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Abstract 

his paper is an attempt to study the 

concept of spinsterhood in its 

sociological approaches. Spinsterhood 

simply refers to singleness or a state being not 

married by someone who is for quit a long 

period of time become due for marriage. Many 

factors that lead to spinsterhood are looked 

into in this paper. Likewise, the consequences 

and social implications 

are also studied. 

Categories of single 

women are discussed 

among other things.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

here is a growing evidence in many parts of sub-saharan Africa 

(including Nigeria), that most females of marriage ages are not 

married some live in abject penury, because the society and their 

immediate family members who are supposed to cushion the effect of 

the pains some may be passing through, often deprive them of attention 

and care rather subject them to a lot of dehumanizing treatments 

(Nwosu, 2007; Olakitike, 2009). Prolonged non marriage is essentially 

disapproved in any Nigerian setting, and permanent non marriage for 

women has no place in Nigeria‘s socio-cultural system, except for 

women who are religious celibates or espoused to spirits as priestesses 

(Agbasiere, 2000; Otite, 2006; Ezumah, 2008). In Nigeria and Northern 

region every woman is expected to marry and remain married all her life, 

hence Women derive their status basically from their dyadic roles of wife 
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and mother. Among the Hausa/Fulani of Northern Nigeria, a girl‘s life is 

essentially a preparation for marriage, thus a woman‘s glory is her 

children, and to have children, she must have a husband.  

Nevertheless, changes that are transforming this characteristic nuptial 

behaviour have continued to take place at both the macro and micro 

levels. The process of modernisation has brought about increase in 

female age at first marriage among certain socio-cultural groups in 

Nigeria (Isiugo-Abanihe, 2000). Selection of spouse is transforming from 

the traditional pattern built around kinship and communal goals to more 

individualistic pattern based on love and self-selection (Smith, 2007), 

especially for educated and urban women. These and other modern 

trends have led to the emergence of an increasing number of women 

who, by choice or constraint, remain unmarried till later age.  

In contemporary usage, spinsterhood describes older never married 

women, who are past conventional age for marriage. Conventional age 

for marriage varies across cultures and socio-economic classes. 

Nonetheless, because most women marry for the first time in their 20s, 

many demographers and family scholars use the age marker of 30 or 35 

years to distinguish younger never married women from spinsters 

(Ibrahim and Hassan, 2009; Macvarish, 2006; Byrne 2003; Simpson, 2003; 

Ferguson, 2000). In societies where marriage is strongly associated with 

motherhood, marriage after age 30, which is the upper limit of the most 

fecund years, for women, is considered late.  

In Nigeria, female median age at first marriage (the age at which one half 

of the women have married) is 18.6 years (NPC and ICP Macro, 2009), 

and female singulate mean age at marriage (the mean number of years 

spent in single state among women ultimately marrying) is 21 years (UN 

Statistics, 2009). Marriage for females is almost complete at age 30 for 

most ethnic groups in Nigeria (Isiugo-Abanihe, 2000; NPC, 2009). Though 

any woman may marry at any stage in life, it is considered that at age 30, 

reasonable pressure for marriage would begin for any woman in any 

Nigerian setting, considering that pro marriage and family ideology, and 

traditional patriarchal structures are still prevalent. On the basis of the 

above, spinsterhood in this study is limited to heterosexual, childless and 

non-cohabiting never married women, age 30 and above. This excludes 

never married women who are not married due to obvious physical 
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handicap such as the lame or blind and those whose lifestyle preclude 

marriage such as Catholic reverend sisters and lay celibates. 

 

The Concept of Spinsterhood 

Spinsterhood is often conceptualized in four definitional criteria of 
singleness as never married, over 30 years of age, not cohabiting, and 
childless. The word spinsterhood is referred to “singlehood”.  
Spinsterhood is increasingly becoming a social reality in many societies. 
Albeit, it has been an essential part of the Western Europe Marriage 
Pattern; by 1946, Ireland for instance, had 26.3 percent of its women age 
45 to 49 still single (Engelen and Kok, 2003; Hajnal, 1971). From the 
literature, it is evident that the number of spinsters is increasing in many 
countries, especially among urban based highly educated and 
economically independent women (Ibrahim and Hassan, 2009; Tanturri 
and Mencarini, 2008; Koropeckyj-Cox and Call, 2007; Berg-Cross, et al., 
2004; Isiugo-Abanihe, 2000).Spinsterhood or permanent non marriage is 
often not the deliberate choice of most women (Simpson, 2007; Byrne, 
2003).Women who claim it is their deliberate choice were constrained to 
it by certain experiences.Female resistance to marriage is known to 
increase as other life opportunities become available such as higher 
education and career (Ferguson, 2000; Isiugo-Abanihe, 2000). Urban 
centres, such as kano, Lagos, and Bauchi among others provide such 
opportunities due to their higher economic development, educational 
opportunities and social transformation; and rate of delay in marriage 
may be higher in such centres.  
Positive attributions have been associated with spinsterhood. 

Malthusian theory of population proposes deliberate adoption of 

spinsterhood as one of the means of controlling rapid population 

growth. Davis (1963), in his multiphasic response theory, does not think 

spinsterhood has to be a deliberate state policy. To him, spinsterhood is 

a natural response of humans to sustained population growth caused by 

success in controlling mortality.  

 
Categories of Single Women 

Stein (1981 cited in Lamanna and Riedmann, 2003) categorised the 

heterogeneous population of singles into four, according to whether 

their singlehood is voluntary or involuntary, stable or temporary.  
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1. Voluntary Stable Singles: These are single women who choose to 

be single and are satisfied to have never married.  

2. Involuntary Temporary Single. These are singles who would like 

and expect to marry but have not found a suitable partner. These 

include older persons who did not want to marry previously but 

now want to marry.  

3. Involuntary Stable Singles. These are older never married persons 

who want to marry but have not found a mate, and have come to 

accept their state as a probable life situation. 

 

Prevalence of Spinsterhood  

Spinsterhood has probably existed as long as human history. In Western 

Europe, for instance, high prevalence of permanent celibacy and high 

age at first marriage has been the two distinguishing features of Western 

Europe Marriage Pattern (Engelen and Kok, 2003; Hajnal, 1971). Due to 

the predominant norms of marriage, the unique experiences and 

interesting lives of spinsters have not been documented as well as other 

aspects of family life. Nevertheless, the trend in spinsterhood has 

continued to rise in almost all countries including those known for 

conservative marriage cultures. The rising trend in spinsterhood is 

evidenced by the rising age at first marriage in most developed and 

developing countries (DHS, 2011; Koropeckyj-Cox and Call, 2007; Loghran 

and Zissimopoulos, 2004; UN Population Division, 2003). Median and 

singulate mean ages at first marriage are also on the increasing trend 

(DHS, 2011; UN Statistics, 2009; NPC and ICF Macro, 2009). Female 

median age at first marriage in the United States has been rising steadily 

since the 1960s. In 1960 it was 20.3 years; by 2005 it has risen to 25.3 years 

(US Census Bureau, 2006). In Nigeria, median age at first marriage for 

women age 20 to 49 increased from 17.2 in 2003 to 18.6 in 2008 (NPC and 

ICF Macro, 2009). 

In Africa, changes are taking place in union formation processes and 

marital behaviour of individuals. Union formation is going in the direction 

of integration of traditional and western modes (Meekers, 1992). 

Consensual unions are increasing. Individual marriage behaviour seems 

to be witnessing a new trend of increase in the number of never-married 

women. Some of the single never married women remain childless, and 
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some become mothers outside of a legal marital union. Researchers 

think this phenomenon will likely continue given the considerable 

socioeconomic changes and influence of western individualistic 

tendencies in Africa (Isiugo-Abanihe, 2000). Mokomane (2005) citing 

Meekers (1993) observed that there is a growing group of women in 

Africa who now try to escape male control by steering clear from bride 

wealth marriage. Rather than contracting a formal marriage, these 

women prefer unmarried cohabitation or to have lovers who do not live 

with them because this allows them to maintain their liberty.  

 

Determinants OF Spinsterhood  

Although a larger proportion of women still marry, there is a clear change 

in attitude to marriage in many countries, and spinsterhood 

phenomenon is increasing. A number of demographic and non-

demographic factors have been employed by demographers, family 

scholars and other researchers to explain spinsterhood phenomenon. 

Some of the factors are:  

 

Demographic Determinants  

a. Spinsterhood as a Response to Sustained Population Growth  

Malthusian theory of population recommends deliberate 

adoption of marriage postponement as a means of controlling 

rapid population growth. On the contrary, Davis (1963) argues 

that spinsterhood does not have to be a deliberate state policy, 

faced with a persistent rate of natural increase resulting from past 

success in controlling mortality, families tended to use every 

demographic means possible to maximise their new opportunities 

and avoid relative loss of status‖ (Davis, 1963:362). According to 

Davis, humans are not fixated on certain traditions or values, they 

respond naturally when there is sustained population growth. He 

argued that sustained population increase in any societies 

produces multiphasic responses such as induced abortion, out 

migration, and postponement of marriage.  

In both agrarian and industrializing societies, postponed marriage 

is one of the responses to sustained population growth. When the 

means of subsistence is rising (growing economy) people want to 
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take advantage of the emerging economy to improve and enjoy 

better standards of living and opportunities, hence 

postponement of marriage becomes inevitable. To Davis, poverty 

is not a reason why people respond to control population growth; 

he cited example of Japan where the economy was growing at the 

same time the people responded to sustained population growth 

with induced abortion, out migration, postponement of marriage. 

In populations where the means of subsistence is growing at a 

lower rate than population, people will still respond with 

postponement of marriage to improve their lot. Nigeria partly fits 

into Davis thesis because mortality has been declining, although 

the current 17 deaths per 1000 population remains one of the 

highest in West Africa, and infant mortality rate is still high at 75 

and total fertility rate has remained high at 5.7 (PRB Population 

Data Sheet, 2011). Nonetheless, Davis thesis provides insight into 

a possible demographic reason for spinsterhood in Nigeria. 

b. Marriage Squeeze  

Marriage squeeze is sex imbalance in the number of marriageable 

persons. It is one of the determinants of spinsterhood in 

populations where women of marriageable age outnumber men 

of marriageable age (De Silva, 2000). Such shortage of men may 

be a result of factors such as severe war losses, sex selective 

differential mortality, out migration or endogamy. UN population 

statistics (2008) reports sex ratio in Nigeria as 100/100. This 

indicates no sex imbalance; every Nigerian woman should have a 

man to marry; but, practically this is not the case.  

c. Male age at first marriage  

The rising prevalence of spinsterhood in many countries is also 

associated with rising male age at first marriage. In the USA, the 

percentage of never married men age 30 -34 increased from 11 

percent in 1970 to 30 percent in 2000 and 37 percent in 2008, and 

men age 35 and above increased from 7 percent in 1970 to 11 

percent in 2000 and 13 percent in 2008 (PRB US Economic and 

Social Trends, 2010). This rises concurrently with female age at 

first marriage. Age at first marriage for men in Nigeria has been 

rising. Median age at first marriage for men age 30 -34 years 
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increased from 25.6 years in 1999 to 26.4 in 2003 and 26.9 in 2008 

(NPC and ICF Macro, 2009; NPC and ORC Macro, 2004). The 

percentage of men age 30 to 34 who married at the exact age of 

25 years decreased from 45.8 percent in 1999 to 43.5 percent in 

2008.  

 

In Nigeria, men marry at a considerable higher age than women. 

According to Ekiran (2003) spousal age disparity for a typical Nigerian 

marriage is 5.1 years. Smith (2007) found that men in Southeast Nigeria 

are typically older than their wives by 5-10 years. This means that men in 

Nigeria are usually 5 to 10 years older than the women they would marry. 

This is typical of male mating preference for younger women, and 

traditional patriarchal norm that expects men to be older than their 

wives (Berg-Cross, et al., 2004; Ekiran, 2003).The longer men wait to 

marry the more drag effect it has on women‘s age at first marriage.  

Male age at first marriage rises due to macro factors such as economic 

constraints or opportunities, high cost of living, high bride wealth, and 

military conscription. Some micro factors such as reduced desirability for 

early and arranged marriage, non availability of preferred mates also 

influence rising male age at first marriage. As men postpone marriage to 

take advantage of the emerging economy or in response to economic 

decline, when they are ready to marry in later years, they will prefer 

younger women who are in their high fecund years (Berg-Cross, et al., 

2004; Davidson and Moore, 1996) whereas the older never married 

women who also postponed marriage to take advantage of economic 

and educational opportunities find that the available suitors are few 

when they are ready to marry.  

 

Non-demographic determinants  

a. Modernisation and Social Transformation  

In the traditional African society, marriage is early and encouraged 

to achieve a large family size (Akpan, 2003; Isiugo-Abanihe, 1995). 

Marriage is usually a communal affair and a cherished institution 

that every adult male and female has to experience to gain respect 

and status in the society. ―The woman is accorded a high status 

from the point of view of marriage and potential motherhood‖ 
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(Taylor, 2002:429). Nevertheless, response to modernisation has 

brought about changes in marriage and individual marital 

behaviour. According to Davis (1963), from country to country, the 

process of modernization gives rise to social and economic 

conditions that elicit different kinds of demographic and 

behavioural changes in humans. 

b. Expanded Educational and Work Opportunities for Women  

These are among the major factors found to promote 

spinsterhood in many societies. Studies in Nigeria, for instance, 

show increasing tendency for both male and female to postpone 

marriage in order to acquire higher education and establish career 

and earning capacities (Feyisetan and Bankole, 2002). Globally, 

much progress has been recorded in closing the gender gap in 

education, 96 girls are enrolled for every 100 boy in primary 

school. Unlike men, the more education and economic resources 

a woman has the more her likelihood of remaining single.  

As opportunities for education increase and work outside the 

home for women expands, women‘s desire and opportunity to 

marry becomes adversely affected. Having less desire to enter a 

partnership increases the likelihood of remaining single 

(Goldscheider and Waite, 1986 cited in Dykstra and Poortman, 

2010). Female education and employment reduces the desirability 

of early marriage. Increased education and employment of 

women are associated with increase in age at first marriage and 

the growth of never married women (Simpson, 2007; Raley and 

Bratter, 2004; Isiugo-Abanihe, 1995; Gage and Bledsoe, 1994; 

Adams, 1986).Education and the associated social 

transformations change women‘s perception of marriage and 

other alternative lifestyles. Highly educated and professional 

women face the pressure of marrying men of equal or higher 

socio-economic status unlike highly educated and professional 

men. This reduces their pool of available suitors, thus creating a 

kind of marriage squeeze effect at their level (Berg-Cross et al., 

2004). Women postpone marriage to get education and financial 

empowerment. By the time they are ready for marriage, available 

prospective marriage partners are few, and because many of the 
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available men are unacceptable to them, and the men they would 

want typically prefer to marry women who are younger, they are 

constrained to spinsterhood (Davidson and Moore, 1996). Thus, 

spinsterhood is often an outcome of long waiting for suitable 

partner and not the deliberate choice of educated or career 

woman. 

c. Bride Wealth and Dowry  

Bride wealth is one reason why some women are confined to 

spinsterhood. In societies where a man is expected to present 

material items and cash to the parents and kinsmen of a woman 

as part of marriage rites, it takes some men longer time to 

accumulate enough wealth to afford such payments and presents. 

Isiugo-Abanihe (2000:53) observed among the Igbo of Nigeria that 

―many late marrying women are educated, for whom the 

required bridewealth is even higher, a situation that has tended to 

give rise to high level of spinsterhood among highly educated Igbo 

women.  

d. Economic Decline  

Life course and economic factors are clearly major contributors to 

trends and differentials in marriage (Raley and Bratter, 2004:168). 

When there is economic decline, age at marriage increases. Raley 

and Bratter (2004) associated the continued increase in age at 

marriage in the USA partly to economic stagnation. It is suggested 

that in Africa, social and economic factors are probably more 

important than demographic influences in creating an artificially 

imbalanced marriage market (Gage and Bledsoe, 1994). 

Particularly for Nigeria, economic decline is probably one of the 

strongest reasons for rising population of spinsters. Nigeria has 

experienced economic decline from the 1980s. Unemployment 

and under-employment have remained common features in 

Nigeria until now.  

e. Urbanisation and Erosion of Traditional Values  

Changes associated with urbanization result in social 

disorganization (Pfohl, 1994). Akinsola (2006) noted that there is 

a gross erosion and decay of traditional values among Nigerian 

youths. Prominent among the outcomes of this erosion is the get 
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rich quick syndrome among youths. The cherished value of 

becoming wealthy through hard work and gradual buildup of 

wealth is no longer emphasised. Akinsola (2006) argued that 

parents and the society play leading roles in the decadence by 

failing in educating youths on traditional values.  

f. Individualism and influence of feminism  

Increasing spinsterhood has been interpreted as emblematic of 

increasing individualism, associated with profound changes going 

on in personal and familial relationships in late modernity. 

Individuals have more freedom, and personal relationships 

depend more on choice than fate or ascription (Giddens, 2006; 

Berg-Cross et al. 2004; Beck and Beck-Gemsheim, 1995 cited in 

Simpson, 2003).  

An implication of individualism is the widening of the gap between 

what men and women want in the marriage market. In the 

contemporary marriage market, women seek “domestic 

democracy” (Simpson, 2007), whereas men stick to traditional 

mate selection pattern of preferring young, healthy, beautiful and 

dependent women (Berg-Cross et al., 2004). Individualism also 

gave rise to ―the globalization of love as the primary stimulus for 

mate selection‖ (Berg-Cross et al., 2004:36). Women keep 

searching for men who are embodiments of the masculine ideals 

of strength, protectiveness, sound thinking and problem solving 

and satisfy their erotic needs (Berg-Cross et al., 2004); a search 

that oftentimes does not yield the desired result. 

g. Marriage Market and Mate Selection Preference  

Marriage market and individual mate selection preferences play 

very significant roles in determining the probability of marriage for 

individuals. In the marriage market, individuals bring various 

personal resources for bargaining. Significant variables in the 

market usually include age, race or ethnic group, social class, 

religion, education, employment status and physical features 

(Ekiran, 2003). The exchange that takes place in the marriage 

market determines whether a union forms or stabilizes. The 

bargaining could be done by one‘s family in case of arranged 

marriage or by the person in case of free choice culture. 
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h. Homogamy and Endogamy  

The tendency to marry within one‘s group (endogamy) and 

people close in status (homogamy) affect patterns of partner 

choice and eventual incidence of marriage (Ekiran, 2003; Kalmijn, 

1998). Heterogamy reveals the existence of interaction across 

group boundaries and shows the extent to which members of 

different groups accept each other as social equals. Homogamy 

and endogamy are forms of group closure.  

i. Individual Mate Preference  

In mate selection, sociologists have often emphasised socio-

economic and cultural resources in the marriage market. Socio-

economic resources are resources that produce economic well-

being and status. Cultural resources refer to the preference to 

marry someone who is similar in cultural orientation. Although 

socio-economic and cultural resources do not necessarily result in 

homogamy or endogamy, they do play a significant role. 

Individuals prefer spouses with more attractive economic 

resources in order to enhance their economic well-being and 

status. The preference to marry a resourceful person creates a 

pattern of homogamy whereby the most attractive persons select 

among themselves and the least attractive persons select among 

themselves.  

j. Third Party Influence  

Another proposition on why people marry within their group is the 

influence of third parties. Third parties refer to people who are not 

directly involved in the marriage. Third parties such as parents and 

religious groups act to prevent exogamy through group 

identification and group sanctions because mixed marriage 

threatens internal cohesion and homogeneity of groups. Children 

are socialised to imbibe a sense of group identification, which 

takes the form of awareness of a common social history or the 

psychological sense of being different from others. The stronger 

such feelings of group identification, the more people have 

internalized norms of endogamy, and the more likely it is that they 

marry homogamously or endogamously‖ (Kalmijn, 1998:400).  

k. Family background  
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In general, family background affects children‘s marital behaviour. 

Experiences in the family gives rise to perceptions of marriage 

that may result in prolong waiting for a suitable marriage mate or 

non-marriage. Females reared in a one parent family, whether it is 

the father or the mother; tend to remain single probably due to 

greater family responsibilities and recognition of the advantages 

of singlehood (Forsyth and Johnson, 1996).  

 
Consequences of Spinsterhood  
Being single for women beyond a certain age, with or without children 
has some implications for women. Due to pervasive marriage and family 
ideology singleness continues to be a marginal position for women 
(Simpson, 2007; Macvarish, 2006; Byrne 2003). Most African societies 
had sanctions on childbearing outside marriage; in some East African 
communities, it was punishable by death, in other places in Africa it was 
abortion or infanticide. Nevertheless, the consequences of spinsterhood 
are not all negative, there are some positive outcomes for spinsters, their 
natal homes and the larger society. Some of the consequences are 
reviewed below: 

a. Stigmatisation and Marginalisation 

Although the stereotypic images of never married women are 
changing, particularly in developed countries, stigmatisation and 
marginalisation are still the dominant marks of single womanhood 
(Hertel, et al., 2007; Bryne and Carr, 2005; DePaulo and Morris, 
2005; Sandfield and Percy 2003; Isiugo-Abanihe, 2000). Singleness 
is still seen as defying the norms of femininity - marriage and 
motherhood - hence it attracts many forms of social stigma and 
stereotypes (Ibrahim and Hassan, 2009; Byrne, 2008, 2003, 2000; 
Byrne and Carr, 2005; Simpson, 2003; Adams, 1986). Singles are 
often seen as hostile to marriage or to men, lesbians, unattractive, 
unwilling or unable to date well, loners or swingers. Negative 
stereotypes and stigma against singleness is one outcome of the 
pervasive ideology that heterosexual marriage and motherhood 
are the ultimate mark of success in a woman‘s life (Macvarish 
2006; Byrne, 2003, 2000; Adams, 1986).  

b. Identity Challenge  
One of the problems of spinsterhood is identity (Byrne, 2008, 

2003, 2000; Simpson, 2007, 2006, 2003; Macvarish 2006; Sandfield 

and Percy, 2003; Reynolds and Wetherell, 2003). Being single is 
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represented with problematic polarised repertoires involving 

denigration and idealisation, Singleness is constructed as a 

personal deficit and social exclusion on one hand, and 

independence, choice, self actualisation and achievement on the 

other hand (Reynolds and Wetherell, 2003).  

c. Emotional and Health Consequences  

Satisfaction with singleness is affected by whether the woman is 

single voluntarily or involuntarily. Voluntary and involuntary single 

hood are qualitatively different. Therefore, the emotional 

response of voluntary and involuntary spinsters would differ. 

Those who are single by choice can be happy and satisfied with 

their single status, but those who are single by constraint bemoan 

their status and so usually not happy.  

d. Economic Strain/Reward  

Satisfaction with living single depends to some extent on income, 

for hardships can impose heavy restrictions (Lamanna and 

Riedman, 2003). Ability to get and keep a good stable job and 

steady income is a problem that confronts some spinsters.  

 

Conclusion  
The privileging of marriage over singleness is problematic. It underscores 
a definition of womanhood that is dysfunctional. Women are not always 
wives and mothers; by fate, choice or constraint some women remain 
permanently single. Thus, being single is an identity that should not be 
inferior to marriage. Always single women should have a right to live free 
of discrimination of any form.In spite of the increasing number of 
spinsters, this category of women has remained obscured in 
demographic and sociological studies especially in developing societies. 
This dearth of research on spinsterhood is probably due to pervasive pro 
marriage cultures, relatively low proportion of spinsters and because 
many researchers view spinsterhood as a passing state. Yet, experiences 
of different categories of women should be investigated for a full picture 
of the social world to be constructed (Haralambos and Holborn, 2008). 
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