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How is “Independence” being Narrated? :
From Interviews with Highly Educated Single Women

Lijuan GUO

(Human Developmental Sciences)

The purpose of this study was to explore what the meaning of “independence” is to highly educated
single women.

From the standpoint of sociology, the understanding on “independence” of “transition youth” differs from
gender. A man was expected as a breadwinner and a woman was expected to get married. In this model
of understanding, “independence” has a strong gender ideology which means that a man is thought to be a
breadwinner but a woman is thought to be financially dependent on the man. However, with the
attainment of women'’s higher education and the increase of women's participation in social activities,
more and more women have become financially independent. Some career women have a high position in
society and even get higher incomes than men. I therefore ask that, nowadays, what is the meaning of
“independence” to those highly educated single women?

In this study, I conducted semi-structured interviews of 9 highly educated single women in 2011 in
Tokyo. Interviewees were asked for giving an interpretation of “independence” in the research. As a
result, three viewpoints were clarified. Firstly, when interviewees gave an interpretation of
“Independence”, they usually took their coworkers, siblings and parents as comparisons. In comparison
with those close others, the aspects of “independence” on mentality, finance and daily life were derived
inductively. Secondly, the interaction among those three aspects of “independence” was clarified. For
pursuing the independence on daily life, interviewees tended to leave the parental home. Their incomes
helped them to achieve that aim. Through the experience of living alone, interviewees separated not only
from parents’ financial dependence but also from parents’ daily life care. Living separately from parents
made them have a full realization of what independence is on mentality. Thirdly, gender ideology is
influencing those three aspects. As the domestic roles were only distributed to women, interviewees felt
uneasy about being cared by parents in daily life. Their mothers’ generation had a lower self-determination
because they were financially dependent on men. However, these daughters have acquired financial
independence, and this has given them the self-determination to choose how they run their own lives.
However, when daughters achieved financial freedom, they have felt less of a need to get married.

Sometimes, having a higher income than a man accompanies some difficulties for the marriage.

Keywords: highly educated single women, independence, gender ideology, financial independence,

self-determination
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