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Abstract

This thesis explores the discourses and organisations through which girls’
development towards adult womanhood was framed and managed during the inter-
war period. It examines how contemporary perceptions of social change following
the First World War resulted in widespread scrutiny of girls’ circumstances and
behaviour, particularly their sexual conduct. It argues that representations and
responses to girls were increasingly underpinned by the conceptualisation of
adolescence as a critical period of change and instability. This understanding of
adolescence pervaded both medical and lay discourses. It was interpreted through
the prisms of gender and class, and served to legitimise increasing levels of
intervention into girls’ lives, mainly on the basis of their sexual behaviour or
perceived exposure to sexual risk.

Adolescence was also represented as the period in which individuals developed
moral agency. This study examines the increased importance ascribed to the moral
training of the adolescent, in the context of widespread agreement of the need to
express traditional moral values in ways that took account of social change. This
was seen as particularly important for girls, not only because of their changing
circumstances, but because of women’s new status as enfranchised citizens.

The thesis explores the work of the Girl Guides Association and the Young
Women’s Christian Association in some detail. These organisations drew upon the
discourses of social change, adolescence and citizenship to claim an enhanced role
in shaping the development of young women. While histories of girls’ youth
organisations have tended to portray them as conservative movements intent on
socialising girls into their future role as wives and mothers, this study highlights
these organisations’ commitment to preparing girls to understand and exercise their
future responsibilities as citizens, and argues that such organisations were more
complex in their purposes, and more varied in their approaches, than has previously
been recognised.
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Introduction

In 1922, the organising secretary of the Young Women’s Christian
Association highlighted the importance of its work in ‘fashioning the woman that is
to be’.! This thesis explores the discourses and organisations through which girls’
development towards adult womanhood was framed and managed during the inter-

war period in England. The term ‘girl’ is used throughout this study to refer to

young women aged between thirteen and twenty-five, with a particular focus on
those aged thirteen to nineteen, in accordance with contemporary usage.’ Histories
of women take only limited account of girls, while histories of youth have most
often focused on boys. Yet, scholars examining specific aspects of women’s lives

have often commented on the extent to which the qualities of womanhood are

represented as both natural, and as needing to be taught to girls, so that girls can not

be left to become women without guidance and active intervention.” The way in

which girls are shaped towards their future role in society contributes to our

understanding of the construction of femininity, and of the importance of age and

class, as well as gender, in shaping power relations.

' YWCA Bulletin, 2,7 (1922), p. 1.
? While the term is also used for children under thirteen, contemporary discussion of ‘girlhood’
focused attention on adolescent girls. Being described as a girl carried with it a range of implications
of being immature, in need of care, protection and guidance — in short, not being a woman. It was
used with considerable flexibility according to ¢lass and circumstances to denote women who,
whatever their age, were perceived as needing some form of care. Thus, factory welfare workers
might describe working-class women in their thirties as ‘girls’, while women defined as mentally
defective could be called ‘girls’ in their old age. While this study will primarily use ‘girls’, ‘young
women’ will also be used with the same meaning.
} See Jane Lewis, Women in England 1870-1950: Sexual Divisions and Social Change (Brighton,
1984), p. 101; Jane Mackay and Pat Thane, ‘The Englishwoman’, in Robert Colls and Philip Dodd
(eds.), Englishness: Politics and Culture 1880-1920 (London, 1986), p. 200.
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A number of general studies explore the position of women in Britain during
the first half of the twentieth century..‘4 These studies, however, leave the experience
of girls largely unexamined. Despite Lewis’s identification, following Juliet
Mitchell, of ‘socialisation’ as one of the four key structures shaping women’s
experience, she gives only limited consideration to the experience of girls and their
expectations of womanhood.”> The collections edited by Oldfield and Purvis
consider young women only in the specific contexts of education and popular
literature (in effect magazines).® Roberts includes a chapter on youth, in which girls

are described as experiencing a period of limited independence between the ages of
fourteen and twenty-five. However, her discussion, which derives from interviews
with 160 women and men in Lancashire towns, emphasises the ‘cultural ties and
unities which united working-class people’’ and thus tends to downplay the

possibilities of difference according to gender and generation.

Roberts’ approach, in which she juxtaposes recollections spanning fifty years
without always indicating from which decade they emanate, also highlights the
problem of chronology common to many of these studies. The inclusion of the inter-
war years within a longer timespan makes it difficult to identify changes and

developments specific to this period. In particular, these studies tend to ignore the

* Lewis, Women in England, Elizabeth Roberts, A Woman’s Place: An Oral History of Working-
class Women 1890-1940 (Oxford, 1984); Joanna Bourke, Working-Class Cultures in Britain 1890-
1960: Gender, Class and Ethnicity (London, 1994); Sybil Oldfield (ed.), This Working-Day World:
Women's Lives and Culture(s) in Britain 1914-1945 (London, 1994); June Purvis, Women's History:
Britain, 1850-1945: An Introduction (London, 1995); Judy Giles, Women, Identity and Private Life in
Britain, 1900-50 (Basingstoke, 1995); Sheila Rowbotham, A4 Century of Women: The History of
Women in Britain and the United States (London, 1997).

> Lewis, Women in England, p. XIll.

® See Elisabeth Edwards, ‘The Culture of Femininity in Women’s Teacher Training Colleges 1914-
1945°, in Oldfield (ed.), This Working-Day World, pp.54-67; Penny Tinkler, ‘Women and Popular
Literature’, in Purvis (ed.), Women’s History, pp. 131-56 and June McDermid, ‘Women and
Education, in ibid, pp. 107-28.

" Roberts, Woman's Place, p. 4.



extent to which the perception of the First World War as representing a fundamental
break with the past was central to contemporary understandings of the inter-war
years.® Using the language of ‘reconstruction’, organisations and individuals sought
to articulate their perceptions of the impact of war and the need to find a means of
expressing moral values in a way which took account of substantial social change.
A series of semi-official enquiries into specific aspects of sexual morality and social
policy, particularly those organised by the National Council for Public Morality

(NCPM) and its offshoot the National Birth-Rate Commission (NBRC), provided a

framework for these discussions.” Between 1913 and 1925, these bodies explored

the declining birth rate and its consequences, ' population and parenthood,'’ the

12 13

effect of the cinema,'* venereal diseases,'? sex education and the adolescent,'* and

® The term ‘inter-war years’ indicates the way in which these years were retrospectively attributed
some kind of unity by being framed within two major wars (and, perhaps, reveals assumptions about
their relative lack of interest compared to these calamitous events). However, for the purposes of this
study, the outbreak of the Second World War, which itself was to be seen as responsible for major
social changes, offers an appropriate finishing point.

? The NCPM was set up in 1911, with the self-proclaimed aim of regenerating the nation’s morals.
The National Birth-Rate Commission was in existence until 1925,

' National Birth-Rate Commission, The Declining Birth-Rate: its Causes and Effects, being the
Report of and the Chief Evidence Taken by the National Birth-Rate Commission, Instituted, with
Official Recognition, by the National Council of Public Morals — for the Promotion of Race
Regeneration — Spiritual, Moral and Physical (London, 1916).

' National Birth-Rate Commission, Problems of Population and Parenthood [Being the Second
Report of and the Chief Evidence Taken by the National Birth-Rate Commission 1918-1920]
(London, 1920).

'2 National Council of Public Morals, The Cinema: Its Present Position and Future Possibilities,
Being the Report of and Chief Evidence Taken by the Cinema Commission of Inquiry Instituted by the
National Council of Public Morals (London, 1917).

'’ National Birth-Rate Commission, Prevention of Venereal Disease [Being the Report of and the
Evidence Taken by the Special Committee on Venereal Disease] (London, 1921).

'* National Birth-Rate Commission, Youth and the Race: The Development and Education of Young
Citizens for Worthy Parenthood [Being the Fourth Report of and the Chief Evidence Taken by the
National Birth-Rate Commission, 1920-1923] (London, 1923).



the ethics of birth control.!> Additional investigations focused attention specifically

s 16 17

on ‘sexual promiscuity’ " and the ‘relations of the sexes’.

The war was seen to have a significant impact on the expectations of both
women and young people, since both groups were believed to have experienced
greater social and economic freedom as a result of the conditions of war. Although
historians have argued both that the war accelerated developments already under
way (a belief shared by some contemporary commentators), and questioned the
extent to which the war did result in change for women,'® the dislocation of war

offered a powerful reference point for locating social change. This perception
continued into the 1930s,"” compounded, in the case of young people, by cultural
forms (such as cinema, magazines and fashions) which targeted young people as
consumers and encouraged the construction of a distinct ‘youth’ identity.*’

The intersection between discourses concerning women and youth resulted in

a focus on young women, whose changing experiences and aspirations were

encapsulated in the phrase ‘the modern girl’. Those talking about, and working

'> National Birth-Rate Commission, The Ethics of Birth Control Being the Report of the Special
Committee Appointed by the National Council of Public Morals in Connection with the Investigations
of the National Birth-Rate Commission (London, 1925).

'® The Association for Moral and Social Hygiene’s Social Morality Inquiry (1918-20) considered
ways of dealing with ‘sexual promiscuity’. The successor to Josephine Butler’s Ladies’ National
Association, the AMSH aimed to ‘raise the standard of character and conduct in sexual relations, to
secure the recognition of an equal standard of morality for men and women, and to eradicate
prostitution and kindred evils’. AMSH Constitution, Annual Report (London, 1921), p. 2.

'7 Conference on Christian Politics, Economics and Citizenship, The Relation of the Sexes, Being the
Report Presented to the Conference on Christian Politics, Economics and Citizenship at
Birmingham, April 5-12, 1924 (London, 1924), p. v.

'® See Deirdre Beddoe, Back to Home and Duty: Women Between the Wars, 1918-1939 (London,
1989); Gail Braybon and Penny Summerfield, Out of the Cage: Women’s Experiences in Two World
Wars (L.ondon, 1987).

" See, for instance, the conclusions of a contributor to a 1936 collection of essays on women’s
position that ‘the effect of the war years was to change the entire outlook for women’. Mary Agnes
Hamilton, *‘Changes in Social Life’ in Ray Strachey (ed.), Our Freedom and its Results by Five
Women (London, 1936), p. 246.

0 For arguments that a ‘teenage’ culture emerged before 1939, rather than the more usually identified
1950s, see Andrew Davies, Leisure, Gender and Poverty: Working-class Culture in Salford and

4



with, girls stressed the greater freedom they expected and experienced, and the need
for organisations and structures to respond to these expectations. While
representations of the ‘modern girl’ often focused on middle-class young women, the
perception of girls as experiencing change crossed class boundaries. This study will
explore the way that organisations working with girls of all classes drew upon the
image of the modern girl to represent themselves as responding to girls’ changing
needs and interests. These changes were perceived in both negative and positive
terms. The (actual or perceived) sexual behaviour of girls remained a focus of
anxiety throughout the inter-war period, although conceptualised in different ways
according to girls’ circumstances and the extent to which they were held responsible
for their actions. However, girls were also represented as having a critical role to
play in post-war reconstruction. While eugenic anxieties about demographic trends
(expressed as fears that the population was declining both in number and in quality)

focused attention on preparing girls for their traditional role as wives and mothers,
the two-stage extension of the franchise to women also highlighted the need to
prepare girls to exercise their rights and responsibilities as citizens.

Despite these contemporary perceptions of young women as at the centre of

social change, histories of the inter-war years have tended to represent this period as
a regressive era which emphasised women’s domestic role, typically summed up by

the title of one of the few books specifically examining the experiences of women

during the inter-war years, Back to Home and Duty.*' Historians have related this

Manchester, 1900-1939 (Buckingham, 1992); David Fowler, The First Teenagers: The Lifestyle of
Young Wage-Earners in Interwar Britain (London, 1995).
2! See fn 18 above. See also Alison Light, Forever England: Femininity, Literature and
Conservatism Between the Wars (London, 1991). Despite her book’s title, Kent devotes only two out
of six chapters to the inter-war years, Susan Kingsley Kent, Making Peace: the Reconstruction of
Gender in Interwar Britain (Princeton, 1993).
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focus on domesticity to the changing manifestations of feminism during this period,
in which egalitarian feminism was eclipsed by ‘new feminism’ concerned with
improving women’s position as mothers. Lewis argues that although new feminism
had the potential for radical social reform, this was undermined by its proponents’
failure to engage with the social and economic realities facing most women, and by
their adoption of a reformist approach which resulted in feminist principles
becoming submerged under other social policy agendas.”* Kent has highlighted the
way in which new feminism’s assumptions about gender difference, which

underpinned its focus on the needs of women as mothers, served to reinforce the

‘separate spheres’ ideology against which pre-war feminists had fought.>® This
discussion of the decline of feminism has been complemented by explorations of the
construction and manifestations of the ideology of maternalism, including the
perceived urgency of the need to educate girls for domestic duties.** More recent
studies have examined the way in which women’s organisations that embraced the
ideology of domesticity also promoted citizenship and women’s rights. These works
have paid particular attention to the overlap in membership and activities of feminist
and non-feminist organisations, arguing that the contribution of non-feminist

women’s organisations to the history of the women’s movement has been

22 Jane Lewis, ‘Beyond Suffrage: English Feminism in the 1920s’, Maryland Historian, 6 (1973), pp.
1-17. See also idem, ‘In Search of a Real Equality: Women Between the Wars’, in Frank Gloversmith
(ed.), Class, Culture and Social Change: A New View of the 1930s (Brighton, 1980). For other
accounts which stress the weakness of inter-war feminism see Harold L. Smith, ‘British Feminism in
the 1920s’, in Harold L. Smith (ed.), British Feminism in the Twentieth Century (Aldershot, 1990),
pp. 47-65; Martin Pugh, Women and the Women's Movement in Britain 1914-1959 (Basingstoke,
1992).

% Susan Kingsley Kent, ‘The Politics of Sexual Difference: World War 1 and the Demise of British
Feminism’, Journal of British Studies, 27 (July 1988), pp. 232-53.

* Jane Lewis, The Politics of Motherhood: Child and Maternal Welfare in England, 1900-1939
(London, 1980); Jeffrey Weeks, Sex, Politics and Society: The Regulation of Sexuality Since 1800
(London, nd ed., 1989). Diana E. St John, ‘Educate or Domesticate?: Early Twentieth Century
Pressures on Older Girls in Elementary School’, Women's History Review, 3, 2 (1994), pp. 191-218.
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undervalued.® The discussion of youth organisations in chapter five of this study

will draw upon and extend this approach.
Historians have also considered the role of early twentieth-century

sexologists and sex reformers in promoting marriage and family through a new
discourse of sexual fulfilment for women within marriage. Kent argues that

following the war, the reassertion of peace in the public sphere was seen to depend

on the imposition of ‘peace and order on the private sphere of sexual relations’.*°

This was achieved by the development, by sexologists and sex reformers, with

significant feminist support, of a discourse which stressed women’s sexual

fulfilment through marriage. Jeffreys has offered a hostile account of the success of
sexologists in undermining women’s campaigns to transform male sexual behaviour
and in stigmatising women who positioned themselves outside heterosexuality and
marriage.”’ Jeffreys, who writes as a ‘revolutionary feminist’, has been both
influential and controversial.*® She has been criticised from a number of
perspectives for minimising the complexities of the relationships between feminism,

social purity and sex reform.” In the context of this study, her claim that women

Davin’s influential article devotes just two pages to ‘between the wars’. Anna Davin, ‘Imperialism
and Motherhood’, History Workshop, 5 (1978), pp. 9-63.
% Caitriona Beaumont, ‘Women and Citizenship: a Study of Non-feminist Women’s Societies and the
Women’s Movement in England, 1928-1950" (PhD thesis, University of Warwick, 1996); Cheryl
Law, Suffrage and Power: the Women's Movement 1918-1928 (L.ondon, 1997).
% Kent, Making Peace, pp. 107-08
27 Sheila J effreys, The Spinster and Her Enemies: Feminism and Sexuality 1880-1930 (London,
1985).
2 Jeffreys® position is supported by Margaret Jackson, The Real Facts of Life: Feminism and the
Politics of Sexuality c1850-1940 (London, 1994). Kent, as already indicated, offers a more nuanced
account of the impact of sexology in the context of wider social concerns.
*» See, for instance, Mort, who argues that her account of the social purity movement downplays its
contradictions and ignores its class dimensions. Frank Mort, Dangerous Sexualities: Medico-Moral
Politics in England since 1830 (London, 1987). Hunt argues that Jeffreys, and revolutionary
feminism in general, tends to depict women as ‘helpless victims who need to be saved’. Margaret
Hunt, ‘The De-Eroticization of Women’s Liberation: Social Purity Movements and the Revolutionary
Feminism of Sheila Jeffreys’, Feminist Review, 34 (1990), p. 24.
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were ‘united by a common womanhood’?° results in her ignoring the conflicting
interests of age and class evident, for instance, in the campaigns for a higher age of
consent.”’ Both Jeffreys and Kent also ignore the ways in which girls’ sexual

activity emerged as a major concern during and after the First World War.>? As

Weeks notes, the new discourse of sexual pleasure within marriage was interwoven

with the development of ‘new forms of control on behaviour outside the norms’,’ ?

and this study will explore the impact of these discourses of future sexual pleasure

for women on the regulation of adolescent sexual knowledge and behaviour.

Concerns about the behaviour of girls were compounded by the increasing
agreement about the importance of adolescence within individual development.
From the 1970s onwards, scholars have considered the ‘socially constructed’
category of adolescence.”® While the conceptualisation of adolescence as a critical

period of life which would determine adult development predated the war,

¥ Jeffreys, Spinster and Her Enemies, p. 15.
*I Walkowitz notes that for both feminists and ‘more repressive moralists’, the desire to ‘protect
young working-class girls masked impulses to control the girls’ sexuality’. Judith R. Walkowitz,
‘Male Vice and Feminist Virtue: Feminism and the Politics of Prostitution in Nineteenth-Century
Britain’, History Workshop Journal, 13 (1982), p. 84.
*2 Representations of sexually active young women are discussed by Lucy Bland, ‘““Guardians of the
Race”, or “Vampires upon the Nation’s Health”?: Female Sexuality and its Regulation in Early
Twentieth-Century Britain’, in Elizabeth Whitelegg (ed.), The Changing Experience of Women
(Oxford, 1982), pp. 373-88 (to which Jeffreys makes no reference) and Lucy Bland and Frank Mort,
‘Look Out for the “Good Time” Girl: Dangerous Sexualities as a Threat to National Health’ in
Formations Editorial Collective, Formations of Nation and People (Loondon, 19384), pp. 131-51.
Jackson does not include these discussions in her references. See also Woollacott’s discussion of
young women'’s wartime sexual activity. Angela Woollacott, ““Khaki Fever” and its Control: Gender,
Class, Age and Sexual Morality on the British Homefront in the First World War’, Journal of
Contemporary History, 29 (1994), pp. 325-47.
** Weeks, Sex, Politics and Society, p. 200.
34 See, for instance, John R. Gillis, Youth and History: Tradition and Change in European Age
Relations 1770-Present (New York and London, 1974); Stephen Humphries, Hooligans or Rebels?:
An Oral History of Working-class Childhood and Youth 1889-1939 (Oxford, 1981); John Springhall,
Coming of Age: Adolescence in Britain 1860-1960 (Dublin, 1986); Harry Hendrick, Images of Youth:
Age, Class and the Male Youth Problem, 1880-1920 (Oxford, 1990); Christine Griffin,
Representations of Youth: The Study of Youth and Adolescence in Britain and America (Cambridge,
1993); Jeremy Roche and Stanley Tucker (eds.), Youth in Society: Contemporary Theory, Policy and
Practice (London, 1997); Tony Jeffs, and Mark K. Smith, ‘The Problem of “Youth” for Youth
Work’, Youth & Policy, 62 (1998/99), pp. 45-66.
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particularly through the work of G. Stanley Hall,* it became increasingly taken for
granted in both professional and lay understandings during the inter-war years. This
was interpreted in both negative and positive terms; while adolescence was a time of
vulnerability and risk during which young people needed protection, it was also the
period in which they would develop their capacity for independent moral choice.
This conceptualisation of adolescence was informed by gender and class, resulting in
shifting definitions as to who the adolescent actually was. However, far from
undermining the validity of the concept of adolescence, this fluidity of definition
served to enhance its usefulness as an explanatory and regulatory mechanism, and
this study will explore how it was used to further specific professional interests.
Commentators differed on the age range they identified as constituting the
adolescent years. While some argued that adolescence extended from around the age
of thirteen to the mid-twenties, others interpreted it more narrowly. In general, these
interpretations reflected both professional interests and the class of the adolescents
under consideration. Medical and psychological discourses tended to use a broad
timescale to discuss adolescence as a developmental stage, whereas the discourses of
education and social welfare, which were more concerned with adolescents as a
group to be managed, tended to define adolescence more narrowly. Their definition
of adolescence as the years between thirteen/fourteen and eighteen/nineteen reflected
the widespread concern that working-class urban young people, most of whom left

school at fourteen, were exposed to excessive freedom and the unregulated

amusements of the city. While the depiction of adolescence as a period of instability

*> G. Stanley Hall, Adolescence: its Psychology and its Relations to Physiology, Anthropology,
Sociology, Sex, Crime, Religion and Education (New York and London, 1904). Hall’s work was
popularised by J.W. Slaughter in The Adolescent (London, 1911).

9



and change applied to young men and women alike, by the inter-war years the
perception of adolescence as more difficult and dangerous for girls had become
commonplace. The conceptualisation of adolescence as a time of sexual risk for

girls resulted in varying levels of intervention into their lives, at its most extreme
resulting in the incarceration of girls (mostly but not exclusively working-class) on
the basis of their sexual behaviour. Such interventions, however, were justified not
simply as offering protection or punishment (regardless of how girls themselves
viewed them) but as necessary in order to provide an environment in which girls
were able to develop self-control and moral responsibility.

Historical discussion of the significance of adolescence as a regulatory
mechanism has, however, focused on young men. Both Gillis and Springhall, for
instance, acknowledge that their work ignores girls.”® The only general studies of
adolescent girlhood focus on the nineteenth century. Gorham examines the
development of ideas about girlhood within middle-class Victorian ideology.>’ Her
discussion of the late Victorian image of the ‘modern girl’ as representing a
reworking of the feminine ideal to accommodate girls’ broader educational and
occupational expectations is pertinent to this study. Dyhouse’s exploration of the
socialisation of girls in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries stresses the
role of youth organisations in teaching girls about femininity and their future
domestic role.”® While subsequent historians of youth work have repeated her
conclusions, an examination of the work of two organisations, the Girl Guides and

the Young Women’s Christian Association, during the inter-war years reveals a

* Gillis, Youth and History, p. xii; Springhall, Coming of Age, p. 10.

*T Deborah Gorham, The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal (London, 1982).

** Carol Dyhouse, Girls Growing Up in Late Victorian and Edwardian England (London, 1981).
10




more complex picture, in which those in positions of leadership drew upon
discourses of social change, adolescence and citizenship to prepare girls for both a
role within the family and for wider public responsibilities.

In contrast to North American historiography, 