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This dissertation approaches maternal life writing online as an epistemological 
node of maternal knowledge. I explicate maternal practices in mommy blogs 
and sites as digital-material positions and performances defined by 
technology, the ideals of intensive parenting, heteronormativity, whiteness, 
and the expectation of an able-body. The research material comes from eight 
blogs and two memoirs in English from the USA, Canada, UK, and Australia. 
In addition to analyzing examples, I perform conceptual work, presenting 
novel terminology and approaches to the entanglements of mothering and 
digitality in the first decades of the 21st Century. I partake in the on-going 
cultural redefinition of mothering in the fields of feminist motherhood studies, 
life writing studies, social media studies, narrative medicine, and death 
studies. My transdisciplinary approach views mothering as a point where 
multiple epistemic strands intersect: embodiment, materiality, the beginning 
and end of life, engagement with (not) living, care and the transference of 
culture to future generations, as well as the imagined and real effects of 
digitalization on the borders of subjectivity, gender, experience and narrative 
styles. 
     This research is grounded in feminist theories of knowledge production: 
Donna Haraway’s situated knowledge, and the linking of materiality and 
stories; Karen Barad’s agential realism, which combines Nihls Bohr’s intra-
action to the feminist strive toward the Other. In my approach, I combine 
feminist and literary studies methods of close reading using theoretical 
concepts, and practices of critical autoethnography. The dissertation 
investigates how the epistemic node of mothering is born in online life writing 
via narrative and how the particularity of digital materiality impacts this 
development. The four research articles analyze digital life writing as a 
maternal location of knowledge by focusing on 1) birth stories on mommy 
blogs as gateways into mothering, 2) how home, parenting and paid labor 
entwine in the online maternal discourse, 3) how mothers with terminal 
cancer foster hope via life writing, and 4) by creating novel concepts that 
characterize and address the impact and constructive power of digitality on 
autobiographical acts of mothers and their experience.   

    At the heart of my research is the negotiation on maternal needs and 
mothering and the role that digitality plays via life writing. It has been claimed 
that a node of motherhood knowledge is born in the performative acts of 
mothering. I propose that this epistemology is transformed in maternal online 
life writing practices. In their digital materializations, mommy blogs are sites 
of knowing and development of practices, where in addition to maternal 
knowledge, trans-maternal connections and activism occur. The research 
articles suggest that maternal online life writing functions as a support in 
everyday mothering and in unprecedented life altering situations. Life writing 
can become a method of mothering as a multidirectional (m)other-related 
transformation. Maternal online life writing makes space for counter-
narratives and norm criticism.  
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Artikkeliväitöskirjani tutkii äitien digitaalista elämäkirjoittamista äititiedon 
paikkana. Erittelen äitiyttä blogeissa digitaalismateriaalisena tekemisenä, jota 
määrittää teknologia, intensiivisen vanhemmuuden ideaali, heterous, 
valkoisuus ja vammattomuus normeina. Tutkimusaineisto koostuu 
kahdeksasta yhdysvaltalaisesta blogista, sekä kahdesta muistelmateoksesta. 
Teen käsitetyötä eritellen äitimisen ja digitaalisuuden kietoumaa 2000-luvun 
alkuvuosikymmenillä. Tutkimukseni osallistuu feministiseen äitiyden 
tutkimusperinteeseen, joka määrittää äitiyden kulttuurihistoriallisena 
tekemisenä, joka on feminismin aalloissa jäänyt vähälle huomiolle. Osallistun 
äitiyden uudelleenmäärittelyyn ammentaen ja keskustellen myös 
elämäkirjoittamisen, sosiaalisen median tutkimuksen, lääketieteellisen 
humanismin ja kuolemantutkimuksen kanssa. Tutkimus valottaa äitiyttä 
solmukohtana, johon kietoutuu tiedontuotannollisia säikeitä: kehollisuus, 
materiaalisuus, elämän alku ja loppu, sekä sitoutuminen elävään ja 
elottomaan, hoiva ja kulttuurin siirtäminen seuraaville sukupolville ja vielä 
digitalisaation kuvitellut ja todentuneet vaikutukset mm. subjektien rajoihin, 
sukupuoliin, kokemuksiin ja kertomisen tapoihin. Tutkimus pohjaa 
seuraaville feministisen tiedontuotannon teoretisoinneille: Donna Harawayn 
materiaalisuuden ja tarinallisuuden sidoksisuus, josta kumpuaa paikantunut 
tieto, sekä Karen Baradin toiminallisen realismin (agential realism) teoria, 
joka yhdistää Nihls Bohrin yhteisvaikutuksellisen ajatuksen materiasta (intra-
action) feministiseen pyrkimykseen kohdata Toinen. Artikkeleissa toteutan 
laadullista sisällönanalyysia, sekä luen materiaalia teoreettisten käsitteiden 
avulla. Lisäksi kirjoitan kriittistä autoetnografiaa. Perehdyn siihen, miten 
äitiys tiedon paikkana syntyy blogien narratiiveissa ja kuinka tähän vaikuttaa 
digitaalinen materiaalisuus. Tutkimusartikkelit lähestyvät digitaalista 
elämäkirjoittamista äititiedon paikkana keskittyen: 1) blogien 
synnytystarinoihin, 2) kodin, vanhemmuuden ja työn kietoumiin äitimisen 
nettidiskurssissa, 3) syöpäsairaiden ja kuolevien äitien tarinallistaviin 
tapoihin ylläpitää toivoa, sekä 4) kehittäen käsitteitä, joiden avulla luonnehdin 
digitaalisuuden ja uusien kertomistapojen vaikutuksia äitiyden 
toteuttamiseen ja kokemiseen.  
     Tutkin miten äidit neuvottelevat äitimisen ja digitaalisuuden merkityksistä 
elämäkirjoittamalla, sekä luoden että vastustaen hahmottuvia rajauksia. Siinä 
missä äitityön toistoissa syntyy kulttuurisidonnainen tieto, väitän, että 
kokemustieto muuttuu digitaalisen elämäkirjoittamisen konventioissa. 
Äitiblogit ovat tiedon ja käytäntöjen kehittelypaikkoja, joissa syntyy yhteyksiä 
ja aktivismia. Elämäkirjoittaminen auttaa äitimisen arjessa ja 
odottamattomien haasteiden ilmaantuessa, sekä mahdollistaa 
vastanarratiivit.  
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During the years I have been writing this dissertation much has changed in my 
life. As an expectant mother I was drawn to reading mommy blogs to know 
about giving birth and the adjustment to motherhood. As a creative artist and 
a doctoral student, I discovered that maternal online life writing was at the 
intersection of the gendered performance of mothering, narration, and 
digitality. As a researcher I became interested in viewing them simultaneously. 
When I started my doctoral studies in 2014, I was diagnosed with breast 
cancer. This unfortunate turn led to my discovery of illness blogs and writers 
who combined experiences of mothering with narratives of illness. In other 
words, both the greatest happiness––having a child––and the deepest 
sorrow––becoming a cancer patient––changed my experience of the world 
and changed this dissertation. I am thankful that in the institutions of science 
and care that are the University of Helsinki and the HUS Cancer Care Hospital 
it was possible to continue to exist and function both as a researcher and as a 
cancer patient. In 2017, I obtained a four-year paid position as a doctoral 
candidate at the University of Helsinki, which gave me the monetary 
opportunity to concentrate on this dissertation. During the same year I was 
also diagnosed with metastatic cancer. Still, it was possible and life-giving to 
continue.  
    During the almost eight years since I was accepted into the doctoral program 
and the four years of full-time research, I have encountered many people and 
communities that pushed me forward, kept me afloat, shared my vision, my 
sorrow and my pleasure in discovery, always challenging me to learn more. I 
wish to thank them all.  
     I thank Professor Kirsi Saarikangas for being my principal instructor: her 
presence gave me a sense of calm and safety. I thank Adjunct Professor Tuija 
Saresma from the University of Jyväskylä for being a hands-on instructor who 
always took time to give practical advice and fostered a positive outlook on the 
process. I extend my warmest gratitude to Eva Korsisaari. She remained my 
guide, inspiration, and instructor from the beginning. She was my original 
inspiration, allowing me to believe that I could become a doctoral student and 
write a dissertation. Her choice to nurture the complex, multi-directional and 
loving in science and art has guided me on my path.  

    I thank my teachers and instructors along the way. I am especially 
grateful to Venla Oikkonen, who supervised my master’s thesis, for being so 
meticulous and raising the bar. I thank Leena-Maija Rossi for her support over 
the years. I also wish to acknowledge the role of the SKY Doctoral Program, 
the wonderful visiting lecturers, and the writing courses and seminar work, 
which helped me particularly in the initial stages. I thank Professor Marjut 
Jyrkinen for accepting me into the program. 
     I will be forever grateful to Hannareeta Seling for her friendship and 
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camaraderie; for going with me along the path of doctoral studies from the 
very beginning. We had many wonderful conference trips and shared projects, 
but most of all I appreciated the lunches, coffee dates and emails. We have 
supported each other through the unexpected challenges that have arisen. I 
would also like to acknowledge the following Doctors and PhD candidates with 
whom I have studied, travelled, and shared the burden of uncertainty and the 
challenge that is institutional feminism, precarity and changing the world: Ada 
Schwanck, Heta Runtgren, Vilja Alanko, Suzy Joseph, Anna Avdeeva and Anna 
Heinonen. The Feminist Reading and Writing community of PhD researchers, 
directors of Gender Studies departments as well as conference organizers in 
Paris (2015), Leeds (2016), and Helsinki (2017) are also close to my heart. 

    I thank the editors and the anonymous peer reviewers of the special issue 
Life Writing in the Anthropocene for a/b Autobiography Studies. I also thank 
all the other editors and peer reviewers who have given me their time. These 
include Jaqueline Rose and Fiona Green from the upcoming book 
Parenting/Internet/Kids, the editors at The Journal of Motherhood 
Initiative, the editors at Medical Humanities and On_Culture. Discovering 
the Journal of Motherhood Initiative, Demeter Press, and the conferences 
organized by MICRI enabled me to find a community of artists, researchers 
and activists working around the theme of mothering. I thank Andrea O’Reilly 
for her formulation of matricentric feminism. I also extend warm regards to 
all those who shared papers and performances and good times at the MICRI 
conference in Florence during early spring in 2018––especially to Doctor 
Joan-Maki Motapanyane.  
    I am grateful to Doctor Kristina Jacobsen for combining researcher 
camaraderie and music cowriting in Austin, Texas in 2015.  
     Finally, there are individuals to be thanked. I will forever be grateful to my 
family: Nick for our loving partnership over two decades; Elsa for being a joy 
and a love; and Silvi, who remembers no time when I wasn’t working on this 
dissertation. Thanks to my parents. Thanks to our cats, Tessa and Robin who 
have been my co-workers since September 2017. 
     I thank Koko Hubara, Emmi Kujanpää, Elina Forss, Juulia Niiniranta and 
Susanna Sonninen for their invaluable friendship; Varpu Eronen for her 
friendship and the cover art for this book; and Nina Karjalainen for believing 
that my life story as written by me would be worth publishing. 

    I thank Professor Hanna Meretoja and Professor Andrea O’Reilly for 
acting as the external examinors of this dissertation. Their carefully 
considered comments encourage me and bring me joy. It is an honour to have 
been read by you. Finally, I thank the mothers to whose blogs and memoirs I 
refer in this dissertation. It matters that you share your stories. I send my 
regards to the families and partners of the writers who are no longer with us. 
Thank you for keeping the works of your loved ones accessible. 
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This dissertation is a study of maternal life writing. The research material 
comprises eight mommy blogs, two illness blogs and two memoirs. I analyze 
life writing and engage in conceptual work. I develop concepts that address 
digital materiality and maternal temporality. The four research articles that 
form the basis of the dissertation investigate the changes that digitality brings 
to mothering. I showcase mommy and illness blogs as locations of maternal 
discourse and producers of knowledge. I approach mothering from the 
perspective of feminist motherhood studies (Hallstein et al.; O’Reilly, 
“Maternal Theory”): mothering practices require continued scholarly 
attention because they are not women’s work but activities of care that anyone 
can realize (O’Reilly, Encycl. Mother.; Ruddick, Maternal Thinking). It 
continues to be true that those who mother lose the gains in equality made as 
women in societies (O’Reilly, Matricentric Feminism; Bueskens, “Mothers 
Reproducing the Social” 285). Given the continued oppression and unequal 
conditions in different groups of (cis and trans) women (and their roles as 
mothers), mothering has long been overlooked, even in feminist research, for 
troubling the definitions of equality and rights, and especially as an experience 
intersecting with other identities (O’Reilly, Matricentric Feminism; Ross; 
Hallstein et al.; Bueskens, “Mothers Reproducing the Social”). Motherhood 
studies amplify maternal voices by producing knowledge about the 
experiences and conditions of mothering (e.g., Hollway; Baraitser; Ross; 
O’Reilly, Encycl. Mother.). Mine is not a maternalist “mother knows best” 
stance, it is rather an acknowledgement of the lack of evidence of multi-nodal 
issues connected with mothering and a contribution to the intellectual project 
of knowing more (O’Reilly, Encyclopedia of Motherhood 712–715). With my 
approach I take part in de-naturalizing mothering and its relation to binary 
gender definition and heterosexuality (Vanderbeld Giles 374). I am interested 
in mothering online as it shines a light on that which transgresses the 
frequently imagined borders between digital/material and mother/other 
oppositions (Hayles, My Mother Was a Computer; Paasonen, Figures of 
Fantasy). These dualities have been part of cultural understandings of 
language, life and materiality, but they are challenged by feminist, trans and 
new materialist re-imaginations of knowing, feeling and being (Barad, 
Meeting the Universe Halfway; Haraway, Manifestly Haraway; Haraway, 
“Situated Knowledges”; Haraway, When Species Meet; Sedgwick; Kafer). 
Multiple theories and methodological approaches frame this dissertation in 
the field of gender studies: feminist motherhood, life writing and (social) 
media constitute the main research context (Green, "Motherhood Studies" 
831–832; Smith and Watson, Read. Autobiography A Guid. Interpret. Life 
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Narrat.; Poletti and Rak, Identity Technol. Constr. Self Online). In Article IV, 
narrative medicine provides conceptual insights in terms of addressing illness 
life writing (Jurecic; Charon et al.). In addition, I refer to and discuss concepts 
raised in queer death studies, and borrow from studies on disability, for 
example (Radomska et al.; Kafer). My theoretical discussion refers widely to 
feminist and queer strands of inquiry, and the theory of new materialism is 
central to my approach (Frost).  

This dissertation addresses the question of how digital life writing produces 
and changes knowledge about mothering. Underlying this inquiry is the claim 
made in previous research that motherhood is an epistemological position 
(Bueskens, “Mothers Reproducing the Social”; Hollway; Ruddick, Maternal 
Thinking; O’Reilly, Matricentric Feminism). My novel contribution is to 
investigate maternal knowing in online life writing. The term maternal online 
life writing incorporates digital autobiographical acts such as mommy 
blogging, motherhood sites, and social-media presence. It also covers social-
media updates and multi-nodal presences, which are not part of the 
dissertation but belong to the maternal online presence. Within this 
delineation I consider the choice of some maternal online life writers to 
dissociate from the term mommy blog. Meghan Rogers suggests that “a 
recategorization” of mother’s writing online could lead to a reappraisal of its 
value when the term mommy (or mummy) blog is not all-encompassing and 
has a troubling background (Rogers 250). Maternal online life writing covers 
autobiographical acts about mothering in all their shapes. It is proposed in the 
research articles comprising this dissertation that maternal online life writing 
transforms the practices and discourse of mothering. I investigate how 
mothering is constructed in online life writing, but I do not claim that the 
narratives reflect how the authors actually mother. I do, however, propose that 
the way mothering is written about constructs discourses, norms and 
criticisms that impact practices. I suggest that contemporary mothering is 
changing in the process of becoming entangled with the Internet, and that 
digital media is not the same after becoming intertwined with mothering. 
Thereby knowledge comes into being: the aim of this research is to explicate 
how. This mutual reconstruction necessitates approaching materiality and 
digitality as more than languages or codes, representations or translations 
(Paasonen, “Resonant Networks”; Hayles, Unthought). It is posited in the 
research articles that maternal autobiographical acts online constitute a 
phenomenon that is distinct from maternal life writing elsewhere. In my 
examination of this entanglement, I ask what kind of mothering is born. On 
the assumption that mothers do not leave the Internet as they found it, I ask 
how they matter, and how their mattering changes the structure of the digital. 
It is not the case that a pre-virtual mother is uploaded online, but both versions 
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emerge in the contact zone. The following are the main research questions I 
address in this dissertation. The sub-questions are addressed in the respective 
research articles. 

 
M is for Material & Mother 
RQ1: How is mothering constructed in blogs, sites, and memoirs? How 
does the figure of mother/maternal appear in the online life writing 
practices of the early 21st century? 
Thematic orientations: 
In Article I, I analyze narratives of pregnancy and birth and how they are 
presented in mommy blogs.   
I continue this discussion in Article III via the private/public, online/offline 
and work/family divisions, the aim being to find out how time and space are 
employed in the construction of the discourse of digital mothering. 
Article IV relates this question of mothering to illness life writing in terms of 
the kinds of materiality and mothering that illness blogs and memoirs 
produce. 
 
M/D Trouble 
RQ2: How do digitality and materiality appear as states of being in 
maternal online life writing? What are the implications of material and 
digital? 
Thematic orientations:  
Article I investigates what defines an entry into mothering that is mediated by 
blog writing and reading. 
Article II addresses the question of whether material life continues in digital 
archives, and if “I” could be the unit that travels between m/d modes of 
existence. 
Article III addresses the questions of how mommy bloggers separate the home 
from online spaces, and what kinds of delineation the authors make to stop 
the digital from flowing into the material. I also assess the benefit or harm that 
could arise from conceptualizing the digital and the material as separate.  
In Article IV I explicate how dying mothers utilize the m/d slippage to create 
a presence after maternal death. 

 
D is for Digital, Death and D/other 
RQ3: What does digitality signify to life writing mothers who are new to 
mothering, or who are ill and dying?  
Thematic orientations: 
Article IV addresses the questions of how life writing about maternal illness 
constructs digital extensions of mattering, and how maternal online life 
writing and autothanatography operate on illness blogs.  
In Article III I investigate the way in which digital flow allows the possible 
melding and/or separating of work and family times and spaces.  
Article II also focuses on the kinds of maternal patterns that occur in the 
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presence of D in the context of extinction and death. I investigate how digitality 
becomes archival survival, and I propose that in the mothering of those with 
access to digital technology and the Internet, M/other becomes D/other.  
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RQ1.  
How do blogs/ 
sites construct 
mothering? 

 

Technologies are present at every stage of human life, including birth and 
death. They guide medical interventions, keep records, and facilitate 
communication in terms of relating life narratives, entertaining and 
socializing. The maternal use of technologies has been studied from the 
perspectives of tech development and usage, but questions are rarely turned 
around to focus on maternal experiences. When they have been addressed, the 
interest has been in the effect of mothers’ mental absence on children 
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(Jokinen, Aikuisten Arki). This continues to be the case in media discourse 
about mothers and technology, in which the public discussion revolves around 
parental presence and the problematics of maternal Internet use via the 
phone, for example (Kaarakainen and Lehto). The Internet has been widely 
available in the Northern hemisphere since the early 2000s, and digital life 
writing cultures have developed since then (Weller et al.; Lejeune). Mothers 
became a distinct online group, forming the genre of mommy blogging 
(Friedman, Mommyblogs; Petersen).  
     Blogs are personal online sites consisting of text, images, and video. They 
were initially realized on ready-made platforms and related to the emergence 
of the so-called Web 2.0. Readers are invited to follow and participate via 
commenting and sharing. At first the blogs were archived in reverse 
chronological order (Weller et al. 483–484), but for over a decade now they 
have not necessarily been defined by permalinking, archiving or any such 
affordances. They are simply online sites that rely on the personal voice and 
experiences of a narrator (Winer; Rogers 250). Mommy blogs constitute a sub-
genre that combines writing, images, video, links, and advertising around 
mothering, and usually describe pregnancy and living while caring for small 
children. They often depict everyday life, feelings, experiences, expectations, 
and participate in discussions around topics about mothering. Despite obvious 
linkages to the history of women’s diary writing and epistolary traditions, early 
research identified mommy blogs as a genre defined by the theme of 
mothering and the novel technology with its affordances (Friedman 
Mommyblogs 42; Petersen; Poletti and Rak 4–5). Before the development of 
social media, blogging was seen as more of an online diary, a report of offline 
“real” life. It differed from journaling in that it was published immediately, and 
posts invited reader participation through commenting. The maternal 
embrace of blogging was set against the popular (often cinematic) 
presentation of novel digital development as a monstrous evil, signifying the 
end of humanity as it was known. The imagined transformative powers of 
emerging home computing devices became entwined with the desire for new 
identities, fast communication and a fear of weaponized surveillance 
technology (Hayles, My Mother Was a Computer 242–243). The Internet was 
presented as a possible platform for the endless invention of selves as virtual 
raceless, genderless bodies (Nakamura, Cybertypes; Poletti and Rak; 
Paasonen, Figures of Fantasy). Early online research was based on the 
premise that the digital was separate from the material, an assumption that 
sustained beliefs about the effect of the Internet on identity. Helen Kennedy 
describes 1990s visions of a digital future as the desire for anonymity as a route 
to equality. It was thought that if there were no markers of gender or race, one 
could choose them and this would end discrimination (Kennedy 29). The early 
“cyberspace” (web 1.0) was presented as an alternative world untied from the 
material realities of bodies and societies (Nakamura, “Cyberrace” 49). This 
image of the digital imbues it with the potential for empowerment and infinite 
possibilities for identifying differently. This dream did not materialize, but 
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instead, as Lisa Nakamura points out, “the illusion of diversity through 
digitally enabled racial passing and recombination produces false feeling of 
diversity and tolerance born of entitlement” (Nakamura, “Cyberrace” 43). The 
Internet (web 2.0) distributes the labor of identity production along the same 
divisions (Nakamura, “Cyberrace” 52). Emblematic of these assumptions is 
that they generate blindness to the actualized practices that form the Internet. 
As Poletti and Rak suggest in Identity Technologies, instead of empowerment, 
the digitality of the contemporary culture in the west has heightened 
individual visibility and turned identity into a virtual/material project. 
Identity is produced in the autobiographical act, in other words in life writing 
online (Poletti and Rak 3–6). Autobiographical acts are forms of self-life 
writing, or in the case of this study, maternal life writing. In using the term, 
Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson draw attention to the complexity of talking 
about the experience of life, addressing it not just as a narrative but also as acts 
that take place in visual media and online performance, for example. (Smith 
and Watson, “Autobiographical Acts”) The authors underline the complexity 
of how people “give shape to and remake” autobiographical acts “through 
memory, experience, identity, location, embodiment and agency” (102). It 
follows that the digital is not a separate reality from the material and the lives 
of people; it is produced in a manner that is always related to and creative of 
the other (Hayles, My Mother Was a Computer). Digital materiality means 
that the Internet is an assemblance of technology, people, text, images and 
institutions that affect each other (Paasonen, “Ihmisiä, Kuvia, Tekstejä Ja 
Teknologioita” 44). As the Internet developed it was not long before sexual 
yearnings and embodied pleasures found expression in online porn, and e-
commerce development led to the exhilaration of capitalism and digital labor 
(Paasonen, Carnal Resonance; Van Cleaf, Blogging Through Motherhood). 
Similarly, mothering started to transform into a digital activity and discourse. 
As Eeva Jokinen noted in the early 2000s when she was researching everyday 
home practices in Finland, computer technology was changing life practices 
inside homes. She found in her interviews that mothers embraced novel 
technologies but expressed concern about their influence on children (Eeva 
Jokinen, Aikuisten Arki 94–96). These mothers described how the Internet 
opened “a room of one’s own” where they connected with others to “escape” 
the spaces of the home (97–100). Mommy blogs were a new phenomenon in 
2005, but Jokinen predicted the role of the Internet as a provider of maternal 
connections and the entwining of paid and care work at home. She also 
discussed the intensification of mothering and work, which are now 
consistently recognized as factors in contemporary mothering (103). She 
noted that mothers “busy on the computer” were afforded peace to 
concentrate, whereas reading a book was not enough to leave them 
undisturbed. Jokinen predicted that this small adjustment––providing a 
mother with a space to be online––may prove significant (Jokinen, Aikuisten 
Arki 110): about 15 years later, she appears to have been correct.  
     The emergent “mamasphere” trailed after the life writing and motherhood 
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memoirs of the preceding times (Friedman, Mommyblogs; Hewett). Mommy 
blogs allowed practices of mothering to be developed, shared, and monetized 
(Friedman, Mommyblogs 11–12). Maternal online life writing proliferated 
exponentially in the 2010s in tandem with the development of new professions 
and identities such as social media “influencers” and the commercial social-
media PR culture, which is now pervasive among institutions and individuals 
with access to the Internet. Online publics facilitate the sharing of “best 
versions of a self”, and encourage the expression of relatable vulnerabilities 
(Lehto, “Ambivalent Influencers” 2–3) This development is visible in mommy 
blogs and their later iterations as sites, media, archives, and journalism. They 
have widened the scope of the kinds of mothers and mothering that exist by 
writing about complicated pregnancies, child loss, disabilities, illnesses, and 
other differences. Maternal online life writing has simultaneously become a 
normative force tied to the engineering of algorithms as well as of societal and 
cultural values such as monetary success, class and race (Friedman, 
Mommyblogs; Cleaf van, “Of Woman Born to Mommy Blogged”; Friedman, 
“Mommy Blogs” 785–788). Mommy blogging is distinct from other blogging 
and online rhetoric. Researchers have defined blogs through themes and 
affordances during the two decades of their existence. In short, affordances 
express “a relationship between an actor … and its environment”, as Poletti 
and Rak note, underlining their role in researching digitality as an identity 
technology. In Internet research affordances denote hardware, software and 
behavior online (Poletti and Rak, “Introduction” 4–5). As Emily Petersen 
states in her generic analysis: “mommy blogs serve as places of community 
and rebellion, where the bloggers, the readers, and all mothers (and parents) 
can experience connection through community and empowerment” (Petersen 
27). I base my definition of maternal online life writing on these notions. 

 

In the sociopolitical climate of the first decades of the 21st century, feminisms 
are being put to use in the service of late capitalism, such as in their 
institutional participation in universities (Nash 12–13; Smith, Manifesto for 
the Humanities). These directions continue the exclusionary practices of 
oppression aimed at and realized in the bodies of Brown, Black, and 
Indigenous peoples, the southern hemisphere of the Planet, and the life 
experiences of non-binary, trans and homosexual people (Ahmed, Living a 
Feminist Life; Haraway, “It Matters What Stories Tell Stories”; Bassett et al.; 
Barad, “Transmaterialities”). They weaponize the visibility of marginalized 
people and actively deny the rights and existence of difference or the in-
between. The discourses sustain the hegemonic power of white cis-
heterosexuals and rebuild political and societal structures that benefit from 
the lingering impacts of colonialism (Butler, Gender Trouble; Berlant; Butler, 



Introduction 

18 

Precarious Life; Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life). This dissertation participates 
in the search for alternatives, shedding new light on such hegemonistic 
progress following a close reading of the research materials and their contexts, 
as well as of my own position. I acknowledge my entanglement in these 
structures, and my benefiting from the inequality. Whatever I may wish, my 
actions can ever only yield partial and inconclusive results. I also highlight my 
outsider position in relation to the research material, as a non-native English 
speaker and a Finn studying a cultural phenomenon in the US. My mothering 
experience is in a Scandinavian setting, but my scholarly expertise is in 
American literature and culture.1 In addition, on the personal level I relate 
closely to some of the material I use as a researcher of maternal online life 
writing: I am a stepmother and a biological mother, and I live with incurable 
metastatic breast cancer. I make these matters part of the context via critical 
autoethnography, and in the approaches I develop to address embodiment and 
the materialization of the virtual.   
   Donna Haraway argues that by understanding vision as situated objectivity, 
feminist knowledge production can write from the body: “feminist objectivity 
is about limited location and situated knowledge, not about transcendence and 
splitting of subject and object. It allows us to become answerable for what we 
learn how to see.” (Haraway, “Situated Knowledge” 583) This is an 
acknowledgement of materiality and of the context of learning to see. Haraway 
does not argue for the better-ness of knowledge possessed by the “subjugated”, 
acknowledging that “how to see from below is a problem requiring at least as 
much skill with bodies and language, with the mediations of vision …” (584). 
Situated knowledge is an alternative to relativism and single views. It is the 
suggestion of “… partial, locatable, critical knowledges sustaining the 
possibility of webs of connections called solidarity in politics and shared 
conversations in epistemology.” (584) Haraway points out that situated 
knowledge is not just any critical stance: it matters because it is situated. It can 
be promiscuous and traverse across conflicting views of explanatory models.  
This kind of feminist objectivity makes it possible to generate critical 
knowledge while at the same time identifying connections across discourses 
and living creatures.  
     A wave analogy is often used with reference to the history of feminisms to 
illustrate how core issues and the focus of the movements have shifted during 
the last 100 years. Catherine Riley and Lynne Pearce, for example, use a four-
wave model in their introduction to women’s writing and feminism, suggesting 
that current early-21st-century feminisms belong to the fourth wave (Riley and 
Pearce). There is much disagreement about the significance of which wave is 
currently washing over us. Reflecting on the current moment and belonging to 
it in relation to what came before is always a challenge, and part of the muddle 
comes from being too close to see. I have water in my eyes. The wave analogy 
has been criticized for imposing imaginary separations between groups and 

1 I have a BA in American Lit and an MA in Gender Studies about American life writing. 
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times, and for narrating a story about feminisms in which current times are 
the most evolved to the detriment of the past (e.g., Paasonen, “Surfing the 
Waves of Feminism”). Nevertheless, the waves could also be utilized in 
acknowledging the impact of past work on the present moment. In the oceanic 
map of feminisms, I locate this dissertation under the surface and the peaks, 
inside the currents that muddle and mix with the sediment and molecules of 
the old waves that are currently rumbling near the bottom (always returning). 
This study belongs in the current swirls of foamy top waves that reach toward 
air and sky, yearning to meet differently, but mostly part of the messy, unclear 
water in-between. I am a diver in the sea of feminisms. I was able to reach my 
research position by borrowing from and engaging with the first, second, third, 
and fourth waves. Rather than seeking distinction from certain material that 
forms the ocean, I seek connections and wire paths through underwater kelp 
forests with the help of the stringy leaves waving to the motion of the water. 
This ocean is full of divers. What I mean is that I assembled feminist 
methodological approaches for each research article from different strands of 
thought. Along the way, I note how these relate to past waves of feminisms and 
how I position myself as a researcher. So, as I propose d/other, I become one 
of the generations of m/others that have lived a feminist life before me. I also 
become a m/other to the d/others, the new generations in this sea. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Previous Studies of Blogging and Digital Materiality 

20 

Studies of blogging initially focused on establishing the genre (Winer), 
describing it as therapeutic, community building and liberating or 
characterizing it via its uses (Baker and Moore; Petersen; Baumer et al.; 
McDaniel et al.; Karlsson; Lakämper; Lopez; Owens). The same liberatory idea 
was projected onto the Internet more generally (Mehra et al.). The overall 
understanding of digital media transformed between 2014 and 2020, the 
period during which I was doing my research. More analyses of the changes 
focus on technology use and cultures, and fewer on impact predictions (Steiner 
and Bronstein; Brophy; Cover; Stoldt et al.; Graham; Jäntti et al.; McLeod and 
Green). Opposition-based ideas of digitality have given way to nuanced studies 
of productivity and the interrelations between the digital and the material, as 
well as methods of studying the phenomena (Luke Sloan and Quan-Haase; 
Paasonen, “Ihmisiä, Kuvia, Tekstejä Ja Teknologioita”; Hayles, How We 
Became Post-Human) or the impact of the virtual and the digital on human 
(and nonhuman) lives, writing and the self (Douglas and Barnwell; McNeill, 
“Online Lives 2.0”). Criticism of techno-positivism from feminist theorists also 
shows how questions concerning the origins of the digital and the 
technological relate to creating a sustainable and fair future (Bassett et al.; 
Braidotti, Posthuman; Smelik and Lykke).  
     What, then, can be found out about mothers and the digital from blogs when 
most mothering on the planet is done without access to computers? Analyses 
of maternal online life writing cannot reflect a widely applicable maternal 
reality. Although the Internet has become instrumental in the creation and 
spreading of knowledge, entertainment and connectivity, there is great 
disparity in access. The term “digital divide” refers to the division of the human 
population into those with and without access to the Internet. (Mehra et al.; 
Friedman, Mommyblogs 16–17) Far from all mothers have Internet access, 
and those who have it do not necessarily read or write mommy blogs. 
Nevertheless, blogs and mommy blogs quickly became of interest to 
researchers studying communications, technology, life writing, social science, 
and even mothering. Travel, political and literary blogs have been researched 
in various fields in addition to media studies, for example (Weller et al.; 
Veissiere). The blogs initially appeared as an easily accessible evidence pool 
for almost anything, and interest in their affordances came later. In one of the 
earliest book-length studies of mommy blogging, May Friedman approached 
the blogs from the perspectives of subjectivity and agency (Friedman 
Mommyblogs). She imagined Haraway’s cyborg as a mommy blogger. As she 
explains, mothers mediate their writing and their relationships online, thus 
becoming examples of a “collective maternal subject that is fundamentally 
cyborg”, and the blogs become playgrounds for multifarious ideas of the 
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maternal. (Friedman, Mommyblogs 76) Blogs were digital embodiments of 
postmodernist and feminist conceptions of subjectivity - a suitable site for 
examining subjectivity as porous rather than stable or desirable (138). I 
developed my research approach from the questions posed by Friedman. She 
continued to study parental online life writing, developing her research to 
address kinship and the transnational multifocality made possible in online 
communication and expression. (Friedman, “Daddy Knows Best”; Friedman 
and Schultermandl)  
     Researchers have not taken a uniform approach to online maternal life 
writing. The term mommy blogger has been widely opposed, for example, 
described as belittling and conservative (Chen; Van Cleaf, “Of Woman Born to 
Mommy Blogged”). Researchers have expressed concern about becoming 
entangled with consumerism, or the construction of the “mommy” as an 
outmoded, anti-feminist parenting ideal promoting impossible standards as 
well as mainly representing white, middle-class, heterosexual and able-bodied 
mothers (Van Cleaf, Blogging Through Motherhood; Chen; Hunter). Reading 
and writing mommy blogs had become normalized parts of contemporary 
mothering by the late 2010s. Neoliberalism and the intensification of labor are 
crucial contexts in which to analyze their iterations. During the last decade 
affect theory has been one of the most popular theoretical contexts for 
studying online materializations in the cultural and social sciences (e.g., Gregg 
and Seigworth; Kanai), and it has been instrumental in the development of 
feminist theory. Lauren Berlant and Sara Ahmed, for example, produced 
analytical tools based on the theory that are applicable to many strands of 
feminist inquiry (Berlant; Ahmed, “Happy Objects”). As Ahmed points out: 
“Affect is what sticks, or what sustains or preserves the connection between 
ideas, values, and objects.” (Ahmed, Willful Subjects 29) Susanna Paasonen, 
one of the pioneering scholars in the field of digitality and affect, describes the 
mechanisms of transferability through which digital materiality creates 
attachment with affect, which is the glue that binds social media sites, or blogs: 
“When something does grab attention, it leaves some kind of impression, no 
matter how momentary or minor this may be. This ’something’ can be 
conceptualized as instances of resonance that become highly valuable within 
the attention economy of social media as encounters where something sticks 
….” (Paasonen, “Resonant Networks” 56). As I understand it, this stickiness is 
located between the material and the virtual in particular materializations, and 
it is one possible way of conceptualizing M/D slippage, which I take up. 
Paasonen utilizes Karen Barad’s concepts of intra-action, as I do. The material 
and digital creation of subjectivities are intertwined, but what continues on the 
blogs in this study, for example, is the representation of the material and the 
virtual as separate spheres. The flowing and mutually constitutive relationship 
between the two is troubling, therefore it fascinates me. Affect theory is a 
popular instrument that is applied to mommy blogs and mothering in the 
research on online assemblages. Shortly after May Friedman conducted her 
study, Kara Van Cleaf  published her PhD on mommy blogs as sites of 
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consumerism, commodification and affective labor (Van Cleaf, “Our Mothers 
Have Always Been Machines: The Conflation of Media and Motherhood”; 
Steiner and Bronstein; Van Cleaf, Blogging Through Motherhood). Van Cleaf 
leans of Lauren Berlant and the concept of digital affective labor in her analysis 
of blog examples (Berlant). She compares the work of mothering to digital 
labor in terms of soft versus hard: 

The labor of motherhood is hard—data collection, vital statistics, life 
support—and such time-consuming labor at home interferes with 
participating in the hard labor of the paid work force. While the labor 
of motherhood is hard, the genre of motherhood, as told on the blogs, 
is surprisingly soft—sentimental, feminine, and hovering below 
political. The discrepancy between the hardness of the labor and the 
softness of the genre has motivated this project. I argue that the gap 
results, at least in part, from the invisibility of the labor of care, both 
caring for in-the-flesh bodies and digitally caring for friends and 
followers online. The gap is widened by the weight of the genre of 
femininity—the demand and desire for coherent identity as a woman 
or mother usually references, and often gets stuck in, tropes of 
complaint. 

 (Van Cleaf, Blogging Through Motherhood 172–173)  

 
Van Cleaf is motivated by the gap she identifies between the appearance of a 
mother’s care work online and the labor that mothering entails in reality. 
Kelsey Cummings studied the later stage of mommy blogging and the turn 
from one-person narratives to sites that collect multi-authored content often 
defined as lifestyle rather than mothering. Cummings compares commercial 
mommy blogs and those that are more like personal diaries: “Where 
traditional, personal mommy blogs have often been understood to perform 
affective labor on behalf of readers (by assuaging guilt and providing 
commiseration and community), corporate mommy blogs provide readers 
with instruction on the management of their own affective labor, the function 
of which is generally to sell sponsored products.” (Cummings 38–39) As she 
and others show, digital labor has become a central concept through which 
mommy blogging has been understood (see Digital Labor Working Group 
CUNY). The popularity of affect theory in the study of digital life writing and 
mothering is reflected in the approaches chosen in Finnish studies. Mari 
Lehto, for example, studied Finnish mommy blogs as the remediation of 
experience: she analyzes affect in the presentation of “bad mothering” as a 
criticism of mothering norms, and the anxiety of social media influencers as a 
social performance. (Lehto, “Bad Is the New Good”; Lehto, “Ambivalent 
Influencers"7–11)  
     Mommy blogs, along with other social digital cultures, have gone through 
various phases in a transformation that is tied to the commercialization of the 
digital sphere. What has also changed over time is how mommy blogs are 
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presented in the media, which now recognizes them as a phenomenon that 
transforms motherhood (e.g., Jezer-Morton, “Online Momming”). Changes 
are characteristic of a novel digital “environment” taking its form and turning 
into a mass-marketing platform and an occurrence that is specific to the issue 
of mothering online. The early potential of maternal online writing was in its 
multi-vocality. This period, which lasted until about 2010, was defined by non-
commercial and non-professional writing that supported long-form text and 
conversation, and was conducive to maternal community building. At this 
point it was the textual narrative more than the images that mattered. During 
the last years of the 2000s mommy blogging grew into a business with 
collective commercial power (Jezer-Morton, “Did Moms Exist”). This 
development changed the public attitude from concern about children to 
disdain directed at mothers who wanted to earn money (Friedman, 
Mommyblog; Morrison, “Autobiography in Real Time”). In 2010, Aimee 
Morrison described mommy blogs as “purposive and deliberate social 
engagement, a creative as well as interpersonal practice that mitigates the 
assorted ills (physical isolation, role confusion, lack of realistic role models, 
etc.) and celebrates the particular joys of contemporary mothering, especially 
in the earliest years of parenting.” (Morrison, “Autobiography in Real Time”) 
Her description underlines the communal aspect against the public 
disparaging of the genre.  
    Following the professionalization of blogging and the birth of social media, 
some mommy blogs resembled an audience/performer or a 
customer/shopkeeper relationship in that the authors were promoting 
products, correct manners, and narratives. The reader of professional blogs 
either aspires to or rejects the mothering models and ideals for women on 
offer. Recent studies such as the above acknowledge how residing online 
happens in simultaneous multiple nodes. Researchers have also examined 
maternal online life writing on sites, discussion forums and Facebook. In the 
Finnish context, online mothering forums such as Vauva.fi have been used as 
a resource for research projects about mothering, such as when Armi 
Mustosmäki and Tiina Sihto studied regret about motherhood (Mustosmäki 
and Sihto). In the UK, Sarah Pedersen, one of the pioneer researchers of 
maternal online writing and blogging, conducted a study of maternal online 
behavior on Mumsnet, the popular English online discussion forum 
(Pedersen, “The Good, the Bad and the ‘Good Enough’ Mother”). Pedersen’s 
most recent book The Politization of Mumsnet uses the discussion forum as a 
resource for explicating the digital formation of maternal politics (Pedersen, 
The Politization).  
    In this overview I introduce some research directions taken by scholars 
interested in mothering and the social media. I highlight studies that informed 
my approach either by denoting a direction I followed or by marking what has 
already been done. Following this presentation of previous research in 
feminist media studies, I focus the discussion in Chapter 3 on previous studies 
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of mothering and illness life writing by way of an introduction of the 
theoretical framework. 
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The theoretical framework within which I operate spans three areas: 1) 
feminist theories of motherhood, 2) new materialist and feminist theories that 
address relating, materiality and their intertwining with media studies, and 3) 
feminist life writing theory intersecting with social media studies. I envision 
the relationship between these as M & D with life writing in-between, or 
alternatively as three overlapping circles that share a center space and a 
section of each side. Life writing is liminal in this work––in between the spaces 
and themes of mothering and the digital. It is a method for moving between 
materializations and the prism through which the other two themes appear.  
     As I work with overlapping theoretical strands my approach is intentionally 
playful. This playfulness extends to working with strands of thinking that are 
not traditionally pared together. In this instance concepts do not have to be 
complimentary to each other, but can clash, crumble, even change. During the 
research, I employ various models of explanation across mutiple disciplines to 
understand digital materiality and mothering. I cannot resolve the tensions 
that occur between feminist new materialisms and deconstruction as a mode 
of analysis for example, and instead I allow the tensions to exist. I follow 
Haraway’s notion that rigorous theoretical work, or the analysis of 
entanglements, borders, networks, and strands of thought, feeling, 
philosophy, scientific direction, and epistemic work all require creative play. 
She suggests that “play breaks rules and makes something else happen”, and 
further that muddles and breakages, even failures that are elemental in play 
become helpful, regenerative (D. J. Haraway, When Species Meet 238). 
Haraway’s assertion is that whereas language has been presented as the most 
innovatively capacious form entangled with human exceptionalism in relation 
to other animals, play as a material, semantic arrangement, coming-together, 
aligning and falling out of place is, in fact, where intense creativity happens.  
     I engage in play with the systems, presentations, ideas, and material that 
accumulate. Playfulness is one possible way of approaching concepts, 
language, institutional and disciplinary rules, cultures, and the arts. In the 
tensions that occur in comingeling theories and concepts from what are 
traditionally considered incompatible explanatory models, bridges occur as do 
breakages. These, I suggest can be the openings for previously impossible 
articulations of phenomena.  I refer in Article II to Rosi Braidotti’s notion that 
posthuman affirmative ethics can be articulated by way of imagination, which 
resonates with playfulness (Braidotti, “The Politics”). It also resonates with 
Hélène Cixous’ écriture féminine which, as Aura Sevón explicates, could be 
understood as creative playfulness with embodiment, gender and meaning-
making (Sevón). This playful curiosity combined with daring to be vulnerable, 
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to fail and to be critiqued as well as to criticize are all necessary qualities in 
feminist theory as in any knowledge production. Playfulness resonates with 
Eve Sedgwick’s reparative practice that resists theory as paranoid readings and 
exposure (Sedgwick 129–141). It does not equal lightness of scientific rigor or 
topic of study.  In this dissertation, for example, I approach dying creatively, 
employing imagination as part of the process. Because playfulness makes 
invention possible, it is the precondition of a new occurrence. Haraway writes: 
“Like copresence, joy is something we taste, not something we know 
denotatively or use instrumentally. Play makes an opening. Play proposes.” (D. 
J. Haraway, When Species Meet 240).  
In the following presentation of the theory, I focus on the contact zones and 
overlaps that occur. First, I introduce the main concepts and thematically 
significant words used in the dissertation. Second, I present three theoretical 
frameworks in which the articles and this introduction operate. 
 

There is a distinction between the ways I understand the term woman and 
how it appears in the research material. From my trans-allied perspective, a 
woman is a person who self-identifies as one. I wish to widen the term’s 
meaning by questioning its linkages with femininity, cis-gender and 
heterosexuality. Mothers are not necessarily women and women are not 
necessarily mothers. Gender is an everyday performance through culturally 
recognizable repetitive actions (Butler, Gender Trouble). My working 
definition of a woman is informed by the criticism articulated by trans people 
of the queer movement, which as scholar Susan Stryker notes, focused on the 
trans exclusionary conceptualization of gender that took hold in the 1990s as 
queer studies and culture at large “institutionalized” (Stryker, “More Words”; 
Stryker, “Transgender History” 147). It is not enough to recognize gay and 
lesbian sexual desires as legitimate. The concepts of heteronormativity and 
binary gender oppress trans, fluid and genderless people by not recognizing 
gender as untied from biology and the male/female binary. Securing trans 
lives means changing the definition of gender in discourse and in the laws that 
govern them. This is the research position from which I analyze the definitions 
of woman and mother in the research material. Gender appears differently and 
it is present largely through assumptions and silences. 
     Most of the blogs I study refer to gender as unproblematically binary. It 
appears that mommy blogging is, to a great extent, embraced by those who fit 
into and do not question these norms. I have found exceptions: blogs that 
discuss trans kids and parents, and children who are gay or lesbian, but they 
are in the minority and easily fall beyond the category of mommy blog. 
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Moreover, in most of the blogs I study womanhood is tied to normative 
expressions of femininity, heterosexuality, and cis gender enforced by visual 
presentations and textual omission. This is the most effective way of 
regurgitating binary gendered heterosexuality as the norm (Jack Halberstam; 
Judith Halberstam). Silence coupled with unproblematic presentations of the 
traditional femininity of mothers (long hair, pretty dresses, slim bodies, and 
rounded pregnant or postpartum bodies) generate both womanhood and 
motherhood as heterosexual, cis-gendered and able-bodied, as well as white. 
Where there are criticisms of normativity, the bloggers refer to the pressures 
they experience. For example, the issue of body form and weight after giving 
birth is a regular topic. Posts may counter the ideal in discussing how slowly 
bodies “return to their shape”, or that they do not return. Nevertheless, posted 
photographs tend to present flattering images of slim normative, youthful and 
even girlish mothers, which in themselves create a dichotomy between 
conformity and criticism. (Cleaf van, Blogging Through Motherhood 89–91) 
Most mommy bloggers create the impression of welcoming difference, yet the 
almost complete silence about issues such as being a trans parent or mothering 
a trans child defines the material through what is left out. There are blogs 
about mothering that depict gender and sexuality differently, such as those 
that make disabled mothering, Black and Brown mothering, and ill mothers 
visible, but they are deviations from the norm and frequently fall outside the 
mommy-blog category (by choice or by content). These “differently” 
presenting bloggers bear the burden of having to discuss their difference and 
to vocalize their position as both mothers and bloggers. They usually identify 
their position in the blogosphere through the characteristic that makes them 
non-normative and their position in the mommy blog genre unstable. I 
explicate this in Article III. 

 

I use the term mothering instead of parenting as a purposeful matricentric 
feminist act (O’Reilly, Matricentric Feminism 3–7). Mothering evokes past 
connections while repurposing them at the same time. White feminist critics 
have defined mothering as essentialist and troublesome, whereas Black 
mothering matrilineality and empowerment have defined maternal activity 
and identity in the US (O’Reilly, Matricentric Feminism 76–82). I engage in 
the politics of not rejecting the feminine in the process of conceptual 
redefinition (Sevón; Braidotti, “The Politics of Life as Bios/Zoe”). Mothering 
refers to the abject rejection of the feminine and woman in the frameworks of 
humanities in general and in the context of feminist theory. Adrianne Rich’s 
account of mothering in Of Woman Born (published in 1976) constitutes a 
cultural history of motherhood and mothering, the former being defined by 
the institution of patriarchy and the latter by experience (Rich 13–14). 
According to the author, the oppression of women meant that empowering 
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cultures of mothering were not available to everyone, but if they were, 
mothering could change. She further argues for the separation of motherhood 
as an experience and as an institution that patriarchy controls. Mothering 
could even be a source of empowerment and pleasure. (Rich, 13 and xxiv–xxx) 
Other studies on motherhood adopt Rich’s formulation, focusing on 
mothering as experience, affect and activities, and the different kinds of 
intersections at which it occurs as a socio-cultural phenomenon. The aim is to 
recognize mothering as a position that continues to propel inequality (O’Reilly, 
“Maternal Theory” 20–21). In this context it is distinct from motherhood. 
Mothers and mothering destabilize an array of core questions regarding 
homes and societies: social order, the division of labor, sexual health, gender 
difference and equality could all become questions of how and who should 
mother (Vanderbeld Giles, “Mothering, Neoliberalism and Globalization”; 
Vanderbeld Giles, “From Home To House”).  
     I refer here to mothering as a folded practice: Eeva Jokinen divides 
parenting into three layers: a) the experience of parenting, b) acts of care or 
the labor of parenting, and c) the discursive practices involved (Eeva Jokinen, 
Aikuisten Arki, 123). Mothering also comprises these three aspects. This 
dissertation builds on the understanding that, as Lisa Baraitser proposes, 
mothering does not simply denote the care of children by those who have given 
birth to them, but it could be the care that facilitates the growth of others. 
Therefore, although mothering is an activity and a discourse of care, it may 
also potentially have epistemological-ethical connotations.  
     The so-called second wave of feminism introduced the societal case for 
women as citizens, as agential subjects in themselves whose experiences and 
creative ideas are worth sharing, hearing and learning from. Petra Bueskens 
refers to this as the uncoupling of “the category of woman from the categories 
of wife and mother” (Bueskens, “Introduction” 16). Key literary and polemic 
theoretical texts from de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex to Shulamith Firestone’s 
The Dialectic of Sex and Betty Friedan’s Feminine Mystique influenced the 
extracting of women from the identity of mothers (Firestone; Friedan; 
Beauvoir, Simone). In connection with this separation, the liberation of 
women from patriarchal structures became related to not being a mother. 
Mothers could not be freed from patriarchy, yet all the while feminists were 
experiencing mothering and theorists such as Adrienne Rich were 
emphasizing the experience of pleasure and fulfilment (Rich). In the ensuing 
times of feminism, the intersecting experiences of womanhood/personhood, 
subjugation and oppression that lesbian as well as Brown and Black women 
experienced, together with the practical social issues of parental care and 
mothering, became somewhat separate from feminist theory in its academic, 
mainstream forms (Vanderbeld Giles, “Mothering, Neoliberalism and 
Globalization” 375). Citing Lisa Baraitser, Petra Bueskens suggests that, in the 
ensuing decades, women could be “autonomous and free” whereas mothers 
took on the messiness and chaos of the Cartesian binary, becoming “the unruly 
feminine other”. The equation of women as mothers is at the heart of the 
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matter. Bueskens notes that although second-wave feminism succeeded in 
conceptually separating woman from mother, “mother now stands where 
woman used to be: she is the unruly feminine Other”. (Bueskens, 
“Introduction” 18–19) She goes on to point out that, in the wake of the 1990s, 
queer theorizing and interpretations of Judith Butler’s performativity (Butler, 
Gender Trouble), as well as the establishing of academic women’s and gender 
studies, mothering and motherhood were disclaimed as “essentialist” topics 
devoid of insight (Bueskens, “Introduction” 28–29). Motherhood was 
troubling and full of contradictions (Hays; McRobbie). For example, Sara 
Ruddick’s maternal thinking, on which I work in Article I, was criticized by 
Patrice DiQuinzio for essentializing women as mothers: her claim was that 
feminist motherhood was “impossible” because of its paradoxical presentation 
of concepts such as subjectivity and embodiment (Diquinzio 244–248; 
Ruddick, “Maternal Thinking”; Hallstein and O’Reilly). Although mothering 
was troubling in the context of feminism, its intensification became the focus 
of the maternal studies conducted in the 1990s and the early 21st century 
(Vanderbeld Giles, “Mothering, Neoliberalism and Globalization 375–376; 
Ennis; Mustosmäki and Sihto; O’Reilly, “Maternal Theory”). O’Reilly defines 
intensive mothering as an untenable goal set to trap mothers and other parents 
reaching for it always to feel like they are failing (O’Reilly, “Maternal Theory” 
28). The implication is that the ideal parent is a biological mother who devotes 
all her energy and resources to the wellbeing of the child, thereby foregoing 
her own needs (25). The intensification of mothering and work occurred 
simultaneously, as Bueskens and others have shown (Bueskens, 
“Introduction”; Fannin and Perrier). It has also coincided with neoliberal 
capitalism, according to which caring for children is another project in which 
to excel and invest for maximal results. As Helena Vissing argues, this 
mothering ideal silences individual experiences by projecting what is 
impossible to achieve and is always at odds with the experiences of mothers 
(Vissing). Intensive mothering has become the norm of good mothering, 
visible as the ideal both reached for and criticized in the maternal online life 
writing I study. With these examples I have outlined the conceptual history of 
mothering within the feminist tradition, and I have contextualized how I use 
mothering in this dissertation.  
 

Karen Barad is one of the most influential theorists of the moment in the field 
of feminist new materialism. Recent work has turned toward trans materiality, 
which highlights investment in queer theory and yearning for the application 
of agential realism in ethics and politics. Barad introduces the notion of 
agential realism, which relies on applied physics and quantum mechanics 
(Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway; Barad, “Transmaterialities”), thereby 
bringing relationality in quantum field theory into contact with feminist 
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science studies and ethics. I apply agential realism in my analysis of 
digital/material relationality, and I discuss it in Article III in conjunction with 
my analysis of temporal and special tropes in maternal online writing. I 
suggest that mothering is a phenomenon (constitutive and constituted of 
material and discursive elements), and that mommy blogs are the apparatus 
(within the phenomenon). I lean on agential realism in addressing co-
constructive relating, or the m/d boundary.  
      According to Barad, “apparatuses are specific material configurations, or 
rather, dynamic (re)configurations of the world through which bodies are 
intra-actively materialized. That is, apparatuses are the practices of mattering 
through which intelligibility and materiality are constituted (along with an 
excluded realm of what doesn’t matter)” (Barad 169–170). Agential cuts made 
of a set of intra-actions are the chosen practices of a given apparatus. They 
begin the separation of matter into objects and subjects. These enactments 
form both a maternal practice and the mommy blogs. What is crucially 
different in this understanding of relationality is the way subjectivity and the 
separability of objects is achieved. Causality is different, because subjects and 
objects emerge only in relation to each other through intra-actions (140). In 
Barad’s words, “objects are not already there but emerge through specific 
practices”. Hence there is no prior exteriority or interiority. Time and space 
are produced in intra-actions (179). Barad moves from the reality of matter 
toward semiotic iterations, thereby extending the principles of organizing 
matter to gender and the ethics of knowability.  
     Agency is something inherent in all matter (alive and dead). It is an 
enactment and not a quality. Donna Haraway arrived at the same iteration 
with her situated knowledge object and agency. Matter always remains 
agential, as no agential cut forever forecloses all possibilities. This is unnerving 
open-endedness among the sciences, which have made it their project to pin 
down a truth or define a still object. Barad constructs a theory from what came 
before, bearing in mind Haraway’s feminist knowledge project as well as 
Judith Butler’s work. She suggests that such a formulation of agency is more 
flexible and extensive than Butler’s performativity or what liberal humanism 
has made space for, because “matter is an agentive factor in its 
materialization” (177–179). She further points out that agency is intra-active 
and not an attribute of a subject: “Agency is doing or being in its intra-activity. 
It is the enactment of iterative changes to particular practices. Particular 
possibilities for (intra)-acting exist at every moment, and these changing 
possibilities entail an ethical obligation to intra-act responsibly in the world’s 
becoming, to contest and rework what matters and what is excluded from 
mattering.” (Barad 178) 
With regard to my research, the point is not to be more than something that 
was formulated before (Butler’s performativity), it is to acknowledge that these 
are strands in a mutual process of becoming with. Given Barad’s description 
of the acute situatedness of a subject formed in its relations to others, agential 
realism in itself can also only offer a partial glimpse––be part of a becoming.  
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     Such a definition of relating necessitates the re-assessment of subjectivity, 
time and space, because instead of unfolding in spaces and times, subjects take 
their form with no prior existence. (Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway 33–
34) Such intra-action leads Barad to question the concept of mediation, in 
other words the idea that maternal online life writing mediates the experience 
of mothering, and to criticize theories of mediation such as experience and its 
representation in life writing. According to this view, mediation is a dead-end 
because it presumes the prior existence of subjectivities. I discuss Barad’s 
approach to formulations of digitality in media and life studies in Articles III 
and II. Agential realism facilitates the conceptualizing of life writing as 
agentially creative in its own materiality rather than as acts of remediation 
(Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway 152). This substantiates my claim that 
maternal online life writing is enactive in the becoming of “autonomous 
mothers”, as Bueskens terms the mothers of the current Internet-abled 
moment (Bueskens, “Mothers Reproducing the Social”), and that maternal 
(illness) life writing online is impactful not just as mediation, but also as 
productive of the new materialization of M/other and D/other. The agential-
realist reconfiguring of relationality and mattering reveals a perspective on 
maternal online life writing that makes space for recognizing its constitutive 
role in the production of contemporary mothering. Online life writing is both 
the materialization of discourse and a process of materializing.  

In focusing on life writing by mothers, I work with the concept of experience 
as knowledge. Experience pervades feminist theories and criticism in their 
collective effort to improve the conditions of life for those in the margins 
(Collins, Black Feminist Thought; Connolly). Definitions of experience are 
contested in various scientific fields such as neuro and social psychology, 
whereas continental philosophy has its own definitions. For the purposes of 
this study, I define experience as an embodied process of being in the world 
and constructing recollections of that existence. This is to say, as Katherine 
Hayles puts it, that it refers to the availability of a meta-level whereby the 
cognizer discursively creates/relates embodied events (e.g., Hayles, 
Unthought 9–14). According to Haraway, knowing takes place in a playful 
contact zone: it is open-ended becoming with, always relational and 
constitutive of its subjects (Haraway, When Species Meet 245). Research also 
happens in contact zones in which language becomes entangled with 
technology, bodies, matter, life, and all kinds of social, cultural and biological 
structures (216–220): one such zone is experience. With regard to mothering, 
experience is referred to as one aspect of how mothers come to know about 
practices and participate in discourses (Eeva Jokinen, Aikuisten Arki 123; 
Kelhä 19). Experience of life is pivotal as a subject of life writing in 
autobiographical studies, and as a complex theoretical question regarding the 
role of mediation, language, embodiment, and cognition (Smith and Watson, 
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Read. Autobiography A Guid. Interpret. Life Narrat). As Donna Haraway 
points out, just “being” something is not enough to claim it as an epistemic 
node. Knowledge production requires reflective accounts of moving from one 
position to another, and reflection on how a subject occupies the object 
position: “self-knowledge requires a semiotic-material technology to link 
meanings and bodies” (Haraway, “Situated Knowledges” 585). The trouble 
starts when one identifies oneself and then claims knowledge as oneself. 
Haraway goes on to suggest that splitting, rather than being, is ideal for 
feminist knowledge production based on the premise that the knowing self is 
“partial, in all its guises, never finished, whole, simply there and original; it is 
always constructed and stitched together imperfectly, and therefore able to 
join with another to see together without claiming to be another.” (586) Thus, 
objectivity becomes partial connection, “embodied objectivity” (588). The 
point is that identity does not produce science, it relates it (and to it) critically.  
      I build my case on Haraway’s insistence that knowledge may form when 
critical relating is connected to experience. This kind of knowledge production 
is involved in the refiguring of what knowing means. Situated and discursive 
knowing is not a process that results in something stable. Instead, 
epistemologies may shift, be agile and moveable or change in how they relate 
to time and space (Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway). In addition to this, 
I refer to Katherine Hayles’ notion that humans and technologies form 
cognitive assemblances. The Internet is one example of a cognitive 
assemblance that has transformed how knowledge comes about: “Because 
humans and technical systems in a cognitive assemblance are interconnected, 
the cognitive decisions of each affect the others, . . . Moreover, human 
decisions and interpretations interact with the technical systems, sometimes 
decisively affecting the contexts in which they operate” (Hayles, Unthought 
118). She continues, pointing out how knowing in this assemblance forms 
“flexibly responding to new situations, incorporating this knowledge into 
adaptive strategies and evolving through experience to create new strategies 
and kinds of responses” (119). This is exactly how maternal knowing forms in 
the autobiographical acts I analyze, and it is the reason why this MD looping 
changes mothering. It changes how and what can be known about becoming a 
mother, or about becoming a cancer patient as I show in Article IV.  
    Knowledge production and maternal knowledge have been addressed in 
different disciplinary contexts. Scholars in the field of critical autoethnography 
are in search of research methods that address and explicate knowing as 
experience through means other than language and writing, such as art and 
performance (Holman Jones). I return to this in Chapter 5.  
     Wendy Hollway, who studies mothering from the perspectives of 
psychology and social studies, finds resonance in how mothers know, and 
researchers come to know, even though the stereotypical difference between 
the two is articulated as research-based conclusions versus experience-based 
knowing. Hollway’s interest is in the knowing that occurs between mothers 
and infants before language communication is possible, and it includes un-
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cognized knowing and learning by doing. Her “matrixial theory” emphasizes 
how knowing in a care setting happens in trans- and intersubjective processes 
and is thus also knowledge that changes the knower (Hollway 22–23). The fact 
that everyone has unconscious experiences of being mothered may be one 
reason why mothering has remained in the “obvious” category for so long. Yet, 
explicating maternal knowledge and experiences of being mothered may be 
the key not only to understanding mothering but also to re-evaluating 
knowledge production.   
 

During the 2010s intersectionality cemented its place in feminist institutions 
as a methodological tool with which to address and transform the overbearing 
whiteness and privilege that defined feminisms within academic institutions 
(Collins and Bilge). As Jennifer C. Nash points out in Black Feminism 
Reimagined, intersectionality had become one of the most contested concepts 
in feminist discourse (Nash 11–22), its past being as strongly contested as its 
present. There are many names, times and perspectives that have been cited 
in its storying, but it should be borne in mind that it is neither a recent event 
nor a thought: it is foundational to feminisms (Collins and Bilge 65–71).       
     Ever since the late 1990s gender studies have embraced intersectionality as 
introduced in the social sciences by Kimberlé Crenshaw in the early 1990s, 
namely as a critical set of contextualizing tools that made it possible to 
visualize people as defined not by one socially marginalizing or privileging 
feature, but by their intersections (Collins and Bilge 49–51; Lykke). 
Intersectionality became an instrument for analyzing social and cultural 
structures. Yet, as Nash points out, it was employed largely by white feminists 
as a corrective tool to encompass those who had been marginalized in 
feminisms and to acknowledge the whiteness and racism in academia. Its 
application and adaptation still have not signified social or institutional 
change (Nash 44–45).  
     I based my choice and and analysis of the research material on 
intersectional close reading. I evaluated the material by noting class, race, age, 
ability, gender, and sexuality as qualities that would influence my analysis in 
relating the material to structures in society and culture. When I was working 
through the blogs and memoirs I asked myself who was writing, whose voices 
were (not) heard and what the cultural preconditions contributed. My aim in 
choosing the research material was to find blogs that portrayed variety in 
maternal life writing in the US and the English-speaking blogosphere. 
Nevertheless, my selection represents a predominantly university-educated 
white-, middle- or upper-class group of mothers. This is attributable in part to 
my selection method, and otherwise reflects the dominating whiteness of the 
most visible commercialized mommy-blogging phenomenon and the 
hierarchy of visibility generated through algorithms and search engines. It is 
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also due to the small sample and my personal failure to acquire permission to 
study some of my chosen research material. 
      Stories of women’s lives have constructed feminist activisms, theories, and 
practices, as they foreground situated knowledge––experiences of women––
for whose benefit feminisms are formulated. Feminist literary studies have a 
long tradition of autobiographical writing: journals, diaries, memoirs and 
other ways of narrating stories about lived experience (Smith, “Identity’s 
Body”; Smith and Watson, Read. Autobiography A Guid. Interpret. Life 
Narrat.; Stanley; Riley and Pearce). The work of poet and activist Audre Lorde 
has underlined the political value and resonance of writing about experience, 
as evidenced in her Cancer Journals: “For other women of all ages, colors and 
sexual identities that imposed silence about any area of our lives is a tool for 
separation and powerlessness, and for myself, I have tried to voice some of my 
feelings and thoughts …” (Lorde 7). Autobiography has long been used a 
method for talking about injustices, relating experiences of oppression, 
recording the state of life of a particular human and constructing a voice for 
the voiceless. Lorde does not write only from her point of view: she illustrates 
shared experiences. 
     Maternal online life writing is on the continuum of feminist autobiography. 
It occurs amid an intensified politics of the personal. The genre of mommy 
blogs is as heterogenous as any online life writing, but it is helpful to note 
shared qualities and to acknowledge their debt to previous life writing 
practices in motherhood memoirs, for example (Petersen; Dymond and 
Willey; Rak). Mommy blogs have their own way of being critical, self-reflexive 
and creatively questioning without generally being about authority, control or 
being wrong or right (Rogers). In most cases, mothers are not writing to 
convince someone of their value as subjects or to answer criticism. Nor are 
they writing for literary glory. Maternal life writing is based on the shared 
assumption that there is value in being a mother (Palladino). Nevertheless, 
many blogs refer to disturbing conflicts in the way society treats mothers, to 
norms, double-standards, or ideals, and these conflicting expectations often 
fuel the critical discussions that appear in maternal online life writing. It is for 
this reason that the assumption of a like-minded readership is a key construct 
of the mommy blog style (Friedman, Mommyblogs 76–94). Maternal life 
writing is produced on the assumption that the audience is like the narrator. 
Authors may claim to write for themselves, but to publish online is to connect 
with others. The inner monologues that in past centuries were the stuff of 
journals and diaries turn outward, toward others. I suggest that the genre is 
indebted to the rich tradition of women’s autobiographical writing, and 
especially to the BIPOC2 women’s self-life writing traditions (see e.g., Walker; 
Lorde; Anzaldúa).  
    During the research process I learned that BIPOC women in the US produce 
maternal online life writing differently. Among Black women, for example, it 

2 Black, Indigenous people of color 
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is more political, and often explicitly addresses structural racism by 
celebrating Black motherhood as special and beautiful or presenting it as a 
critical position. This is not merely a choice made by individuals, it is a co-
construction of the racist social and cultural structures in the US, where Black 
maternal online life writing is read as inherently political (Collins, Black 
Feminist Thought). Black women’s mommy blogs/sites may address issues 
such as how children and parents can cope and arrange life in a racist society. 
I have found that Black maternal online life writing tends to focus on 
motherlines of knowledge, or what Alice Walker named “womanism” in In 
Search of Our Mother’s Gardens (Walker; O’Reilly, Toni Morrison and 
Motherhood). The fostering of motherlines and extending them to new 
generations appears acute in Black mothering, whereas addressing issues of 
whiteness and structural racism appears optional for white mothers. I suggest 
that further studies of maternal online life writing should include blogs by 
Black mothers. The ‘us’ of the mommy blogs may be narrowly established or 
wide and open, but this maternal life writing relates to the ‘from us by us’ styles 
of the specific practice of Black women in the US. Blogging is not inclusive of 
everyone, as I discuss in Article III.  
 

Motherhood studies provide the theoretical context in which to research 
mothering in maternal online life writing. They constitute a feminist 
matrifocal framework of theories and approaches (Hallstein et al.; O’Reilly, 
Encycl. Mother). Andrea O’Reilly coined the term matricentric feminism to 
describe feminist inquiry into motherhood and mothering that locates 
mothers at the center of interest and uses feminist methodologies to produce 
frequently missing knowledge about mothering in all its variety (O’Reilly, 
Matricentric Feminism). Matrifocality denotes the centrality of a maternal 
perspective. Hence, a matrifocal narrative is storytelling or narration “in which 
a mother plays a role of cultural and social significance and in which 
motherhood is thematically elaborated and valued, and is structurally central 
to the plot.” (O’Reilly, Matricentric Feminism 5–6) O’Reilly uses the terms 
matrifocality and matrifocal narrative, referring to Miriam Johnson as the 
originator of the concepts (Johnson). According to O’Reilly, matricentric 
feminism includes scholarship, activism and the activity of mothering and “… 
is explicitly matrifocal in its perspective and emphasis –– it begins with the 
mother and takes seriously the work of mothering––and that it is 
multidisciplinary and multi-theoretical in its perspective” (6–7). Rather than 
being based on the idealization of women as mothers, O’Reilly’s definition of 
matricentric feminism opens the words mother and mothering to fit anyone 
who mothers or identifies as a mother (7). Mothering is lived experience. It 
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connotes repeated actions rather than an identity, and is performative in 
Judith Butler’s terms (Butler, Gender Trouble). Matricentric feminism follows 
in the footsteps of earlier versions of feminism, but resists simplifying 
mothering to signify biology, cisgender or heterosexuality. The aim is to 
elevate the status of mothering within feminist research and in societal 
structures in general. It is still the case that the achieved near-equal position 
between women and men deteriorates after motherhood (O’Reilly, 
Matricentric Feminism; Bueskens, “Mothers Reproducing the Social”). Those 
identified as mothers become burdened with most of the care work within a 
family structure, and women suffer in the workplace because of their acquired 
identity (Bueskens, “Mothers Reproducing the Social” 287–291). Mothering is 
either trouble or uninteresting as a subject in feminist theory, and being a 
mother in academia as a workplace immediately diminishes prospects with 
regard to both work and salaries (Hallstein and O’Reilly). Before the advent of 
mommy blogs, researchers found similar modes of maternal writing in diary 
writing. Eeva Jokinen studied maternal diary writing among Finnish women 
from the 1970s onward (Jokinen, “The Makings of Mother”; Jokinen, Väsynyt 
Äiti). She emphasizes  the epistemic situatedness and insight produced by the 
experience of mothering, as O’Reilly did with regard to matricentric feminism, 
(Jokinen, “The Makings of Mother” 341). I understand Jokinen’s position as 
part of what is now motherhood studies. (O’Reilly, Matricentric Feminism). 
O’Reilly and a host of other pioneers published The Routledge Companion to 
Motherhood in 2020 (Hallstein et al.). This handbook is the most recent 
gesture in attempts to establish motherhood studies as an intersectional 
feminist field. In it, O’Reilly presents her concept of empowered mothering, 
which she refers to as her central conceptual work in academia (O’Reilly, 
“Patriarchal Motherhood” 30). Empowered mothering is an elaboration of 
Adrienne Rich’s notion of imagining what mothering is like when it is not 
defined by patriarchal rules (Rich; O’Reilly, “Patriarchal Motherhood” 28–
29). The idea of empowerment has assumed importance both in feminist 
rhetoric and in conceptualizations of mothering (Ross). The discourse of 
empowered mothering has illustrated how the ability to express experiences 
and the possibility of having impact on one’s environment result in agency–
–they empower mothers. Article I in this dissertation contextualizes maternal 
online life writing within the concept of empowerment. Later, in Articles III 
and IV, I suggest that Petra Buesken’s concept of autonomous mothering 
better articulates the contemporary sociocultural mothering position and its 
potential. 
    Bueskens studied mothering and paid labor. She refers to the early 21st 
century as a breaking point from the previous era of mothers and mothering. 
She charts the appearance of autonomous mothers by analyzing the relational 
shift in maternal participation in work along with the growing evidence that 
mothers prefer to organize their work outside of the home so that they have 
time to care for their children (Bueskens, “Mothers Reproducing the Social” 
287–291). Bueskens describes the autonomous mother as: 
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… a woman who has an education, employment, partial or total 
economic autonomy and control of her sexuality and fertility. This is a 
woman who chooses when she will become a mother, typically has only 
one or two children (often in her 30s) and continues in paid work while 
expecting her (usually male) partner to share childcare and domestic 
labor. Although she may be a staple in the media, and seemingly 
“normal”, this is a very different kind of mother than all who have come 
before.  

(Bueskens, “Mothers Reproducing the Socia” 294) 

Bueskens does not arrive at this characterization of the emergent autonomous 
mother by ignoring the continued discrepancy between men’s and women’s 
participation in care work, or by overlooking the narrow conditions in which 
this kind of mothering can occur. Although such conditions continue to be the 
reality especially for middle-class and lower-class women, this is the first time 
in history that a woman in a privileged position in the western part of the world 
is able to negotiate a maternal subjectivity that incorporates mothering and 
paid labor. Doing so transforms the culture, or what Bueskens calls “the social” 
(287–291). Underlining their social impact, she refers to them as “world-
making mothers” (291). Her conclusion resonates with my formulation of both 
M/other and D/other, and with my preliminary claim in Article I that in my 
maternal online life of writing about pregnancy and birth, I recognized a novel 
method of entwining mothering, self-expression and work (Joutseno, “Cyber 
Labour:”).  
     These autonomous mothers could be the blogging mothers in my research 
material, who embrace the transformative ties of childbirth and caring for a 
small child while simultaneously writing about experiences that transform 
their participation in society. By blogging they present mothering as part of 
public discourse. They engage in affective work and participate in paid labor 
(Van Cleaf, Blogging Through Motherhood) . This “double (or triple) shift” 
refers specifically to the burden of working- and lower-middle-class women 
(Bueskens, “Mothers Reproducing the Social” 290). I show that blogs also 
function as sites in which negotiations materialize about participation in work 
“outside of home” and about the capacity in which the very blogging could and 
does provide an alternative to this participation. I relate in Article III how 
successful bloggers transformed home life into a day job by narrating 
fragments of it online. I notice that when maternal labor entwines with 
participation in paid labor, the need arises to establish a separation between 
home and work. For these agential mothers it is an ongoing negotiation during 
which they can make changes. What Bueskens calls a general move to flexible 
working in the so-called west in recent decades is reflected in the way mommy 
bloggers flow between home and work life when blogging becomes a source of 
income (Bueskens, “Mothers Reproducing the Social” 288). She envisions the 
changes that a maternal presence will bring about in labor markets, re-
inscribing the very concept of work: “It is precisely the industrial-capitalist 
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separation of ‘work’ and ‘life’ that is being digitally and socially sutured back 
together, albeit on the basis of their prior differentiation and specialization” 
(292). This formulation of autonomous mothers supports my proposition that 
a mothering epistemology is forming in the blogs/sites. I suggest that the 
conceptual realms of the digital and the maternal––D/other and M/other–– 
do this work at the same time, intertwined. I address mothering at the 
intersection of illness life writing in Article IV, as well as the theoretical 
crossroads of motherhood studies, life writing and narrative medicine (Charon 
et al.), which I discuss further in Theorizing Life Writing. As Nancy Chodorow 
suggests in The Reproduction of Mothering, a mother is always a daughter 
(Chodorow). The concept of D/other, expanded in Article II, relates to 
daughterhood and the enmeshing of the digital, which I explicate within the 
theoretical framework of new materialism.  

Possibly the most critical discussion in contemporary academic feminism is 
that of the meaning and role of new materialism(s) and who or what is 
representative of it (Gamble et al.; Ahmed, “Open Forum, Imaginary 
Prohibitions: Some Preliminary Remarks on the Founding Gestures of the 
‘New Materialism’”; Frost).   
In choosing theories with which I engage in this dissertation I have selected to 
work with theories that are often identified as new materialist, as well as 
theories by thinkers such as Karen Barad and Donna Haraway who do not self-
identify as new materialists, yet their influence and works continue to be read, 
used, and thought with in contemporary feminist and new materialist thought. 
In their article “What Is New Materialism”, Gamble, Hanan and Nail 
identify three kinds of new materialisms and explain that at least some of the 
confusion about what this term means comes from the fact that it has no single 
meaning, but can be divided into “negative”, “vital” and “performative” new 
materialisms (Gamble et al. 111–112). Of these strands, Karen Barad is 
considered a performative new materialist and their formulation on the intra-
activity of matter is what Gamble et al. as do I, most consider to be useful (122–
124). The shared goal of the different new materialisms is to refigure the role 
of materiality in knowledge production or “to problematize the 
anthropocentric and constructivist orientations of most twentieth-century 
theory in a way that encourages closer attention to the sciences by the 
humanities” (111). The means to this end and the dividing lines in disciplines 
vary.  
     Elsewhere the connectedness of material realities and ethics, and of 
philosophies and actions has been described as central to this line of theory 
(Frost; Rose). New materialisms have developed across disciplines, 
encompassing physics, chemistry, biology, mathematics, informatics, and 
humanities subjects from philosophy to social sciences and art.  
New materialist feminism has been criticized for being under the influence of 
“hard sciences” and thereby devaluing the knowledge produced in humanities 
and the social sciences (Varis et al.; Gamble et al. ), although it is precisely the 
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interest in co-constructing knowledge across disciplines that I understand as 
descriptive of new materialisms. Another criticism to new materialisms is that 
it is pretending to be “new” and thus devalues the work already done in 
feminist philosophy for example (Gamble et al. 113). The problem is, according 
to Sara Ahmed, giving this name to something on which feminist theorists 
have been working for decades implies a beginning when in fact it is a 
continuation (Ahmed, “Open Forum”). Although this is undoubtedly the case, 
and more work should be done to recall and reconnect to past work, I read this 
opposition in part as a reaction to the sense that new materialism is coming 
from outside a feminist nucleus, eroding feminisms. It is a sign of the impact 
of gender studies over the decades and across disciplines and the generational 
divides that exist within gender studies institutions (Liljeström). Contributing 
to the intergenerational debates that persist around intersectionality for 
example, proponents of new materialisms comprise a wide spectrum of 
thinkers and doers operating with(in) contact zones, searching for and finding 
imperfect answers to haunting questions––and of course, repetition is 
inevitable (Frost; Tsing et al.).  
     One section of researchers who employ new materialist theories or appear 
to operate under their influence are those who study art or social and cultural 
phenomena in relation to the ongoing climate crisis on this planet. For 
example, in Reconfiguring Human, Karkulehto, Koistinen, and Varis study 
fiction and fictional characters through the concept of the Anthropocene, 
meaning that the current epoch is considered a new planetary time defined by 
human impact. Jessica White and Gillian Whitlock define it as “ distinguished 
by its grasp of humans as a geophysical force, shaping the planet’s biophysical 
systems through the combustion of fossil fuels and production of carbon, 
unprecedented population growth, transformation of the earth’s land surface 
and water flows, and mass extinction.” (White and Whitlock 3) There are 
abundant alternatives for the term depending on how one wishes to define 
human impact. The point is to recognize humans as part of the ecological 
system rather than as exceptions, and to carry the responsibility for human 
actions. White and Whitlock mention Capitalocene (the impact of capitalism) 
and Necrocene (the impact of the sixth mass extinction). They note that Donna 
Haraway prefers to define the current era as Chthulucene, underlining 
connectedness as well as relationality and ethical responsibility for living and 
dying (Karkulehto, Koistinen, Lummaa, et al. 2–3; Varis et al.; White and 
Whitlock). According to Judith Butler, the grievability and killability of 
humans and animals is the question that defines this time, and addressing it 
could potentially prolong ethical existence (Butler, Precarious Life). The 
above can be understood as intersectional new materialist and feminist/queer 
concerns. New materialism is an imperfect umbrella term connected to a 
feminist theoretical position. At the core is the systems idea of interrelated and 
co-constructed overlapping existences that could foster an understanding of 
discursive and material crossings. For me new materialisms signal a yearning 
to cross borders, to see how and where relating happens and what can be 
learned in the movements between epistemic models, narratives, or 
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terminologies.  
 
My engagement with new materialism can be mostly defined as engaging with 
what Gamble et al. name “performative new materialism”, i.e., Karen Barad’s 
works (122). Barad’s theory of agential realism combined with Haraway’s 
approach to matter and concept provide the main framework within which I 
conceptualize gender, embodiment, and the virtual/material or 
digital/material in this dissertation.  
 
Donna Haraway refers to disciplinary crossovers as contact zones: “Ecological 
and evolutionary developmental biology are fields that could form a rich 
contact zone with feminist philosophers, theoretical physicists, and science 
studies scholars Karen Barad with her framework of agential realism and 
intra-action, and Astrid Schrader with her approach to intra- and interspecies 
ontologies.” (D. J. Haraway, When Species Meet 220) The objects and subjects 
in these encounters are the “material-semiotic actors” that Haraway outlines 
early in her work: 

Like “poems”, which are sites of literary production where language 
too is an actor independent of intentions and authors, bodies as objects 
of knowledge are material-semiotic nodes. Their boundaries 
materialize in social interaction. Boundaries are drawn by mapping 
practices; “objects” do not pre-exist as such. Objects are boundary 
projects. But boundaries shift from within; boundaries are very tricky. 
What boundaries provisionally contain remains generative, 
productive of meanings and bodies. Siting (sighting) boundaries is a 
risky practice. 

 (Haraway, “Situated Knowledges” 595) 

It is this continued work with(in) the boundary-making that new materialisms 
embrace, bringing non-humans, animals, climate change and the 
Anthropocene into the sphere of feminist theory. With regard to researching 
the entanglements of the material and the digital in maternal online life 
writing in the early 21st century, concepts such as Barad’s agential realism help 
in locating contact zones without stopping at the still-pervasive dichotomies 
in dealing with blogging and mothering, separately and together. Barad’s 
“ontoepistemology” of material coconstruction makes it possible to theorize 
digitality and death. Troubling the subjectivity/identity conundrum in a new 
materialist manner begins with the recognition that mind is not separable 
from matter, and that “mental activity, whether conscious or not, is an activity 
of the body …” (Orlie 119). According to Melissa A. Orlie, this implies that the 
human capacity for criticism or creativity, is always matter, inseparable from 
the bodies that think and do (121). This insight is just one possible route set 
out in new materialist theories to the troubling, unsteady theoretical ground 
from where I consider maternal life writing an embodied event. In this 
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dissertation new materialisms provide a framework in which to situate lives 
and experiences in the context of the planet as it unfolds, realizing how they 
form parts of the system. Even if Haraway and Barad do not see themselves as 
new materialist theorists, their works highlight transdisciplinary connections 
and arouse interest in systemic impacts and the co-creation of phenomena. 
They support my analysis of digital/virtual materiality and the aim of 
extending the capaciousness of gender terminology.  

    In the research articles I develop ways of addressing the 
haunted/haunting border between material and virtual: I use relationality as 
a vehicle in Articles II, III, and IV.  Articles I and IV present subjectivity as a 
goal of feminist egalitarian efforts. Nevertheless, these methods are lay overs 
rather than the final destination. It seems that subjectivity is necessary if one 
wishes to narrate coherent experiences of living, yet it is insufficient in 
accounting for intra-acting relationality (Barad, Meeting the Universe 
Halfway; Poletti and Rak, Identity Technol. Constr. Self Online). I approach 
the question of virtual/material and digital materiality from a specific 
perspective in each research article. In Article I, entitled “Cyber Labor: Birth 
Stories on Mommyblogs as Narrative Gateways into Maternal Thinking” 
(Joutseno 2018), I base my argument on the historical importance of 
becoming a maternal subject. Article II develops concepts for working with 
digital/material transformations and relating them to life/death 
transmutations. Here I present the concept of D/other to begin to articulate 
the sliding between the realms of the digital and material. Article III compares 
the complexity of relationality with Barad’s agential realism and connects it to 
the analysis of maternal online life writing. Article IV, entitled “Blogging to Let 
Go”, is premised on intra-action and the figure of D/other as prosed in Articles 
III and II, and the theoretical strands to which I attach this work. I do not 
discuss either within the parameters of the text in Article IV, focusing instead 
on autobiographical acts as reparation, and presenting a reading of illness 
blogs and memoirs.  

     Discussions about virtual/digital materiality are taking place in the 
fields of media studies, technology, and feminist science. They concern the 
complications that chaos theory brings to linearity, time and space via chaos 
theory , QFT (e.g., Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway; Hayles, Unthought). 
It is assumed that humans are part of complex systems that require networked 
or interwoven approaches rather than a one-size-for-all explanation. 
Katherine Hayles describes the benefits of inspecting “the entwined concepts 
of emergent processes and dynamical hierarchies” in terms other than linear 
causality, noting how they are underexamined especially in the social sciences 
and humanities (Hayles, My Mother Was a Computer 30). Hayles’ call for 
more research on complex systems set in motion many discussions about 
organizing principles and worlding. Some views rely on the idea of the universe 
as a coded, computational world explainable through a developed 
understanding of the digital, whereas others challenge this as too simplistic 
(Hayles, My Mother Was a Computer 3). Close to deliberations about the 
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relationality between the material and the digital (or virtual) is the question of 
analogue versus digital. These arguments go against those that underline the 
organics of language and of humans, and of living as analogue systems not 
reducible to code. This material-philosophical discussion is the structural 
basis on which mothering is addressed as a phenomenon that exists in-flow 
between the material and the digital. Many approaches to human-nonhuman 
construction underline the circularity and mutual co-constructiveness of the 
virtual and the material. Article III builds on Hayles’ description of feedback 
loops, which criticizes linear models of impact:  

 
Complex feedbackloops connect humans and machines, old 
technologies and new, languageand code, analog processes and digital 
fragmentations. Although these feed-back loops evolve over time and 
thus have a historical trajectory that arcs from one point to another, it 
is important not to make the mistake of privileging any one point as 
the primary locus of attention, which can easily result in flattening 
complex interactions back into linear causal chains. 

(Hayles My Mother Was a Computer 31) 

The notion of the feedback loop justifies my insistence on recognizing that in 
online life writing, digitally appearing acts of autobiography make a difference 
in the material world. They could transform maternal affect, propel someone 
to make a purchase, change the way someone puts their baby to sleep and 
create collective shifts by means of normalization, for example. The primacy 
of the material mothering and thinking that the digital threatens is not 
reflective of the fact that the digital, too, would not take shape without the 
actions and materializations in the material.  
     It is useful to consider the material and the virtual as liminal existences. 
These descriptions of consistency address duality, or the splitting of spaces 
and, furthermore, the changing of the concept of space. In Article III I describe 
the states as sliding into each other. According to Karen Barad, leaping occurs 
between the material and the digital, and although the transition between 
these states is impossible to visualize, it constitutes a leap. The explanation is 
grounded on the theory of the quantum leap (Barad, “Transmaterialities”; 
Freitas de). I propose that in the case of maternal online life writing, it is 
precisely this intractability of the movement in-between that produces the 
perception of a leap: being here and then, suddenly, without any passage of 
time or movement in space, being there. This instigates feelings of splitting, of 
loss and hesitation, because of the inevitable other(worldly)ness.  
     These are some of the new materialist considerations that come to light in 
this research project. I hope I have conveyed the vast scope of this framework 
by highlighting some questions that connect mothering and life writing online.    
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Theories of life writing overlap with multiple disciplines. I draw from feminist 
theories and approaches that intersect with social media studies to form the 
field of digital life writing (Smith and Watson, Read. Autobiography A Guid. 
Interpret. Life Narrat.; Smith and Watson, “The Afterlife”; Bassett et al.; 
Poletti and Rak, Identity Technologies; Smith and Watson, “Virtually Me”; 
Paasonen, Figures of Fantasy). As I point out in Chapter 2, blogging has been 
previously studied from the perspective of digital life writing. I explicate 
approaches that arise from life writing theory in Chapter 5, which deals with 
methods. Here, therefore I discuss feminist life writing theory on which the 
research questions addressed in Articles I - IV are based. In Article IV I also 
show how it connects to narrative medicine to facilitate the analysis of life 
writing about illness (Jurecic; Charon et al.; Evans). 
     I follow Julia Watson and Sidonie Smith in referring to the autobiographical 
writing of mothers online and in published memoires as life writing. This 
decision derives from the history of autobiography as an exclusionary genre 
to which maternal or women’s online life writing did not belong (Smith and 
Watson, Reading Autobiography 3). Smith and Watson “understand life 
writing as a general term for that which takes a life, one’s own or another’s, as 
its subject”. They continue: “such writing can be biographical, novelistic, 
historical, or explicitly self-referential and therefore autobiographical.” (4) 
They also use the term self life writing to denote a personal mode of life 
writing. I simply refer to self-referential autobiographical digital and analogue 
writing in all its forms as life writing. I, too, use autobiographical to refer to 
this self-referential writing about one’s life. Smith and Watson use life 
narrative separately as a “general term for acts of self-presentation of all kinds 
and in diverse media that take the producer’s life as their subject” (4). It is 
worth pointing out that life writing is not the same as biography, in which 
external scholars narrate the story of a life.  
       Inherent in this research project is the notion of maternal online life 
writing as an autobiographical act. Smith and Watson use the term to denote 
how complex and multi-modal the process is (Smith and Watson, 
“Autobiographical Acts”). They point out that there are other “components of 
autobiographical acts” in addition to the autobiographical narrator and coaxer 
of the narrative, and the consumers, or readers, (63). A coaxer in the world of 
blogging is the platform, or social media site, but readers also require the 
author to narrate more, or an institution such as a hospital solicits a personal 
narrative to elicit health information (Smith and Watson, “Autobiographical 
Acts” 64–65). I show in Article IV how coaxers can change, such as when ill 
bloggers begin to turn their online autobiographical acts into memoirs at the 
request of agents and publishing houses: as I relate in Article III, the same 
thing happens with a mommy blogger. Blogging makes it possible to find an 
audience for one’s life writing, and then to be coaxed to write a book. In the 
21st century, writers can develop and be found online. Crime blogger Michelle 
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McNamara’s experience is an example: her book I’ll Be Gone in the Dark 
(2018) was commissioned by the publisher following the success of her blog. 
My research material includes, in addition to the memoirs of Julie Yip-
Williams and Nina Riggs, a book published by mommy blogger Naomi Davis 
(from LoveTaza) entitled A Coat of Yellow Paint: Moving Through the Noise 
to Love the Life You Live (2021). Article III shows how this simultaneous 
process of writing a memoir and updating a blog assumed the form of a conflict 
in the blog narrative. The movement from blog to book entails circling back to 
an old publishing format, the printed book: it may signify the circularity of 
these modes of life writing rather than justifying the fear that digitality 
destroys all else in its wake. (Nakamura, “Cyberrace”; Hayles, How We 
Became Post-Human)   
     Less frequently considered facets of autobiographical acts include sites, 
media, paratextual frames or patterns of emplotment, to name a few of the 
components Smith and Watson describe. I discuss the narrated and narrating 
“I”, and how they differ from the ideological “I”, in Article III, in which I also 
present temporality and space in relation to maternal online life writing. I 
propose the concept maternal double spacetime to illustrate how, in digital 
maternal life writing, the affective labor of mothering coincides with the blog 
upkeep, creating overlapping times and spaces for the reader and writer alike. 
Smith and Watson name the different temporal and spatial constitutions 
emplotments (92). They suggest that, temporally, autobiographical acts unfold 
in multiple times simultaneously: there is at least an overlap in the time of the 
events presented and the time of writing (93). In particular, “the time of the 
past and the present of the writing are also triangulated with time future, as 
imagined and projected by the narrator.” (93) The bloggers in my research 
evoke this future by noting how they write to archive for their children 
(Joutseno, “Cyber Labour”; Joutseno, “Becoming D/Other”). With regard to 
Article IV, this futurity is the time after the death of the ill mothers (Joutseno, 
“Blogging to Let Go”). Smith and Watson relate the emplotment of time to 
subject formation in the autobiographical acts, referring to fragmentary 
narratives, for example: “different modes of emplotment and different media 
of self-presentation offer possibilities for and constrains on the kind of “I” that 
can be narrated.” (Smith and Watson, “Autobiographical Acts” 94) 
Complicating the production of autobiographical acts, the authors connect the 
processes of subject formation, narration, experiencing, and reading “through 
memory, experience, identity, location, embodiment and agency” (102). They 
point out that “changing notions of personhood affect autobiographical acts 
and practices” (77), meaning that although life writing presumes a shared 
understanding of identity or personhood to make sense in whatever its 
narrative form, it often explicitly articulates subjectivity, or “I” (76–78).  
     Digitality affects the interpretive framework of life writing theory. Now that 
autobiographical acts are a part of everyday lives, their construction is not just 
for those who used to write journals, for example, as participation has become 
the norm (McNeill, “Life Bytes”). Mommy blogging is a narrative mode that 
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relies on the autobiographical contract, the assumed proximity of the 
narrating “I” to the experiencing or the narrated “I” (Smith and Watson, 
“Autobiographical Acts”; Smith and Watson, Read. Autobiography A Guid. 
Interpret. Life Narrat.). As Friedman and Schultermandl note, the use of 
quick media makes it possible to find kin via online autobiographical acts that 
could fuel criticism of heterosexual, cis-gendered norms and blood-related 
notions of families (Friedman and Schultermandl 6–8). Thus, the widely 
participatory everyday life-writing praxis provides avenues for norm criticism 
while at the same time making it mandatory to share information about a lived 
life. Echoing Smith and Watson in Identity Technologies, Anna Poletti and 
Julie Rak note that, given the digital developments of the past 20 years, 
coherence of narrative identity is a fiction. They suggest that self-
representation online is a challenge to the narrative focus of autobiography 
studies (Poletti and Rak, “Introduction” 7). Focusing on online 
autobiographical acts as identity formation, they suggest that reference now 
be made to both “an aspect of consciousness” arranged in time, and media or 
mediated content/information such as online banking, email, and cloud 
storage. Online identity is precarious, time-related, changeable, vulnerable to 
theft, and constructed through a non-linear temporal narrative. (9) This leads 
to the reduction of separation between identity as a process and a product. In 
this context, Poletti and Rak suggest conceptualizing “the effect of self-
representational media” by remaining “attentive to the self as an effect of 
representation” (Poletti and Rak, “Introduction”, 6). I understand their point 
to be that the personal becomes produced in the process of automediation and 
is not evidence for prior existence of a self. The personal can therefore be 
conceptualized as part of the technology of producing subjectivity online.  
     The fragmentary nature of life writing is emphasized in its digital forms. 
Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson characterize automediality as an aesthetic “of 
collage, mosaic, pastiche” (“Virtually Me” 78). These online-mediated selves 
constitute loose coherence and ephemeral modality, and therefore question 
the expected norms of constructing linear narratives or coherent selves. While 
I understand the appeal of describing subjectivity online as automediation, I 
challenge the notion of life writing as mediation with Karen Barad’s agential 
realism in Article III, and Article IV addresses narrative construction modes 
in relation to illness narratives.  
     I also study online life writing and memoirs written by ill mothers in Article 
IV, in which theories of life writing, narrative medicine and maternal life 
writing intersect. My focus is on narrative and its functions, based on  the 
concept of counter-narrative (Mäkelä, “Literary Facebook Narratology: 
Experientiality, Simultaneity, Tellability”; Mäkelä, “Lessons from the Dangers 
of Narrative Project: Toward a Story-Critical Narratology”; Jurecic). The 
Routledge Handbook of Counter-Narratives defines counter-narrative as 
narrative that positions (in writing or reading) against the cultural grain (Lueg 
and Lundholt 2–4). In the same book, Hanna Meretoja introduces the concept 
of dialogic counter-narrative, with which she aligns narratological conceptions 
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with a feminist emphasis on the reciprocity of the social politics of narrative 
(Meretoja 31). What Meretoja refers to as dialogic is crucial in terms of reading 
the blogs of ill mothers, which are steeped in cultural meaning making and 
resist normative narratives by addressing dying and preparation for death in 
their families. These counter-narratives are situated in medical practices and 
death cultures, as well as in the parenting praxis of the USA. The cultural 
setting frames my reading of them as counter-narratives to the normative 
illness and mothering story. As Emilia Nielsen argues in Disrupting Breast 
Cancer Narratives, women in their autobiographical writings about breast 
cancer have fought against normative images of “pink ribboned survival” by 
disrupting the expected course of the cancer story from diagnosis to health and 
rebuilding (Nielsen 127–128). I propose that the blogs and memoirs analyzed 
in Article IV construct repair in this way. Nielsen notes that the potential for 
repair is one way of making sense of the function of cancer narratives that do 
not conform (139). I employ Eve Sedgwick’s concept of reparative writing 
(Sedgwick 123–151), which I present as a method of reading and as a practice 
in which the blogger/memoirist engages.  
    Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson agree that a “written life entering the world 
as a book manuscript, blog, or the like, is filtered through other kinds of 
archives and may be changed by subsequent editions or translations into 
different media and languages.” (11) I show in the research articles how 
maternal life writing becomes archiving, and how the archive is alive and open 
to new meaning (Arthur; Dijck van; Smith and Watson, “The Afterlife”). Smith 
and Watson point out that autobiographical material continues to have a life 
through the re-interpretations of the authors themselves as well as of critics, 
researchers, readers, and friends (Smith and Watson, “The Afterlife” 10–11). 
This resonates with my reading of online life writing as archives in Article II, 
in which the “I” of a dead author may continue to live through these 
interpretive actions and changing archival contexts. (Joutseno, “Becoming 
D/Other” 83–85). As I suggest in Article III, the purpose of maternal online 
life writing (especially in non-commercially tied blogs) may relate to their 
function as archives of maternity and of children’s early lives. As I point out in 
Article IV, the liveliness of life writing is evident in how blogs become material 
for published memoirs. Next, I turn to the blogs, sites and memoirs that 
constitute the maternal life writing that is the research material for this 
dissertation.  
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Author Blog  Year Address 
Adamo, 
Courtney 
 

Somewhere Slower  
Family travel blog that 
combines photographs of 
destinations and family 
with tips about travelling 
with children and details of 
the experiences of this 
family. 

2015-
2019 

https://somewhereslower.com/ 

Cart, 
Ashley 
Weeks  
 

Blog A La Cart 
A mommy blog that 
started focusing on 
detailed descriptions of 
young motherhood with 
photos. The look of this 
blog was never the focus, 
but it worked as an archive 
for the narrator and her 
close family. The blog 
turned into a grief blog 
when the author’s mother 
died. The blog has since 
stopped publishing. 

2005-
2019 http://blogalacart.com/ 

Davis, 
Naomi 
 

LoveTaza  
A popular, professional 
mommy blog by a Mormon 
mother of five. The author 
has recently published a 
book. 

2007- www.lovetaza.com 

Goddard, 
Joanna et 
al. 
 

Cup of Jo  
A pioneering mommy blog 
that professionalized early 
and turned into a multi-
authored mothering 
site/magazine that focuses 
on a wide variety of topics 
for women. 
 

2008- https://cupofjo.com/ 

Hedlin, 
Priscilla  

Wheelchairmommy  
An early blog that depicts 
the life of a mother-of-four 
in a wheelchair. No longer 
updating as her growing 
children require privacy. 

2004-
2019 

www.wheelchairmommy.com 

Remer, 
Molly  

Talk Birth  
Started as a site advising 
local women about 
pregnancy and collecting 
women’s birth stories with 
a focus on unmedicated 
home births.  

2007-
2019 

https://talkbirth.me/ 

Riggs, 
Nina  

Suspicious Country  
A beautifully written 
illness blog by a mother of 

2015-
2017 https://suspiciouscountry.wordpress.com/ 
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two who had breast cancer 
and died. The blog 
described her experiences 
in medical care and 
everyday life with her 
children. 

Savransky, 
Belle  

Petite Biet  
An intensely visual 
mommy blog that 
combined an enthusiasm 
for attachment parenting 
and New York City. The 
images created an ideal, 
but the stories addressed 
hesitations and learning. 
The author was critical of 
the commercialization of 
the blogs. No longer active. 
 

2011 -
2018 
(est.) 

http://petitebiet.blogspot.fi/   

Yip-
Williams, 
Julie 

Julie Yip-Williams: My 
Cancer Fighting 
Journey  
An illness blog by a blind 
Vietnamese immigrant 
lawyer and a mother of 
two. Her blog was non-
commercial, written with 
an electrifying 
combination of narrative 
skill and honesty. 

2013-
2018 

https://julieyipwilliams.wordpress.com 

Author  Memoir Year Publisher 
Riggs, 
Nina 

The Bright Hour: A 
Memoir of Living and 
Dying 
A posthumously published 
memoir combining blog 
writing and new passages 
about life with terminal 
illness. 

2017 Simon & Shuster 

Yip-
Williams, 
Julie 

The Unwinding of the 
Miracle: A Memoir of 
Life, Death and 
Everything That Comes 
After 
A posthumous memoir 
compiled mostly from the 
author’s blog posts. 

2019 Randomhouse Books 

 

The mommy blogs from which I draw examples share the following qualities: 
They are from the US, although one identifies as from both the US and 
England (Somewhere Slower). 
The authors are white, middle, or upper class and English is their first 
language. They have been blogging since the 2000s, apart from Adamo’s 
Somewhere Slower, which started in 2015.  
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The blogs are written by heterosexually identified mothers living with their 
partner and one to four kids.  
      The blogs differ in the following ways:  
One blog is by a mother in a wheelchair, other bloggers identify as able-bodied. 
Their uses of language vary, but most are skilled at expressing themselves. 
Skilled and entertaining writers are over-represented in the selection.  
Site designs range from professional to template-based with no emphasis on 
the look. In the selection, professional photography and an aesthetically 
pleasing look appear to go hand in hand with professionalization otherwise, 
but this is not always the case. Savransky’s Petite Biet, for example, is filled 
with gorgeous photography but it is not a monetized blog.  
Three blogs (Cup of Jo, LoveTaza and Somewhere Slower) are professional 
and commercialized, whereas the rest are not at all commercial or have some 
advertising.  
One blog has turned into a multi-authored mothering site instead of a blog. I 
show in Article III how Joanna Goddard’s Cup of Jo started, exemplifying the 
extent to which maternal online life writing in the late 2010s was employed as 
a device for commercial gain. The blog was one of the first to professionalize, 
which meant the inclusion of product placement and advertising.  
    The blogs address an array of topics, but they all relate to expecting and 
bringing up children, home life and the mother’s experience. Mommy blogs 
tend to begin when a baby is on the way. Mothers then simultaneously reflect 
on and adjust their mothering in relation to the posts and updates. This form 
of influence through the representation of another mother may cross the 
boundaries of geography, class, and citizenship, although it is limited by 
algorithms and the politics that govern the visibility of the Internet - which is 
seemingly available to all yet limited to those who have the material means to 
connect to it. For example, Lisa Nakamura has shown how apparent 
accessibility functions to limit its audience (Nakamura, “Cyberrace” 49–50).       
      Mommy blogs post between one and three times a week, approximately, 
but some professional ones post every day and others might post once a 
month.  Each blog has a unique perspective and style of addressing mothering: 
grief can transform a blog, for example, as happened with Blog A La Cart 
discussed in Article III. By 2010 some had turned into monetized, well-earning 
businesses and their authors had become famous, taking up careers as 
“professional mommies” in the public eye. Blogs became a viable business 
model for women in the US, a country that does not provide paid maternity 
leave for all (Bueskens, “Mothers Reproducing the Social: Chodorow and 
Beyond” 289). Commercial interest directs the content of blogs, as is evident 
in Cup of Jo, which caters to a wide audience and is purposeful in addressing 
a wide variety of topics akin to a traditional women’s magazine. The personal 
intimate tone of online maternal life writing is achieved through conventions 
of narration and the assembling of an identity by autobiographical means 
(Smith and Watson, “Autobiographical Acts”; Poletti and Rak, 
“Introduction”). The style allows and requires unfinished reflexivity as if 
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written from the moment. Previous research has described the temporal 
immediacy between experience and its remediation as a characteristic of 
blogging (Friedman, Mommyblogs 63). I understand the proximity as a 
stylistic convention rather than as indicative of a temporary relation, however. 
The style of blogging requires posts to appear as if written “during nap time” 
on that very day, while also appearing coherent even though the writing 
process may have been multiply interrupted by care work and editing, as 
Friedman notes. Mothering has an impact on the experience of time (Thomas). 
Friedman argues that this temporal uniqueness and the archive that is created 
make it possible to see mommy blogs as disrupting the institution of 
motherhood as defined by Adrianne Rich (Friedman, Mommyblogs 101–103; 
Rich).  
     There is no reliable estimate of how many mommy blogs exist, but they 
continue to be among the most popular content online, and even conservative 
estimations count them in their millions. In the wake of social media that 
started from the late 2000s, blogging became multi-nodal, which means that 
a blogger not only publishes on the blog but also updates Facebook, Instagram, 
and Twitter and other social-media sites. This is the context in which the 
concept “influencer” appeared: it denotes a blogger or a person who is active 
on social media, has vast amounts of followers, and uses her position to 
recommend products, life styles, destinations and opinions (Stoldt et al.). 
Digital life narratives now appear in fragments spread over various sites and 
the affordances they support (Morrison, “Social Media, Life Writing” 41). For 
example, a blogger’s Instagram post may provide a glimpse into a moment in 
a day by presenting an image accompanied by some text and then linking to 
the blog, where a new post has appeared. Meanwhile, millions of mothers 
continue to blog with audiences small and big, with little or no monetary gain. 
Conferences, teaching summits and other gatherings are organized annually 
around mommy blogging in the US and the rest of the world. In 2010, a New 
York Times article quoted research by BlogHer indicating that there were 23 
million women reading and writing mommy blogs3.  At the heart of the 
phenomenon are mothers who communicate with each other, expressing joy, 
unhappiness, and ambiguousness regarding mothering. They address 
experience with a sense of immediacy. Mommy blogs have turned the taken-
for-granted and non-newsworthy topic of mothering into an ongoing public 
discussion unlike anything else, as noted, for example, in the New York Times 
article “Did Moms Exist Before Social Media?”, which mentions many of the 
blogs in my study4. Jezer-Morton suggests that professionalization occurred 
in tandem with the visualization of the Internet, an example being the 
introduction of the visual social-media service Instagram. This shifted the 
focus of the blogs from “real” to “aspirational”, according to Jezer-Morton, and 

3Jennifer Medehlson, “Honey, don’t bother mommy, I’m too busy building my brand” New 
York Times, https://www.nytimes.com/2010/03/14/fashion/14moms.html 

4 Kathryn Jezer-Morton, “Did Moms Exist Before Social Media” 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/16/parenting/mommy-influencers.html 
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illustrates how mommy blogs are entwined with the novel technologies and 
affordances of the (social) media and the praxis of digital story telling. 
     The endurance of blogging has featured regularly since 2018 in media 
discussions about the impact of social media. Although social media has 
become lucrative for monetized blogs, many have stopped publishing, or have 
transformed (into sites, magazines, collectives, or journals), excluding 
themselves from the category of blog. One reason for quitting blogging is that 
children grow and no longer fit into their mother’s narrative. They may tell 
their own stories in social media, for example. Priscilla Hedlin from 
Wheelchairmommy cites these reasons for no longer updating on the front 
page of her blog: “My kids are growing up and changing in ways that no longer 
make it appropriate to blog about them all the time, so you won't find new 
posts” (Hedlin). Over the years, many authors have shifted their focus from 
children to other issues. The commercialization and socialization of digital 
media has also given rise to hate speech, which has targeted mommy bloggers 
(see e.g., Burch; Saresma et al.). Overall, the atmosphere described in early 
blog research as inclusive now appears to be judgmental, divided, or even 
hateful. Pieces of the maternal online narrative are now constructed in 
seemingly different locations, which may or may not link to a blog post or a 
product. (Stage, “Affective Measures”; O’Reilly et al.; Hunter).  
      In the current context of socialized media, blogs appear to be slow and 
solitary, almost as if a part of the recent past, the early phase of residing online. 
Some of the bloggers who started independently moved into editorial positions 
in novel online media, newspapers and magazines, as reported in the New 
York Times article “Farewell to Feministing and the Heyday of Feminist 
Blogging” (Goldberg). The position of mommy blogs and their fizzling out (if 
that is what is occurring) may also be a response to the realization that 
identifying publicly with mothering is time-limited––to extend this time one 
must keep becoming a mother (a few bloggers in my research do). “Good 
women” are supposed to “have a life” of their own, which means that their 
identity through work matters (Bueskens, “Mothers Reproducing the Social”). 
As long as the organization of work life continues to be linked to ideals that 
exclude mothering, there may be pressure and a willingness to let go of 
maternal identification (Bueskens, “Mothers Reproducing the Social”; Van 
Cleaf, “Of Woman Born to Mommy Blogged”). If this is so, mommy blogging 
must become a source of income, a profession in itself ––thus legitimating the 
work of care––otherwise it may hinder labor opportunity and societal 
participation. I suggest that mommy bloggers may be a transient community 
doing the work of validating the mother in a social setting that devalues care 
and mothering and constitutes performance pressure on those engaged in it. 
From this perspective, life writing about mothering could be resistance work, 
as I suggest in Articles III and IV.    
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In addition to analyzing maternal life writing in mommy blogs, I also examine 
it in two illness blogs. The focus in Article IV, “Blogging to Let Go”, is on two 
illness blogs and memoirs. Suspicious Country by Nina Riggs is about her life 
with metastatic breast cancer as a mother of two small boys. Julie Yip 
Williams’s – My Cancer Fighting Journey is a blog about the life of a New 
York lawyer and mother-of-two with stage IV colon cancer. Both blogs start 
from the cancer diagnosis in their late-30s and end with the death of the 
authors three (Riggs) and five (Yip-Williams) years later. I focus on illness 
blogs that address mothering in conjunction with cancer. The blogs produce 
maternal online life writing that shares many similarities with the mommy 
blogs discussed in Articles I and III. Yet, because Riggs and Yip-Williams 
present illness as their starting point, I categorize them as illness blogs with 
the theme of mothering included. The blogs differ from the rest of the maternal 
online life writing in that they are about coming to terms with the sudden 
shock of illness and its compatibility with family and work. They are not 
commercial and appear not to be mindful of aesthetics. The focus is on 
moments, insights, hesitations, fears, and joys that arise in everyday life with 
the illness. The blogs become instrumental in normalizing illness through the 
artful construction of narratives, and communication about the stages of the 
illness expressing the experience that is often the most difficult to share. In 
reflecting on the facets of illness and its impact on the family, the practice of 
blogging becomes a tool for creating sustenance.     
    People who write illness blogs choose to share their experiences despite and 
because of the changes the illness brings. They begin around the time of 
diagnosis and continue through adjustment into treatment or convalescence, 
and then return to or create a “new normal”. In my examples, the blogs end 
with the death of the author, although they may transform into grief blogs 
updated by grieving partners. In narrating experiences of illness, pain, and 
medical interventions, the bloggers unearth cultural taboos about health, 
illness, death, and subjectivity. They question normative ideas such as 
“everyone makes their own luck” and expose human vulnerability and the 
limited capacity of medicine to alleviate suffering and save lives, for example. 
As I report in Article IV, illness blogs tend not to be as commercially motivated 
as many mommy blogs. It is reported in previous research that illness blogs 
are updated to make sense of a challenging and shifting life with illness. The 
blogs chronicle the medical and emotional impacts of chronic or terminal 
illness. (Keim-Malpass et al.; Heilferty) They are also updated to celebrate life. 
Bloggers are motivated to write and publish in the face of uncertainty and 
without knowing how their story ends. As with mothering, posts are produced 
in the vicinity of lived life. This immediacy serves as means with which to 
examine and reorganize life and the shocks and transformations that illness 
presents.  
      The writing styles of both Yip-Williams and Riggs are accomplished and 
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literary. I compare Riggs’ melancholy lyricism and emotional accuracy to Joan 
Didion’s memoirs Blue Nights and The Year of Magical Thinking about the 
loss of her husband and of her daughter (Didion, The Year; Didion, Blue 
Nights). Yip-Williams’ narrative voice is more often angry than sad. At other 
times it is funny to the point of laughter. Her unflinching decisiveness about 
facing death without embellishment could be compared to Aurora Levins 
Morales’ and Audre Lorde’s styles of writing about the experiences of illness 
with the addition of comedian Ali Wong’s sardonic joking (Morales, Kindling; 
Lorde; Wong). It is no surprise that both bloggers were approached by book 
publishers and ended up compiling memoirs during the final months of their 
lives. I refer to these published autobiographies as memoirs. Historically, the 
term denotes collections of famous individuals’ accomplishments, but as 
Smith and Watson explain, the word now “signals autobiographical works 
characterized by density of language and self-reflexivity about the writing 
process” (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 3–4). Rigg’s The Bright 
Hour was published just after her death in 2017 (Riggs). It contains some 
rewritten material from the blog, but most of the chapters are original. Yip-
Williams’ memoir The Unwinding of the Miracle: A Memoir of Life, Death 
and Everything That Comes After comprises material from an earlier 
manuscript she prepared about her childhood as an immigrant from Vietnam, 
as well as her blog writing and some original chapters written for the memoir 
(Yip-Williams; Kelly). Both memoirs attracted extensive media attention, 
which was directed largely toward the surviving spouses, who talked to 
interviewers and appeared at book tour events. The books were published on 
the heels of a long-abiding “memoir boom” in literary publishing, which Ann 
Jurecic discusses in Illness as Narrative, and to which Justine Dymond and 
Nicole Wiley refer in relation to writing about mothering in Motherhood 
Memoirs (Jurecic 10; Dymond and Willey). Riggs’ and Yip-Williams’ memoirs 
in particular appeared in the afterglow of the successful posthumous memoir 
written by neurosurgeon Paul Kalanithi, whose book When Breath Becomes 
Air became a commercial success in 2016 (Kalanithi). Kalanithi combined his 
love of literature, his storytelling skill and his medical knowledge to produce a 
memoir that celebrates life while addressing the inevitability of dying from 
lung cancer in his late 30s.  
     Illness blogs thus far have been studied in the field of medical humanities 
as evidence of patient experience or to argue for the positive results of peer 
support (e.g., Heilferty; Keim-Malpass et al.). In critical medical humanities 
as well as in narrative medicine they have provided descriptions of pain or 
given access to the voice of the ill or the patient, often rendered silent in 
medicine, as Anna Jurecic notes (Jurecic). Studies based on social-media 
approaches to cancer have examined the role of technology and software, as 
well as of apps, in the construction of narrative. Carsten Stage’s article about 
cancer narratives on Instagram is an example of this tendency (Stage, 
“Affective Measures”). Stage studied illness blogging and found an 
entrepreneurial pathography that goes hand in hand with the post-feminist, 
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new liberal stance on health as one’s own project rather than a socially shared 
responsibility (Stage, Networked Cancer). Reading illness life writing as 
pathography is to focus on how illness impacts a life. Linda Nesby studied 
illness blogs from this perspective in the Scandinavian setting, for example 
(Nesby and Salamonsen). Less attention has been given to the particularities 
of narrating illness online, the affordances of blogging, or its position in-
between literary narratives, medical narratives and digital life writing. 
Focusing on the above, I read illness life writing as autothanatography rather 
than as pathography (DeShazer, Mammograhpies). Auto thanatography is the 
self life writing of the dying. My focus is not on understanding what illness 
does to life, but on how it changes narrative - and also what mothering does, 
which has not been widely studied, either. In the field of feminist literary 
studies, cancer has produced fractured narratives that both resist and conform 
to existing illness cultures (DeShazer, Mammograhpies; DeShazer, Fractured 
Borders; Bolaki; Woods). Mothers and cancer tend to be studied from the 
clinical perspective of making maternal illness and its impact on children more 
bearable (Campbell-Enns and Woodgate). With regard to studies on 
motherhood, Gloria Filax and Dena Taylor address disability and mothering 
in their current and future research (Filax and Taylor). A recent collection 
entitled The Absent Mother in the Cultural Imagination investigates the 
absent mother trope in cinema and literature, but the focus is on depictions of 
already-dead mothers (Åström). Researching maternal life writing by ill 
mothers highlights the value of illness blogging as literature, as archive 
material, and as a source of sustenance for the blogger and her close people. 
The blogs could turn the orientation from death as an ending to dying as a 
transformation, as I suggest in Article II and illustrate with blog examples in 
Article IV. By including published memoirs in Article IV, I locate a path 
between blogging and publishing. This movement legitimizes my emphasis on 
reading blogs as a form of literary expression with aesthetic aims and as a 
novel maternal path from the home, or the so-called private sphere, into work 
life (Bueskens, “Mothers Reproducing the Social” 289–290).  
In these notes on the three most significant theoretical frameworks used in 
this dissertation I have outlined the discussions within which my analysis of 
maternal life writing takes place. In the following, I give overviews of the four 
research articles. 
 

This article introduces mommy blogs as digital locations of life writing about 
becoming a mother. I show how online birth stories become gateways into 
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maternal online life writing and mothering based on six example birth 
narratives from mommy blogs and sites. I close read the examples from the 
perspectives of maternal thinking (Ruddick, Maternal Thinking), 
intersubjective relationality (Friedman, Mommyblogs), and the figure of the 
cyborg (Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs and Women). Autoethnography and life-
writing studies give a context to my reading (Jones et al.; Smith and Watson, 
Read. Autobiography A Guid. Interpret. Life Narrat). The reading and 
writing of digital birth stories functions as an initiation into late-2000s, and 
early-2010s tech-enhanced mothering. Mommy blogs are situated in between 
material and digital modes of mothering. I propose a focus on reading blogs, 
and investigate how influences flow between digital mothering and embodied 
experience. I argue that digital narration influences material practices, and 
therefore that blogs should be viewed as complexly relational in embodied and 
virtual terms. The article relies on the concept of empowered maternal agency, 
which repurposes criticisms of subjectivity to argue for the importance of the 
epistemic node of becoming a mother (Hallstein et al.; O’Reilly, Encycl. 
Mother.; Diquinzio). My approach is affirmative, underlining the potential 
that maternal online life writing has in terms of questioning norms and 
making space for difference. I criticize previous studies that interpret online 
maternal life writing as remediations, and blogs as representational rather 
than co-constructive. The article reports the following findings:  
*Online birth narratives function as the conceptual-material birthing of the 
mother and the maternal community. 
* Although online birth stories tend to be norm-affirming and to reflect narrow 
ideals, they also tell counter-narratives of miscarriage, stillbirth, maternal 
disability, illness or dying, to give some examples. These counter-narratives 
expand the idea of maternal thinking and practice by illustrating how a birth 
story can deviate. 
*Conventions of life writing and experiences of giving birth entwine in online 
birth narratives. Life writing may empower a mother, allowing for negotiation 
about (material/virtual) ideals, norms, and counter narratives. 

This article develops an approach to digital materiality and death, juxtaposing 
life writing about cancer with feminist theories of illness, time, subjectivity and 
extinction (Joutseno, “Becoming D/Other”). I engage in playful theoretical 
inquiry using methods from critical autoethnography and envisioning the role 
of imagination and storytelling in feminist theory. Adopting Karen Barad and 
Alison Kafer’s concepts, I focus on time and its transformation through 
incurable illness (Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway; Kafer). The context 
in which this article unfolds is the Anthropocene and the intensified extinction 
of life on this planet (Tsing et al.). I describe a conversation with my child 
about the possibility of extending life after death. This discussion was part of 
a strategy to prepare the child for maternal death. I bring the issue of digital, 
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literary, and artistic archives into this perspective: I depict my personal 
creative and archival project and imagine how the archival accumulation may 
extend the span of the “I”, and result in a non-human “I” whose life is not 
controlled by a living author. I situate this strand of thought in bell hook’s 
personal archive in Berea College. I propose the archive as a mark of resistance 
against the erasure of those who have historically fallen into oblivion––Black 
women, queer and trans people, mothers... This archival transition illustrates 
what I mean by M/other becoming D/other. The need for newly imagined 
concepts occurs in the search for hope amid the anticipation of loss and 
transformation. My research question are:  
*How does archiving become an extension of mattering? 
*How can the material/digital slide operate as resistance to the dualistic 
presentation of death and extinction? 
I present my responses in the form of the “I” as a traveler through modes of 
time, life, archives and narrative, introducing the concept of D/other and 
M/other via creative word play, poetry, and theories from feminist mothering 
(O’Reilly, Matricentric Feminism). I propose leaving and extinction as two 
modes of death: leaving is tied to D/other, underlining both volition and 
continuation in entanglements with others and with digital and material 
archives. Extinction is the muting of hope. I suggest that moving between 
material and virtual states, M/other becomes D/other. Archiving becomes an 
extension of mattering and mothering. Narrating the stories of those without 
a voice becomes a way of resisting extinction, changing human ways, and 
avoiding co-species extinction. “Living with the wound”, as Rosi Braidotti 
suggests, becomes a life narrative that includes the imagining of a time post-I 
(Braidotti, “The Politics”). In this article, the present becomes the grounds for 
a sustainable future. 
 

The emphasis in this article is on how the digital/material divide functions in 
maternal online life writing. I analyze five mommy blogs, focusing on posts 
about subject positioning on blogs versus the material family life, and how this 
interpellated digital/material positioning is ruptured. The research questions 
are: 
*How is the digital/material divide constructed in maternal online life writing 
within the concepts of time and space?  
*What role does this divide perform for mothering as a cognitive assemblage 
and from the perspective of agential realism? 
I suggest that blogs/sites separate work and family life, namely parenting 
according to intensive parenting norms versus becoming or remaining 
successful as a professional blogger. I analyze how bloggers employ the tropes 
of time and space in their negotiations over privacy and publicity. This involves 
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the delineation of lives as work- or family-oriented. The way digital life layers 
into material existence appears troubling. The bloggers convey the wish to 
impose boundaries between them, for the most part to separate their children 
from their work, to protect their privacy, and to shield their family members 
from unwanted attention during times of struggle. Meanings given to the 
virtual/digital guide maternal actions online. I read the example posts from 
the (social) media perspective of virtual materiality, and I apply Karen Barad’s 
concept of agential realism in my analysis  in the context of  life writing online 
(Paasonen, “Ihmisiä, Kuvia, Tekstejä Ja Teknologioita”; Nakamura, 
Cybertypes; Poletti and Rak, Identity Technol.; Barad, Meeting the Universe 
Halfway; Barad, “Transmaterialities”).           
       Barad’s theory conveys the notion that all phenomena are entwined and 
inter-related through agential interdependence. Regarding the division 
between material and digital mothering, I claim that its conjuring hampers 
recognition of the co-constructedness of mothering in the early 21st century 
and in the digital/material discourse. To illustrate the doubling of time and/or 
space in the examples, I introduce the concept of maternal double space/time 
as a descriptive condensation of the dual occurrences of time transforming in 
the experiences of mothering and the entwining of digitality and materiality. I 
argue that blogs are part and parcel of the reconfiguring and not merely sites 
of writing that occur when time and space are reconfigured within the 
experiences of mothering and digitality.  
 

The context of this article is at the intersection of mothering and cancer. I 
analyze illness life writing in the blogs of Nina Riggs (Suspicious Country) and 
Julie Yip-Williams (Julie Yip-Williams: My Cancer Fighting Journey), as well 
as posthumously published memoirs by both authors (Riggs; Yip-Williams). 
My research questions are: 
*How is mothering constructed in the life writing of women who are ill with 
(terminal) cancer? 
*How does life writing as digital autothanatography and published memoirs 
function in response to the cultural imperatives of terminal illness narratives?   
I address this question from the perspectives of feminist textual analysis 
(Lukic and Espinosa) and life writing theory (Douglas and Barnwell; Smith 
and Watson, Read. Autobiography), as well as social-media studies (Luke 
Sloan and Quan-Haase). I draw from and contribute to the study fields of life 
writing, motherhood, narrative medicine, and queer death. I apply Eve 
Sedgewick’s concept of reparative practice in analyzing the example passages, 
querying the meaning of dying as well as the aims of criticism and  academic 
rigor (Sedgwick). I present the life writing of Riggs and Yip-Williams under 
the following themes: situating mothering with cancer; relating mothering 
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with an acute awareness of death; troubling the narration of illness and death; 
preparing to die. The blogs and memoirs braid together depictions of cancer 
treatments, the transformation of family life and descriptions of everyday 
beauty and struggle. They address the nearness of death using language that 
is expressive of the mundane yet frames questions about life’s ultimate 
purpose. I claim that life writing about terminal illness is an act of resistance. 
Illness transforms mothering, as does the nearness of death, but securing the 
wellness of children remains the sole focus. Maternal illness life writing 
becomes a counter-narrative to the normative cancer story, which 
presupposes healing and depends on stereotypes of treatment, for example. 
This in turn, ruptures expectations of able-bodiedness and aliveness in 
mothering, making space for investigating maternal influence beyond health 
or life in the form of life writing.  
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My selection of research material was influenced on the one hand by my 
personally motivated involvement in mommy blogs since 2011, and on the 
other hand by my choice of research-question-based methods in my search for 
material, moving from one blog to another through internal links (blogs used 
to link to other blogs that they followed). The plan for choosing blogs as 
research material outlined by Weller et al. in The Sage Handbook for 
Qualitative Data Collection reflects the main tenets of how I found the 
research material by first searching for suitable blogs based on my research 
interest and preliminary research questions about mothering online 
(Markham and Gammelby 456). The next step was to follow the field, finding 
more blogs via internal links, and searching. Through this immersion I 
delineated research questions and chose blogs to follow. In tandem with 
reading previous studies and research on mothering and life writing, I 
formulated a focus for each article and chose the blogs that best addressed the 
questions (Weller et al. 486–488). What is to be found is guided not only by 
what is followed, but also by algorithmics, the organization of blogs online and 
internal links (Weller et al.). As Markham and Gammelby as well as Paasonen 
point out, the process of selecting research material online becomes part of its 
production. Therefore the process conditions possible results (Markham and 
Gammelby; Paasonen, “Ihmisiä, Kuvia, Tekstejä Ja Teknologioita”). This, 
again, is a facet of the situatedness of feminist qualitative research. 
     The mommy blogs that comprise the main resources for my analysis in 
Articles I - IV originated in the USA. The larger pool of research material 
(listed as Other Research Material in the Bibliography) also includes blogs 
from Australia, the UK, and Canada. They are all written in English and reflect 
Anglo-American culture. Clearly, online life writing is not a Western or 
English-language phenomenon: similar online mothering cultures exist and 
have been studied in many parts of the world. In Finland, for example, Mari 
Lehto studied the figure of the “bad mother” on blogs as normalized criticism 
of intensive parenting, which often fails to deconstruct norms (Lehto, “Bad Is 
the New Good”). In the context of the continued cultural domination of the US 
and its role in developing the Internet and social media, the research material 
appears mainstream, norm-abiding and formative. I make no national 
comparisons, but I do suggest that other mothering cultures are under the 
influence of the English language, US-led late-capitalist mamasphere, 
enhanced by the overrepresentation of US-focused TV series, films and other 
entertainment that are now consumed online in ever-widening streaming 
services (Berlant). In focusing on maternal online life writing in this dominant 
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cultural context I explicate the digital mothering discourse that has had a 
strong influence on other cultures. In my selection I favored literary styles, 
preferring storytelling bloggers who wrote reflective posts discussing their 
roles as mothers or professionals as well as transitions and challenges in life, 
in other words artists and creatives (which many bloggers are). Therefore, in 
addition to including the most popular ones, I chose blogs that were not widely 
read or were no longer active. Some bloggers quit during the research period, 
others transitioned from hobby to professional blogging. All the while, the 
archives of the ephemeral research material grew. 
    As a rough estimation, a year of updates on a blog amounts to an average 
book-length literary entity. Given the blog posting volume, my research 
material equates to 70 books. In addition to the main sources I also followed 
36 blogs (listed in Other Research Materials), reading them thematically 
through their archives. I provide a list of links to all the blogs I read more than 
five times for this project. What is more, I visited hundreds of blogs related to 
the themes of mothering and illness.  
      In light of Susanna Paasonen’s notion of resonant affects, the digital 
mothering continuum, which relies on appearing accessible and friendly, 
circulates affects of belonging or a sense of similarity, thereby producing 
“microflow experiences” that enhance enthusiasm and eventually produce the 
desire to return to the sites and to know what happens next or to re-experience 
feelings of affirmation. (Paasonen, “Resonant Networks” 54–55). The concept 
of resonance here concerns the small events that take place in residing and 
moving online, which have been named “interruptions” as well as microflow 
experiences (55). The point is that although this affect circulation creates 
shared habits, preferred interpretations––support as well as criticism, it has 
become what produces the attention and turns it into money. Paasonen 
describes that which attracts attention as something: “This ’something’ can be 
conceptualized as instances of resonance that become highly valuable within 
the attention economy of social media as encounters where something sticks 
rather than merely slides by” (56). She further explains that, whereas 
“contents” are potentially up for circulation online, the attention of the person 
is potential “resonance”:  

Resonances then come across as intensities and events in a broader 
series of encounters with the world as a means of explaining the 
appeal, stickiness, and force that some media content holds. I argue 
that, as a dynamic event where the affective, the somatic, and the 
cognitive stick and cohere, resonance helps in understanding online 
connections and disconnections, proximities and distances between 
human and non-human bodies […].   

(Paasonen, “Resonant Networks” 51) 

This mechanism of circulation and resonance applies to how I found the blogs 
and sites for this study. Rather than embracing an illusion of completeness or 
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the ability to cover all, my work situates itself, noting the role of the researcher 
in molding the material via selection, archiving, the chosen approaches, and 
the role of affective resonance. In short, at the heart of this inquiry is the notion 
that digital maternal life writing is entangled in multiple activities 
characterized by technology-related and maternal shapeshifting, affective 
resonance, the affordances of the blogs, and life-writing practices.      
 

I study blogs as digital life writing. The immediate context is the blogosphere 
(Friedman, “Mommy Blogs”) and the Internet more widely. My methods 
reflect those used in autobiography and (social) media studies. I exclude 
comments from my analysis. This delineation centers my research on the 
experience-narrative, leaving out the aspect of networked intimacies and 
attachments that comments and discussions with readers foster, and that 
Aimee Morrison’s blended method of close reading underlines, for example. 
As she points out, “to understand these autobiographical acts requires, thus, 
attention to context, community, platform affordance and scale” (Morrison, 
“Social Media, Life Writing” 46). As a researcher online, I am immersed in the 
environment I study (Paasonen, “Ihmisiä, Kuvia, Tekstejä Ja Teknologioita” 
33). According to Paasonen, researching online requires “messy” methods that 
combine existing approaches with new ones across old disciplinary lines. 
Similarly, Markham and Gammelby refer to the need in online research for 
methods that address the complexity and flowing nature of the research 
environment, also suggesting that tracking the researcher’s movements online 
and determining their meaning is a necessary part of the methodology 
(Markham and Gammelby 453). In my view, these descriptions of online 
research address the experience of accessing a virtual mode and its generative 
impact––the digital materiality that is experienced by the researcher and the 
object of the research. In my research project this emphasis on digitality 
appears in all knowledge production, as the researcher is always already bound 
by her perception (Haraway, “Situated Knowledges”). The entanglement of 
digital devices and life writing practices functions as a reminder of the 
researcher’s situatedness, which also constitutes blind spots. According to 
Markham and Gammelby, materially mitigated responses (actions that are 
both necessary to the production of the digital posts or updates and emerge as 
responses) never become part of the material in online research. This data is 
missing, yet it may be essential in answering research questions about the 
function or impact of the digital (Markham and Gammelby 452). Approaching 
blogs as simple reflections on culture has been widely criticized. Markham and 
Gammelby emphasize the fact that online sites appear differently to each 
reader. They apply the concept of flow to the object of research and the 
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research position, describing it “… as a way of moving through, and 
understanding the entangled networks characteristic of, the digital era.” (454) 
The notion of flow reflects the idea that “digital sediments” do not mirror 
culture but are part of a “culturing” process in which it too, remains a flowing 
phenomenon (454). For these reasons, I suggest that digital life writing does 
not leave mothering practices intact. Yet, in this dissertation the tracking of 
any changing relies on how it is described in maternal life writing: much of this 
data is missing because tracing along the material-virtual feedback loop is 
difficult. In the context of illness blogs and memoirs, I can follow the flow of 
the narratives in digital and material forms. Moreover, reading and listening 
to interviews with the late authors’ widowed husbands helped me to 
contextualize the path from blogs to memoirs.  
      My analysis in Article III relies on what the blog examples articulate about 
the material-digital relation, but I do consider the affordances particular to 
digital life writing. I also address the circularity of impact in the research 
articles by including passages of critical autoethnography (Kafar and Ellis; 
Holman Jones). This enabled me to include personal experience in reading the 
blogs, and to note the influence of this virtual material even though it leaves 
no digital traces or traces in the life writing. This applies in particular to 
Articles I and II. A further implication connected with researching online is 
the possibility of a partial perspective. I discuss this more below in the section 
entitled Critical Autoethnography. As Markham and Gammelby suggest, flow 
as a research process becomes analytically selective (455). This relates to how 
I chose the research material for this study, as I discussed earlier and address 
next.  
       According to online autobiography scholars Laurie McNeill and John 
Zuern, all research material is relational to its compiler and should be treated 
as such. They recommend a focus on patterns and distinctive features, and 
point out the role of the researcher in choosing what questions are relevant. 
The fact that researchers from different fields not only propose similar 
processes but also underline the same fluctuation and movement in online 
research, emphasizes their role, inviting others to pay attention to these 
qualities. The authors also stress the need to be transparent about the selection 
criteria and the process, which helps in clarifying what conditions informed 
the chosen perspective. Given the ephemerality of the research material in the 
context of stories on Instagram, for example, but also in how blogs change and 
disappear, McNeill and Zuern identify circulation as a crucial characteristic of 
online life writing. Accordingly, although researchers cannot always refer to 
some actual content they witnessed as part of their research (because it is no 
longer online), which may have been defined either by software or the author 
for a short period of time, they can describe the context, technologically and 
through usage. (McNeill and Zuern 137–138)  
     When I was researching the blogs between 2014 and 2020, I read through 
the archives multiple times, taking notes on themes, and returning to posts 
that related to a chosen topic as I formulated my perspective and then the 



 

63 

articles. I stored links to relevant posts. The close reading I did, which I discuss 
in the next section of this chapter, is ever more prescient, whereas search-
engine-based methods are very popular in studying online data because they 
offer the possibility to work with large quantities of material (Bassett et al.; 
Fiormonte et al.). Yet, basing qualitative research on search words will exclude 
many facets of a discussion, which may be important in the research but do 
not appear in the searches (Stainton and Iordanova). The flow identified by 
Markham and Gammelby, as well as other arbitrary yet significant 
connections, can only be recognized if one reads consistently over long periods 
of time. Although my blog selection amounts to a relatively large pool of 
research material for a qualitative study, I approach the material as “thick 
data”, as Tricia Wang describes it: 

Thick data’, […] ‘It’s the sticky stuff that’s difficult to quantify’ – 
‘emotions, stories’, worldviews – that get stripped through the 
processes of ‘normalizing, standardizing, defining [and] clustering’ 
that make massive datasets analyzable by computers (Wang, 2016: 
online). As Wang puts it, thick data may be small in terms of sample 
size, but it offers ‘an incredible depth of meanings and stories’ 

(Latzko-Toth et al. 201) 

Taking this detailed approach, I am able to address the research questions 
within the transdisciplinary frame I have presented. Nevertheless, a small set 
of research material, or thick data, is as “cooked” as any set of material. It is a 
selection that is highly impacted by the researcher’s abilities and principles. 
Research material does not sit transfixed in time, neutrally waiting to be 
analyzed. It is chosen through elective processes from searching online to 
reading and storing (Laaksonen et al.; Markham and Gammelby). These 
factors guided my approach. I include parts of the results I obtained from 
analyzing blogs and sites that are no longer accessible. I discuss this further 
below in the sub-section entitled Digital Ephemerality, addressing the 
challenge it presents to qualitative methods online.  
 

Historically, close reading in literary studies has been associated with New 
Criticism, formalism, and later postmodernism and the primacy of the text 
(Ovaska, Fictions Of Madness; Felski). During the 20th century, it became an 
adopted practice in many fields and extended to the meanings a text has in 
culture and society, and in relation to the reader or the researcher. It 
originated in literary studies with the emergence of formalism and T.S Eliot’s 
theoretical but text-based approach to literary criticism (Federico 3–4). 
Recently, Annette Federico described close reading in a literary context as the 



Methods of Approaching Maternal Online Life Writing 

64 

potential for opening up a work of writing by illuminating its place among 
other writing, historical, cultural or other appropriate contexts (6). In her 
view, it thus becomes synonymous with critical reading, and although it is 
based on theory, it is also “what we do with literature, it’s a practice…” (6). 
Anna Ovaska describes the adaptation of this method in other fields as a 
gradual change toward understanding close reading as worldly rather than 
detached (Ovaska, “Close Reading”). She also refers to Louise Rosenblatt, an 
early champion of close reading, and her description of the practice in 
Literature as Exploration (1935/1995) as skillful reading that leads to new 
forms of thinking and feeling (Ovaska, “Close Reading”). It could thus be said 
that close reading as a situated skill practiced in a non-formalist manner has 
as long a history as its strictly language-structure-oriented counterpart.  
     Close reading is accepted praxis in feminist research, yet it often goes 
unidentified or by some different name (Lukic and Espinosa 105, 108). 
According to these authors, feminists were so strongly averse to New Criticism 
and formalist methods that they did not realize they were employing them, or 
how useful close reading was (108). It has been likened to suspicious reading, 
detailed reading, and oppositional reading in feminist methods, for example. 
Lukic and Espinosa further note that Sara Ahmed positions her method as 
close reading when she explicates two theoretical strands or engages in other 
theoretical work, as well as when she postulates a new ethics of being in 
relation to what she has closely read (110–111). I employ this strand of close 
reading in Article II: following Rosenblatt’s suggestion, having read about 
theories I present a new way of thinking and feeling, namely my concept of 
D/other (Joutseno, “Becoming D/Other”). 
      Close reading is the practice of reading the text and at the same time paying 
attention to its structure and style, and what they convey, as well as to any 
implications related to politics and social order. In my close readings of the 
blog material for Articles I, III, and IV I followed a similar plan to the one 
Morrison recommends in the case of online life writing. She understands the 
reading process as learning about the cultural and social contexts applicable 
to the primary texts, and identifies four stages: 1) explore and engage, 2) 
categorize, 3) select, and 4) interpret (Morrison, “Social Media, Life Writing” 
44–46). She refers to the first stage as immersion in the online material, 
following links and reading widely, which she describes as “embedded, 
context-driven and interpretive” reading. It is a case of forming an 
understanding of the social and cultural practices of a particular site or a 
social-media application. Morrison also points out that reading in this phase 
extends beyond the primary text to include scholarly works that enhance 
understanding of the field and the phenomenon (44). The second stage is to 
produce a “thin description” of the community that was identified during the 
reading, which answers the who, what and how questions in identifying the 
community’s membership, borders, goals, and shared practices. She further 
suggests that this thin description becomes the findings of the research (45). 
In stage three the researcher selects representative and exemplary pieces of 
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the research material to include in her discussion. Few examples are required 
in the case of auto/biography because they need to be discussed widely. (45–
46) Stage four comprises the interpretation of the chosen examples or 
representative sections. Morrison describes this phase as the closest to the 
production of academic articles and presentations: the reading is informed by 
“auto/biography studies’ poststructuralist understandings of the means by 
which both selves and narratives are constituted, as well as design studies and 
new media studies’ insistence on the interplay between platform, technology 
and production” (Morrison, “Social Media, Life Writing” 46). Her description 
of the specific stages is reflective of the close reading I produce in my research 
articles.  
     Article I is “part of a developing argument for reading mommyblogs as 
maternal narratives that contribute to the creation of a “digital (m)other”––a 
shifting and changing maternal liminal presence in the digital and material.” 
(Joutseno, “Cyber Labour” 76) I developed my argument through reading 
blogs with a focus on “norms, narration of difference, and the reflexive 
relationality these maternal narratives create” (75). I introduce Sara Ruddick’s 
concept of maternal practice to situate birth stories in the process of  
participating in maternal discourse (Ruddick, “Maternal Thinking”). My 
method of close reading constituted: a) an immersive reading phase during 
which I familiarized myself with how mommy blogs function and how they 
have been studied; b) a phase in which I organized the emerging knowledge 
about mommy blogs, and sketched descriptions of them; c) a selection phase 
in which I immersed myself in the chosen blogs and organized my perceptions 
of the posts and their affordances in themes that arose from the blogs and the 
research questions; and d) a phase in which I closely read the examples and 
related the findings to the contexts of the mommy-blog cultures and the 
theoretical framework.  
     Article II deviates from the process of close reading to conceptual work. 
Nevertheless, I argue that, in essence, I employ a feminist version of close 
reading as exemplified by Sarah Ahmed (Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life). In 
this case I apply close reading to feminist, queer and new materialist theories 
developed by Kared Barad, Alison Kafer, Donna Haraway and Rosi Braidotti, 
among others (Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway; Kafer; Haraway, 
“Tentacular Thinking”; Braidotti, “The Politics of ‘Life Itself’”). I outline the 
new concept of D/other in the contexts of motherhood and digital studies, 
presenting it through this reading process and interlacing autobiographical 
passages. As part of this close reading I use rhetorical questions, which Aurora 
Levins Morales supports on the grounds that when researching the pasts of 
those whose stories have remained silent “questions can be as good as 
answers”(Morales, Memory Is Our Soil). The implication is that a method may 
be suitable if it poses the right questions and signposts the path to the answers. 
Life writing, or critical autoethnography appears as a related albeit separate 
method from close reading in this article. In devising life writing within this 
theoretical feminist close reading, I illustrate how questions of dying and 
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archiving are simultaneously universal and nodal. The method also signposts 
the intellectual-affective path along which I move in formulating D/other. It 
relates to my interest in experimenting with the multiplicity of the researcher’s 
role in relation to her material and in feminist situating practice (Haraway, 
“Situated Knowledges”).  
For Article III, I close read mommy blogs focusing on their presentation of 
times and spaces of mothering. In producing my analysis, I first read the 
archives of the chosen blogs and organized relevant posts by theme. In this 
process I moved from collecting material that addressed my original research 
question to arranging it according to the themes discussed in the article, or 
that could be discussed in conjunction with the example. I introduce agential 
realism as a tool for my analysis of the thematically organized material (Barad, 
Meeting the Universe Halfway). Again, I proceeded in steps from a) to d) in 
much the same way as Morrison described in her four stages of close reading 
online lives (Morrison, “Social Media, Life Writing”, 44–46).  
     The close reading described in Article IV is used commonly in literary 
studies. I apply concepts from narrative studies such as closure and counter-
narrative (Hyvärinen; Meretoja; Nielsen; Mäkelä, “Literary Facebook 
Narratology”), and focus on the relationship between the two formats, digital 
and printed, in which these narratives appear. I also construct a reading that 
emphasizes hope, reparation and healing (Jurecic; Sedgwick; Charon et al.). 
In referring to this approach as a form of close reading I present it as an 
overarching method of dealing with texts, autobiographical acts, and online 
content. It denotes much more than reading, involving the process of relating 
and analyzing texts of different categories, writing about them and thereby 
locating new meanings and new correlations. It also includes the application 
of theories and concepts to frame the device through which I read. One such 
frame is intersectionality. 

 

Reparative, embodied, and diffractive reading methods project a specifically 
feminist and/or queer vision of the relationality of the researcher and the 
object of knowing. I employ these methods and rely on them for guidance in 
this project of knowledge production.  
    Karen Barad uses the term diffractive reading in her introduction to agential 
realism in Meeting the Universe Halfway (Barad, Meeting the Universe 
Halfway; Barad, “Diffracting Diffraction”) . She quotes Donna Haraway, who 
as an alternative to more reflection and reflexivity sought an approach to 
reading that reflected a new collective critical consciousness. Barad and 
Haraway constantly position each other’s works in their own, presenting them, 
I believe purposefully, as this relating, continual chicken-egg process, or in my 
terms m/other-d/other overlay. Barad explains that reflection is a physics 
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phenomenon that mirrors sameness back to the viewer, whereas the metaphor 
of diffraction “is marked by patterns of difference” (Barad, Meeting the 
Universe Halfway 71). According to Barad’s Haraway-inspired embrace of 
diffraction it matters where differences occur, but not when or why (72). She 
applies her diffractive method to entanglement, based on the premise that it is 
more useful to focus on “accounting for how practices matter” than to reflect 
on representation. From this Barad and Haraway engage in an ethical set of 
practices whereby knowledge is produced from within rather than from an 
outside position (88). According to Barad: “a diffractive methodology is a 
critical practice for making a difference in the world. It is a commitment to 
understanding which differences matter, how they matter, and for whom. It is 
a critical practice of engagement, not a distance-learning practice of reflecting 
from afar” (90). She insists that this practice is world-making, and not just a 
matter of coming up with facts (91). Through diffractive reading I was able to 
examine the premises that foreground approaches to digitality, life writing and 
mothering from a critical perspective. Although I have not mastered this 
method, I am reminded to question the need to pin down such problems as 
modes of mothering on and offline, and to focus on where they matter.            
      In addition to drawing on Barad’s ethics of diffractive reading, I apply a 
method developed by Aurora Levins Morales. In my view the point of life 
writing on blogs by me, the researcher, is not simply to be the research object: 
it is a method of arriving at knowledge. It is feminist politics. It happens in 
immersion with life. Extracting and separating the narrative of the researcher, 
silencing it, and thus denying the existence of complex entanglements between 
subjects and objects, would cause damage. Puerto Rican-American radical 
feminist and environmentalist Aurora Levins Morales, much like Haraway and 
Barad, operates in a resonant way with life writing as her practice. She writes 
at the intersection of academia, environmentalism, illness life writing and 
indigenous rights activism, acknowledging the importance of telling stories. In 
her view narrative has the power to connect people with the past and to fight 
for a better future on the Planet. Morales’ stories are connected to soil and 
land, and through these materializations directly to histories of the silenced, 
the marginalized and the dead. (Morales, Memory Is Our Soil: Bringing 
History into the Commons) In her version of worlding, experiences of illness, 
environmental poisoning, violence in or exclusion from academia and her role 
in the second wave of feminist awakening all convene as episodes or fragments 
that can be made sense of in the context of feminist theory and the political 
history of living environments. Through connecting epistemic histories of 
seemingly small movements and groups of people, Morales puts into practice 
what Haraway calls for (Haraway, “It Matters What Stories Tell Stories”). The 
life writing method I apply in Article II was inspired by Morales. I weave 
together theoretical insights from Haraway, Braidotti and Barad, and my 
personal narrative of trying to adjust myself and my child to the nearness of 
my own life’s end, and the possibility that in line with the concept D/other, 
dying can be leaving and my “I” continues to exist even without this material 
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embodiment. Morales’ story telling constitutes an ethics of care. She 
postulates that to change the structures of societies that perpetrate oppression, 
it is necessary to know how witch hunting relates to politics, patriarchy, and 
colonialism. She also points out that witch hunting “established the elite male 
monopolies of knowledge”, thereby connecting memory and story to 
knowledge production (Morales, Med. Stories Essays for Radicals 92). 
Morales describes feminist rigor as “night flying”, which she explains as the 
most feared ability assigned to those who have been accused of being witches:  

Night flying requires a willingness to leave familiar ground and see 
what is meant to be hidden, a willingness to be transformed. If we are 
to know and understand the landscape of our history, we must be 
willing to do this – not only to look upon the horrific, the night-
shadowed, and bear witness to it, but to see its place in the whole, to 
see that the road to the square where a dozed women and girls are 
burning to death is the ordinary market road, winding between the 
houses of people whose faces we mostly know, and that the wood that 
stokes the flames was neatly stacked behind the houses all along. 

(Morales, Med. Stories Essays for Radicals 94) 

Morales’ night flying is an example of the combination of creative writing and 
thinking with feminist rigor in creating methods for approaching knowledge. 
It is an allegory for what is required. Repair is only possible if we dare to night 
fly.  
      I focus exclusively on writing about maternal illness in Article IV. I employ 
reparative practice, which according to Eve Sedgwick bridges queer theoretical 
concerns with Narrative Medicine’s interest in stories as part of knowing 
(Charon et al.; Jurecic 104–128; Charon). Sedgwick describes reparative 
practice as an alternative to or an enhancement of “paranoid reading”, which 
she suggests critical engagement in academia has routinely become, based on 
suspicion (Sedgwick 125). Reparation denotes the use of instruments that can 
address what tends to remain without attention: joy, pain, experience, affect, 
the in-between. In a sense, Sedgwick proposes a “return” to close reading 
(145). In the case of reparative practice, she wonders how knowledge is 
performative. She relates this to insights that came from her friend’s HIV 
diagnosis and, later, her own cancer, showing that it does not help victims of 
HIV to know about the origin of the virus or the possible intentionality in 
spreading it. Instead, that which helps one to live within the redrawn context 
of illness becomes valuable. (Sedgwick 124) This knowledge is situated in and 
relies on the experience of illness. I lean on Ann Jurecic’s employment of 
reparative practice in Illness as Narrative (Jurecic): according to her, it 
appears in the context of other “approaches that attend to matters of concern, 
acknowledge stories of suffering, educate readers about the complexity of 
sympathy, reconceive the care of the self, or image art and criticism as 
performing repair” (Jurecic 113). Sedgwick sheds light on the reparation that 
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blogs and memoirs may bring about, and on its potency as a method of reading 
critically. The situatedness of any epistemic position springs from two places: 
the queer theoretical pronunciation of performativity as presented by Judith 
Butler and Sedgwick’s embodied experience of breast cancer. With reference 
to her theory, I note how knowing as extreme particularity is a shared 
reparative act in which feminist and queer traditions engage.  
     Sedgwick’s reparative practice informed McNeill and Zuern’s generous 
reading, which in the context of online life writing opposes what Sedgwick 
termed “paranoid reading”, or criticism based on the hermeneutics of 
suspicion and exposure (Sedgwick 124–146). In the case of digital life writing, 
paranoid reading defines digitality as questionable, and as degrading quality. 
According to McNeill and Zuern, generous reading questions academic 
hierarchical denominations of literary genres, which digital publishing and my 
research material shatter in the transformation from blog to memoir, for 
example (McNeill and Zuern 136). Generous reading accommodates 
“amateur” life writing, which is what most online material is. It breaks down 
the high-low categorizations that have defined the perspectives of literary 
studies on life writing and online writing. McNeill and Zuern thus make space 
for new considerations of life writing that digital affordance necessitates. They 
describe the ephemerality and circulation of online material as facets of 
autobiographical acts that online “environments” co-create (135–136). 
Although the authors agree with researchers such as Julie Rak and Paasonen 
about the significant role of software and platforms in producing online 
autobiographical acts, they add that the disciplines with which the researcher 
is most familiar may limit the research questions (133–134). Generous reading 
takes account of these self-imposed limitations and signifies the purposeful 
treatment of online narratives as epistemologically and stylistically knowing 
and deliberate; engaged in a set of aesthetics regardless of their author’s status 
as a professional narrator or not (137–139). This connects it to my reading of 
maternal online life writing as productive of specific maternal knowing.  
 

In January 2014, I was accepted into a PhD program and I was diagnosed with 
breast cancer. Suddenly I was not only the mother of a two-year-old, making 
her re-entry into academia, I was also a 32-year-old cancer patient. Besides 
transforming my everyday life, the illness changed how I read. I gravitated 
toward blogs about living with illness, disability, and loss. It was on Cup of Jo 
that I first read about Paul Kalanithi, a neurosurgeon who died of lung cancer 
two years after diagnosis, but who wrote a best-selling memoir When Breath 
Becomes Air (Kalanithi), published posthumously. This book and articles by 
his wife Lucy Kalanithi, were a gateway for me. Suddenly, what I was 
experiencing––mothering while negotiating cancer––appeared in front of me 
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in what could become research material. Over the years, I continued my career 
as a songwriter, publishing an album of music and a memoir, both of which 
addressed my experiences with cancer (Swan, From the Bed and Beyond; 
Swan, Viimeinen Kirjani: Kirjoituksia Elämästä). I blogged about cancer on 
my artist site, feeling that if I was to talk about art, I needed to address the 
illness that had given me a new perspective. In 2019 I produced and realized a 
podcast about mothering with author Koko Hubara. In the podcast episodes I 
was able to share much of my research into mothering with a new audience 
outside of academia. Unintentionally, I gained experience of blogging, and 
discussed mothering and cancer both in art and in research. My ties to the 
research material proliferated and autoethnography appeared to be the best 
method for addressing these situating factors. How else could I point to the 
knowledge I had come to through experience?  
    Feminist research methodologies, especially in literary studies, have a 
history of relating to the auto/bio/graphical; journaling, diary writing, 
memoirs and other ways of narrating stories about lived experience (Cosslett 
et al.; Smith, “Identity’s Body”; Smith and Watson, Read. Autobiography A 
Guid. Interpret. Life Narrat.; Stanley). Stories of women’s lives have a crucial 
role in constructing feminist activism, theories, and practices in that they 
foreground the situated knowledge, or experiences, of the women who benefit 
from it. Other disciplines including sociology and cultural studies have 
embraced similar methods of situating researchers and addressing their 
insights under a different title, such as autoethnography. I use the methods of 
critical autoethnography, which have adapted insights from feminist power 
relations and intersectionality (Ettorre; Holman Jones and Pruyn; Dickinson; 
Gannon). At various junctures when I consider my research material and my 
methods, I also note that the life writing in the blogs and the principles of 
autoethnography share qualities. Autoethnography is not simply a matter of 
narrating events or experiences, it is a contextualizing process (Adrian). 
Critical autoethnography emphasizes the political and societal structure that 
frames any experience (Holman Jones 5). As Stacy Holman Jones points out, 
not only does it connect personal narratives to analyses of cultures and 
societies, it also examines marginalizing systems, discourses and acts, 
mobilizes theory with story, and purposefully seeks to utilize gained 
knowledge in action for the betterment of systems and individuals (5–7). As 
have some aspects of the original concept, critical autoethnography has been 
applied in performance studies, one of the aims of which is to investigate 
knowledge production and presentation in other ways than via language or the 
conventions of academic writing (7–10). It is this critical autoethnography in 
which I engage, with feminist underpinnings and the use of creative narrative 
and poetics, as well as the creation of novel concepts. What links my life 
writing, book publishing, song writing, publishing, and performing with this 
academic dissertation is not examined here. Nevertheless, I consider all these 
things to be part of the process (a sideline) in which I have approached these 
research questions autoethnographically. The argument that coming to 
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knowledge is a plurality of paths, which crisscrosses all four research articles, 
connects my efforts to situate my research position and the intentional 
employment of narrative styles with critical autoethnography as part of 
knowledge production (Morales, Medicine Stories; Haraway, “It Matters What 
Stories Tell Stories”). What remains tangible in this dissertation from the 
process of critical autoethnography is the life narrative and poetry I employ in 
Article II, in which I describe my experience of trying to imagine a livable 
future for my child among maternal loss in the Anthropocene. The personal 
narrative links into recent discoveries and theories about extinction, archiving 
and the digital, where I dream up the birth of D/other.  

 

The obsolescence of digitally collected material is a challenge. Digital research 
material is characterized by its continual morphing (Paasonen, “Resonant 
Networks”; Markham and Gammelby; McNeill and Zuern). During this project 
issues connected to the collection, storing and management of research 
material have emerged from a murky anything-goes-wilderness to become 
practical questions of methodology, with preferred practices and an emerging 
set of rules or suggestions for better conduct (Luke Sloan and Quan-Haase 
161–167; Fiormonte et al.; Morrison, “Social Media, Life Writing”). 
Ephemerality derives from many factors: as technologies and software are 
updated and remodeled, breakage happens on all levels. Code, language, 
metadata, software and changes to the platforms on which blogs appear all 
impact the availability of the research material (Fiormonte et al. 131–155).  
      One key question arises in research on blogs, namely whether bloggers are 
authors or subjects/informants (Stainton and Iordanova). In other words, is 
the object of analysis the blog and its affordances or the blogger and their life. 
Online material collection is known as “netnography” in the fields of media 
studies, medicine and social sciences, and entails lurking or interviewing, or 
data set collection (e.g., social media posts): it is meant to reflect social realities 
(Weller et al. 485). I follow the direction of autobiography studies, separating 
the author from the autobiographical acts and complicating the relation that 
forms among the narrator, the narrative and the “life” (Smith and Watson, 
Reading Autobiography 71–76; Smith and Watson, “Virtually Me”). I began 
with the assumption that mommy blogs were authored by people making a 
conscious decision to publish their posts online with sufficient awareness of 
what it might entail (Joutseno, “Cyber Labour”). Many blogs were already 
commercial entities in 2014, which underlined their public position. I 
presumed that I could quote them for research purposes, as with any published 
life writing such as memoirs. At first I was minimally interested in blogs as 
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assemblances of the digital and the analogue, although I understood digitality 
as a crucial part of their emergence. Instead, I read the digital as the context 
of maternal writing, not as a co-creator. The blogs were redesigned several 
times during my research, many of them transferring from a template to a 
personalized design, whereas others became media sites merging blogging and 
multi-authored journalism. The arrangement and availability of and access to 
blog archives have varied, meaning that research material has changed and 
disappeared during the course of the study. One could ask at which point these 
transformations construct a new subject and not just a new look? The blurring 
of lines is also amplified in the development of social media alongside blogs 
(Lehto, “Bad Is the New Good”; Steiner and Bronstein). I lost access to a few 
blogs along the way. This began to happen early on in my research, therefore I 
developed strategies to ensure access to posts: most usefully, I use Evernote to 
preserve the posts I close read. I also store the links of posts thematically. Early 
on, I contacted the bloggers who closed their blogs asking for access, which 
worked only with one of them. In Article I, therefore, I analyze some 
blogs/sites that have since closed. In the end there is no perfect way of 
ensuring later access to material and storing it without permission is out of the 
question. In Articles III and IV I draw examples from blogs that continue to be 
online, but most of them are no longer updating. As a result, I had to disregard 
some blogs after spending lengthy periods reading them. I provide a list of the 
blogs and their online addresses in Research materials (including those that 
are no longer open to the public). I also include links to the specific example 
posts in each research article. These examples are verifiable, and the blogs are 
online for future research and comparisons of results.  
    Nevertheless, digital material cannot be fool-proofed against obsolescence. 
In time, links break, and sites become unavailable, stylistically different or 
move. Ephemerality informs what is possible. Adjusting to transience begins 
from understanding it as a quality of online research. It is a characteristic and 
a research topic in itself. The instability, or the continued “flow” of the research 
object, to use Markham & Gammelby’s term, which I address in Articles I, II 
and IV, is more than a problem to be solved via storing and freezing the content 
(Markham and Gammelby). Like Levins Morales’ night flying, my main 
strategy for countering the instability that derives from digital obsolescence is 
to foster accountability by tracing my steps.  
 

I began this research by contacting blog authors for permission to quote their 
blogs. Asking permission was part of my feminist approach: these mother-
authors should know about my research and their part in it, and should be able 
to decline. Although I assumed that the bloggers were fully aware of the public 
nature of their life writing, I realized that they could not have considered 
becoming part of research about mothering. Unfortunately, most of those I 



 

73 

contacted never replied, but I continued investigating mommy blogs, 
producing research in which short passages of text from the blogs are quoted, 
but I never copied images or other visuals of the posts. Anonymizing is a 
suggested method in the collection and use of material in media studies, but it 
does not work with blogs: authors are usually named, thereby underlining 
their material lives and blogs as “places” of identity work (Morrison, “Social 
Media, Life Writing: Online Lives at Scale, Up Close and In Context”). It is not 
possible to hide the identities of the bloggers who appear in my research 
without compromising referentiality. The blogs constitute a public and 
published archive that is comparable to print publishing. I decided to focus on 
blog posts rather than to conduct interviews, thus the research process did not 
necessitate human contact, and the subject of study was online life writing, not 
living people (Weller et al. 490–491). In these circumstances, contacting the 
bloggers to inform them about my research and to ask their permission to 
quote them would appear to be optional.  
    When it is a matter of researching sensitive material, such as illness and 
dying in a familial setting, informed consent would seem to be a prerequisite. 
These themes expose the vulnerability of the authors, which as Annette 
Markham notes, could yield unexpected results on and offline (Markham 5–
6). The illness blogs mentioned in Article IV were closer to diary-type logs with 
no commercial interest, although they were turned into published memoirs 
thereby magnifying them in the public eye. With regard to Article IV, I received 
permission to quote from John Duberstein, the widow (and sometime co-
author) of Nina Riggs, author of Suspicious Country and the memoir The 
Bright Hour. Regrettably, I did not receive a reply to my messages to Julie Yip-
William’s family. In the absence of permission to quote the blog, I quote only 
from Yip-William’s memoir The Unwinding of the Miracle. Her blog and book 
share more similarities than Rigg’s material, therefore this manner of drawing 
examples does not diminish my ability to describe Y-W’s style of writing and 
the narratives she employed. 
    For Article III, I acquired permission to quote from four of the five bloggers 
I contacted. One of them asked to be removed from the research project. This 
became a meaningful part of the results reported in the article. Later on, I also 
removed one more blog from the examples, making reference to only four, of 
which one author did not reply. Given the very public nature and the huge 
popularity of the blog by the author who did not respond, I refer to it as part 
of my analysis, but instead of quoting I describe the blog entries without 
borrowing from them. I consider these measures only partially successful. By 
asking permission to quote and informing about my research, I respected the 
rights of the authors to know where and how their online life writing would be 
used. By not quoting without consent, I made sure that I was not offending any 
sense of ownership that an author has over online content. By describing the 
blogs despite not having their or their families’ replies, I exercised the right of 
the researcher to engage in the analysis of publicly available material (Weller 
et al.; Fiormonte et al.).  
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    The development of social media and related research during the second half 
of the 2010s produced new best practices. In (social) media studies, informed 
consent is considered the preferrable starting point for online research 
(Markham; Saresma, “Manosfäärin Maskulismi – Nettikeskustelujen 
Performatiivisuutta Analysoimassa” 1–2). The technical and legal issues 
relating to the storage of digital data are emphasized, including who owns it 
and what constitutes an author (L Sloan and Quan-Haase; Fiormonte et al.). 
It is also assumed that blogs are the property of their authors. However, the 
platforms/software by means of which they are constructed are usually the 
property of a company that is unconnected to the author. This perspective 
creates a set of seeming stability, which counters the ephemerality of digital 
autobiographical acts that can change and disappear at any time (Weller et al. 
486). Two perspectives on informed consent pervade the methodologies used 
by life-writing scholars working with online material. First, in the field of 
literary studies the idea is to separate the text from the author and thus to 
study online autobiographical acts as non-human objects (e.g., Smith and 
Watson, “Virtually Me: A Toolbox about Online Self-Presentation”): no 
consent is needed for researching published books, for example. Some 
research online involves material that could have been produced by authors 
who do not wish their updates or blogs to be studied: extreme political or racist 
views have been studied by collecting material online from social media 
platforms, for example. (Saresma et al.; Saresma, “Manosfäärin Maskulismi – 
Nettikeskustelujen Performatiivisuutta Analysoimassa”) In these cases 
acquiring consent would make it impossible to produce knowledge about hate 
speech, for example. Second, scholars in the field of online life writing prefer 
to obtain  informed consent, referring to the messiness of separating life, 
narrative acts and the “I” who owns her story (Morrison, “Social Media, Life 
Writing: Online Lives at Scale, Up Close and In Context” 42).  
      I have come to consider informed consent preferable in researching 
maternal online life writing. Given the lack of clarity about what constitutes an 
author and where the borders lie between text and author as research subjects 
(Weller et al. 490–491), I deem it best to inform the authors that a study is 
underway and to respect their wishes regarding participation.  
Having personal contact with some bloggers and their relatives made me 
realize that it makes a difference to engage with the people who created my 
research material. The exchange of emails helped to give the writers (and their 
families) the feeling that they deserved my careful consideration. An 
unexpected intimacy developed. In my emails to the authors (or family 
members), I offered the option of checking quotations either separately or in 
the immediate context of my analysis. I also gave them the option of not being 
part of the research. I thanked the bloggers, explaining how I had been reading 
as a mother, an ill person, and a researcher. My original assumption was 
wrong: it does matter to the authors of maternal online life writing who is 
reading and for what reason.  
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The following are the overall findings of this dissertation, including the results 
of the complete PhD comprising four research articles and this introduction. 
The main findings reported in each article are presented in Chapter 4 in the 
section entitled Overview of the Articles.   

I suggest that maternal life writing constitutes maternal knowledge. This 
epistemology is always becoming, not definitive and never finished. Instead of 
being the “knowledge of one”, as experience is often portrayed, this knowing 
forms in the webbed arrangement of digital autobiographical acts. Maternal 
online life writing practices constitute the sites of this knowledge production, 
incorporating experience, practice, and discourse.  
 
Maternal online life writing changes how m/others know 
Maternal online life writing impacts the discourse and practices of mothering. 
Digital materiality facilitates conditions whereby acts of mothering and 
reflecting on the discourse occur simultaneously (the time separation between 
doing and writing/reading about doing diminishes). Mothering is a social 
phenomenon where connections, discussions and the voices of other mothers 
are present. These qualities of online sites and blogs (and social media) make 
it possible to find peer support and information about a specific node of 
mothering (with intersecting differentiating markers), which support in either 
breaking or strengthening norms and ideals.  
      Mothering practices are changed via online autobiographical reading and 
writing: the changes manifest as decisions to act, buy, not buy, share, meet 
someone, build a community of/for parents or children; as revisions of familial 
or societal practices, demands for social and political change and even as 
coping practices in adverse situations such as maternal illness. The emphasis 
is on agency. In this context, mothering appears as a choice-driven practice 
that is constantly under revision and up for change. In maternal online life 
writing it is simultaneously an individually defined culture and a shareable 
experience; 
a socially significant point of relating. The embodied experience of mothering 
is situated culturally and it matters socially. Maternal online life writing 
provides a feeling of belonging while different, and of having a voice. It 
strengthens maternal subjectivity, providing attachments to shared practices, 
preferences, feelings, and ideals. Caring for children, giving birth, and 
otherwise engaging in mothering situates m/others in their bodies (and other 
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embodied beings), and in society in general. Mothering can activate members 
of society and make them more aware of their existence in culture and in 
politics. It becomes a source of relating differently and it shows up in maternal 
online life writing. Mommy blogging has become a normalized way of 
participating in the discourse on mothering, situating it in relation to 
pedagogy, norms, and commercial cultures, and also contextualizing it as a 
position and as doing, both common and usual but also particular and 
situated. Mothering is a multifaceted cluster of identity, affect, and care work. 
It is also a consumer position, tied to late capitalism and technological 
innovation. 
 
Maternal online life writing is worlding 
It forms a corpus-in-becoming, situating experience in a specific cultural 
context. It comprises narratives and non-narrative acts. Blogs and sites are 
locations in which maternal thinking and practices are developed. Mothering 
has a profound effect on experiences of the world, even on time and space. The 
descriptions of these experience-impact loops in the form of maternal online 
life writing are worlding. In this worlding, mothering exists differently. The 
term encompasses blogs, sites, and social media affordances of m/others, who 
do not all identify as mommy bloggers. All these relate through leaking, 
seeping, and welling into each other. The border breaks that occur in 
mothering resonate in digital-material crossings. Maternal online life writing 
constitutes a series of autobiographical acts that center on the themes of 
mothering and family. It is acknowledged that not all sites focusing on 
maternal themes wish to belong in the mommy blog genre: it may be that the 
writer makes a distinction between commercial and non-commercial, or 
white, Black or Brown, for example. In the maternal worlding of online life 
writing, a critical stance reproduces mothering anew.  
 

One purpose of maternal life writing is to repair, the suturing of the present 
for a livable future. This encompasses the view that reparative practices in 
research facilitate epistemic processes that are otherwise unavailable.  
      Illness and mothering share qualities in being two modes of becoming that 
necessitate a crisis or a transmutation of subjectivity. They do not form static 
identities, and neither do technologies of digital and social media. Online life 
writing becomes a survival method in the transmutation of the everyday. In 
this sense, by making space for online lives told differently or as counter 
narratives, these acts both repair the author’s story and challenge culturally 
dominant or normative narratives of illness and mothering. Mediation or the 
devices of narrating experience affect the very experience. In Article IV I refer 
to maternal illness life writing both off, but especially online, as illness as 
ability. This term was coined by Eva Korsisaari after reading a draft of my 
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article. I do not claim that illness induces wisdom, but I do suggest that in 
activating the knowing born from experiences a critical stance is available. 
This position highlights the agency of the ill m/other. Illness as ability is a 
position from where to act and speak. Coming to knowledge through 
experience, I observe in Article IV that not only do m/others write counter-
narratives of terminal cancer and death, they also find ways to build continued 
connections between them and their children despite death. These 
connections occur in life writing as well as in the material preparation that 
they describe and in fostering the view that their impact on their children and 
families is ever lasting and preserved in multiple nodes. In presenting Riggs’ 
and Yip-Williams’ writing as resistance work, I align with matricentric 
feminist definitions of empowerment. Illness can become ability. I find that 
maternal illness life writing redefines mothering goals and familial normalcy. 
It sustains and creates connections, thus redefining the cultural narrative of 
cancer. Posthumous memoirs grow into literary legacies that confirm the 
longevity of mattering. 

Experience plays a role in knowledge production. I show its role in the feminist 
knowledge project, in methods related to life-writing research, as well as on 
the level of the maternal online/offline writing in the research articles. Digital 
life writing provides material for a case study, a large experimental pool 
reflecting how experience is not knowledge per se (Haraway’s point that just 
going through something is not knowing), and how it can be part of knowing. 
The Internet abounds with problems of disinformation, of made-up 
(dis)connections that are created purposely to deviate and blur what is or can 
be known, all of which attest to the formability, the human-made provision of 
what is known. Simultaneously, this process of pixilation offers the potential 
of a new discourse and new nodal knowledge. I show that this knowing is 
communal, experiential, and highly self-critical. The life writing of mothers 
and the feminist epistemological project resonate. Theories of knowledge 
production show how some forms of knowing have been silenced, denied or 
not heard within the frameworks of science, society and culture (Haraway, 
Manifestly Haraway). To make space for the marginal, the non-binary, the 
disabled, the ill or the maternal, an understanding of coming to knowledge 
must include experience. Maternal online life writing actively creates this 
space for mothering. It subverts, queers, and works at the meaning of m/other 
and mothering from within through revision, criticism, and affirmation. It 
carves a space in the meaning-giving process, the material that mostly but not 
entirely fits the norms and aims at complying with them. This entwined 
knowledge project functions in the following ways: 
 
M is for Mother and Material, D is for Digital, Death and D/other 
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Life experiences are addressed in the slippage between M and D in the online 
life writing of m/others. This relating in a feedback loop conditions and molds 
the practices and the discourse of mothering.  
 
Maternal Life Writing Practice is Critical Autoethnography 
Maternal online life writing is critical autoethnographic practice of a kind. It 
is not just the translation of material experience into a digital presentation. 
Mothers engaging in autobiographical acts online are producers of maternal 
knowledge. They engage in virtual modes of mothering as a sociocultural life-
writing practice. It is a critical praxis of constant revision, alteration, and 
communication with (m)others. It produces transformation that materializes 
in posts, images, links, comments––in engagement with the discourses of 
intensive mothering, commercial and capitalist discourses, and norms. 
 
D/other 
To articulate an alternative to the analogue and digital dichotomy, I offer the 
concept D/other. It is a concept-in-becoming, an unfinished po(ethical) word 
describing the fluidity of mothering, of subjectivity, materiality and the virtual. 
I formulate D/other to give form to how material and the virtual form a 
circularity of cause and effect. Mothers are daughters, as they are M/others 
and D/others –– always inhabiting an otherness –– as they are also always 
material and virtual at the same time.  
     The D refers to digitality and dying or death.  
I present D/other playfully, yet seriously, to work against the hegemony of 
heterosexuality and cis-gender or the idea that one needs to give birth in order 
to mother. D/other may be of use in the dismantling of the building blocks of 
mothers. D/other is not cyborg 2.0., although it owes its appearance to Donna 
Haraway’s emphasis on the importance of new concepts and words. D/other 
names what is difficult to articulate, so that it can be theorized: the in-between, 
the liminal, the threshold that is not any of those––which I have not found in 
previous studies about mothering and life writing. 
     The context for this conceptualization is the rethinking of how the virtual 
and the digital are understood. Digitality has been presented as if it has no 
structure, no ties to materiality or orders that exist in human culture and 
nature, no machine capabilities that condition its arrangement. It has been 
presented as both uncontrollable and self-evident in the logic of linear 
mathematics. This is offered as an excuse for recreating oppression in digital 
form, and for creating digitalized systems that create new inequalities and 
dehumanizing practices. What have been characterized as “the nature” of this 
digital development are human choices made by a small group of people 
involved in their production, planning, and realization. Therefore, digitality 
has not and will not offer a way out from structures of hurt, usage, extinction, 
destruction or hate. It should not be allowed to facilitate the avoidance of 
responsibility, another condition that sets back the equality, fairness, and 
sustainability of any futures for life. D is entangled extinction, the potential for 
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transformation, which has not been actualized. The conditions for what are 
enfolding are set for the unknowable in which nothing is foreclosed. I envision 
D/other as a project of feminist futures.  

One function of maternal (online) life writing is to archive the experience of 
mothering and the transformation of children and family. The digital archive 
is alive to revision, new meaning, and alteration. It can transform into 
memoirs published by book publishers, it can be closed from the public and 
remain accessible only to the family, or it can be repurposed as a connection 
to a mother who has died. The archive is thus a bridge. Archives have 
sociocultural meaning: they can be understood in chosen contexts and thus 
they also become objects in the production of knowledge, such as in this 
dissertation.  

The following paragraphs summarize the achievements of this dissertation.  
     The transdisciplinary approach. This study contributes to knowledge 
production in feminist theory, motherhood studies, autobiography studies and 
(social) media studies. It also participates in discussions in the study of 
narrative medicine and death. These cultural and social sciences provide 
theoretical and practical platforms on which to base inquiry about mothering 
and the digital. The transdisciplinary approach is particularly fruitful in 
showcasing how knowledge production is situated. My work illustrates how 
the feminist research methods of situating, close reading and reparative 
practice resonate with the maternal online life writing in the blogs and sites in 
question. Life writing and critical autoethnography overlap as methods of 
knowing, both in research and in the digital research material. 
     Theoretical versatility & playfulness. I engage in my analysis with new 
materialist, feminist and queer theories that are dedicated to explicating 
power and criticizing preconditioned ideas about knowledge and gender, as 
well as recognizing the politics entangled in any theoretical stance, scientific 
or otherwise. Theoretical playfulness facilitates conceptual innovation and the 
possibility of reading differently.  
     Innovative novel concepts. In articulating the movement between the 
virtual and the material, and their entwining, I present concepts such as 
d/other. In addition, I illustrate conceptually how mothers present their 
experience of time and m/other to distinguish m/others and mothering from 
heteronormativity, binary gender, and the association of women with 
mothering.  



How M/others Know 

80 

     This research project makes space for novel styles of mothering. The 
mothering I propose detaches from earlier definitions while at the same time 
valuing the maternal knowledge of previous generations. It braids current 
mothering practices with maternal pasts, and from these connections 
imagines the practice of mothering anew.  

The following are some aspects of my research that require further scholarly 
investigation. 
    When it comes to blogs and their characterization, the continued shifting of 
digital materialization dates this study. During the time I was conducting my 
research and producing the four articles, the subjects shifted in articulations 
and affordances. The research articles therefore investigate already lost 
moments. 
    White cis mothers are over-represented in my research material and do not 
represent the heterogenous blogosphere. The blog selection reflects the 
moment of entry into research in the early 2010s. The listing of blogs at the 
end of this introduction shows that I followed mommy blogs posted by parents 
of trans kids, mothers who were disabled, BIPOC, queer or who parented in 
queer or trans settings. Within this research I have not sufficiently explicated 
the lineage from Black women’s self-life writing to mommy blogging. Nor have 
I addressed US race relations as the context of mommy blogging to the extent 
that is ideal. 
I also suggest that whiteness as a norm in maternal online life writing requires 
further study, as do class, and education in the same setting.  
     While I was doing my research I identified game theory as a valuable source 
for conceptualizing the flow between digital and analogue materiality. I do not 
engage with this line of theory in this dissertation.  
     Political tensions and the reckoning with racism in the USA (where most of 
my research material originates) was addressed on the blogs I scrutinized 
during the research period. In fact, judging from those I studied between 2014 
and 2020, mothering and writing about mothering-related issues online have 
become viscerally political. This development of maternal politics deserves to 
be studied further. 

Before noise, before narrative, there was silence. It was not complete. It was 
never reflective of the lived realities of mothers. It did not mean there were no 
stories to be told, or that they were not being passed on. It denoted only the 
absence of voices in places of power. It mirrored the simultaneous abhorrence 
and boredom expressed by those who yarned theories and spun the webs of 
narrative in print. Mothers were bound in obviousness, multiply silenced by 
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their context and the situation. I wish to emphasize the role story telling has 
in feminist knowledge production. As Aurora Levins Morales writes: “Because 
the story of what is broken becomes something whole. The story of what was 
forgotten becomes memory. The story of how we survived becomes communal 
medicine. The story of what we lost becomes new soil. …” (Morales, Med. 
Stories Essays Radicals 50) Morales’ words underline the relating between 
materialities and discourse. I read maternal (online) life writing as “communal 
medicine” with its unwanted side effects. This dissertation participates, 
celebrates, makes space, and argues for maternal life writing as knowledge. In 
doing so, it proposes D/other as a conceptual tool. 
    Finally, I return to the ocean, this time in the context of digitality and 
mothers online. If the Internet and the technology providing it form an ocean, 
then the mothers of mommy and illness blogs are mermaids residing in castles 
made of pearl. These castles have windows and door openings, but the ocean 
blows through them, forever changing the conditions. The seascape is alive, 
and the mermaids are wet without knowing it because they remain in the 
water. As a swimmer in this sea, I too inhabit the ocean. I am a mermaid, but 
also a diver, a human in the middle of my transformation. The ocean is wide. 
It is made up of the waters of digitality, feminism, motherhood: everything 
that forms the context of this dissertation.  
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