ changed in the 1920s and 30s to
mean not only an unmarried woman, but an unmarried woman who were sexually
inexperienced with men. In this way some unmarried women escaped persecution as ‘frigid’
‘man-haters’, supporting ‘New Feminist’ ideas and ‘doing’ intercourse. This appears to be the
first identifiable fragmentation of the class of unmarried women, on the basis of experiencing
and endorsing heterosexual intercourse, and can be seen to have evolved into stereotypes of
contemporary ‘singles’. In 1939 the Second World War broke out and women were once

again needed to work outside the home, however after this women experienced even greater

social pressure to return to the home (Beddoe, 1993).
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After World War Two there was a surge in levels of both marriage and divorce (Coleman,
2000). Marriage rates doubled for both men and women in their twenties and whereas pre-war
15 percent of women and 8 percent of men remained single for life, post-war only 5 percent
of women and 7 percent of men did so (Coleman, 2000). Many women had adjusted to
independent working lives during the conflict and soldiers returned home to different family
lives. Women were encouraged to return to former positions as housewives but this did not, as
intended, lead to the re-establishment of the family as was. The Married Women’s Act passed
in 1923 and amendments made in 1937 allowed women to obtain a divorce on the grounds of
adultery (an option available to men from 1857) and there followed a sharp increase in
divorce. In order to counteract this, the government set up the Marriage Guidance Council

(MGC), with the intention of stabilising marriage.

Divorce increases at this time can be attributed to post-war trauma and the new opportunity
for women to divorce men on grounds of adultery. Consequently state investment in
preventing divorce could be interpreted as potentially oppressive. It was suggested that
women’s ‘equality’ (being employed outside the home) was bad for the ‘family’ and the
MGC campaigned for the restoration of the traditional family, with wives in a subservient
role. Secretary of the MGC Joseph Brayshaw suggested that “Whenever you get the equality
of women emerging in law or in custom, there you get increased breakdown of marriage,” (p.
85, 1952, in Jeffreys, 1990). The 1950s can be seen as the years of the last big promotion of

the traditional family.

The 1960s were heralded as another time of ‘sexual revolution’. The decade 1s known as a
time of ‘free love’ and retains a reputation as celebrating promiscuity as a result of widely
available contraceptive advances. Contrary to this impression marriage increased in popularity
at this time (Jeffreys, 1990) while divorce rates rose dramatically (Scott, 1997). By the early
1970s marriage rates for men in their twenties doubled and those of women trebled (Coleman,
2000). Many social changes took place and all women were, by this time, likely to experience
a time between being under the care of their parents and marriage when they were ‘single’
(Jeffreys, 1990). The creation of this stage of life had been facilitated by the influx of women
into higher education enabling them to gain access to employment and financial

independence.

However, it would be possible to view this as a not wholly positive development. Jeffreys

(1990) looks at the sexualisation of the single woman as a further extension of compulsory
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heterosexuality. The social acceptance of sexual activity among the unmarried could be seen
as increased freedom or rather as the extension of a society-wide pressure for all women to be
involved in heterosexual intercourse. Shulamith Firestone (1970) suggests that the ‘sexual
revolution’ made available a new segment of the population, unmarried women, for
exploitation. Jessie Bernard (1972) reinforces this view, quoting a gynaecologist Barbara
Bross who wrote in an article titled ‘How to Love Like a Real Woman’ published in
Cosmopolitan in 1969, ‘Sexual abstinence in a normally constituted person is always
pathogenic, we have been given sex organs to use them. If we don’t use them they decay and
cause irreparable damage to body and mind. This is blunt, firm, indisputable and true.’
(p.228). Jeffreys (1990) sees this period as the end of the ‘spinster’ and unmarried women

being able to live independently of men.

Today most unmarried women have the opportunity to, and often the necessity to, work and
live independently of marriage and family. They are ideologically free to engage in sexual
relationships and cohabit with partners, of either sex. However it is suggested that the stigma
attached to spinsterhood has not completely faded but rather become part of modern
discourses of ‘sad singlehood’. It will be demonstrated that images of the unmarried woman
are still constructed as both lacking and deviant and that spinsters experience their situation as

both difficult to occupy and deviant.



Chapter 2. Unmarried women in the Contemporary period.

2.1 Demographic trends
Much political and media attention has been paid, in recent years, to changes in rates of
marriage and divorce and to cohabitation and household size. The proportions of population

that constitute different groups and recent figures regarding relationship status are to be

described and analysed.

Between 1984 and 1996 (the last year for which statistics are available) the number of
marriages in England and Wales declined and the proportion of divorces increased
(Government Statistical Service, 1999). Marriage rates have fallen to an all-time low, with
age at first marriage increasing and proportion of individuals getting married decreasing for a
quarter of a century (Coleman, 2000). The number of divorces sought each year now exceeds
half of the number of marriages occurring. As a consequence, many adults are now
experiencing unmarried life for a second time, increasing total numbers of ‘single’ adults
(Haskey and Shaw, 1999). Unmarried groups, the never-married (28%), divorced (8%) and
widowed (9%) currently make up 45% of the adult population. The number of never-married
adults is increasing, perhaps artificially due to the extent to which people are postponing
marriage or the increasing popularity of cohabitation (Haskey and Shaw 1999). Charles
Waehler (1997) suggests an interaction of these trends, proposing that when people delay

marriage they are less likely to marry.

Cohabitation, prior to marriage, first provoked statistical interest in the 1970s becoming
increasingly acceptable and popular in the 1980s (Coleman, 2000). Numbers cohabiting
increased a second time in 1993 among the never-married and by the late 1990s 60 percent of
marriages and 75 percent of remarriages we preceded by cohabitation (Coleman, 2000).
Levels have risen most notably among never-married men and women aged between 35 and
44 (Haskey and Shaw, 1999). The General Household Survey (GHS) of 1996 suggested that
over 25% of all non-married women aged 16-24 were cohabiting. John Haskey and Chris
Shaw (1999) predict that the number of couples cohabiting will double over the next 25 years,
the biggest rise occurring again among the over 35s. The number of marriages is predicted to
decline, but by less than the increase in cohabitation. suggesting an overall increase in
couples. However, the number of people in the population 1s predicted to rise at a greater rate

meaning that couples will make up a lesser proportion of the population in all age groups.
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[t is interesting to consider where those in same-sex cohabiting relationships fall in these
statistics. Gay and Lesbian couples cannot legally marry and join this group and they are
excluded from cohabiting figures from the Office of National Statistics (ONS). Haskey and
Shaw (1999) detail how GHS responses from same-sex couples have been excluded from
analyses on the grounds that ‘sample numbers are very small’ and ‘the absence of a specific
question on same-sex couples’ (p. 8). This implies that depictions of Gay and Lesbian
cohabitation are not vital to portraying the population and that Gay and Lesbian couples are
essentially ‘different’ requiring ‘specific’ measures. Consequently, these statistics construct
an inaccurate and hetero-centred impression of the composition of society. It is suggested that
including these relationships might enrich research findings and give a more valid portrayal of

experiences (Patterson, Ciabttari & Schwartz, 1999, Wood & Duck, 1995).

It is estimated that there will be an increase in the number of adults choosing to live alone,
acknowledging that any number of this group may be engaged in same-sex cohabiting
relationships. Trends in household size, between 1971 and 1996, confirm that the most
marked increase has been in single-person households (GHS, 1996). It is proposed that this
growth has resulted from an increase in both young people and the elderly living alone.
Coleman (2000) suggests that by 1991 almost as many adults were living alone (27%) as were
living in marriages with dependent children (30%). The increase in individuals living alone
may be a result of personal choice or the numbers divorcing, however, the pattern could be an
artefact of the trend in delayed marriage. It is still rare for people to remain unmarried
(Gordon, 1994) over 90% of adults marrying at least once (Campbell, 1981, Dryden, 1999)

and the majority of divorced persons remarrying within five years (Fitzpatrick, 1987).

The phenomenon of cohabitation before, or as an alternative to, marriage has received a lot of
attention, as the herald of social change. When it first became popular, in the 1980s, it was
seen as a precursor to marriage however, it may increasingly be accepted as an alternative
(Haskey & Shaw, 1999). A choice less frequently considered, as a social phenomenon with
the potential to change society, is that made by the increasing number of adults living alone
(Haskey & Shaw, 1999). This group makes up a larger proportion of the population than
cohabiting couples (only 8% of the adult population) (Haskey & Shaw, 1999). Though many
of the presently unmarried will most likely marry eventually they are finding alternative ways
to live and many will have actively chosen to be single. They form a sizeable group which. it

is suggested, is underrepresented in the media and largely invisible.
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2.2 Material correlates of marital status

2.2.1 Money & marital status

As is evident from the history of spinsterhood, the opportunity for women to remain
unmarried has always been contingent upon the economic resources available to them, in the
form of familial support or earnings. Whereas in earlier centuries marriage was approached as
a labour transaction modern discourses of marriage emphasise romantic attraction as the basis
of marital relationships and other motivations as unacceptable (Gittins, 1985). Marriage is
constructed as the free choice of people romantically attracted to each other, women no longer
depending upon marriage for financial support (Turner & Helms, 1995). However, it is
suggested that such discourse downplays the financial advantages of marriage, particularly for
the majority of women who raise children (Maushart, 2001), overlooking the situation of

unmarried women who have been disadvantaged by taxation and gendered pay inequality.

Whereas men gain status, financial wealth and power as they age, unmarried women do not
(Palmore, 1997) Women are more likely to experience poverty, given lower income rates in
comparison to men, and where career opportunities for women are restricted they marry when
much younger (Gittins, 1985). Gittins (1985) suggests that money provides the most powerful
encouragement to marry. Whereas men are more likely to seek fulfilment or services through
marriage Gittins (1985) proposes that women get married because they can’t support
themselves on their earnings alone and because they don’t wish to live with their parents.
Women are portrayed as dependent upon the economies of marriage and employment whereas
men only depend on employment. Gittins constructs marriage as an institution based upon
exploiting the inequalities of patriarchal society, a political feminist, rather than romantic
individualist, interpretation. From this perspective unmarried women face relative poverty and

social forces pressuring them towards marriage.

Robert Cherry (1998) looks at marriage as a rational cost-benefit choice through which men
receive domestic services in return for providing women with financial security. However, he
sees female economic independence as changing the terms of this exchange, potentially
discouraging men from marriage as they are obliged to offer more in return for women’s
increased advantages. Susan Sprecher and Sandra Metts (1999) confirm that courtship
functions to allow women to assess potential marital partners on pragmatic criteria such as

economic resources, whereas men are seen to be able to afford to make choices on the basis of

romantic inclination.
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Turner and Helms (1995) reinforce the importance of finance once married. They suggest that
only 20% of American marriages can be classified as ‘companionate’, based on love and
companionship, the other 80% being ‘institutional marriages’ — ‘utilitarian living
arrangements’ held together by ‘material concerns’ (p.322). Challenging traditional
conceptions of men as breadwinners women now provide a much larger proportion of
household income than they have in any other cohort (Rogers & Amato, 2000). However
Rogers and Amato (2000) suggest that this subversion of gender roles contributes to an
increase in marital discord as it alters power relations within relationships. Though it suggests
that financial relationships within marriage are changing this only underlines the importance

of financial and power inequality within marriage.

It is suggested that gender inequality in income and employment positions and the
discontinuous career histories of mothers conspire to render it financially more difficult for
women to remain unmarried. Despite modemn discourses of romantic attraction marriage
offers, in addition to social advantages, underlying economic securities unavailable to the
single woman. Divorced women face particular difficulties as a resulted of commonly
interrupted work histories often without the pension advantages accrued by the unmarried
(Newtson & Keith, 1997). Susan Maushart (2001) suggests that divorce lowers a woman'’s
standard of living by 73% whereas a man’s rises by 42%, predicting great problems for

single-again women with dependants and without career advantages.

2.2.2 Housing & marital status

Diana Gittins (1985) identifies the housing difficulties experienced by unmarried adults,
outlining the common expectation of all adults that they will marry and automatically
establish a household. She locates many unmarried adults as living in parents’ homes, which
might be both ‘constraining and boring’ or living in bedsits or flats ‘yearn[ing] for greater
space and more company and comfort.” (p.86). Marriage, she suggests, still provides an
important opportunity for women to escape parental homes. The relative poverty of many
single women means that they will not be able to finance their own homes but may rent or

likely cohabit with friends, if not partners.

However, society provides little support or validation for these non-marital living situations.
as Pagan Kennedy (2001) describes. She outlines her ‘struggle at the namelessness of [her]
situation’ (p.1) cohabiting with a platonic female friend, suggesting that *Words offer shelter.

They help love to stay.” (p.1) the absence of language to fittingly describe her relationship
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seemingly denoting the lack of social value accorded to such an arrangement. Kennedy (2001)
sees this as part of a cultural imperative for women to channel their energy into seeking and
maintaining marriages at the cost of all other relationships. Earlier work by Carol Adams and
Rae Laurikietis (1977) implies that this has long been the case, an interviewee suggesting that
for unmarried women living with female friends is ‘second-best’ (p.99) as women are

socialised into the belief that only a marital partner will fulfil her ‘deepest needs’.

Kennedy (2001) recounts an encounter with an adult single woman who despite professed
loneliness proclaimed that she would be too old and set in her ways to live with a flatmate,
however were she to marry that would be ‘different’. This demonstrates the cultural
unacceptability of adult women to living outside marriage and forming their own alternative
committed living relationships. It is suggested that the social drive towards marriage at the
exclusion of other relationships can only result in ‘loneliness’ among the unmarried and

additional difficulties for those who cannot afford to live alone.

2.2.3 Age & marital status: the position of older women

For the unmarried woman ageing can be connected to poverty and social restriction.
Historically old age has been the ruin of spinsters who could not work and were likely to
experience the death of supportive relatives (Anderson, 1984). Ageing for the modern single
woman has been shown to be socially, sexually and financially limiting (Erdman, 1997).
While men experience increased romantic status with increased wealth and power in age
women step over an age barrier and become ‘old maids’ peculiar, left on the shelf and beyond
marriageable age. Newtson and Keith (1997) document the reduction in social opportunities
and increased discontent among single women around age thirty suggesting that as the peers
of these women get married and have children they experience isolation and begin to doubt

their own sexual appeal and worth.

Deborah Carr et al (2000) suggest that the situation of elderly unmarried women, single and
widowed, is relatively perilous as, in comparison to their male counterparts, they have access
to fewer available economic resources. Karen Seccombe and Masako Ishii-Kuntz (1994)
suggest that the single, childless elderly are at greater risk of institutionalisation. However this
is not necessarily less desirable than being dependent upon family carers or home help.
Seccombe and Ishii-Kuntz also suggest that older never-married persons have more active
social lives and the greatest degree of satisfaction, compared to the married, widowed or
divorced (1994). In this light it would be possible to see a more active independent
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‘institutionalisation’ as preferable to alternatives. However, Carr et al (2000) predict more
positive experiences of old age for future generations of women who have higher education
levels, more work experience and have been involved in more egalitarian relationships. These
factors are seen to symbolise the greater independence and skill in living than today’s elderly,

likely resulting in increased wellbeing for all relationship status groups.

Psychological models of ageing, regularly outlined in adult development texts, perpetuate
views on the essentialness of marriage (Perlmutter & Hall, 1992, Tumer & Helms, 1992).
Erikson’s (1980) stages of adult development suggest that after the development self-identity
the next task facing the individual is to develop ‘intimacy’ involving merging their identity
with that of another, committing themselves to that relationship and developing
interdependence (ideas central to marital discourse). This is seen as a conflict of intimacy
versus isolation and the ‘successful’ resolution of this is seen to be ‘love’, the establishment
of a committed relationship and merged identity, Turner and Helms (1995) suggest that this
‘need’ is gratified through marriage. They go on to suggest that some don’t engage in such
relationships have failed to developed their own identity and become isolated as a result.
Allport’s (1961) Dimensions of Maturity also locate personal relationships as an essential part
of adult development, in the form of ‘Extension of the self’. Development of meaningful
personal relationships with the opposite sex is seen as part of fulfilling a need to share

feelings and experiences.

In a discussion of what they view as legitimate reasons to marry Turner and Helms (1995)
include love, companionship and ‘conformity’. They suggest that marriage is the ‘natural’
thing to do as part of the ‘mate selection process’. They also detail what they consider
‘questionable’ reasons for marriage including sex, financial security and escape from solitary
existence and loneliness. These conditions reinforce the romantic attraction ideology of
marriage, determining this as essential and ‘natural’ and discouraging pragmatic choices.
Perlmutter and Hall (1992) construct marriage as a ‘natural’ consequence of love, fulfilling a
‘universal human need’ (p.314-315). They go on to suggest that around age thirty women
reappraise their lives and those who have focused on family turn to their careers whereas
those who had developed their careers became concerned with marriage and family. Nowhere
in this equation, or the psychological models described, is there room for nor getting married

or having children.
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23 Social correlates of marital status

2.3.1 Titles & status

One of the ways through which power and status in our society are conferred is through title.
On a surface level this is communicated through extraordinary titles awarded to honoured
members of society, such as ‘Dames’ and ‘Knights’. Letters listed after sumames indicate
qualifications, which can also convey raised status, through acquired knowledge or expertise.
However, on a day-to-day basis individuals are required to identify themselves through titles
that, in the case of women, communicate their ‘marital status’. Such information is routinely
required when filling in forms, purchasing goods and in correspondence. It is confirmed
continually through these requests, addressed post, when introducing oneself and being
addressed by others. Through these activities a woman is consistently reminded of her
relationship status. Research suggests that women are then treated differently as a

consequence of their chosen title (Etaugh & Malstrom, 1981, Etaugh & Petroski, 1985).

Gordon (1994) suggests that married women receive positive reinforcement of their identities
as part of their daily routines, from society at large and through “constant conversation” with
their husbands (Richardson, 1988, p.124, cited in Gordon, 1994). In contrast it is suggested
that single women receive ‘reminders’ from others of their ‘marital status’ as ‘difference’.
Single women are more likely to be asked to explain their status than married women are and
thereby, it is suggested that they more frequently have to engage in discursive identity-work

to construct their identities (Waehler, 1997, Gordon, 1994, Anderson & Stewart, 1995).

The use of titles when addressing women does not simply imply formality, it communicates
something about the status of the individual that it does not about a man. By asking women
for a title companies, and individuals, are suggesting that (in the case of women only) it does
make a difference whether or not they are married. If those designing everyday forms that
request such information were interested in marriage then it would follow that both genders
would be asked to clarify their marital status. As it is, asking women to choose between titles
‘Miss’, ‘Mrs’ and (the often omitted) ‘Ms’ is effectively asking them to make a statement

about their identity that communicates a particular value within our society.

Paula Caplan suggested, in 1985, that whereas people used to routinely respond to requests
for providing their ‘marital status’, the validity of this category was, at the time, in question.
She justifiably questions the implications of calling a category with multiple answers ‘marital’

status, suggesting that this implies being married is the most desirable response. Caplan also

23




suggests that marriage has been seen as a badge of ‘normality’, attractiveness, femininity and
nurturance (1985). The ascription of positive physical and personality characteristics
exclusively to married women confirms that marriage is seen as a desirable state (Etaugh &
Malstrom, 1981, Etaugh & Petroski, 1985). This implies that those who can claim the option
of attaching ‘Mrs’ to their names may experience initial and routine interactions on more
positive terms as they might be perceived as in possession of more pleasing characteristics.
Caplan goes on to support this idea, explaining how married women have experienced
differential treatment when they have taken off their wedding rings (which provide physical

indication of membership of the preferred marital status group).

It is suggested that Caplan spoke prematurely in suggesting that ‘marital status’ is, and was in
1985, a questioned concept. The terms ‘marital status’ are still used frequently and where
such a question may not appear on a form it is likely that it will be replaced by boxes allowing
women to choose between ‘Miss’, ‘Mrs’ and ‘Ms’. The term ‘status’ pertains to an
individual’s ‘standing relative to that of others’ (American Heritage Dictionary, 1996),
suggesting that requesting confirmation of ‘marital status’ is a way of establishing an
individual’s ‘standing’. However, when men are able to unconditionally use the title ‘Mr’,
defined as a ‘courtesy title before the surname or full name of @ man’ (American Heritage
Dictionary, 1996, italics added) it is clearly the ‘standing” of women (who must chose from
titles signifying different ‘status’) that is in question. For example, ‘Mrs’ is defined as ‘a
courtesy title for a married or widowed woman before the surname of her husband’
(American Heritage Dictionary, 1996, italics added). Here additional conditions are attached

to the selection of titles available to women.

Unmarried women can choose between the titles ‘Miss’ or ‘Ms’. ‘Miss’ has age-related
connotations, referring not only to a ‘courtesy title’ but ‘A young unmarried woman’ (The
American Heritage Dictionary, 1996), which may render it inappropriate for adult women.
The alternative, ‘Ms’, has been controversial and has conditions attached rendering it far less
accessible than the male status-neutral term ‘Mr’. The American Heritage Dictionary (1996)
suggests that ‘many women prefer it [Ms] to Miss or Mrs. because they feel that information
about their marital status properly belongs to the realm of private life.” This may be the case,
but it suggests that their marital status is something women wish to conceal as a result of their
beliefs about what is ‘proper’, a proposition that involves a value judgement and inferences
about the character of the woman. It is suggested that, as marriage is accepted as the most

socially desirable state, women are likely assumed to be concealing unmarried status by using
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Ms (Etaugh & Malstrom, 1981, Etaugh & Petroski, 1985). This definition further explains
that Ms is also the appropriate title ‘if a women keeps her own name after marriage . In this
instance it seems that etiquette withholds the more respected title ‘Mrs.” from women who are
failing to fulfil the conditions (replacing their own with their husband’s surname) associated

with this transition of ‘marital status’.

The practice of women adopting the surname of their husbands at marriage is another way in
which female identity is ‘relational’ i.e. established through, and mediated by, their relations
with others. David R. Johnson and Laurie K. Schebule (1995) suggest that this is a left-over
patriarchal practice which symbolically reinforces the idea that at marriage women relinquish
their own identities to become wives. Until the nineteenth century wives were legally the
same person as their husbands and any property they owned became his (Gittins, 1985). The
sharing of the man’s name symbolised that the woman’s identity, as with many of her rights,

had been relinquished at marriage (Grossman, 2000).

Today men, as a matter of course, adopt the title ‘Mr’ as soon as a title is requested of them
and maintain this ‘marital status” whether they marry or not, and then divorce or not, along
with their own surname. Women’s names and titles conventionally change, in the course of
the same life events, though this is no longer a legal necessity, prompting engagement in
discursive work to re-negotiate their identities according to their ‘marital status’. It is
suggested that by regularly requesting (so frequently it is unremarkable) declaration of
‘marital status’ society reinforces the extent to which women’s identity is contingent on her
relationships with men. This process, being reminded that they are part of groups with a lower

‘standing’ than the married, marginalises unmarried women.

Joanna Grossman (2000) makes evident widespread compliance to name-changing
conventions among women, suggesting that over ninety percent of American women have
adopted and use exclusively their husbands’ surnames. Though the convention of adopting a
husband’s name might potentially cause practical inconveniences for a woman, such as the
replacement of identification documents, and the symbolic losses of connection with family
and independent identity, an overwhelming majority of women choose to follow tradition and
change their surnames. Grossman suggests that ‘cultural expectations are now the obstacle the
law once was.’ She describes how the political statement inherent in making this change -
‘that, in some real way, men still run the show” - is ignored and that political motivations are

instead ascribed to those who choose to retain their own names (p. 3). The socialisation of
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girls is identified as romanticising name changing at marriage rendering it an accepted

sentimental practice and depoliticising this choice.

In a study which looked prospectively at women’s plans regarding name changes upon
marriage Jean M. Twenge (1997) reports that women who make non-traditional naming
choices are likely to be feminist and high in measures of instrumentality and personal agency.
She also proposes that women born outside of the country they resided in (the United States)
were more likely to favour non-traditional choices, as were ‘women of colour’. It is suggested
that these conclusions highlight the close connection between names and identity. Women
who wish to retain strong links with, or identify themselves through, particular aspects of their
self-identity (such as feminism or ethnic origin) are more likely to keep their own surnames if

they get married.

Susan L. Kline, Laura Stafford & Jill C. Miklosovic (1996) looked at the name choices made
and reasoning employed by married women. Those who changed their surnames focused on
the tradition of unification of marriage and saw it as the beginning of a new life, desiring
social recognition of this (Foss & Edson, 1989). Women who kept their surnames after
marriage reported a concern to maintain their sense of self and their professional 1dentities
and additionally maintain equality with their partners. This reasoning illustrates the
importance of both identity and social relationships (such as wishing marriage to be
recognised socially through name change or wishing to maintain a name for continuity at

work) to women making these choices.

Kline et al (1996) also reported a number of women originally retaining their surnames but
adopting their husband’s surnames later when they became ‘tired of fighting’ convention (p.
611). This is seen as a testament to the difficulties encountered by women who make
unconventional naming choices and their location in opposition to the majority and to
tradition (Foss & Edson, 1989). The political significance of surname adoption can be seen in
Joanna Grossman’s account of a legal case disallowing a lesbian couple from sharing a name
to prevent ‘giving the mistaken impression that she and her partner were married.’ (p.1). This
demonstrates the importance of naming in reinforcing the institution of heterosexual marriage

exclusively.

Research comparing perceptions of the married and unmarried proposes the existence ofa

hierarchical divide in the standing of married and unmarried women, grounded in name and
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title choices. Clare Etaugh, with Joann Malstrom (1981) and also with Barbara Petroski
(1985), looked at the way that changing personal descriptors (including marital status) in
written passages changed the way individuals rated a fictional character’s characteristics and
professional competence. Etaugh and Malstrom (1981) suggested that marital status had a
greater effect on estimated personality characteristics and professional competence than
gender. Never married individuals were rated as less sociable, less attractive and less stable
than married persons, who were seen as happier, more secure and more reliable. They suggest
that ‘The perceived shortcomings of the never-married were primarily in the personal arena,’
(p.804) reinforcing the idea that singles are likely to be flawed and lack emotional fulfilment.
Etaugh and Petroski (1985) looked at the same phenomena specifically in relation to women.
They proposed that married women were thought to be not only more secure and attractive
than unmarried women but also more influential and comfortable with others. Widows and
married women were rated as better adjusted than divorced and never married women and
seen generally more favourably. It is suggested that this is because widows would be part of

‘the high status married group were it not for circumstances beyond their control’ (p.337).

These studies suggest that, what Nadelson and Notman (1981) refer to as, the ‘undesirable’
stereotype of the unmarried woman is active in effecting the way women are perceived.
However, a study by Clare Etaugh, Judith S. Bridges, Myra Cummings-Hill and Joseph
Cohen (1999) went on to further complicate this picture by looking in more detail about how
women'’s surname and title choices at marriage effected perceptions. Women who chose to
use ‘Ms’ or made non-traditional naming choices (retained maiden names or hyphenated
names) were viewed as more agentic and less communal than those who made traditional
choices. This corresponds with the conclusions drawn by Dion (1987) who suggests that
stimulus persons using the title ‘Ms’ were perceived as more socially assertive, dynamic and

achievement-oriented but less interpersonally warm and likely to achieve interpersonal goals.

Dion (1987) goes on to describe how those making non-traditional naming choices and using
‘Ms’ were perceived to be higher in traits viewed as ‘masculine’ and lower in those perceived
to be ‘feminine’. This implies that to desire self -determination and -identity (through naming)
is not characteristic of women and accompanies impaired interpersonal skills (usually
characteristic of women). Etaugh et al (1999) go on to suggest that women in business or
other male-dominated fields could use these perceptions to their advantage, adopting ‘Ms’ in
order to project agency and traits associated with success (Dion, 1987). The portrayal of

women who make non-traditional naming choices as work-orientated and successful
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corresponds to the picture outlined by Schebule and Johnson (1993). They suggest that
women who marry later and have distinct work roles are more likely to retain their surnames
after marriage and that the same women are likely to be highly educated, affluent,
professional and feminist (Kline, Stafford & Miklosovic, 1996, Twenge, 1997, Etaugh. et al,
1999, Foss & Edson, 1989).

It is difficult to see how the results of these studies would manifest in life. For example,
although distinctions can be easily delineated in experimental conditions on paper, it is not
always clear when meeting a woman or on hearing her name whether she is married or using
her maiden name after marriage, meaning that some of the described associations would not
be activated. Additionally, wedding rings provide symbols that might change the way a
woman was perceived by indicating her status without her adoption of a traditional title and
name. Varying levels of contextual information about a woman’s relationship status are
available which might result in inferences being made about her character. If the conclusions
of these studies are related to everyday social situations it is clear that the custom of
requesting that women adopt a title indicating their marital status could work to the particular
disadvantage of the unmarried (Etaugh & Petroski, 1985). In important situations, such as
applying for employment, it is possible that information regarding a woman’s marital status
will go before her and, if the above studies are even partially accurate, this may effect their

prospects (Waehler, 1997, Braito & Anderson, 1981).

2.3.2 Marital status & social control

As the unmarried population grows it is suggested that social opportunities and social
validation for single lifestyles will increase. However, research has demonstrated that
unmarried women have experienced marginalisation and been obligated to construct their
identities from a socially peripheral standpoint. Amy Chasteen (1994) studied the experiences
of single women interacting with their environments and discovered that being unmarried
affected both their behaviour and their perceived social locations. She describes all women as
disadvantaged economically and socially and unmarried women as additionally disadvantaged
by living as single people in a couple-orientated society. The participants in her study found
that their environments (physical and social) were built around the needs of women in
heterosexual partnerships and were conscious of being deviant transgressors of social norms
when present alone in public spaces. Chasteen identified a ‘fear’ expressed by single women,
of being alone in public. They suggested that socialising with male acquaintances reduced

this. Their fear was not of physical danger but rather symbolic. of seeming “out of place’ to
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others. Chasteen interpreted this as a manifestation of social control that is socialised into

women encouraging them to adopt traditional lifestyles.

Leonard Pearlin and Joyce Johnson (1981) describe the social experience of becoming single
as defined by ambiguity and ‘assault’ on the self-concept. They suggest that for the previously
married becoming single involves changing established behaviours and reduced social
contacts. It is additionally suggested that the divorced may experience a loss of direction and
meaning in their lives as well as ‘severe sexual problems’ as a resulting of having been
‘accustomed to sexual gratification’ (p.165). Pearlin and Johnson suggest that becoming
single can be difficult as it necessitates reorganisation of social role and location. However
they make some assumptions about the nature of single and married life, for example that
single people have comparatively fewer social contacts, a suggestion not supported by other’s
research, and that the single-again won’t make new and potentially wider social contacts
(Seccombe & Ishii-Kuntz, 1994, Anderson & Stewart, 1995). They also imply that being
single necessitates the absence of sexual activity, portraying the lifestyles of single people as
inferior to the married. It is appreciated that people changing relationship status will

experience upheaval but it is suggested that not all changes may be negative as is suggested.

Peter Stein (1981) reports that singles experience intense environmental pressure from their
late twenties onwards. Gittins (1985) confirms that social forces make it difficult to remain
unmarried. Diener, Gohm, Suh and Oishe (2000) suggest that when the majority of any
society is married, remaining single or being divorced carries social stigma as the unmarried
are seen as deviant from social role expectations. Stein reports that by 34 only 15% of men
and 10% of women remains unmarried (1981). However he also suggests that living as a
single adult in this environment renders people highly adaptive and contributes to a highly
developed personality. Without visible role models and the support of partners or society
Stein suggests that single people are ‘pioneers of an emergent cultural lifestyle’ (p.18). It is
agreed that the growing number of single adults within the population may result in increased
environmental support for this lifestyle. However, single people may not feel like pioneers on
an individual level and their perceptions of pressure to marry and the social restrictions
described by Chasteen (1994) are profoundly negative. Jessie Bernard (1972), identified the
negative forces experienced by the unmarried as ‘the strains accompanying nonconformity’
(p.49) supporting the idea that the unmarried experience problems (including decreased

wellbeing) as a result of social exclusion rather than personal deficiencies.

29



Davis G. Patterson, Teresa Ciabattari and Pepper Schwartz (1999) highlight the importance of
environmental support for personal relationships. They suggest that marriage is instrumental
in extending family support and social networks. Additionally, Maushart (2001) suggests that
marriage constitutes a socially acknowledged way of achieving adult identity. Patterson et al
(1999) propose that couples gain institutional validation and recognised legitimate status,
barriers to dissolution, grounds for joint investment and guidelines for interaction upon
marriage that are unavailable to cohabiting partners or single people. It is suggested that
marriage is seen as the core unit for defining families and intimate relationships and that the
accompanying legal and social benefits reinforce relationship commitments. The focus of
their study is the difficulty faced by Gay and Lesbian couples constructing relationships. It is
suggested that by being denied access to legal marriage, these couples are denied the
institutional support and barriers to dissolution that help maintain heterosexual marriages,
contributing to higher rates of relationship termination. This picture of institutional validation

and support is something that unmarried couples and those without partners are excluded

from.

Alexander, Rubenstein, Goodman and Luborsky (1992) examined the narrative life stories of
older unmarried women and found that they ‘felt marginal’ like ‘social outsiders’ (p.624).
They recounted experience of being defined as ‘different and peripheral’ and an awareness of
their lives having diverged from the ‘natural’ course. It is suggested that in the case of these
women the regrets expressed are identified with being socially ostracised as unmarried and
childless. They recognised being culturally defined as deviant. Women aged over sixty, more
than men, report in a study by Bulcroft and O’Conner (1986, cited in Scott, 1997) an increase
in prestige and sense of identity as a result of dating. This demonstrates the value attached to
intimate relationships and the implications for identity at all stages in adult life. An unmarried
woman interviewed by Adams & Laurikietis (1977), used popular discourse to illustrate this

suggesting that as long as you haven’t got married ‘you are only half a person’ (p.99).

Both Stein (1981) and Pearlin and Johnson (1981) view the social role of single people as
ambiguous and lacking direction. They imply that people who are, or who become, single are
lack clear goals or a social location. The implication of this is that people’s goals are
necessarily constructed around marriage and that only through marriage are social locations
secured. It is suggested that, in contrast with the suggestion of Pearlin and Johnson (1981),
marriage does not provide a meaning to life (that is lost by becoming single) for all. The

privileging of marriage impacts negatively on those who choose not to enter it or are denicd
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access to this institution. It is suggested that single people, Gay and Lesbian couples and
heterosexual cohabiters are obligated to justify their deviant status an