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ABSTRACT 

This thesis seeks to first establish the social construction of women’s roles 

through the works of Engels, Lerner, Marx and Engels, Hayden and Gilman.  

After tracing the development of women’s position in society, traditional urban 

theories of Simmel, Wirth, and Fischer are introduced and juxtaposed against 

Friedan’s perception that suburban middle class women have the worst health 

due to their isolation and inability to become free agents.  These theories are 

significant in that they influence the degree of role strain a woman experiences 

by shaping their role expectations.  Role strain is a concept related to 

Hochschild’s notion of the “second shift” and may negatively impact both mental 

and physical health.  Findings in this thesis indicate that role strain does not 

negatively impact health but is found among women of all classes.
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 The purpose of this thesis is to examine the effects of role strain and 

urbanism on health among women from the United States and Taiwan.  To do 

this, a quantitative analysis using 2002 data from the General Social Survey and 

the Fourth Phase, Third Wave of the Taiwan Social Change Survey will be 

conducted.  These countries were selected for their cultural differences in regard 

to the family.  These particular sources were chosen for their indicators of role 

strain, urbanism and health as described in this thesis. 

 First, I will trace the social construction of women’s roles on a macro-level 

using the theoretical framework of Frederick Engels (1975) in the Origin of the 

Family, State and Private Property and Gerda Lerner’s (1986) Creation of 

Patriarchy.  Women’s roles have been socially constructed, as evident in the 

development of the family.  Understanding the development of the family is 

essential in studies of the family structure in western societies.  Taiwan presents 

an interesting contrast to the United States in regard to family structure given its 

propensity to extended family households.  Cultural differences will be further 

addressed later in the thesis.  Moreover, the theme of women as alienated tools 

of reproduction as put forth by Marx and Engels (1978) in the Communist 

Manifesto, Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1966) in Women and Economics and 

Dolores Hayden (1981) will be examined.   

 Similarly, the traditional Chinese household follows “the patrilocal, 

hierarchical, and authoritarian structure of the Confucian family system” (Smith 
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1983: p. 212).  The most important cultural ideal for the traditional Chinese family 

is their filial obligation, despite other expenses (Hsu 1981).  Because of these 

connections, Chinese and Taiwanese families, particularly women, may have a 

more reliable social network of kin to assist with the second shift.  Although 

American women may also have social networks, they are not as strong as those 

found in Asian cultures.   

 Second, at the meso-level, I will examine the effects of place on health.  

Major contributors to urban theories in this meso-level analysis are Georg 

Simmel (1903), Louis Wirth (1938) and Claude Fischer (1973, 1995). Simmel 

(1903) illustrates the way continuous external and internal stimuli affect mental 

life.  Wirth (1938) provides evidence of urban life and its harmful affects at 

structural, cognitive and behavioral levels as indicated in his theory of urban 

determinism described below.  At each of these levels, urban life leads to 

alienation, anomie, and ultimately unconventionality.  Similarly, subcultural theory 

(Fischer 1995) concludes that unconventionality is a result of urban living.  This 

unconventionality may lead to poor physical and mental health.  For example, 

Goldstein (1999) reports that urbanization has “brought about increased human 

exposure to health hazards: biological, chemical, physical, social and 

psychological” (p. 121).  These urban theorists make no distinction of gender in 

their assessments of urban life and health.  Betty Friedan (2001), on the other 

hand, focuses on the health of women and suspects that living in suburban areas 

leads to their physical and mental distress.  
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 Place can also be analyzed at a micro-level, examining women’s position 

within her home or work place, as in the analyses of Dolores Hayden (1981, 

2002) and Daphne Spain (1992).  Divided space first within the workplace and 

secondly the physical separation of the workplace from the home are particularly 

problematic to women.  In the work setting, women are typically granted less 

privacy than male co-workers and more regularly interrupted (Spain 1992).   

 Another major component of this micro-level analysis is the concept of role 

strain, as explained in Hochschild’s (2003) the Second Shift.  Role strain occurs 

when married women with children return home after a day of work to another 

“shift” of housework and childcare, often with little assistance from a spouse or 

partner.  This strain is not a result of housework itself, but rather the emotional 

and physical strain from trying to be the best possible partner, parent, and 

employee simultaneously, a dominant norm among middle class women (Friedan 

2001).  Although men may also experience role strain, they will not be a main 

focus in this analysis of American and Taiwanese women to most closely 

compare this study to the work of Hochschild and Friedan’s works.  Furthermore, 

Risman (1998) contends that men are capable of “mothering” but tend to do so 

only when a mother is not present.  Marital status, the number of children under 

the age of eighteen in the home and work status are all factors of role strain. 

 Over 73% of women in the United States with children under the age of 

eighteen are employed (Hochschild 2003).  Women’s rates of employment are 

also in the rise in Taiwan.  According to Rita Gallin, (1989) married women are 

one of the largest demographic groups contributing to the increase of labor force 
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participants.  Compared to their husbands or partners, American women work 

the equivalent of an extra month of twenty-four hour days each year, or 720 

hours (Hochschild 2003).  Only 22% of Taiwanese women report regular 

housework assistance from their partners (Sanchez 1993).   Several studies 

have linked unequal divisions of housework to psychological stress (Bird 1999; 

Friedan 2001; Hochschild 2003). 

    For Chinese cultures, Lai (1995) explains that the “cultural emphasis on 

interpersonal harmony and extensive reliance on interpersonal relations for 

instrumental and emotional actions should subject the Chinese to strong 

psychological impact from interpersonal conflicts” (p. 12).  Lai’s (1995) study on 

roles in urban China concluded that “women are more vulnerable to the 

psychological impact of family conflicts than are men, which might be due to 

women’s caretaking roles in the family” and are equally as likely to suffer from 

work stressors as men (p. 27).  However, in contrast to the United States, 

Chinese women do not experience more stress than men (Lai 1995).  

 Therefore this thesis will provide a macro-level theoretical framework 

examining the social construction of women’s roles, a meso-level framework for 

place and a micro-level analysis of the home.  This framework contributes to the 

understanding of how role strain and the place of residence of women in the 

United States and Taiwan affect their health.  A mitigating factor in this analysis 

will be the amount of social support available to these women.  As previously 

mentioned, there are cultural differences concerning social support. Chapter II, 

the theoretical framework, will explain these theories in more detail as well as 
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more cohesively linking the concepts of role strain, place and health.  The 

methodology of the study concerning the effects of role strain and urbanism with 

a control for social networks on health using factor analysis and regressions will 

be followed by the findings, discussion, summaries and conclusion.   
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 In order to fully grasp the current status of women as wives, mothers, and 

employees, we must first examine the history of women’s position in the family 

and society at large.  By tracing the evolution of the family structure through 

group marriage, pairing marriage, and monogamy, it becomes clear that 

women’s subordinate status has been socially constructed and constrained.  

Frederick Engels (1975) outlines the evolution of the family in The Origin of 

Family, Private Property and State.  Similarly, Gerda Lerner (1986) investigates 

the history of family structures in The Creation of Patriarchy.  Understanding the 

development of the family is imperative for the analysis of current gender 

arrangements.  Karl Marx and Engels (1978) conceptualize women in the home 

as means of production in capitalist societies in the Communist Manifesto.  

Dolores Hayden (1981) and Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1966) acknowledge the 

exploitation of women and call for more equitable arrangements.   

 Theories of urbanism including Louis Wirth’s (1938) urban determinism 

and Claude Fischer’s (1995) subcultural theory suggest the possible effects of 

urbanism on health.  Dolores Hayden (1981, 2002) and Daphne Spain (1992) 

explain specifically how gendered spaces affect women’s health.  

 Within the privacy of the home, Betty Friedan’s (2001) Feminine Mystique 

examines the discrepancies in aspirations and reality among middle-class 

women living in the suburbs.  Though middle-class suburban women are typically 

not subject to more hardships than working class women, they are most likely to 
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embrace the middle-class ideology of being the perfect wife, mother and 

employee.  Arlie Russell Hochschild’s (2003) The Second Shift describes the role 

strain working wives and mothers encounter in their daily lives. These works give 

insight into the daily lives of women in the suburbs suffering from isolation and 

role strain, as described in greater detail to follow. 

 

Social Construction of Women’s Roles 

 Through a historical examination of family structures from hunting and 

gathering societies to our current expectations of women in the family, it is 

evident that women’s roles have been assigned for social rather than biological 

necessity.  The construction and enforcement of patriarchal structures also limit 

the socially approved actions of women.   

 

The Origin of the Family 

 The structure of the family is a significant factor when considering 

women’s position in society.  By following Engels’ description of the 

transformation of the family from hunting and gathering societies all the way to 

the current monogamous social norm, it is clear to see how women have been 

increasingly exploited as industrialized societies become more “civilized.” 

 In the earliest types of families, sexual relations were the defining 

characteristics of family units.  In a consanguine family, sexual relations between 

parents and children were prohibited, and in the Punaluan family, brothers and 
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sisters were prohibited from sexual intercourse with each other for the first time 

(Engels, 1975).  

 The next stage of the family Engels (1975) describes is pairing marriage, 

in which “one man lives with one woman, but the relationship is such that 

polygamy and occasional infidelity remain the right of men,” while the “strictest 

fidelity” was expected of women and deviating from this expectation resulted in 

harsh punishments (p. 111).  This type of arrangement is significant because it 

provides a father more certainty that his wife’s offspring are also his own.   

 Inheritance, however, did not go to these children, but to the blood 

relatives on his mother’s side.  Therefore, his wealth would go to his sister’s sons 

before it would go to his own.  Engels (1975) contends that a revolution, without 

knowing when or how it occurred, was responsible for the overthrow of the 

mother right. This change allowed the man of the household to pass his wealth to 

his own children, now sure to be his own through pairing marriage.  There is no 

documentation of this event, however.  Gerda Lerner (1986) criticizes this 

assessment, as shown in the next section.  Some support for this event, 

however, has been found in American Indian tribes.  Of eight Missouri tribes, two 

continue to pass inheritance through the mother’s line while the other six prefer 

male lines of descent (Engels 1975). 

 Engels (1975) claims this loss of the mother right  to be “the world 

historical defeat of the female sex.  The man took command in the home also; 

the woman was degraded and reduced to servitude; she became the slave of his 

lust and a mere instrument for the production of children” (p. 121).  Though 
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motherhood is a natural capability of a healthy woman, the emergence of the 

male as the dominant figure in the private home reduced a woman to this solitary 

role.   

 In the stage of evolution labeled Civilization, the concept of monogamous 

marriage emerges.  Engels (1975) characterizes monogamous marriage by “the 

supremacy of the man, the express purpose being to produce children of 

undisputed paternity; such paternity is demanded because these children are 

later to come into their father’s property as his natural heirs” (p. 125).  Though 

this family has numerous similarities with pairing marriage, it is unique because 

only the man can dissolve the relationship and still has informal rights to infidelity.   

 While contemporary western cultures consider monogamy to be the result 

of marriages based on consensual and reciprocal love, this is not how 

monogamy began.  As Engels (1975) points out, this form of family was the first 

to be based on economic conditions in a private home rather than natural 

conditions letting the family group grow as large as the group was able to 

support; on the contrary, monogamous marriage emerges “as the subjugation of 

one sex by the other; it announces a struggle between the sexes unknown 

throughout the whole previous prehistoric period” (p. 128).  The expectation 

exists that women are to be faithful, while men of high stature are free to visit 

prostitutes; but this does not mean that either sexes were faithful.  In this family 

system “adultery became an unavoidable social institution—denounced, severely 

penalized, but impossible to suppress” (Engels 1975: p. 131).   
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 Furthermore, the progression to monogamy was economic first and moral 

second.  As Engels (1975) notes this moral notion of “modern sex love” did not 

develop “exclusively or even chiefly as the love of a husband and wife for each 

other” (p. 133).  Marriages were typically arranged by parents and based on the 

greatest amount of wealth and prestige the union could produce.  Engels (1975) 

condemns these marriages of convenience, labeling  them as the “crassest 

prostitution—sometimes of both partners, but far more commonly of the woman, 

who differs only from the ordinary courtesan in that she does not let out her body 

on piecework as a wage worker, but sells it once and for all into slavery” (p. 134).  

Following custom, however, it would be her parents selling her into this 

arrangement even if technically with her approval.   

 The marriage based on sexual love that we expect now relies on three 

qualifications.  First, the love must be returned.  Second, the lovers must feel a 

certain degree of intensity.  The final characteristic is that the sexual relationship 

meets a new moral standard.  According to Engels (1975), these requirements 

separate monogamous marriage from the “simple sexual desire, the Eros, of the 

ancients” (p. 141).  Although Engels (1975) criticizes these forms of oppressive 

monogamy, he also views it as the only arrangement capable of incorporating 

equality.  He puts forth the notion of how truly free marriage can exist: 

Full freedom of marriage can therefore only be generally 
established when the abolition of capitalist production and of the 
property relations created by it has removed all the accompanying 
economic considerations which still exert such a powerful influence 
on the choice of a marriage partner.  For then there is no motive left 
except mutual inclination. (p. 144) 
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If this purely free marriage existed, man’s supremacy would diminish.  With such 

a great deal of morality associated with marriage, Engels believes that only 

marriages in which the love is continued throughout the relationship are moral.  

Monogamous marriage in a capitalist society, however, will never be an equal 

arrangement when the woman is a mere means of reproduction.  Only after a 

revolution occurs which transfers the means of production “into common 

ownership” will “the single family [cease] to be the economic unit of society” (p. 

139).  In some Protestant countries among the bourgeoisie, marriages based on 

love became a human right, for both men and women.  However, this supposed 

right was not equally distributed among the classes.   

 Engels helps us understand how women were systematically oppressed 

from the first family arrangements to the most current forms.  The changing 

structure of the family has left it primarily an economic unit in which women and 

children are traditionally dependent.  Marriages now based on consent and 

mutual feelings of affection do not necessarily serve the same function as earlier 

types.  Gerda Lerner (1986) also contributes to the understanding of how 

patriarchy became the dominant system in our society.  Although Lerner 

questions some of Engel’s methodology and conclusions, she arrives at roughly 

the same conclusion that women’s subordinate status has been socially 

constructed through time. 
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Creation of Patriarchy 

 Lerner (1986) offers a more historically accurate portrayal of the 

development of the modern family and offers some critique of Engels’ work.  

After warning against considering females as victims in history, she sets out to 

discover how women have participated in their own subjugation.  Lerner (1986) 

exposes some flaws in Engels’ work, first with citing inaccurate ethnographic 

evidence on which his theories were based.  Secondly, Lerner claims that Engels 

allowed his Victorian values to permeate his ideas of female sexuality and of 

attributing the “woman question” to the apocryphal overthrow of matrilineal rights 

and the inception of private property.  Despite these critiques, Lerner (1986) 

acknowledges his major contributions to the study of women’s position in society 

such as finding the connection between structural changes in kinship and 

women’s position, in the establishment of private property, monogamous 

marriage and prostitution, male’s economic and political control over women’s 

sexuality, and the dominant elites “defeating” the female sex (p. 23).   

 Lerner notes that while Engels marks the subordination of women with the 

beginning of private property and monogamous marriage, Levi-Strauss instead 

faults the exchange of women, which provided alliances between neighboring 

tribes.  This first form of trade was established to circumvent the ultimate taboo of 

incest.  Feminists, however, give little credence to this theory, since men and 

children of both sexes were not exchanged to keep peace between the tribes.  A 

possible explanation for the exchange of women over any others could be the 

physical dominance of men and women’s concern for their own children.  A 
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woman becoming private property is significant in the sense that they are 

primarily valued for their reproductive, biological functions.  

 Gender has, as Lerner (1986) asserts, “in most societies, such a strong 

symbolic as well as ideological and legal significance that we cannot truly 

understand it unless we pay attention to all aspects of its meaning” (p. 38).  

Humans are particularly influenced by socialization given their long period of 

dependence on care-givers. During this time of dependency, mothers in the 

hunting and gathering era were likely to take on jobs that did not interfere with 

childcare.  Furthermore, the success of her gathering improved "her own nutrition 

and thereby increased her life expectancy and fertility” (p. 39).  Lerner’s (1986) 

focus in her discussion of women’s roles in hunting and gathering societies is 

that only the initial division of labor was a biological necessity, since mothers 

were the source of “food, warmth and pleasure” (p. 40).  Mothering was only 

successful when performed by the biological mother, and further it was important 

that women “devote most of their adulthood to pregnancy, child-bearing, and 

nursing” to sustain the population (p. 41).  Only in these very “primitive” societies 

did women choose tasks that were functional and compatible with childcare.  A 

mother being considered responsible for childcare is now more of a cultural 

obligation rather than a biological necessity given the improvements in 

technology in regard to care.  For example, infants may now be nourished with 

her mother’s milk by a bottle or even through manufactured formula.  Men are 

capable of performing these duties.  As Barbara Risman (1998) points out, men 
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are capable of “mothering” but tend to do so only when a mother figure is not 

present.    

 Lerner (1986) points out the hypocrisy in this reasoning since traditionalist 

men attribute their invention of tools as cultural changes that free them from 

“biological necessity” (p. 20).  Whereas men may see a woman having a career 

instead of bearing children and staying home to care for them as a dereliction of 

duty or deviance, men are not shamed for not bringing home freshly hunted meat 

each night.  Lerner and other feminists would argue that while childbirth is a 

function of the female sex, the nurturing of children is a function of the female 

gender, which is largely socially constructed.   

  The works of Engels and Lerner describe how women’s subjugation 

occurred and became socialized in subsequent generations.  The notion that 

women are restricted to certain tasks because of their biological functions is 

clearly dismissed in these assessments.  Yet, women as reproductive tools is a 

concept also explored by several theorists including Karl Marx and  Frederick 

Engels (1978), Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1966) and Dolores Hayden (1981) as 

described below. 

 

Women as Tools of Reproduction 

 Marx and Engels (1978) were responsible for producing the Manifesto of 

the Communist Party.  Just as the Bourgeoisie oppressed the Proletariat, the 

German society also oppressed women.  The authors describe this epoch of the 

bourgeoisie as distinctive for simplifying class antagonisms, dividing society 
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between the two groups (Marx and Engels 1978).  They accuse the bourgeoisie 

of “[resolving] personal worth into exchange value, and in the place of the 

numberless indefeasible chartered freedoms, has set up that single, 

unconscionable freedom—Free Trade” (p. 475).  The capitalistic society has also 

removed the personal worth of women in exchange for their reproductive value.  

The bourgeoisie class, furthermore, has reduced the family unit to an economic 

unit.  In this arrangement, exploitation of subordinate members is prevalent. 

 Like the industrial worker to his machine, a wife becomes an appendage 

of the family.  The invisible work that a housewife regularly performs is not 

recognized or valued.  In fact, the Manifesto asserts that “In proportion, therefore, 

as the repulsiveness of the work increases, the wage decreases” (p. 179).  While 

child care and housework may not be as repulsive as some industrialized labor, 

the wage is non existent.  The bourgeois family creates a system of oppression 

based on private gain, analogous with industry.  This family structure exploits not 

only women but also children.   

 A major foundation of the Communist party is the call for the abolition of 

private property.  By making property communal, class conflict between the 

bourgeoisie and the proletariat is eliminated.  Marx and Engels acknowledge that 

the division of space itself has serious implications for the quality of women’s 

lives.  They note that as the repulsiveness of a job increases, the wages 

decrease. These low wage jobs were more frequently filled with women as 

improved technology was available, requiring less skill or strength. Therefore, 

Marx and Engels (1975) conclude that “differences of age and sex have no 
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longer any distinctive social validity for the working class.  All are instruments of 

labor, more or less expensive to use, according to their age and sex” (p. 479).  In 

these cases, women are not only subject to an industrial manager, but also to the 

rule of their husbands.   

 Similarly, Dolores Hayden (1981), a contemporary professor of 

architecture and urbanism, calls for the communal use of kitchens in her quest to 

create a non-sexist city.  She requires the following conditions to reduce the 

inequality of men and women’s labor contributions in the home: 

(1) involve both men and women in the unpaid labor associated 
with housekeeping and child care on an equal basis; (2) involve 
both men and women in the paid labor force on an equal basis; (3) 
eliminate residential segregation by class, race, and age; (4) 
eliminate all federal, state, and local programs and laws that offer 
implicit or explicit reinforcement of the unpaid role of the female 
homemaker; (5) minimize unpaid labor and wasteful energy 
consumption; (6) maximize real choices for households concerning 
recreation and sociability. (p. 178) 
 

Hayden would agree with Marx and Engels’ (1978) assessment that in a 

communal society “accumulated labor is but a means to widen, to enrich, to 

promote the existence of the laborer” (p. 485).  Under this system no individual 

could exploit the labor of others for profit or social power.  Women’s unpaid 

domestic labor may be an example of this exploitation.  It is important to note, 

however, that just as women often perform stereotypical domestic tasks, men 

perform their own chores such as yard work and car repair, though less 

frequently.  Hayden acknowledges that employed women usually live up to the 

expectation of spending more time in housework and child care than men, even 
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though some may spend more time commuting because of their dependence on 

public transportation.    

 Another critique of the bourgeois family is its attitude toward women.  As 

previously mentioned, there is a perception that women are merely instruments 

of production.  Marx  and Engels (1978) claim the upper class “hears that the 

instruments of production are to be exploited in common, and, naturally can 

come to no other conclusion than that the lot of being common to all will likewise 

fall to the women” (p. 488).  Freeing women from oppressive marriages and 

environments would abolish this form of prostitution in both the private and public 

spheres.   

 Degrading work can alienate people, estranging them from nature or 

themselves.  As Marx and Engels’ (1978) assert in the Economic and Philosophic 

Manuscripts of 1844, “wages and private property are identical: where they 

produce, the object of labor pays for labor itself, the wage is but a necessary 

consequence of labor’s estrangement” (p. 79). 

 Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1966) acknowledges the exploitation of women 

in Women and Economics.   She notes that humans are “the only animal species 

in which the sex-relation is also an economic relation” (p. 5).  As instruments of 

labor, women exchange housework for a share of their husbands’ wealth.   Just 

as Marx contended that the more demeaning the labor, the lower the pay, Gilman 

finds an inverse relationship between the amount of work a woman does relative 

to the money she earns. 
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 In addition to women’s exploitation, Gilman points out the absurdity in 

rationality that a woman not producing children is of absolutely no economic 

worth.  In fact, economic concerns are what encourage many contemporary 

women to delay marriage and childbirth.  A woman serving as a private servant 

by way of cooking meals to her husband’s taste rather than for nutrition is also 

problematic.  According to Gilman, this task is better left to skilled professionals.  

As women become free economic agents, “they will lift and free their arrested 

functions, to the much better fulfillment of their duties as wives and mothers and 

to the vast improvement in health and happiness of the human race” (p. 241).  

Much like Hayden’s plan for a non-sexist environment, Gilman calls for 

communal kitchens so women would not each be limited to this activity in the 

evenings.  This arrangement would not only leave cooking to professionals, it 

would also significantly decrease the amount of cleaning to do.   Cooking by 

professionals in contemporary western society would offer healthy and nutritious 

meals in place of fast food.  

 Despite Gilman’s (1966) desire to free white middle-class women from the 

oppression of the home, she is still adamant that monogamous marriage is 

necessary and childbirth is a duty and privilege of womanhood.  She states that it 

is: 

 Almost unnecessary to suggest that women as economic 
producers will naturally choose those professions which are 
compatible with motherhood. . . [and] if women did choose 
professions unsuitable with maternity, Nature would quietly 
extinguish them by her unvarying process. (p. 245-246) 
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Clearly, Gilman (1966) wants women to be able to engage in labor that suits and 

pleases them, as long as their role of mother is not compromised.  Gilman was 

not as progressive, however, in terms of the liberation of women of color or lower 

classes.  She believes that motherhood is the definitive role of women, but that 

others may be added as long as this primary role is not compromised.  Her 

suggestion for “true and lasting social progress . . . is based on a spirit of inter-

human love, not merely the inter-sexual; and it requires an economic machinery 

organized and functioned for human needs, not sexual ones” (p. 142).   

 Having followed the development of women’s socially constructed roles in 

western societies, it is important to note the stark contrasts between western and 

Asian cultures.  The work of Francis Hsu (1981) helps highlight these differences 

in the family and gender roles.  

 

Cultural Differences 

 For traditional Chinese families, filial obligation is the most tenaciously 

held value.  These extended households, including adult brothers and sisters 

may contribute to the size of one’s social support network.  Hsu (1981) asserts 

that the family is even treated differently semantically, explaining that “when an 

American speaks of a family he refers to parents and unmarried children; a 

Chinese includes grandparents and in-laws” (p. 85).  Chinese children are 

brought up by the entire family while the American child typically only lives by a 

nuclear family.   
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 These child-rearing techniques further socialize children into ways of 

learning, as American children learn about the world in relation to themselves 

and Chinese children learn about the world in relation to their environment (Hsu, 

1981).  These realizations continue to shape attitudes in adulthood.  As Hsu 

(1981) points out that there exists “Chinese ideal of mutual dependence, which is 

the exact opposite of the American spirit of self-reliance” (p. 114).  Loyalty to 

one’s family ensures care for all members of the group. This loyalty extends to 

other groups, including co-workers (Hsu 1981).   

 Most pertinent to the discussion of role strain and health is the distinction 

between cultures that “the Chinese finds security within the primary groups and 

has less interest in other attachments, while the American  finds no assurance of 

permanence in human relationships and therefore seeks satisfaction elsewhere” 

(Hsu 1981: p. 333).   If Hsu (1981) is correct in his assessment, American 

women may seek outside employment for satisfaction while Chinese women 

have stronger ties and receive more satisfaction from the family, thereby making 

them less likely to pursue other avenues of satisfaction. 

 While a macro-level approach is appropriate for tracing the social 

construction of women’s roles, meso-level theories are needed to understand 

how place, whether suburban or non-suburban, can impact women and their 

health. 
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Place and Health 

 As several theorists have suggested (Hayden 1981; Gilman 1966; 

Hochschild 2003; Friedan 2001), division of place can have deleterious effects on 

women.  In addition to role strain, mental and physical health can be harmed by 

this gendered division of space itself. 

 The Women and Geography Study Group of the IBG (1984) reiterates the 

development of the family into “a reproductive unit devoted to caring for men or 

children whose work, or training for work, took place outside the home in spatially 

quite distinct and separate areas” (p. 44).  This group adds to the body of 

knowledge concerning women’s well-being in its description of the division of 

space as a transition from the “Pre-Capitalist City” to “Transitional City” to the 

“Victorian City.”  The Victorian City paved the way for the post-war suburbs.   

 This first category was characterized by artisans living in or very close to 

their shops.  Households included apprentices and other employees who lived 

with the families.  Men and women’s work was not physically separated, but male 

children were educated in the home while female children were taught to keep 

house.  The “Transitional City” was marked by a more integrated economy as 

commercial activities began to outnumber residential areas in cities.  Separate 

spheres became more pronounced in this era, where “home and female society 

constituted the private sphere in which emotions could be expressed; work and 

male society constituted the public sphere of rationality, science and intellect” (p. 

49).  As large factories replaced small workshops in the “Victorian City,” more 

families’ work was removed from the home for all classes.  As the Women and 
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Geography Study Group of the IBG (1984) notes, “in the years between 1890 

and 1920, suburban living came to be seen as the ‘ideal’ family environment for 

all classes in both Britain and North America” (p. 51). 

 After World War II, twentieth century suburbs emerged, which “embodied 

the new conception of the ‘ideal’ home and community in which neighborhoods of 

single family, low density housing, equipped with modern kitchens, would be 

clustered around schools and shops” (p. 57).  Middle-class women in suburban 

areas, separated from civic activities, devoted most of their attention to the home 

and immediate surroundings.   The Women and Geography Study Group of the 

IBG (1984) links this division of place between waged work and home to the 

unequal divisions of labor within the home. 

 These place settings are significant because they remove women from 

certain opportunities and social networks.  While the Women and Geography 

Study Group of the IBG (1984) provided a history of the suburb, the theories 

concerning its affect on health will be explored after an examination of traditional 

urban theories.  While not discussed in terms of gender, urban areas pose 

unique challenges and benefits to their residents, as discussed in the next 

section. 

 

Urban Space 

 There have been conflicting theories of the relationship between urbanism 

and health.  For example, urban areas are more likely to provide social and 

health services, increasing the health of urban residents.  Cities are also 
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characterized, however, by higher levels of pollution, which have negative health 

effects (Galea et al 2005).  According to Galea et al., (2005) four trends—

“migration, suburbanization, changes in the role of government and globalization” 

have had a great impact on health in the developed world (p. 1021).  Most 

pertinent to this study is the issue of suburbanization.  At the onset of 

suburbanization, cities lost some infrastructure due to the exodus of consumers; 

the subsequent suburban sprawl has been linked to “increased pollution, 

changing exercise patters, and poor water quality” (Galea et al. 2005, p. 1022).  

Poor urban residents may also encounter obstacles in getting sufficient health 

care (Galea et al. 2005).   

 As Fitzpatrick and LaGory (2003) explains, globalization causes the 

metropolis to “become more than a mosaic of social worlds: it is a landscape of 

uneven development with enormous discrepancies in the socioeconomic and 

health conditions of its population” (p. 34).  These authors point out that city life 

may be very different experiences for different residents, such as those living in 

high-poverty areas.  Access to goods, services, and other resources are also 

unequally distributed among urban residents.  In these cases, segregation can 

greatly influence life chances, having deleterious affects on health.   

 In addition to these findings, several urban sociologists have more 

abstract theories of how urban life affects urbanites’ physical and mental health.  

These include the works of Simmel (1903), Wirth (1938) and Fischer (1995) as 

described below. 
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Metropolis and Mental Life 

 Georg Simmel’s 1903 work “The Metropolis and Mental Life,” clearly 

relates urbanism and health.  He connects the constant internal and external 

stimuli with the intensification of mental life.  He explains: 

To the extend that the metropolis creates these 
psychological conditions—with every crossing of the street, 
with the tempo and multiplicity of economic, occupational 
and social life—it creates in the sensory foundations of 
mental life, and in the degree of awareness necessitated by 
our organization as creatures dependent on differences, a 
deep contrast with the slower, more habitual, more smoothly 
flowing rhythm of the sensory-mental phase of small town 
and rural existence. (p. 12) 
 

The metropolis as a source of constant activity prevents its residents from 

reacting to new stimuli.  Simmel explains that the “intellectual individualization” 

which results from close contact with other people in the city “leads ultimately to 

the strangest eccentricities, to specifically metropolitan extravagances of self-

distanation, of caprice, of fastidiousness” (p. 18).  These traits are linked to 

mental health. 

 Furthermore, the city is the “seat of the most advanced economic division 

of labor” (Simmel 1903: 17).  Similar to previous theorists’ notion of individuals as 

means of production, Simmel describes an urbanite as just a part of machine 

“against the vast overwhelming organization of things and forces which gradually 

take out of his hands everything connected with progress, spirituality and value” 

(p. 18).   
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Urban Determinism 

 One of the most influential urban theories is Louis Wirth’s (1938) 

groundbreaking piece “Urbanism as a Way of Life.”  As outlined by Wirth, 

urbanism can affect an individual’s health on structural, cognitive and behavioral 

levels.  First, at the structural level population size, density and heterogeneity 

define a city.  Wirth (1938) explains: 

Density involves diversification and specialization, the coincidence 
of close physical contact and distant social relations, glaring 
contrasts, a complex pattern of segregation, the predominance of 
formal social control, and accentuated friction, among other 
phenomena.  Heterogeneity tends to break down rigid social 
structures and to produce increased mobility, instability, and 
insecurity, and the affiliation of the individuals with a variety of 
intersecting and tangential social groups with a high rate of  
membership turnover. (p. 1) 
 

With larger city sizes, division of labor occurs along with other structural 

differentiations.  These differentiations lead to formal integration with formal laws 

and police to enforce them.  At this point, anomie becomes the typical structural 

condition. 

 At the cognitive level, cities may be characterized by over stimulation 

while suburbs are under stimulated. Personality differentiation occurs at this 

level, causing individual contacts to be unidimensional, serving only one function 

such as a door man. To an individual passing through the door, the door man 

only serves to open that door.  This kind of arrangement can lead to 

impersonality between people, ultimately lead to feelings of alienation.   

 As a result, at the behavioral level selectivity becomes the coping 

mechanism of urbanites.  This selectivity of inhabitants, combined with structural 
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differentiation and personality differentiation, yields inter-role mobility and 

isolation that eventually leads to unconventionality.  Both isolation and 

unconventionality may lead to poor physical and mental health among urban 

residents.   

 Claude Fischer (1973) questions Wirth’s (1938) work on urban 

determinism.  In his study of powerlessness and social isolation (anomie), 

Fischer was not able to find a relationship between formal organization and lower 

rates of alienation.  The basic findings of this study are as follows: 

(1)  Community size and powerlessness were not      
associated.   

(2)  There was a very small association between community     
size and sense of social isolation.  

 (3)  With respect to social involvement, presumably both 
cause and effect of social-psychological isolation, the 
findings were contradictory:  Attendance at social 
meetings was unrelated, but knowing one’s neighbors 
was strongly related to urbanism—as was having 
relatives among those neighbors.  The more 
metropolitan, the fewer know neighbors and the fewer 
have relatives nearby.  (p. 322) 

   
Fischer (1995) similarly reaches the conclusion that city living can lead to 

unconventionality and therefore poorer health.  His subcultural theory, described 

below, includes aspects of subcultures which can both increase conflict and 

tolerance. 

 

Subcultural Theory 

 In addition to critiquing Wirth’s (1938) work, Fischer (1995) created the 

subcultural theory of urbanism.  The first major proposition of this theory states 
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that as an area gets larger, it begins to develop more subcultures than lower 

populated areas because larger areas attract immigrants and generate cultural 

specialization.  The second proposition builds on the first, revealing that larger 

areas not only develop more subcultures, but they are more intense.  

Subcultures have a higher likelihood of reaching a critical mass to survive and 

resist outside influences of other subcultures.  Third, subcultural theory proposes 

that contact with other subcultures leads to mutual influence, as evident in 

mainstream culture influencing immigrant children or a cultural craze being 

embraced by the white middle-class.  Fischer’s (1995) fourth and final proposition 

indicates urbanism has a positive relationship with unconventionality because: 

(a) larger places generate more diverse and more specialized subcultures; 
(b) critical mass and intergroup friction are likelier in larger places, which 
produces more intense subcultures, especially for atypical populations; 
and (c) the greater intergroup contact in larger places diffuses cultural 
elements of atypical subcultures to others in the area. 
 

This arrangement may affect health by increasing social support networks.  The 

importance of social support will be later discussed through the work of Marmot 

(2004).  Subcultures coming into contact with neighboring subcultures may 

produce conflict but can also produce higher levels of tolerance. 

 These urban theories fail to consider the way place may be experienced 

by gender.  According to Short (2006), “urban space is an arena where gender 

roles are inscribed and transgressed, codified and undermined” (p. 127).  While 

women’s participation in the labor market somewhat undermines the division of 

space in some instances, women are also subject to fear of that urban space.  

Fear of physical or sexual violence may limit a woman from working in certain 
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areas or during certain times (Short 2006).  In this way, place has become 

gendered. 

 

Gendered Space 

 Daphne Spain (1992) uses a spatial perspective to describe the 

relationship between space and gender. Within a workplace setting, women’s 

jobs are often found to be in more open spaces than men’s, resulting in less 

control of their space.  Due to their high visibility and perceived availability, 

women in these open spaces are subject to constant interruptions and scrutiny 

(Spain 1992). 

 Job opportunities themselves are also found to be gendered in nature.  

Women who are married or have families are far more likely to seek jobs based 

on the proximity to their residence rather than skills or qualifications.  This is not 

to imply, however, that the residence was initially chosen because of its 

employment opportunities for women (Hanson and Pratt 1995).   Proximity to 

work may not be as inconvenient with the use of technology.  With fax machines, 

e-mail, and video conferencing, working from home has become an option for 

some parents.  Some occupations, however, are better suited to 

telecommunication than others.   

 In Hanson and Pratt’s study (1995), men were found to commute more 

often.  Couples in the Worchester Area study indicated that they would be far 

more likely to relocate if it meant a promotion for the male of the household, but 

would be more reluctant if it were the wife’s job.  This inequality has the potential 
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to disrupt the other spouse’s employment (Hanson and Pratt 1995).  McDowell, 

Ward, Fagan, Perrons and Ray (2006) explain: 

 The location of homes, shops, leisure activities and commodified 
forms of caring services—whether elder care facilities, childcare 
provision or the growing number of services to maintain the 
necessary physical attributes for an aestheticized labor forces—are 
seldom located in close proximity, with out-of-town developments 
and suburban sprawl exacerbating rather than easing the issues of 
urban mobility/connections. (p. 143) 
 

 According to Hayden (2002), the two steps to better housing include 

considering work and home in regard to spatial patterns and to acknowledge 

suburban neighborhoods as an urban problem.  Hayden (2002) asserts that “the 

American spatial patterns of deteriorated ghettos, skyscraper congestion, and 

low density dream houses are inextricably related to land speculation and 

depreciation” (p. 240).   She also criticizes current real estate practices and 

taxation policies of allowing the residents of older suburbs to bear the taxation 

burden for new suburbs. 

 While Hayden (2002) points out the actual consequences for society when 

“ideal” suburban neighborhoods are built, Betty Friedan (2001) deals specifically 

with how women isolated in suburbs may suffer from poor physical and mental 

health. 

 

Feminine Mystique 

 Betty Friedan (2001) cites place as a means of furthering strain for 

women, especially among middle-class women in suburban areas.  She 

demonstrates a bias for this demographic group, having been a suburban 
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housewife herself.  Friedan (2001) begins her work with a discussion of “The 

Problem That Has No Name.”   This “problem” includes any discrepancies 

between the expected happiness and actual happiness in a woman.  Prior to 

World War II, an image of a “New Woman” was portrayed in popular women’s 

magazines.  This “New Woman” was “creating with a gay determined spirit a new 

identity for women—a life of their own,” characterized by ambition, individuality 

and independence (p. 38).  Especially when women entered the workforce to fill 

the void left by men at war, it was not considered unreasonable for a woman to 

balance a job with a home and family.  When the men returned, however, women 

moved back into the home and were expected to fulfill their housewife duties with 

the utmost femininity.  It was believed that women should derive pleasure and 

fulfillment from caring for their homes and families (Friedan 2001).  As Friedan 

(2001) points out, “in the fifteen years after World War II, this mystique of 

feminine fulfillment became the cherished and self-perpetuating core of 

contemporary American culture” (p. 18).  As husbands and wives alike began to 

realize this arrangement did not always equate to fulfillment, the so-called 

“problem that has no name” saturated American culture.  One psychiatrist 

commenting on this problem said, “I only know something is wrong because most 

of my patients happen to be women.  And their problem isn’t sexual” (p. 19).   

 In contrast, Friedan (2001) points directly to the sexual role as the central 

attribute for housewives and the only problems that could be identified were 

those that prevented them from adapting to their defining role as housewives; 

therefore, “career is a problem, education is a problem, political interest, even the 
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very admission of women’s intelligence and individuality is a problem” (p. 61).  

Friedan successfully paints a vivid image of life for middle-class women during 

the 1960s and provides a foundation for the themes of female subordination, 

identity, housework with suggestions for how women can find more satisfaction in 

life. It was part of this era for women to define their occupation as housewife, and 

to be grateful for only being housewives, protecting them from the outside world 

and difficult decisions.  When these women worked, usually it was to save up for 

something special for the family.  As the October 16, 1956 magazine Look 

reports: 

The American woman is winning the battle of the sexes. . . she 
works, rather casually, as a third of the U.S. labor force, less 
towards [sic] a ‘big career’ than as a way of filling a hope chest or 
buying a new home freezer.  She gracefully concedes the top jobs 
to men.  This wondrous creature also marries younger than ever, 
bears more babies and looks and acts far more feminine than the 
‘emancipated’ girl for the 1920’s or even 30’s. (p. 59) 
 

 The feminine mystique calls for women to “ignore the question of their 

identity” (p. 71).  Friedan (2001) lists the different roles that women have been 

expected to perform and have continued to perform: “wife, mistress, mother, 

nurse, consumer, cook, chauffer; expert on interior decoration, child care, 

appliance repair, furniture refinishing, nutrition, and education” (p. 30).  Women 

incorporate these roles into an identity, but where did these roles and 

expectations come from?  Friedan contends that this image of suburban wives 

was reinforced by media, which was created largely by men but targeted women 

and popularized by social scientists.  Most important of these roles was mother.  

In fact, the media would go so far as to suggest the only time a woman was truly 
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fulfilled was at the very moment of childbirth (Friedan 2001: p. 62).  Friedan 

would consider this extremely limited period of fulfillment as oppressive to 

women and not the appropriate means of fulfillment.   

 The major identity crisis for women, as Friedan and American society 

would agree, occurs when women have trouble adapting to their role as 

housewife.  The perspective of this crisis is quite different, however.  The 

“’discontinuity’ in cultural condition: 

has been blamed on the education which made American girls 
grow up feeling free and equal to boys—playing baseball, riding 
bicycles, conquering geometry and college boards, living alone in 
an apartment in New York or Chicago or San Francisco, testing and 
discovering their own powers in the world.  All this gave girls the 
feeling they could be and do whatever they wanted to, with the 
same freedom they as boys, the critics said.  It did not prepare 
them for their role as women.  The crisis comes when they are 
forced to adjust to this role. . . If girls were educated for their role as 
women, they would not suffer this crisis, the adjusters say. (p. 75) 

 

Whereas Friedan might see these educational and empowering activities as 

needing to be continued during the role of mother and wife, others would see 

these as unnecessary and even harmful to the growth of a woman.   

 While women may have struggled finding their own identities, a man 

specializing in women’s advertising claims that “American housewives can be 

given the sense of identity, purpose, creativity, the self-realization, even the 

sexual joy they lack—by the buying of things” (Friedan 2001: p. 208).  One report 

goes so far as to say that consumerism is the only means of expression without 

guilt, since in the process of buying appliances she is helping her family.  These 
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depictions of women as programmable droids are contributing factors to the 

feminine mystique.    

  Much like Freud, social scientists were also guilty of including a bias in 

social analysis.  In order to limit nonscientific value judgments, social scientist 

studied the function of an institution within its own society.  Despite the attempt to 

be more scientific, “by giving an absolute meaning and a sanctimonious value the 

generic term ‘woman’s role,’ functionalism put American women into a kind of 

deep freeze—like Sleeping Beauties, waiting for a Prince Charming to waken 

them” (p. 127).  Friedan speaks of the “feminine protest,” a movement protecting 

women from believing they are inherently equal to men. The authority of these 

social scientists was very influential to attitudes toward the roles of men and 

women, but Friedan (2001) disagrees that women should be protected from the 

conflicts experienced in maturation (p. 118).  Equality between the sexes is not 

“functional” since the status quo can only be maintained through the division of 

labor with corresponding prestige.  Men can not be the breadwinners and 

dominant figure in the home if women are not cooking, cleaning, and 

childbearing.  Friedan (2001) cites Talcott Parsons’ 1949 work in which he 

considers the role of women to be a housewife, with a dash of “domesticity,” 

“glamour,” and “good companionship” (p. 130).  Here Friedan demonstrates how 

firmly implanted these notions were in American culture.   

 By pointing out the popular and “scientific” understandings of gender roles, 

Friedan explains why women felt limited in their options and some gladly 

accepted their “occupation: housewife” status.  Not only were these women 
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socialized to conform to their roles in the home, they were taught in grade school 

all the way through college.  These forces were just acting based on the scientific 

understanding of the era, which trickled down to all institutions of socialization.   

   So what happens when women “escape” the stresses of independence 

and accept the cultural aspects of the feminine mystique?  Friedan answers in 

one word—housework.  She describes the “double deception” of the feminine 

mystique: 

1.  The more a woman is deprived of function in society at the level 
of her own ability, the more her housework, mother-work, will 
expand—and the more she will resist finishing her housework or 
mother-work, and being without any function at all. 

2.  The time required to do the housework for any given woman 
varies inversely with the challenge of the other work to which 
she is committed.  Without any outside interests, a woman is 
virtually forced to devote her every moment to the trivia of 
keeping house. (Friedan 2001: p. 239) 

 
It is the “work expands to fill time available” theory that helps to explain why 

women are still consumed with housework despite their time and labor saving 

appliances.  Filling the time available would also explain why some women 

continue to have children, so there is always a little one to take care of at home.  

Suburbs were particularly prone to this phenomenon, while women seeking work 

often wanted to move back to the city (p. 246).  Often the feminist attitude toward 

housework is that men should participate, but Friedan (2001) cautions that “it 

didn’t really compensate women for being shut out of the larger world.  If 

anything, by removing still more of their functions, it increased their sense of 

individual emptiness” (p. 248).   
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 Almost ironically, Friedan later mentions the hierarchy of needs in terms of 

women’s identity.  She manipulates the hierarchy, which calls for physical needs 

such as food, sex, and survival before psychological needs like self-realization, to 

claim that women will turn to “sexual fulfillment, motherhood, and the possession 

of material things” (p. 316) because they lack identity.  She reforms the hierarchy 

of needs to suggest that psychological needs are as important as physical needs.  

Though important to happiness, nourishment and shelter still fundamentally must 

be met before self-actualization or identity is even a possibility.   

 Friedan concludes with some suggestions for how women can counter the 

feminine mystique.  She calls first for the recognition of housework for what it is—

“not a career, but something that must be done as quickly and efficiently as 

possible” and secondly to “[brush] aside the veil of over-glorification imposed by 

the feminine mystique” in order to evaluate marriage (Friedan 2001: p. 342).  

After changing her perspective, a woman should seek out creative work to match 

her intellectual ability.  While this is a useful suggestion for women, it is 

somewhat idealistic considering that most men are arguably not working jobs that 

match their “intellectual ability.”   

 An important mediating factor in health is the social support a woman 

receives.  As Marmot (2004) explains, “control, predictability, degree of support, 

threat to status and presence of outlets” are related to one’s position in the social 

hierarchy which he also relates to one’s physical and mental health (p. 112).   

The amount of social support a woman receives may alleviate negative health 

affects from urbanism, as previously mentioned, and role strain, which will be 
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discussed in the micro-level analysis following the discussion of support 

networks. 

  

Support Networks 

 Some of the strain from juggling home, work and family responsibilities 

may be alleviated by support networks.  Hayden (2002) explains that “Women’s 

support may also come from mothers, sisters, female friends, and female kin, 

who traditionally rally in crisis” (p. 84).  In regard to gender, Marmot (2004) 

describes the “tend and befriend” survival method of women to protect their 

children.  By joining forces and taking care of each other, hunter-gatherers had 

better chances of survival.   

 Social ties are an important factor in both suburban and urban women’s 

health.  As Robert (1999) points out that lack of services may be trivial to those 

who do not need access to these services, but that women that suffer from “lack 

of emotional, informational, and functional social support in the community may 

be particularly damaging to the health of community members” relying on these 

services (496).  

  Broader social networks may also be beneficial for health.  Marmot (2004) 

offers two examples of how isolation can harm a person’s health, first by causing 

mental illness and second by lowering the resistance of diseases usually gained 

through social contact. Marmot (2004) summarizes Berkman and Syme’s 1979 

findings regarding the way participation in social networks benefits health in the 

following ways: “1) provision of social support; 2) social influence; 3) social 
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engagement and attachment; 4) access to resources and material goods” (p. 

161).  There is also a distinction to be made about social networks and health 

between classes.  Those lower in the hierarchy tend to have more social contact 

with family and only family in comparison to those with greater social rank 

(Marmot 2004).  Although close ties with family, especially in the case of working-

class families may promote better health, these ties to not lead to social influence 

and access to resources.  A person’s position in the social hierarchy helps 

determine his or her place in the health gradient associated with that hierarchy.   

 In this theoretical framework regarding place, theorists such as Simmel 

(1903), Wirth (1938) and Fischer (1995) claim urban life lead to unconventionality 

and therefore poor health.  These theories, however, neglect the way women 

particularly are impacted by urban life.  These traditional theories were written 

(and Fischer’s 1995 is a re-visitation and expansion of his original) before the 

“problem with no name” emerged.  Perhaps equally as biased, Friedan, focusing 

only on women, suspects suburban areas lead to physical and mental distress.  

This thesis seeks to find which school of thought is more accurate for women’s 

health. 

 Just urban areas and suburban areas may lead to differences in health, 

the home itself can also impact a woman’s level of physical and mental health.   

 

Households and Health 

 Having explored meso-level theories of urbanism in general, a micro-level 

examination of women within the intimate settings of their homes is crucial to 
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understand role strain and urbanism and their impact on health. The concept of 

role strain, the strain associated with women’s desire to be the best mother, 

partner and employee possible, is also described in greater detail within the 

context of Hochschild’s (2003) work. 

 

Home and Health 

 In regard to physical health, Hayden (1981) points out that women are 

most commonly battered in kitchens and bedrooms, the areas most isolated by 

gender.  While she can not point to any study to formally support her hypothesis, 

she predicts that a relationship exists between household isolation and violence 

as well as between unpaid domestic labor and violence.   Marmot (2004) refers 

to a relationship between the lack of power or control in the home with poorer 

physical health, including heart disease. 

 Hayden (1981) further criticizes isolation in the way women are treated by 

medical professionals.  She cites a drug company slogan “You can’t change her 

environment but you can change her mood” (pg. 172).  Hayden (2002) further 

implies that mental health is nurtured in the home through emotional support.   

 Generally speaking, women experience more “psychological distress 

including anxiety, demoralization, depression and worry” not explained by 

“reporting bias, emotional reserve, or expressiveness” (Bird 1999: 32).  The time 

spent on domestic labor may explain this discrepancy between genders. Bird 

(1999) suggests that bearing an unequal burden of household labor is more 

harmful than simply having a large amount of work.  
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 As Bird (1999) points out, marriage does indicate a certain level of social 

integration, but falsely assumes social support.  Her quantitative study found that 

“as time spent on household labor increases, the effects [of depression] increase 

exponentially” (p. 40).  Considering Friedan’s theory that women expand their 

work to take up the whole day, the risk of depression is alarming.  Though a 

certain amount of housework may yield psychological benefits, women, who 

perform substantially more hours of work than their husbands who benefit from 

labor, suffer.  In sum, “gender differences in exposure to inequitable divisions of 

labor rather than vulnerability explain the greater negative impact on women’s 

psychological well-being” (Bird 1999: 43). 

 The division of labor itself does not comprise role strain.  The strain 

women feel from trying to perform the roles of employee, partner and mother to 

the best of their ability is the core of role strain.  Hochschild studies the way this 

strain impacts women within the family. 

 

Second Shift 

 Arlie Russell Hochschild (2003) devotes an entire work to the description 

of the role strain that working mothers endure.  She begins her book with an 

explanation of the “speed-up” in the family.  This speed up involves women being 

expected to perform more work in a day, yet there is not more time to accomplish 

this work.  Hochschild (2003) points out that the number of women in the 

workforce has doubled from 1950 at 30% to 2002 at 60%, with the most 

significant increase occurring among women with small children.  This increase 
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in work outside the home is important because women are still expected to 

perform domestic duties as if they had no other job outside of the home.   

 In terms of hours worked, women were found to work 15 hours more than 

men in a week, averaging an entire month of twenty-four hour days per year 

more (approximately 720 hours).  The vast majority of the inequality between 

men and women is the amount of housework that is performed. Gilman would be 

disappointed with Hochschild’s (2003) findings that “beyond doing more at home, 

women also devote proportionately more of their time at home to housework and 

proportionately less of it to childcare” (p. 9).  Stress from hours worked, 

overwhelming amounts of housework and guilt for not spending enough time with 

one’s children are problematic for women.     

 Another cause of stress for women working the second shift is the rate of 

change in attitudes between them and their husbands.  Hochschild (2003) notes 

that women have been adapting the to workforce faster than their employers, still 

“inflexible in the face of the family demands of their workers, and at home, most 

men have not yet to really adapt to the changes in women” (p. 12).  This 

difference between men and women is called the “stalled revolution.”  In this 

arrangement, society does not have support for working parents and men are not 

burdened with a second shift.  

 Gender ideology of marital roles also plays a part in the social position of 

women.  In her interviews, Hochschild (2003) found three main types of couples: 

traditional, transitional and egalitarian.  Traditional roles include notions of the 

wife working at home with a dominant male being the sole breadwinner.  In a 
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purely egalitarian arrangement, however, the wife and husband want equal 

access to the work force and obligations at home, making the couple equal in 

terms of power.  In the middle of these extremes is the transitional stage, which 

includes any type of arrangement between the purely traditional and purely 

egalitarian ideologies.  Despite what respondents may have reported regarding 

their gender ideologies, Hochschild (2003) found that this classification often 

conflicted with what they actually felt about their role.   

 These women’s definition of their situation is vital to their identification with 

a role.  For example, one woman named Nancy Holt had seen her own mother 

exploited and would not accept the same fate for herself.  She was adamant that 

her husband Evan take part in the second shift.  Often, a woman’s identity is 

closely related to her opportunities in life.  Hochschild (2003) contends that these 

opportunities include “a semiconscious sense of the going rate for a desirable 

attitude or behavior in an available member of the same and opposite sex” (p. 

54).  Based on these life chances a woman will choose an identity that most 

closely fits her life and embrace its ideology.  Hochschild (2003) explains that she 

“identifies with its customs (men opening doors), and symbols (lacy dress, long 

hair, soft handshakes, and lowered eyes)” in the case of a traditional ideology (p. 

17).      

 Accompanying these gender ideologies are gender strategies.  Strategies 

evolve from the emotional work involved in applying gender ideologies to 

everyday life.  These strategies may include believing that a marriage is more 

traditional or more egalitarian than they are in reality.  Many women believed that 
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their husbands had an equal share in housework if they did work outside when it 

was needed.  Hochschild critiques this arrangement of upstairs-downstairs and 

inside-outside as a myth of a solution.  More specifically, this arrangement does 

not begin to equal the daily chores inside the home.  

 Images also influence the role of working women. Hochschild (2003) cites 

a New York Times article about a professional woman who “gives the impression 

that the working mother is doing so well because she is personally competent, 

not because she has a sound social arrangement” (p. 24).  Families that are 

wealthy enough to hire domestic help may reduce their second shift, but the 

domestic worker herself is then faced with these issues.  A woman keeping 

house for another family will have to find arrangements for her own children and 

perform her own second shift at the end of the day.    

 This is not to imply that the desire of some women to be a homemaker 

has vanished, however.  Hochschild (2003) uses Carmen as an example to 

demonstrate how a traditional ideology leads to the belief that  “women were by 

nature as likely to be bright and powerful as men; but it was their duty as women 

to press their natural personality and I.Q. into a ‘wilting violet’ mold” (p. 72).  For 

this individual, adopting this role was a protection against an impoverished life 

she would lead if she were expected to live on her own earnings.  This same 

woman had an interesting strategy to incorporate her husband into sharing in the 

housework, using her “helplessness” in cooking to encourage Frank to help.  In 

this situation, he is helping her, but under the premise that she is incapable, not 

that it is his duty to help.   
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 Though the overwhelming majority of women wanted help with their 

second shift, some women were hesitant to forcefully express this need.  From 

an interview by Hochschild (2003), Nancy Holt said, “Why wreck a marriage over 

a dirty frying pan?” (p. 45).  Carmen Delacorte had admitted to being too 

dominating in a previous relationship, which she and her friends and family 

considered to have driven him away.  Many of these couples were not willing to 

force duties where they were not wanted for fear of conflict and divorce, and lack 

of time to deal with the issues.  The threat of divorce was very real for these 

women, since studies have shown that in the first year following a divorce, 

women experience a 73% loss in standard of living, while men gain 42% 

(Hochschild 2003).     

 The second shift is not limited to a particular social class.  As Hochschild 

(2003) expresses:  

The problems of the two-job family are tougher in the working class, 
but they are difficult in a different way in the upper-middle class as 
well.  What exacerbates the strain in the working class is the 
absence of money to pay for services they need, economic 
insecurity, poor day care, and lack of dignity and boredom in each 
partner’s job.  What exacerbates it in the upper-middle class is the 
instability of paid help and the enormous demands of the career 
system in which both partners become willing believers.  But the 
tug between traditional and egalitarian models of marriage runs 
from top to bottom of the class ladder. (p. 197) 
 

The result of this second shift is often decreased effort in housework and 

marriage.  Some families use the wage discrepancy to justify women performing 

the second shift, yet in families observed where the wife had a higher income, 

the husbands did not contribute to the second shift at all.   Women reported 
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sacrificing personal needs, hobbies, reading, exercising and other activities to 

attempt maintaining their role as employee, wife and mother.  According to Betty 

Friedan (2001), these sacrifices keep women from reaching the highest levels of 

their psychological needs.  

  As evident through Hayden’s (2002) assessment of private spaces within 

the home, Bird’s (1999) study on housework and Hochschild’s (2003) 

examination of the second shift, the home itself can contribute to poor mental 

and physical health.  Hochschild’s (2003) notion of role strain and its relationship 

to health is particularly important in this thesis. 

 

 

Summary of Theory and Research 

 In summary, the work of Engels (1975) traces the development of the 

family as we know it in western societies today, revealing how the family 

gradually became an economic unit with women primarily (or exclusively) valued 

for their reproductive values.  Lerner (1986) builds on this notion, showing how 

women participated in their own subjugation.  Taiwanese culture, however, 

reflects the importance of filial obligation and mutual dependence within 

extended families.   

 Theories explained by Georg Simmel’s (1903) “The Metropolis and Mental 

Life”, Louis Wirth’s (1938) “Urbanism as a Way of Life” and Claude Fischer’s 

subcultural theory all reach the conclusion that city life negatively affects health 

by producing high levels of unconventionality.  These traditional urban theories, 
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however, do not address gender.  Friedan counters these theories with her own 

urban theory, suggesting that suburban areas are harmful to women’s health.  

This thesis will compare these theories to determine which model best suits 

contemporary women in the United States and Taiwan. 

 The final component of this theoretical framework was the issue of the 

home and health.  As Bird (1999) suggested, it is not the amount of housework 

which is stressful for women but rather the unequal division of such labor.  

Hochschild (2003) echoes these concerns in her explanation of the second shift, 

in which women come home after working outside the home to perform another 

shift of unpaid domestic work.  Role strain, as it is used in this thesis, is also 

explained as being the strain women feel from trying to be the best mother, 

partner and employee possible.  This thesis will also test the effect of class on 

role strain, as Friedan thinks middle-class women are at the highest risk of poor 

health though Hochschild claims that this strain affects women of all classes.   
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Data Sources 

 The data used in this thesis come from the General Social Survey (GSS) 

conducted by NORC in the years 2002 and 1994 and from the Taiwan Social 

Change Survey, Fourth Phase, Third Wave conducted by Dr. Ying-hwa Chang of 

the Institute of Sociology, Academica Sinica in 2002 in Taiwan.  When possible, 

identical questions were used from the two data sets for analysis.  If the same 

question was not asked in both sets, the closest match was used.  These 

discrepancies will be noted when appropriate.  Variables indicating the amount of 

assistance with domestic tasks were asked in the United States in 1994 and 

Taiwan in 2002.  For this reason, these responses from Taiwan and the United 

States will be compared but not included in factor analyses or regression.   

 The GSS 2002 data was utilized due to the availability of variables relating 

to urbanism, health, social networks, and to a lesser extent, role strain as 

described by Arlie Russell Hochschild (2003).  The construction of the concept of 

role strain will be described in the independent variables section.  The GSS data 

from the year 2002 is also the best logical comparison to Taiwan.  Direct network 

density and heterogeneity information is not available in 2002, but other variables 

have been substituted as indicated in the control variables.   
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Independent Variables 

 In the comparison of the United States and Taiwan, the most similar 

variables were used when available.  For both countries, the concept of role 

strain is created using variables of number of hours worked, marital status and 

number of children under the age of eighteen in the home.  These variables were 

coded with higher values indicating higher levels of predicted role strain.   

 In terms of hours worked, less than part-time (fewer than 20 hours) work 

was coded 1, part time (20 through 39 hours) work as 2, and full-time and 

overtime (40 through 80 hours) work as 3.  Full time and overtime work have 

been collapsed into one variable given the differences in hours worked between 

women in the United States and Taiwan.  Women who are single are scored with 

a 1, while women living with a spouse or partner are coded with a 2.  Unlike other 

variables with a low score of 1, the number of children may be 0.  Having one 

child is scored with a 1, two with a 2, and three or more with a 3.  Older children 

may be capable of assisting with younger children but only the number of 

children in the home under the age of eighteen will be considered in this analysis.   

 These variables will be combined in a new variable called “role strain.”  

Since the components of this new variable are coded with higher values 

indicating more stress, the scores of each variable will be added for the total role 

strain score.  To ensure that each variable is weighted equally, the standardized 

Z scores of each variable will be used.  This type of construction includes women 

of all marital, work, and motherhood statuses.   
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 Next, the concept of urbanism is measured by the variable size of the 

respondent’s city of residence.  The GSS provides a variable originally called 

“srcbelt” which indicates whether a resident lives in a rural, suburban or urban 

area.  Rural areas will be excluded from the United States and Taiwan data 

because they do not have special significance in the theories presented for this 

thesis.  Distinctions among Taiwanese urban areas are more complex.  This 

coding system grows through remote villages, mountain villages, townships, 

middle sized cities, provincial cities, and the national cities Kaoshiung and Taipei.  

To most closely match the United States data, middle sized cities and provincial 

cities are considered “suburan” while Kaoshiung and Taipei are “urban.”    For 

this study, remote villages, mountain villages and townships are considered rural 

and therefore excluded. 

 To compare urban theories against the claims of Friedan that suburban 

areas are most harmful to women’s health, especially middle class women, a 

dummy variable using urban and suburban areas and class will be constructed.  

The other aspect of this dummy variable is class.  Friedan focuses on middle-

class women while Hochschild believes women of all classes suffer from role 

strain.  This dummy variable will help compare these groups.  Class status 

comes from self-reports in both the American and Taiwanese data.  In Taiwan, 

upper-middle class and lower middle-class were not included in the middle class 

category for more equal comparisons.  The reference group in this analysis will 

be suburban, middle-class women, which most closely follows Friedan’s 

theoretical model.  The other three categories will include urban middle-class 
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women (D1), working and lower class suburban women (D2) and lower and 

working class urban women (D3).  

 While it can not be part of the statistical analysis, data exists concerning 

the amount of help women receive for domestic tasks.  These questions are 

found most recently in the United States in 1994 of the GSS, while they were 

asked in a gender subset of the Taiwanese data in 2002.  These results will be 

compared to find general trends of domestic assistance in each country.  

Respondents were asked to report the person responsible for laundry, caring for 

the sick, shopping for groceries and preparing meals.  These responses were 

recoded to indicate whether it was the wife performing the duties, an equal 

division between spouses, or someone else, which could include the spouse, 

extended family, or hired help.  Following the pattern of predicted strain, the 

category “Wife” is coded the highest score possible, 3, while “Equal Division of 

Labor” is coded as 2 and “Not Wife” as 1. 

  

Dependent Variables 

 The ultimate dependent variable in this analysis is health, both mental and 

physical.  In the U.S. data, these concepts are measured by how many days in 

the past month poor health has been reported by the respondent.  Both days of 

poor physical health and days of poor mental health are scored on a scale of 1 

“More than 10 days,” 2 “6 through 10 days”, and 3 “1 through 5 days,” and 4 “No 

Days” with more than 10 days indicating the lowest health and no days of poor 

physical health being the highest.    
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 In Taiwan, slightly different measures are available to most accurately 

measure health.  Regarding mental health, respondents in Taiwan were asked to 

report the frequency of feelings worry, strain, dislike  and mistrust ranging from 1 

“Almost Daily,” 2 “Every other Day,” 3 “Once or Twice a Week” or 4 “Not at all.”  

These variables are combined into one indicator of mental health and scaled 

back to the 1-4 range.   

 Physical health in Taiwan is determined by the respondent’s physical 

feeling within the past two weeks.  These scores are 1 “Very Poor” 2 “Not So 

Good” 3 “Fair” and 4 “Very Good.”  Although this variable only considers the 

previous two weeks, it most directly answers the question of physical health 

within the data set.   

 Support networks are a critical control in the examination of health.  Given 

the cultural differences between the American and Taiwanese families, role strain 

may be found to be less severe among Taiwanese women.  There are slightly 

different measures for these groups to indicate their levels of social support.  In 

the United States, respondents are asked how often they spend the evening with 

relatives, neighbors, and friends.  There is also a question pertaining to social 

evenings at the bar, though I excluded this from analysis on the basis of 

evenings at the bar not having the potential to alleviate the negative health 

affects of roles train.  In accordance with Marmot’s (2004) notion of social 

support improving health, higher frequencies of these activities imply that 

respondents will have better health.  These codes range from “Often” to 

“Occasionally” to “Hardly Ever.”  These variables will be added together and 
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recoded into the variable social support with the categories 1 “Low Social 

Support”, 2 “Medium Social Support,” and 3 “High Social Support.” 

 In Taiwan, two questions are asked directly regarding their degree of 

social support.  The first asks how many individuals, if any, are always there to 

talk about worries and anxieties. The other asks how many friends, if any, are 

always there to help.   The Z scores of these variables were combined and 

divided into low, medium and high levels of social support, with higher coding 

scores indicating more social support. 

 

Path Analyses 

 To find the affects of place and role strain on health with an intervening 

variable of social support, this thesis will utilize a path analysis in both the 

American and Taiwanese cases.  The dummy variable of class and urbanism will 

be related directly to health and to health through role strain.  The standardized 

beta weights will be used for models and comparisons between the countries. 

  

Hypotheses 

 The first hypothesis in this thesis is that Taiwanese women will receive 

more help with domestic labor than American women due to their greater support 

network.  Part of this support may come from extended families living together.  

Although the data on domestic tasks is not included in the 2002 GSS and 

therefore will not be tested in the general model, data from 1994 may be 
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compared to the gender subset questions found in the Taiwanese Social Change 

Survey of 2002. 

 This thesis will also test the validity of Friedan’s claim that suburban 

middle class women suffer from the most from role strain (Hypothesis 2).  Upper 

class women, being such a small minority, are not considered in this analysis.  

Therefore, the dummy variables of middle class urban women (D1), working 

class suburban women (D2) and working class urban women (D3) are the only 

groups to be analyzed in their relationship with role strain.   

 Applying the theories of Friedan and Hochschild, I further expect role 

strain to have a negative impact on both physical and mental health (Hypothesis 

3).  The social support networks that Taiwanese women are more likely to have, 

however, alleviate some of the negative effects of role strain on health.  For this 

reason, I expect to find that American women will report higher degrees of role 

strain than Taiwanese women (Hypothesis 4).   

 This thesis will also analyze traditional urban theories by Simmel (1903), 

Wirth (1938) and Fischer (1995), which find urban living harmful to health but do 

not consider gender specifically in their works.  It is the purpose of this analysis 

to determine whether these urban sociological theories better explain health than 

Friedan’s contention that suburban middle class are prone to the worst health 

(Hypothesis 5). 

 Another aspect of this thesis is to establish how class exclusively affects 

women’s levels of role strain.  Analyzing class will compare Friedan’s conception 

of the suffering of the middle class against Hochschild’s view that women of all 
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class are impacted equally. I suspect that role strain is so prevalent that it will, in 

fact, be found among women of both middle and working and lower classes 

(Hypothesis 6).  
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

 After performing the regression analyses, the relationship between 

urbanism and health and urbanism by role strain to health can be assessed.  The 

results will be presented in this section in textual form as well as in table form as 

indicated.  The model of suburbanism/class to role strain to health with an 

intervening variable is seen in Figure 1.1.  The next figure, Figure 1.2, is the 

graphic model of suburbanism/class exclusively on health.   

 

Domestic Tasks 

 First, the results from the comparison of assistance with domestic tasks 

will be discussed.  These variables were available most recently in 1994 from the 

GSS and 2002 in the gender subset of the Social Change Taiwanese data set.  

These results are also provided in Figures 2.1 through 2.4.   

 When asked who does the family laundry, American data (N=450) 

revealed that 4.4% of the work is not done by the wife, 25.1% is done equally 

between partners, and 70.4% of wives are responsible this task.  Taiwan (N=636) 

had slightly more outside help with 10.7% of homes with laundry being done by 

someone other than the wife, 13.4% by both partners equally, and 75.9% by the 

wife.  In terms of laundry, Taiwanese women have more outside help but less 

help from their spouses.  These results are show in Figure 2.1.  

 The biggest difference between domestic chores is in the care of the sick.  

Americans (N=441) reported that only 1.6% of people other than the wives cared 
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for the sick, while 44.2% of the work was shared between partners and 54.2% 

was done by wives.  In Taiwan (N=635), however, an unexpected 80.5% of care 

of the sick is not done by the wife.  Only 9.4% of work was shared between 

partners and 10.1% is done by the wives.  The most obvious explanation for this 

difference between the United States and Taiwan is the Taiwanese tendency to 

have extended families and larger social support networks.  The tables for these 

findings are represented in Figure 2.2. 

 In terms of grocery shopping, American respondents (N=451) indicated 

that 5% of shopping is not done by the wife, 43% is done equally between 

spouses, and 52% is done only by wives.  Following the trend found in laundry, 

more non-wives do the work in Taiwan but are helped less often by their 

spouses.  Taiwanese findings (N=629) are that 17% non wives do the food 

shopping, 16% share the responsibility with a spouse and 67% of wives are 

primarily responsible.  These results are also depicted in Figure 2.3.   

 The final comparison for chores is the task of making dinner.  In the United 

States (N=450), a mere 3.8% of dinners are not made by wives, while 35.6% of 

partners share the work, all trailing behind the 60.7% of wives who are always 

responsible for preparing meals.  In Taiwan (N=627), 16.1% of women are not 

responsible for meals, 12.8% share the responsibility with their husbands, and 

71.1% of women in charge of meals.  These findings are show in Figure 2.4. 

 For all of the chores, Taiwanese women have more outside help and less 

help from spouses than American women.  The findings, however, indicate that 

married women are extremely likely to be the person most responsible for 



Texas Tech University, Ashley McClure, May 2007 

 56

domestic tasks.  Therefore, my first hypothesis (1) is partially supported in that 

Taiwanese women receive more assistance, although it overlooks the fact that 

Taiwanese women are still more responsible for the majority of housework and 

receive less help from their partners.   

 

Suburbanism/Class and Role Strain 

 The next hypothesis (2) tested in this thesis is the relationship between 

urbanism/class and role strain.  Friedan predicted suburban middle class women 

experienced more role strain than others, while Hochschild believes the strain is 

found across class boundaries.  The cross tabulation of these variables, as 

depicted in Table 3.1, indicates that Friedan’s understanding of strain is not 

accurate.  The group with the highest percentage (48.4%) of women reporting 

high levels of role strain is that category consisting of middle class urban, slightly 

more than the 46.0% of working and lower class urban women also reporting 

high role strain.  In this case, it appears that class is more of a factor than 

urbanization.  Hochschild’s prediction will be addressed in hypothesis 5.   

 The cross tabulation of the dummy variables and role strain in Taiwan is 

similar to the results of the United States in that the group most frequently 

reporting high levels of role strain (41.7%) is comprised of working and lower 

class urban women.  There are deviations from the US results, however, 

indicating that 35.7% of middle class urban women are also report the most 

severe level of role strain.  Friedan’s theory is not supported with the results from 
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the United States or Taiwan.  The Taiwanese cross tabulation is shown in Table 

1.2. 

 

 Suburbananism/Class, Role Strain and Health 

 In the United States, the path analysis of place to role strain to health, with 

the intervening variable of social support (Figure 3.1) yielded no statistically 

significant results.  Very weak values from the dummy variables to role strain 

indicate mixed relationships of suburbanism to role strain with (D1) having a beta 

.118, (D2) having a beta of -.034, while D3 has a beta of .103.  In this case, the 

urban dummy variables D1 and D3 have the largest values contributing to role 

strain.   

 Contrary predicted, there is not a negative relationship between role strain 

and physical and mental health (hypothesis 3).  Therefore, role strain does not 

directly lead to poorer health.  The relationship of role strain to health was 

actually stronger in regard to mental health (.105) than physical health (.075).  

While social support networks had a positive relationship to health, they had a 

negative relationship to physical health.  A possible explanation for this 

discrepancy is that a strong social support network may alleviate stress and 

anxiety, but increasing exposure to germs.   

 In Taiwan, the only dummy variable of class and urbanism to have a 

positive relationship (.002) to role strain is D3, working and lower class urban 

women.  Role strain is not found to have a negative association with health, 

physical or mental.  Beta measures of each type of health are .093, a very weak 
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but slightly positive relationship, indicating that role strain does not negatively 

impact health.  Social support, predicted to promote better physical health, are 

found to produce weak but positive results of .049 and .072, respectively.  The 

results of the analysis for Taiwan are seen in Figure 3.2. 

 Therefore, hypothesis 3 anticipating a negative relationship between role 

strain and health is not supported from evidence from the United States or 

Taiwan.   Furthermore, hypothesis 4, predicting that Taiwanese women would 

report lower rates of role strain than their American counterparts is also 

unfounded, with neither country indicating a negative relationship between role 

strain and health.   

 

Suburbanism and Health 

 To better test traditional urban theories of Simmel (1903), Wirth (1938) 

and Fischer (1995) against Friedan’s (2001), a regression of suburbanism/class 

and health was conducted.  As shown in Figure 3.3, there is a negative 

relationship between each of the dummy variables of class and degree of 

suburbanization to physical and mental health.  Friedan would have predicted 

that suburban middle class women suffer the most, which is disproved in this 

analysis.   

 Figure 3.4 represents the findings of the suburbanism/class dummy 

variable and its association with health in Taiwan.  The only positive relationship 

of any dummy variable to either physical or mental health was between middle 

class urban women and physical health (.048).  The negative values of the other 
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variables contradict Friedan’s prediction of the poorest health for suburban 

middle class women. 

 Next, a cross tabulation of physical health and exclusively place of 

residence in the United States (Table 2.1) was conducted to test the traditional 

urban theories independently, as indicated in hypothesis 5.  This analysis 

eliminates the effect of class status on health.  More suburban residents reported 

no days of poor physical health (68.1%) compared to 56.5% of urban residents.  

The percentages of suburban and urban residents reporting more than ten days 

of poor health each resulted in just below 10%.   

 Table 2.2 displays the cross tabulation of physical health and place of 

residence in Taiwanese citizens.  The responses of urban and suburban 

residents were extremely similar at each level, with 25.7% versus 24% of 

respondents reporting the highest level of physical health while 3.4% versus 

4.6% reported the lowest.   

 Mental health in the United States (Table 2.3) tends to be similar for 

suburban residents and urban residents, with only 2.2% more suburban residents 

reporting no days of poor mental health and 4.9% less reporting more than ten 

days of poor mental health than urban residents.  Similarly, there appears to be 

no difference in mental health between urban and suburban Taiwanese, with 

over 80% of both categories reporting the lowest frequency of poor mental 

health, as shown in Table 2.4. 

 Therefore, hypothesis 5 is not supported because there are generally no 

significant differences in health between suburban and urban areas.  Neither 
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traditional urban theories nor Friedan’s theory are supported within the 

framework of this analysis. 

 

Class and Role Strain 

 Finally, class status and degree of role strain were cross tabulated to find 

whether Hochschild’s (2003) assertion that role strain impacts women of all 

classes equally is correct, as predicted in hypothesis 6.  In the United States, 

similar rates of low, medium and high role strain were found for both urban and 

suburban residents, as depicted in Table 3.1.  On the other hand, working and 

lower class women in Taiwan were by far the most likely to report high role strain 

with 43.5%.  As evident in Table 3.2, women in Taiwan are more likely than 

American women to be identified in this thesis as suffering from role strain.  

Although more urban Taiwanese women report the highest level of role strain 

(43.5%), this is not a large difference from the 36.1% of suburban women 

reporting the same stress level.  In this way, hypothesis 6 is generally supported, 

finding no substantial differences between levels of role strain and place of 

residence. 
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Figure 1.1  Graphic Model of Suburbanism/Class to Role Strain to Health 

with Intervening Variable Social Support 
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Figure 1.2  Graphic Model of Suburbanism/Class on Health 
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Figure 2.1 Division of Labor for Laundry 
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Figure 2.2 Division of Labor for the Care of the Sick 
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Figure 2.3 Division of Labor for Grocery Shopping 
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Figure 2.4 Division of Labor for Dinner Preparation 
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.075 Role Strain 

Figure 3.1 Suburbanism/Class, Role Strain and Health with Intervening 

Variable Social Support (US) 
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Reference Group is suburban middle class, D1 (urban middle class), 
 D2 (suburban lower and working class), D3 (urban working and lower class) 

Figure 3.2 Suburbanism/Class, Role Strain and Health with Intervening Variable 

Social Support (Taiwan) 
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Figure 3.3 Suburbanism/Class on Health (United States) 
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Figure 3.4 Suburbanism/Class on Health (Taiwan) 
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Table 1.1 Class/Surbanism and Role Strain (US) 

 
D1 D2 D3

 

63 
46.0% 
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 Table 1.2 Class/Urbanism and Role Strain (Taiwan) 
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D1 D2 D3 

Low Role Strain 46 

10 
41.7% 

20 
35.7% 

18 
34.6% 

5 
20.8% 

19 
33.9% 

14 
26.9% 

9 
37.5% 

17 
30.4% 

20 
38.5% 

High Role 
Strain 

Medium Role 
Strain 

38 

48 

52 56 24 
Reference Group is suburban middle class, D1 (urban middle class), 

 D2 (suburban lower and working class), D3 (urban working and lower class) 
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Table 2.1 Days of Poor Physical Health by Place of Residence (US) 
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Table 2.2 Good Physical Health by Place of Residence (Taiwan) 
 
 Urban Suburban 
 

 74

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

88 
24% 

53 
25.7% 

183 
50% 

104 
50.5% 

78 
21.3% 

42 
20.4% 

17 
4.6% 

7 
3.4% 

No, not really 

No, not at 
all 

24 

120 

287 

Yes, very 

Yes 

141 

206 366 



Texas Tech University, Ashley McClure, May 2007 

 
Table 2.3 Days of Poor Mental Health by Place of Residence (US) 
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Table 2.4 Poor Mental Health by Place of Residence (Taiwan) 
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Table 3.1 Role Strain by Class (US) 
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Table 3.2 Role Strain by Class (Taiwan) 

 Working 
/Lower Middle 

78 
36.1% 

64 
43.5% 

58 
26.9% 

44 
29.9% 

80 
37% 

39 
26.5% 119 Low Role Strain 

Medium Role 
Strain 102 

142 High Role Strain 

147 216 
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

 This thesis is based on the theoretical models of Frederick Engels (1975) 

and Gerda Lerner (1986) tracing the change of women’s roles in society as the 

family unit became primarily economic and women were needed for their 

reproductive value.  The idea that women’s worth was linked to their reproductive 

capability was also addressed by Karl Marx and Frederick Engels (1978), 

Dolores Hayden (1981) and Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1966).  These theorists 

lay a firm foundation for understanding women’s current position in society. 

 Next, the relationship between place in terms of urban or suburban areas 

and health was established.  Urban theories such as Simmel’s “Metropolis and 

Mental Life” (1903), Wirth’s (1938) “Urbanism as a Way of Life” and Claude 

Fischer’s (1995) subcultural theory of urbanism conclude that urban life leads to 

unconventionality and ultimately to poor health.  Betty Friedan (2001), however, 

believed that suburban middle class women were the most susceptible to poor 

health due to their isolation and inability to become free agents.  Friedan’s 

perception more accurately reflected the time in which she wrote, and less to the 

issue of role strain in contemporary American and Taiwanese society.  Gendered 

space is addressed through the works of Daphne Spain (1992), finding that 

gender may influence the way a space is used at any given time. 

 At a micro level, the relationship between household and health was also 

examined.  Dolores Hayden (1981), Michael Marmot (2004), Chloe Bird (1999) 

and Arlie Russell Hochschild (2003) contribute to the understanding of how a 
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woman’s life within the home may also affect health.  The concept of the second 

shift and role strain are also introduced in this section, suggesting that it is not 

the amount of domestic labor that causes strain or poor health in women, but the 

lack of assistance with the tasks while simultaneously trying to be the best 

possible partner, mother and employee.    

 The findings in this thesis indicate that Taiwanese women do have larger 

social support networks for assistance with domestic tasks, but receive less help 

from their partners and do a larger percentage of the work alone compared to 

American women.  Therefore, hypothesis 1 is partially supported.  The larger 

percentage of American women reporting an equal division of labor with their 

partner may indicate a cultural move for some couples toward egalitarian 

marriages.  As Bird (1999) points out, the amount of housework men perform has 

not increased in recent years, but rises proportionally as women do less work.   

 Friedan’s notion of the suffering suburban middle class (hypothesis 2) was 

found to be quite idealistic, with the highest degree of role strain found among 

urban working and lower class women in both the United States and Taiwan.  

These women are most likely to have trouble providing for their families, 

therefore increasing the role strain they incur.  Limited access to health services 

also promotes poor health.  

 Role strain does not, however, have a negative impact on either mental or 

physical health as expected in hypothesis 3.  In this analysis, the relationship 

was not statistically significant but suggested that higher rates of role strain 

actually promote health.  The combination of marital status, number of hours 
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worked in a given week and the number of children defines role strain in this 

thesis, although these variables are not an exhaustive definition of role strain.  

Some women, as interviewed by Hochschild (2003) were very content to be 

keeping house while their husbands worked, or satisfied with the division of labor 

with their partner.  Variables concerning satisfaction with a complete 

understanding of role strain were not available for comparison in this data.  

Furthermore, the vast majority of women are employed and married with 

children, so this conceptualization of role strain does not distinguish women with 

these characteristics from any others.   

 A comparison of role strain between American and Taiwanese women did 

not reveal any substantial differences between the two countries, as predicted in 

hypothesis 4.  As previously discussed, the fact that most women are employed 

and married with children does not allow for generalizations of role strain 

between women of different urban areas or different classes. 

 When testing urban theories of place and health against Friedan’s, as in 

hypothesis 5, it became apparent that there is little support for either theory in 

Taiwan.  There was not a notable difference between urbanites and suburbanites 

for mental or physical health in Taiwan.  In the United States, on the other hand, 

there was a slightly higher occurrence of better physical and mental health 

among suburban residents, but not appreciably different from urban residents. In 

this way, neither traditional urban theories nor Friedan’s explain the relationship 

between place of residence and health.   
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 Class was found to be one of the most important indicators of health, as 

supported by Marmot’s (2004) work.  Hochschild’s conclusion that the second 

shift is experienced by women of all classes, hypothesis 6 is supported from my 

cross tabulation of class and role strain.  The finding that role strain affects 

women of all classes does not make it less problematic.  In fact, these results 

indicate that women of all classes are having trouble striking the balance 

between work and family.   

 Policies relating to family care within the workplace would be a useful 

addition to this study, determining how family matters are expected to be dealt 

with on a structural level.  If women are always expected to take time off of work 

instead of their husbands, they may be passed over for promotions.  Also, 

lowering paying jobs may become more attractive to women if they offer flex time 

so they may better serve the needs of their family, but at the cost of the desire to 

have a successful career.   The Time Bind, a later work by Hochschild (2000) first 

published in 1997, suggests that family friendly policies other than flex–time, 

which does not actually decrease the number of hours worked, are not utilized.  

Women are now finding more fulfillment, as Friedan advocated, in the workforce 

and as a result, suffer from a third shift.  This shift follows the first shift of outside 

work, the hurried second shift of domestic work, and includes feelings of guilt for 

not spending more time with one’s family.   

 In conclusion, role strain does not have a negative impact on health.  I 

interpret these findings as an indication that role strain is so prevalent among 

women of all classes that it may be accepted as an immutable fact of life.  Seeing 
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no one around them with a better arrangement, women may not see themselves 

as experiencing that much strain.  This is where I believe the social construction 

of women’s roles continues to permeate their own life expectations.  Place on a 

meso-level did not significantly impact women’s health.  Friedan’s bias toward 

the suburban middle class is evident as none of her theories were supported in 

this analysis.  Her theories better address the social climate of the 1960s.  Within 

the home, there was no difference between classes in relation to severity of the 

second shift.  Though role strain does exist, as it is conceptualized in this thesis it 

has no statistically significant bearing on health.  Further research should also 

account for the phenomenon of the third shift, in which women actually benefit in 

terms of health from their relationships at work. 
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