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Abstract 

In this position paper we examine the construction of 

motherhood as an identity located within material 

bodies, rather than solely abstract social categories. , 

We use Dourish’s phenomenological approach to 

embodied interactions to motivate our discussion of 

motherhood as a liminal experience for women, in 

which two bodies-that of the mother and the infant-

rather than one, collectively construct motherhood as a 

lived reality. 
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Introduction 

The question of motherhood within feminist discussions 

continues to be a contentious one. Feminist debates 

concerning female agency and identity are connected to 

social conventions that dictate how women are 

perceived as pregnant bodies. It is not our intention to 

introduce further discord into this discussion; rather, 

we argue that motherhood is a complex identity for 

women in modern society. It is important to recognize 

motherhood as a human experience cannot be properly 
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articulated vis-à-vis universalized scenarios and 

anecdotes of maternity. Instead, our phenomenological 

approach is intended to start a discussion about the 

relationship between the abstract conventional ideals of 

maternity and the social realities of how women 

perceive themselves as mothers.  

Phenomenology is concerned with how individuals 

experience, participate, and perceive the world around 

them [1].  Many radical feminist ideologies do not view 

motherhood as a valid feminine identity, or lived 

experience. These discourses defy phenomenological 

approaches to motherhood and reduce it to another 

form of female subjection to patriarchy [2]. However, 

this “catastrophe of identity” [2, p.134] for women that 

some radical feminist notions endorse actually depends 

upon “imaginary representations of femininity…or the 

body” [2, p. 134] that support essentialist constructions 

(ones that assume strict traditional male/female gender 

norms) of womens’ identities that are themselves sexist 

and reductionist. Rather than a rejection of the 

maternal, or pregnant body, we conclude that 

traditionally, “discourse on pregnancy omits 

subjectivity, for the experience of women has been 

absent from most of our culture’s discourse about 

human experience and history” [3, p.35].  In other 

words, women have conventionally been excluded from 

discussions of their own lived experiences in history 

and human culture; our research hopes to remedy this 

omission by providing spaces in which women might 

identify themselves as both mothers and autonomous 

subjects.  Our phenomenological approach permits a 

space for discourse about motherhood as a series of 

female subjectivities, rather than an oppressive 

ideology hat insists that female agency is incompatible 

with maternity. 

Their Bodies, Their Selves 

The complex position that women occupy as mothers is 

also one of alienation from themselves, as their 

identities and bodies are now shared with their 

offspring. Young observes that a pregnant woman is in 

fact “decentered, split, and doubled in several ways. 

She experiences her body as herself and not herself” 

[3,  p. 35]. This self and other paradox is not fully 

rectified with birth; rather, the maternal self and the 

infant generate embodied interactions that continue to 

affect how women build new and complicated identities 

as mothers.  Kristeva and Goldhammer state,  
My body is no longer mine, it writhes, suffers, 
bleeds, catches cold, bites, slavers, coughs, breaks 
out in a rash, and laughs. Yet when his, my son’s, 
joy returns, his smile cleanses only my eyes. But 
suffering, his suffering-that I feel inside; that never 
remains separate or alien but embraces me without 
a moment’s respite [2, p. 138].  

Here, the maternal identity “situates subjectivity within 

the lived body” [3, pp.36- 37] as a woman scholar 

observes that her “body is no longer mine” [2, p. 138] 

and that motherhood is a permanent identity shift 

where concern for her son “never remains separate or 

alien” [2, p. 138] but an integral part of her feminine 

subjectivity.  Therefore, the “social and tangible” [1, p. 

41] components of motherhood are therefore located 

both inside the female body (pregnancy) and outside in 

the world (childrearing).  

Feminist Motherhood and HCI  

Motherhood is a complex identity experienced 

differently by each woman; it is also constructed both 

as a social category and a collective lived experience 

between mothers and offspring, during and after 



  

pregnancy occurs.  As feminist scholars in HCI we 

frame our research needs as seeking embodied 

interactions between women-as-mothers, women-as-

bodies, and women-as-subjects within realms such as 

social computing.   For instance, social media 

communities dedicated to motherhood and the 

increasing visibility of ‘mommy bloggers’ in current 

digital environments reveal that “embodied practical 

action in the world” (or offline social networks of 

women-as-maternal subjects) actually can function as 

“the foundation for our conscious experience” [1, p. 8-

9] as we inquire further into the idea that “the unity of 

the self itself is a project” [3, p. 37]. In other words, 

digital environments where women-as-mothers can 

interact with one another in open and supportive 

spaces and together articulate new ways of 

understanding their lived experiences and generate 

dynamic understandings of these shared subjectivities.  

“The unity of the self” [3, p. 37] within much Western 

feminist philosophy grapples with the idea that within 

patriarchal discourse, women as social constructs are 

alienated from subjectivity. This is because patriarchal 

discourses conventionally position that male-as-subject 

and the female-as-other; subjectivity is considered to 

be solely the domain of the masculine, which in turn 

perpetuates silence, and otherness (alienness) as the 

exclusive realm of the feminine. Similarly, within 

conventional binary social categories, women are often 

asked to adhere to sexist norms that govern their 

behaviors and how they perceive themselves in the 

world. As feminist researchers, we seek to understand 

how motherhood is a series of collaborative and 

collective identities, rather than one universal notion of 

maternity that does not fully reflect the diverse array of 

womens’ lived experiences as mothers. Consequently, 

we look to a feminist theory of embodiment that 

engages with the construct of motherhood as key to 

understanding women’s lived experience as they 

construct identities and their lives using technology. 
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