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Abstract

Historical Transition and Representation of the Spinster: With Some
Reference to Elizabeth Gaskell’s Spinsters

Hiroshi OSHIMA

The Oxford English Dictionary states that the word ‘spinster’ was first used in the mid-
fourteenth century to describe ‘a woman . . . who spins’; however, later, in the seventeenth
century, the term evolved to mean ‘the proper legal designation of [a woman] still
unmarried’, and then in the eighteenth century, its meaning became that of ‘an old maid’.
This historical transition of the spinster reflects the deteriorating status of unmarried
women.

Interestingly enough, in literature, against the background of the growing domestic
ideology and the increasing number of spinsters, or old maids, three major types of
spinsters arose: the satiric type between the eighteenth century and the first half of the
nineteenth century, the sentimental type between the mid-nineteenth and late nineteenth
century, and the rare, respected type in the latter half of the nineteenth century. In a
wide variety of her literary works, Elizabeth Gaskell depicted all three types, referring to
contemporary problems such as the home daughter’ and the religious order. In particular,
it is noteworthy that Gaskell took the lead in presenting the respected-type spinsters, who
include members of the working classes in the industrial society, not only as her minor
characters but also as her main ones. Furthermore, it is significant that we perceive
Gaskell’s moderate feminism in her portrayal of a strong, independent old maid as a

capable ‘stateswoman’, and of a single woman who wishes to join a religious sisterhood.



