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The Paradox of Motherhood:

From Critiques of Feminism to Chinese Mothering Strategies
WU Xiaoying

Abstract: Motherhood has become a popular topic worldwide over the past decades. Following the development route
of Western feminism, motherhood studies has experienced a shift from motherhood to mothering and from criticism to
reconstruction. The term itself can be divided into three interconnected dimensions of inquiry: motherhood as
institution, motherhood as experience, and motherhood as identity. The controversy over oppression or empowerment
constitutes the classic paradox of motherhood, which also reflects the diversity and variability of mothering. Influenced
by feminism, most domestic research on motherhood focuses on criticism of the discourse on perfect mother and
analysis on the maternal dilemma of middle- class women. Meantime, the sharing of mothering experiences based on
different perspectives such as gender, generation and class also presents many unique subjects, difficulties and
practical strategies in China. Nevertheless, the paradox of motherhood does not appear as a political issue in the
Chinese academia but as a dilemma of family first or individual first, child- centered or self- fulfilling as a woman. The
discussion as such under the private frame has manifest limitations, and the core essence to free mothering from the
paradox is to bring it out of the private field and back to the public sphere. For this, there still need further
explorations on the questions unsolved in motherhood studies of China.

Key words: motherhood; mothering; feminism; paradox
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