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The Fluidity of Becoming.
The Maternal Body in Feminist Views
of Care, Worship and Theology
Inge van Nistelrooij

In some senses [‘the mother’] is everywhere, our culture saturated with
her image in its varied guises, and yet theoretically she remains a shadowy figure who seems to disappear from the many discourses that explicitly try to account for her (Baraitser 2009, 4).
Maternal subjectivity is (I take it) a variation on female subjectivity, but
it is important to treat the two as distinct, otherwise we lose sight of what
is peculiar to maternity (Stone 2012, 4).

Introduction
Care theorists’ attention to maternity has always been characterized
by ambiguity. On the one hand, care ethics is rooted in feminist
research regarding practices of mothering, in which women’s practices, their self-understanding and their related morality were analyzed and expressed (Chodorow 1978, Gilligan 1982, Noddings
1984). As such, this research was part of the Women’s Movement of
the 1970s and women’s political consciousness raising movement
which was not unrelated to the legalization of abortion in many parts
of the (western) world (Gilligan 1982, ix). By expressing their experiences as women and mothers, they discovered and filled an enormous
knowledge gap that has existed throughout academic history, in
which women had lacked a voice until then. This lacking voice has
led to an almost total ignorance and neglect not only of women, but
also of topics that relate to all human beings, like birth (Schües
2008). On the other hand, the topics of maternity, pregnancy and
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birth have also been abandoned on purpose by most care ethicists in
the early 1990s.1 For instance Hankivsky (2014) describes the distinction between the first and second generation care theorists as a move
away from ‘mothering practices’:
The earliest articulations were associated with the work of Carol Gilligan
(1982). They were linked to women’s morality and in particular, mothering, caring, and nurturing activities and experiences (Held 1993,
Noddings 1984 and Ruddick 1989, 1992). Second generation care theorists, led by the work of Tronto (1993), transcended such conceptualizations. They firmly established care’s importance as both a moral and
political concept, defined as a “species activity that includes everything
that we do to maintain, continue and repair our ‘world’ so that we can
live in it as well as possible. That world includes our bodies, [our selves,
and] our environments [sic], all of which we seek to interweave in
a complex, life-sustaining web” (Tronto 1993, 103). (Hankivsky 2014,
253; emphasis in text, additions made by IvN)

Claiming a feminine specificity in the public realm had proven to be
an unsuccessful strategy for care theory to gain the political and moral
impact it deserves (Tronto 1993). As feminist theorists, care ethicists
sought to advance the equality of the sexes as well as classes, races
and ethnic minority groups. Therefore Tronto and Fisher devised
a broad definition of caring as social, moral and political practice
rather than embodied and gendered experiences. More specifically,
Tronto considers the first care ethicists on mothering practices (especially Noddings 1984) as failing to acknowledge ‘the political setting
of their moral arguments at their peril’ (Tronto 1993, 3) and as following a politically naive, unsuccessful and ineffective strategy (Ibid,
1-3). For these reasons she has developed a care ethics as a broad
political and moral theory. Joan Tronto’s pathbreaking work has been
an invaluable new impetus for care ethics at the point where it found
itself increasingly stuck in binary oppositions of sexes and gendered
moralities.

Kittay (1999, 2019) continued to address maternity. Despite the title ‘Mother
Time’, Walker (1999) is about aging women, not mothers.
1
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This strategy is not disputed here, nor will it be contradicted.
I underscore the necessity and importance of Tronto’s work and the
change of course of care ethics that it brought about. Yet I will argue
throughout this contribution that a lack of attention for the way in
which each human being is ‘some mother’s child’ (Kittay 1999, 23)
and how we have come into being inside another person’s body, leads
to a distorted understanding of our reality, which is detrimental to all
mothers, with whatever gender they identify. I therefore uphold that
the embodied experience of maternity – i.e. pregnancy, birth, lactation – is of a particular kind, and that the female sexuality associated
with it still suffers from particular oppression, exploitation and violence which care theorists need to address (I return to these cases
below). For this reason, care ethicists should not abandon their
roots altogether, but need to find a way to address the care ethical
ambiguity regarding maternity and pay renewed attention to it, for
the sake of those women and mothers who are oppressed, exploited
or violated.
The various strands2 of care ethicists have had their valid and
plausible argumentations that have underpinned their problematizations of care. We may now need a third strand, that readdresses the
topic of its early research that gave a voice to maternal experiences
and identity (Ruddick 1980, 1989; Gilligan 1982), without failing to
acknowledge care as a broad practice within a political context
(Tronto 1993, 3) and without falling into the trap of reinvoking ‘traditional sexist notions of gender roles’ or ‘a quasi-scientific grounding
for a view that men and women are essentially different’ (Tronto
1993, 85). Readdressing from a care ethical perspective both female
sexuality and pregnancy as morally and politically relevant topics,
and taking both the personal experience and the political context
into account, it might be helpful to start with some pioneering sources
2
The terminology of ‘generations’, as coined by Hankivsky and adopted by many,
is actually misleading: several of the ‘first generation’ care ethicists are still writing
(Noddings, Tronto, Kittay). I therefore speak of ‘strands’ from this point onwards.
With thanks to Joan Tronto for this suggestion.
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and look for their present relevance through a filter that warns us of
these pitfalls. Within the framework of this volume I want to turn to
theorists who have tracked the religious roots of the oppression of
female sexuality and the pregnant body, an analysis from which many
lessons can be learned. By looking at the role of religion and by
including feminist theology I follow in the footsteps of theologian
and care ethicist Van Heijst (2008, 2011b). She argues that Christianity, like other patriarchal monotheistic religions, has contributed
importantly to the erasure of female representations of divinity such
as images of female fertility, advanced pregnant goddesses, who
embodied and gave birth to new life, in short ‘the maternal’ (Van
Heijst 2011b). Feminist theology offers – perhaps surprisingly –
sources that help reinvigorate the meaning of our coming into life
through somebody else’s body, some-body.
This contribution therefore puts the following questions central:
even though care ethics is a proponent of the philosophy of natality,
does it not, in its anti-essentialism and anti-biologism, blur the physicality of pregnancy and birth as well as the moral and political consequences of this physicality? If so, how could we re-include maternity in our understanding of care, while avoiding the pitfalls of the
early care ethicists, of essentializing, naturalizing, and containing
maternity to one gender or the private setting, and naively ignoring
the political setting of care practices? And thirdly, for what ideas
can care ethics draw upon feminist theology, which has contested
the theological underpinnings of essentialism, naturalization, and the
containment of maternity?
Before I proceed, however, I need to address certain tensions that
must be upheld and endured when discussing this subject, that is the
gender of ‘mothering’ or ‘maternity’.
The Tensions Involved in the Gender of Mothering and Maternity
I expressly aim to acknowledge the blurring of gender boundaries.
Traditionally considered as limited to two, gender is increasingly
acknowledged as a plurality. Pregnancy is no longer contained to the
explicit female body, and transgenders, intergenders, non-binary
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genders, and others, either experience pregnancy too or long to do so
in the near future (Schrupp 2019). As a result it is plausible to argue
that an emphasis on the embodied experience of maternity is not
‘essentializing’ women, and a neglect of this experience is to the detriment of all mothers, both those who identify as mothers and women
and those who identify as mothers but not as women. Since maternity
can no longer be analysed along the lines of a gender binary, it also
(and anew) challenges our assumptions of the male and female sex.
Moreover, fathers have expressed that discussing ‘mothering’ or
‘maternity’ fails to appreciate their involvement in child care and
makes them feel neglected and excluded. They have responded critically and negatively to the terminology of ‘mothering’ and ‘maternity’, and suggested to replace it with ‘parenthood’ or ‘parenting’ as
non-exclusivist terms.
In no way do I want to add to the suffering of fathers, co-parents
or other parents when they are ignored, mistrusted, misunderstood, or
insulted, when they care for their children. Nevertheless, the choice
of terminology is also a socio-political statement: asking the mothers
to understand ‘parenting’ as inclusive of their experience of pregnancy, birth and lactation, is something else than asking co-parents/
fathers to understand ‘mothering’ as inclusive of their care. The former fits with the history of philosophy in which women have been
asked to understand male pronouns as inclusive of them, while their
particular experience and position was ignored. The latter would be
a reversal of this tradition, asking others to make a similar endeavour,
which would be a repetition of exclusion. There is no magic wand
that can make these differences go away: by prioritizing ‘parenting’,
no gender is essentialized or biologized, and parents may feel to be
recognized in their commitment to child-care more equally, but we
run the risk of ignoring the experiences of pregnancy, birth, and lactation. By prioritizing ‘mothering’ and ‘maternity’, we run the risk of
repeating a form of exclusion.
There are, however, several good reasons to uphold the maternal
terminology. These reasons are given with the ongoing oppression,
exploitation and violence which are explicitly targeted at women and
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the pregnable body. Women in general, but mothers in particular,
have a long history of being silenced – culturally, philosophically,
morally, and politically. Examples include:
– the global marketization and exploitation of women as surrogate
wombs3, a practice that poignantly came to light when new-borns
could not be ‘delivered’ to their adoptive parents during the
Covid-19 pandemic (see Surrogate Mother Ukraine 2020);
– discrimination against pregnant persons who do not meet the
norms of motherhood, like those too young, single, coloured,
homeless, migrant, imprisoned, lesbian, transgender, or intersex,
and count as ‘failed mothers’ and ‘failed womxn’4 (Macleod et al.
2020);
– the influence exercised by the hospital birth culture, in which
technocratic values dominate and the maternity care system is
fragmented, leading to biased medical information on risk and
pain during labor influencing the mother’s decisions (Newnham et
al. 2018);
– exclusion of fertile, menstruating and pregnant people from research
leading to inadequate information, undertreatment and overtreatment, which is a form of scientific violence (Rogers 2014, 68);
Stunningly easily one can find providers of surrogate mothers and advertisements that market babies, like the Ukrainian women offered on the website of ‘Surrogate Mother Ukraine’ (2020) that includes ‘Guaranteed Baby Program (Up to
a Positive Result)’, ‘IVF Services (Advantages and Success Factors)’, ‘Egg Donors
and Surrogacy (Donor Selection)’, ‘Pass The Quiz (Find Out Surrogate Option For
You)’. Hewitson (2014) analyses the practice of ‘globalization and commodification
of reproduction’ (1) and states that ‘India has become a world leader in the outsourcing of pregnancy, and the industry is estimated to be worth over USD 2 billion
a year’ (2). Taking the contexts of both the buying western persons (free to ‘purchase
gestational services’, Hewitson 2014, 1) and the surrogacy mothers into account, this
‘commercialization of child-creation …. simply consolidates the elite levels of consumption of wealthy nations and the global rich’ (Hewitson 2014, 1-2). I wonder if
we could speak of a ‘fertility drain’ here. See also Mahadevan (2014) for a rich analysis of relational, reproductive freedom, that combines global feminism, care ethics,
and post-colonialism.
4
A term coined by the authors of the reference in order to ‘disrupt normative
assumptions about gender and sex’ (Macleod et al. 2020).
3
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– the fact that in low income countries in 2019 the overall no. 1
cause of death concerns ‘neonatal conditions’ (WHO 2020);
– economic oppression in the long-term effects of maternity-related
job interruptions on mothers’ income (e.g. the inventory study in
10 European countries by Dotti Sani & Lupi 2017);
– the negative effects caused by cultural portrayals in the media of
pregnancy and birth as risky, dramatic and painful (Luce et al.
2016). This also raises questions regarding the laboring person
being depicted as passive, unknowing, helpless, and dependent
upon the medical expert (Faber 2018; Cummins 2020);
– the struggle to have women’s rights acknowledged as human rights,
to battle human / women trafficking, to abandon obstetric violence, etc. as fought by the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW 2020) of the United
Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner (OHCHR
2020);
– rape as a weapon of war, which gained recognition as a violation
of human rights in the Nobel Peace Prize for Denis Mukwege,
human rights activist and gynaecologist, and Nida Murad, human
rights activist, in 2018 (see Nobel Prize 2018).
This list could be much longer and include racist and domestic forms
of violence which often intersect with sexual violence against women.
But I hope that it suffices to show why I uphold the terminology of
‘mothering’ and ‘maternity’, since it is this specific combination of
role, position, physicality, and experience that makes mothers the
target of violence in many forms – familial, social, economic, medical, political. The ways in which female sexuality and mothers are
still violated makes maternity and mothering an urgent political
question.
Outline of my Argument
I proceed as follows. First, I need to keep in mind the multiple challenges mentioned above, and seek my way to focus both on the
oppression of female sexuality and (non-gendered) experience of
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pregnancy, and the challenges of non-essentialism, non-biologism,
non-binarism. For this I resort to a hermeneutical guide, which I have
found in two works of art by Louise Bourgeois which will serve as
symbols that ‘give to think’ (donne à penser, Ricoeur 1959) with
regard to pregnancy as well as sexual stereotypes. Her works function
in line with Paul Ricoeur’s hermeneutics of suspicion, as images that
do not pin down my interpretation, but rather keep me thinking in
a dialectic continuum. After my description of these artworks below,
I return to them at certain points in my analysis for this purpose.
In this contribution I seek to fill the gap of maternity in care ethics
by drawing upon three germinal works in which this experience is
key. My selection of these works – Ruddick 1989, Rich 1986, and
Keller 2003 – has been guided by the context of this volume, i.e.
bringing together care ethics, spiritual traditions and religion.
I believe that these works offer substantial insights that allow us to
re-include embodied maternity in our understanding of care, while
avoiding the traditional pitfalls.
I first characterize the ambiguity of care theory regarding maternity
which can already be traced back to the early days of care ethics.
Although mothering has been conceptualized in such a way that the
embodied experience of pregnancy has almost fallen outside of its
scope, it has not been ignored entirely. Especially Ruddick (1989)
offers rich material. After that, I turn to an analysis of historical
religious depiction of maternity based upon the classic analysis of
Adrienne Rich (1986) and the work of feminist theologian Catherine
Keller (2003). Keller’s work on Christian theology being a dominology, i.e. a doctrine that worships the ‘dominus’ (Almighty Lord)
while suppressing everything connected to pregnant bodiliness – its
womb, fluids, uncontrollability, darkness – is not only helpful to
deconstruct religious oppression, but also to construct a different theology (Keller 2003). As such, theology of this kind can offer several
eye openers to care ethics. It shows how the physicality of pregnancy,
birth, and maternity – which should not be ignored in feminist theory – can be taken into account in care theory in morally and politically relevant ways. Specifically, it provides a new and promising
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perspective on our being as becoming. I conclude with a modest proposal for including this idea in care ethics.

Two Images as Hermeneutic Tools
It has often been pointed out (e.g. Mol 2008; Van Heijst 2011a;
Tronto 2017; Vosman & Niemeijer 2017) how the logics of marketization, efficiency, dynamization, and controllability, predominate
caregiving. On a deeper level the cultural embodiment of care impacts
what is valued and what is neglected or pushed aside (Van Heijst
2011b). Van Heijst’s research into historical care practices and
accompanying imaginaries shows how dependency, vulnerability, and
helplessness have been substituted by images of healthy looking,
happy choosing, and warmly bonding patients, older people and their
caregivers (Van Heijst 2011b). These images serve as a ‘mood board’,
she argues, that evoke a certain sphere that represents our cultural
conceptions of good care relations (2011b, 6).
An artist like Louise Bourgeois (1911-2010) offers provocative and
alarming counter images that explicitly aim to break through and
break with self-evident ways of thinking. Simultaneously, her works
allow for many interpretations, so what it is, exactly, that she calls
attention for, continues to be discussed. This makes her work especially suitable for my analysis, which also seeks this openness. I have
selected two of her images from the exhibition ‘To Unravel a Torment’ (shown in Museum Voorlinden, Wassenaar, The Netherlands
between December 2019 and the museum lockdown in March 2020
due to the Covid-19 pandemic, see Voorlinden 2019-2020). The
owner of the images, Glenstone Museum in Potomac, Maryland, has
granted permission for including them in this publication. Additionally I offer a brief description based upon the information from the
exhibition brochure and in my own words.
The first is Ste Sébastienne (1998, ink on Xerox paper mounted on
canvas), which is a female variation of the classic depiction of the
Christian Saint Sebastian (Fig. 1). He is the informal patron saint of
gay men, usually depicted as a beautiful, erotic, young man, bound by
his hands on his back and tied to a pillar, pierced by arrows, dying
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(murdered) as a martyr. Bourgeois’ Ste Sébastienne neither has arms
and hands nor a head. Her body is voluptuous with large breasts, belly
and buttocks, which are emphasized by blue hatching lines. The
arrows do not pierce her body, but barely touch her in spots that are

Fig. 1: Louise Bourgeois, Ste Sébastienne
(1998, ink on Xerox paper mounted on canvas).
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made bright red – like a bull’s eye. ‘Ste Sébastienne represents a body
under attack’ (exhibition brochure, np, transl. IvN).
The second image is The Maternal Man (2008, archival dyes on
fabric) and shows the transparent silhouette of a pregnant body from

Fig. 2: Louise Bourgeois, The Maternal Man
(2008, archival dyes on fabric).
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just below the breast(s) to the upper legs (Fig. 2). The belly is slightly
swollen and contains a head down, doll-like baby with stretched arms
and legs and an umbilical cord. The pregnant body has male genitals:
a prominent, aroused penis. Bourgeois ‘often spoke out against stereotypical gender roles and she believed men capable of maternal
instincts’ (exhibition brochure, np, transl. IvN).
I have selected these images because they confuse and disrupt.
When looking at them, we may become aware of our views, experiences and norms concerning female and maternal physicality, and our
traditions concerning gender and religion. In Christian iconography,
for instance, male bodies have often been depicted as the object of
violence, showing the tools of their martyrdom and their horrifying
yet sanctifying deaths. Not only are female saints hard to find, we also
hardly come across images of women other than virginal, paradoxically even when a mother. Sexuality in a woman has rather been the
grounds for denouncing her altogether, up to the point where
throughout Christian tradition (but not only there) the sexual woman
as such has been the object of violence (Van der Waal, forthcoming),
like Ste Sébastienne. The classic distinction between the ‘mother’ and
the ‘whore’ align with the Christian moral definition of permissible
and rejected behavior of women, personified in Mary, mother of Jesus,
and Eve respectively. Alison Stone (2012) offers a sharp characterization of this distinction:
In her mediating function [between the spiritual and material realms]
Mary is emblematic of the good mother. By leading her worshippers
towards the spiritual realm, she leads them beyond the material and
maternal realm. After all, Mary has been worshipped above all as virgin,
miraculously able to conceive and bear a son without even rupturing her
hymen. According to the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception, Mary
inherits no stain of sin from her own mother Anne: this symbolizes
Mary’s freedom from the maternal context of her own childhood. As
virgin, too, Mary takes away the sin, and the necessity of giving birth in
sorrow and pain, which was supposedly unleashed into the world by Eve.
Thus Mary as good mother inescapably opposes Eve as bad woman – the
figure of embodiment, passion, sex, lust, and all that is earthly, mortal,
fallible and corrupt (Stone 2012, 51).
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Ste Sébastienne ‘gives to think’ about embodiment, passion, sex, and
lust, and their relevance in moral and political ways. Particularly,
Bourgeois thematizes how morality and power are gendered and
upheld by religion. She takes a well-known male, Christian symbol,
changes its sex and reduces its abilities by beheading and ‘dis-arming’
it. As such her artwork challenges powerful ideas of the ‘good’ woman
who preferably lacks the embodied and sexual characteristics, and the
‘bad’ woman who is sexual, sensual, and violated. The Maternal Man
thematizes the relationship of maternity and sexuality in a different
way. Bourgeois’ work confronts us with the deep-rooted imaginary of
female pregnancy that makes it hard to think ‘manhood’ together
with ‘maternity’. Her depiction of male sexuality and pregnancy is
full of tensions; and leaves these tensions intact. This also confronts
feminist theorists and care ethicists who have emphasized the desexualized, de-gendered, non-essentialist notions of care. They have
stated that care is not founded upon or rooted in the ‘nature’ of women’s capability to give birth, as Gilligan (1982) and Noddings (1984)
as well as classical (Christian) thought would have it. The Maternal
Man challenges the essentialism of thinking of pregnant bodies as
mothers and as women.
These two images serve as hermeneutic guides5 that underpin
feminist and care ethical analyses of women’s and care’s marginalization. Feminism in general and care ethical theory have pointed out
that care needs to be detached from (specifically) women’s bodies and
instead be connected to a social practice that anybody can (and
should) do and take responsibility for. This has led to an ambivalent
attitude regarding maternity. In care ethics, maternity is considered
both as a non-gendered practice (mothering) that is a source of practical moral thinking and understanding, and as an oppressive ideology
of women, called motherhood. In its emphasis on and aiming for
With ‘hermeneutic guides’ I refer to Ricoeur’s idea of ‘interpreting’, i.e. ‘to follow the path of thought opened up by the text, to place oneself en route toward the
orient of the text’ (Ricoeur 1991, 122). In this case I aim to follow the path not of
a text, but of Bourgeois’ artworks, which disrupt essentialist thought and may orient
towards a rethinking of maternity.
5
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equality, care ethics was at first rooted in the experiences and practices of mothering and critique of motherhood ideology (Ruddick
1989, 17), but has increasingly ignored the female body and the
embodied experience of pregnancy. Bourgeois’ images help to reconsider both. By selecting two images instead of one, I also aim to keep
the tension alive between the ‘inclusive gender fluid pregnant body’
of The Maternal Man on the one hand and the ‘explicit violence that
is aimed at women’s bodies’ of Ste Sébastienne on the other. Language
can sometimes be in the way when I discuss this tension below, but
I hope to speak consistently of pregnancy as an experience that is not
limited to one gender, while remaining sensitive for sexism in its
many forms that harms women in particular.

Care Ethics’ Ambiguity Regarding Maternity
Care ethics, and primarily its Anglo-American body of knowledge,
has insisted on the non-essentialism of caring, with the most notable
exception of Nel Noddings (1984). In her pioneering elaboration of
an ethics of care, which is specifically modelled after the mother and
child dyad, she emphasizes:
An ethic built on caring is, I think, characteristically and essentially feminine – which is not to say, of course, that it cannot be shared by men,
any more than we should care to say that traditional moral systems cannot be embraced by women. But an ethic of caring arises, I believe, out
of our experience as women, just as the traditional logical approach to
ethical problems arises more obviously from masculine experience (Noddings 1984, 8, emphasis added).

This view has been much criticized for its essentialism, most prominently by Joan Tronto (1993) who accuses Noddings of a ‘morality
first’ version of caring that leads to a ‘dangerous politics’, lacking
‘strong conceptions of rights’, which leads to the inability to realistically approach ‘the kinds of problems that caring will confront in the
real world’ (1993, 160-161). Both Tronto (1993) and Ruddick (1989)
conceptualize care as a practice: it is something we do that includes
a certain attitude as well as ‘a form of practical rationality’ (Tronto
1993, 108-109; Ruddick 1989, 13ff, emphasis added).
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Ruddick (1989) explicitly defines mothers not as those who have
had the physical experience of gestation. Rather:
a mother is a person who takes on responsibility for children’s lives and
for whom providing child care is a significant part of her or his working
life. I mean “her or his.” Although most mothers have been and are
women, mothering is potentially work for men and women (Ruddick
1989, 40, emphasis in text).

In brief: the caring practices of preservation, nursing, and training of
children are the practices of ‘mothering’ (Ruddick 1989, 17), and this
verb ‘mothering’ should not be confused with the ideologies of ‘motherhood’ in which a mother’s identity is fixed6. Mothering signifies
what people do and can do, which is not connected to their sex but
rather the result of social, moral and political practices. An ideology
of ‘motherhood’, however, is oppressive to women in many societies,
as ‘[i]t defines maternal work as a consuming identity requiring sacrifices of health, pleasure, and ambitions unnecessary for the well-being
of children’ (Ruddick 1989, 29, emphasis in text). Ruddick’s ‘practicalist’ way of thinking (13) helps her to detach sexual identity (‘the
female’) from the moral and political thinking that arises from the
practices of taking care of a child (‘mothering’). As such, her analysis
fits with feminist theory, that emphasizes practices (e.g. in the use of
verbs rather than nouns), the social distribution of these practices
(and hence there changeability), non-dualism (male-female, culturenature, reason-emotion, detachment-attachment, etc.), and basic and
essential gender equality. As such, mothering starts from the moment
of birth, when anybody can start taking care of a child.
However, Ruddick (1989) acknowledges the knowledge gap that
both the philosophical tradition and feminist theory have yet to fill,
Instead of adopting ‘mothering’ as elaborated by Ruddick, I take ‘maternity’ as
central for my plea. As Ruddick reserves ‘mothering’ for the practices of child-care,
I also take the embodied experience of pregnancy, birth and lactation into account
as one that for many mothers has profound impact upon their identity and self-
understanding. Throughout this section I adopt Ruddick’s terminology; my own will
be developed in the next pages.
6
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i.e. ‘to tell the story of birth again, reconnecting the work of mothering to the female labor in which it begins’ (197). It is her explicit aim
to remain loyal to the feminist goal to detach social arrangements
from any essentialism and to simultaneously give voice to the birthing experience which (in 1989) was considered as exclusively female.7
She argues that both philosophy and feminism have fallen into the
trap of ‘minimization of birth’, which for philosophers may have
rooted in misogyny and for feminists in the fear that women would
(again) be defined by it (193), but the effect has been the same:
‘When birth figures in reason’s story only as an absence, the birthing
woman is silent’ (196).
Ruddick aims to overcome this silence by telling the maternal
story of human flesh, while separating (and reconnecting) the ‘potentially genderless work of mothering from the female birth on which
it depends’ (187). In wordings that – in this text – foreshadow Keller’s
language, Ruddick points at the ‘fleshly beginnings’ (190) of every
human life that involve various uncontrollable fluids not much
appreciated:
In many cultures birthing labor, the menstruation associated with it, and
at times even breastfeeding evoke disgust. Regarded ungenerously,
a woman’s birthing body – bloody, swollen out of shape, exposed in its
pain, its otherwise concealed parts broken open – is repellent. […] The
nursing couple is disturbingly sexual, while the milk of a nursing mother
is usually out of even the mother’s control, coming when it’s not needed,
staining, and dribbling, or “drying up” despite a baby’s hunger (Ruddick
1989, 190).

Another fluid involved in the female fertile body, menstrual blood, is
highly associated with uncontrollability and object of social regulation and exclusion. Since menstruation is regarded as some form of
‘incontinence’, it must be bound and hidden (191). Because of their
7
Following Schrupp (2019) and others, I acknowledge that people who identify
as ‘he’ or ‘they’ at present can also experience pregnancy. New questions that arise
as a result, concerning embodiedness and relationality of pregnancy, also need to be
addressed, but that falls outside the scope of this contribution.
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cycle women have been regarded as irregular, unreliable, unpredictable, and therefore they have been excluded ‘from psychological
experiments as well as employment or posts that require stability’
(191). So general female physicality makes her societally unfitting, as
she embodies unreliability, a serious threat to classic Reason (3).
What is more, birth undermines the idea of individuality:
The growing fetus, increasingly visible in the woman’s swelling body, an
infant emerging from the vagina, a suckling infant feeding off a breast,
the mother feeding with and of her body express in dramatic form
a fusion of self and other (Ruddick 1989, 191).

However, in birth this fusion – as forming one entity – does not stand
in the way of a ‘reciprocal relationship’ of both mother and infant, of
two bodies that intimately and closely connect. So in some way there
is both a fusion and two-in-relationship. As will also become clear
below, the common language of two, one, fusion, or relationship, on
which philosophy relies, is under pressure when the topic of pregnancy and birth is discussed; and I consider this a sign of how strong
language, concepts, and symbols are permeated and debilitated by the
‘Great Silence’ of maternity to which Adrienne Rich (1986, 84)
alludes. So when Ruddick gives language to the ‘history of human
flesh under the aspect of natality’ (205) one can see the need to find
new, common language for this real-life experience. She applies the
unsuitable categories of fusion and self-structuring when she describes
birth, for while there is a reciprocal relationship of woman and infant
in birth, there is also ‘the dissolution of boundaries – a living being
inside another, emerging from another, a body feeding off another
body’ (210). Simultaneously the birthing woman is not erased or lost
in ecstasy and neither does her self-consciousness dissolve in fusion
with her infant:
A birthing woman is bound within herself through unshareable pain and
overwhelming sensation […]. Birth is singular, in outcome as well as in
process. […] [T]he entangling of self and other in birth – physical union
in metaphysical separateness – is a crystallizing symbol not of self-loss but
of a kind of self-structuring. The birthing woman is actively herself and her
activity is a giving to, a creating of another who could not live without
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her. Her creation fails unless the infant takes up the singular life, breathing, crying, kicking, sucking her or his own way into the world. Giver
and recipient are engaged in mutual, active, interdependent creation
(210, emphasis added IvN).

With a reference to Hannah Arendt, she describes how in the Christian language of ‘“glad tidings” and “a child is born” these physical
realities of birth are at best passed over’ (212). The new-born child
is quickly covered in clothes and the mother ‘is even less bodily’,
‘sexually innocent’, sitting ‘serenely with her child’ after ‘a birth
whose dangers and pains require no mention’ (212). In opposition to
such language8, Ruddick uncovers and pays ample attention to the
physicality of birth, in her history of human flesh.
In general, we may conclude that care ethics has acknowledged
the embodied beginning and entanglement of life, of each person’s
life, and of all life, in a life-sustaining web, that is called ‘our world’
(Tronto 1993). In emphasizing care’s essence as a practice that is, can
and should be performed by all, care theory aims for basic and equal
human rights, a ‘caring democracy’ in which all citizens are acknowledged as needing and giving care (homo curans, Tronto 2017), and for
an understanding of human identity as relational. However, the experience and practice of pregnancy and birth, which is a great ‘inequalizer’, has received less attention and Ruddick’s description of the
bodily creation of new life has received little resonance within care
ethics. Instead, the emphasis has fallen upon those doing the caring
work, while ‘the birthing mother’ has remained silent and silenced.
So, to rephrase a question posed by Catherine Keller (2003, 223):
even though care ethics is a great proponent of Arendt’s philosophy

One might add that it is not only a matter of language. In Christian communities the nativity scene is performed, sung, narrated, depicted, and set up in living
rooms, gardens, churches, and public parks, all of which enhance the mystique and
saintliness of Mary, while making a farce of actual birth. These depictions might have
implications for modern day expectations regarding birth. With thanks to Maureen
Sander-Staudt for pointing this out.
8
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of natality9, does it not, in its anti-essentialism and anti-biologism,
erase the physicality of pregnancy and birth, the womb, and to ‘dry
her up’? And either way, does care ethics sufficiently acknowledge the
moral and political consequences of this physicality?
Certainly care ethics does not want to reproduce Ste Sébastienne,
meaning that care ethics opposes a subject position in which women
are identified by their breasts, belly and buttocks, rather than by the
works of their minds and arms, as has traditionally been their harmful
fate. However, by walking the same path (non-identification with
physicality) care ethics simultaneously runs the risk of reproducing
the dualism which places the maternal, fertile, sexual capabilities on
a lower scale than the thinking and productive capabilities. This
leads to a simultaneous separation of cognition and production from
emotional, embodied, and reproductive capabilities. By emphasizing
that maternal practices can be performed by all genders, and in its
fight against gender stereotypes (The Maternal Man), has care ethics
not lost sight of the embodied reality and the symbolic image of
maternity as mutual, interdependent creation?
In brief, this is a tricky subject. How to defend the bodiliness of
pregnancy and maternity as an important – also moral and political
– epistemological experience and symbolic image that is relevant for
care ethics without falling into the dangerous pitfalls of essentialist
theorists (from theology, philosophy, ethics and politics)? One answer
was given by Ruddick (1989) and Tronto (1993) and can be summed
up as criteria that need to be maintained. First, pregnancy is no guarantee nor an obligation for mothering, and the bodily experience of
pregnancy can and should by no means be taken as the basis for an
ethical capacity to care. Second, neither pregnancy nor maternity
should be taken as gendered: fathers, co-parents, trans- and intergenders, now or in the near future all can be both pregnant and maternal. Third, womanhood should never be reduced to the bodily
9
See for an excellent analysis of the concept of ‘natality’ and its implications for
care ethics Verhoeven 2003; and a relevant analysis from phenomenology Schües
2008.
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capacity of ‘pregnability’ (being able to become pregnant, a term
coined by Schrupp 2019), nor should a woman’s biology be considered as of more influence on her behavior than a man’s. For these
criteria we can apply Bourgeois’ images of Ste Sébastienne and The
Maternal Man. These works challenge (‘give to think’ about) our
views of the female body, as lacking the capacities to think and to
act, and as an object of lust and violence, and precisely in these characteristics an object of sanctification; and the stereotypical identification of maternity and the female.
A different way of answering the question of how to avoid essentialism is by turning the question around: why have the ideals of
non-pregnant and non-pregnable bodies become the standard
of human being? This, of course, is not a new question, neither in
feminism or care ethics, nor in theology. This approach – why not
look at pregnancy? – puts us on the track of two analyses of religions,
spiritual tradition, and Christian theology. Both show how primarily
the Christian tradition and theology have succeeded in almost completely erasing any reference – in language, imagery, symbolism – to
female fertility, making the male, non-pregnable bodies the standard
of human and divine being.

Prepatriarchal Female, Sexual and Maternal Divinity
Adrienne Rich’s classic Of Woman Born (1986) traces the many ways
in which maternity is marginalized, essentialized, worshipped and
penalized, all of which are deeply intertwined.10 In Rich’s analysis
patriarchal monotheism is responsible for the destruction of female
divinity of prehistoric times:
Patriarchal monotheism did not simply change the sex of the divine presence; it stripped the universe of female divinity, and permitted woman
to be sanctified, as if by an unholy irony, only and exclusively as mother
Margaret Urban Walker’s analysis of ‘necessary identities’ also comes to mind,
i.e. identities that ‘need to be naturalized, privatized, or normalized, in some combination’, and because those who bear these identities are ‘epistemically marginalized or
unauthorized’, they are made unable to contradict or contest their identity (2007,
177).
10
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(without the extended mana [i.e. spiritual power, IvN] that she possessed
prepatriarchally) – or as the daughter of a divine father (Rich 1986, 119,
emphasis in text).

Rich draws upon abundant archaeological evidence to underscore
that in prepatriarchal times the primal power was considered female,
not male, stating: ‘In the earliest artifacts we know, we encounter the
female as primal power’ (Rich 1986, 93). And she goes on to describe
these artifacts:
[T]hey express an attitude toward the female charged with awareness of
her intrinsic importance, her depth of meaning, her existence at the very
center of what is necessary and sacred. She is beautiful in ways we have
almost forgotten, or which have become defined as ugliness. Her body
possesses mass, interior depth, inner rest, and balance. She is not smiling;
her expression is inward-looking or ecstatic, and sometimes her eyeballs
seem to burn through the air. If, as very often, there is a child at her
breast, or on her lap, she is not absorbed in contemplation of him (the
“Adoration of the Virgin” with the Son as center of the world, will come
later). […] She is for-herself even when suckling an infant […]. She exists,
not to cajole or reassure man, but to assert herself (Rich 1986, 93-94,
emphasis in text).

Rich ponders on what might have been their effect on women:
Let us try to imagine for a moment what a sense of herself it gave
a woman to be in the presence of such images. If they did nothing else
for her, they must have validated her spirituality (as our contemporary
images do not), giving her back aspects of herself neither insipid or trivial, investing her with a sense of participation in essential mysteries
(Rich 1986, 94).

Taking Bourgeois’ images of Ste Sébastienne and The Maternal Man as
hermeneutical guides enables us to make the following analysis of
Rich’s descriptions. The prepatriarchal female divinity obviously
sanctified the female body, also and primarily in its capacities to give
birth to a new life. But, like Rich emphasizes, this female divinity was
a woman in her own right, “for her-self”, not a woman lacking cognitive
or acting capacities, nor was her power or her capacity a derivative
of a male father, partner or son. Neither was she an object of violence
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or intending herself to be primarily an object of admiration or lust for
somebody else: she asserted herself. This prevents her from becoming
a Ste Sébastienne, that is: an incapacitated (lacking arms and a head)
object of violence.
Does Rich then fall into the trap of enhancing the female stereotype, as is questioned by The Maternal Man? This question is harder
to answer and urges me to differentiate. In twenty centuries of Christian theology the powerful, self-asserting, female divinity is definitely
not a stereotype, nor in other patriarchal forms of monotheism. In
popular culture and recent feminism, power-women-and-mothers
have been idolized by making powerful icons that may exert a similar
empowering force that Rich imagines the prehistoric images may
have done (e.g. Beyoncé, Michelle Obama, Jennifer Lopez, Serena
Williams). A more nuanced question is how all images run the risk
of stereotyping in a similar way. A power-mother or a power-parent
on the one hand, and a dependent-mother or dependent-parent on
the other, are both a reduction of the ambivalent experience of parental/
maternal care itself. Sarah LaChance Adams (2014) offers an alarming analysis of this reduction which leads her to a reappraisal of
ambivalence as an achievement rather than an incapacity (64, but
also throughout her book). Maternity, she argues, has a Janus head,
a head with two faces: the one being mutuality (the child is a part of
oneself), the other conflict or separation (the child as being in the
way of one’s own identity) (27-72). An emphasis on only one of the
two faces has been detrimental to mothers, who were either considered as pathologic (‘mad mother’) or evil (‘bad mother’) when they
failed to meet the standard of harmony or independence (1-6). Mothers (and the same goes for other parents involved in childcare) rather
have a double bind: they both want to be with and without the child
(36).
So as an imaginary, ‘the power-woman-and-mother’ has historically been lost as a divinity, but may resonate in the appealing images
shared on social media by a selected group of well-to-do, iconic
women. What is of interest to my undertaking here, is that in these
recent images certain aspects are repressed. The images of Bourgeois
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bring these to light, as they show the tensions involved in the physicality of pregnancy and maternity. What Bourgeois confronts us with
are those physical aspects which we tend or are coerced to hide in
shame: sexuality, genitals, the womb; and the fluids that are involved,
like menses, vaginal moisture, sperm, amniotic fluid, breastmilk. As
long as images hide these indispensable yet socially shameful aspects,
we might say that they are stereotypical. Whether it is serenity (like
Mary’s) or glamour (like Beyoncé’s), the very reality of pregnancy and
maternity remains hidden, unnamed, silent and silenced. In theology
– perhaps surprisingly – we find critical thought on these aspects that
were once glorified as human fertility, and now have become something presupposed yet repressed.

Feminist Theology: Returning to Christian Roots of Oppression
It seems that patriarchal monotheism has not only changed the sex
of the divinity and put only the male and the mother as sanctifiable
figures in place; it also dispensed with an entire area of associations,
to the detriment of women to whom these associations were most
closely attached. Feminist constructivist theologian Catherine Keller
(2003) has developed a poetic kind of theological analysis in which
she uncovers these hidden associations in biblical texts and Christian
dogmatic teaching. I consider her analysis relevant because of Christianity’s dominance in culture and politics in many parts of the world,
as she shows us what has been covered, how it got there, and how
the covering up creates a power structure from which not only
women, bodies, and biology suffer, but all that is associated with
them. In Keller’s deconstruction of (Christian) religion she reveals
how the traces of the womb, the fluids, the uncontrollable, the dark,
can still be found in foundational biblical texts. And since these
traces are there, Keller minutely shows how they slowly but steadily
got to be looked over and ignored, up to the point where they simply
had nothing to say anymore.
A reader might ask: why is this concern about the concealment of
women’s and pregnant bodies relevant? We know already that women’s sexuality as well as pregnancy are ignored, exploited, suppressed
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etc. Should we not rather look at how we can get out of this? I agree
that this is definitely something we should aim for: the liberation of
the pregnant body and of maternity. However, precisely for this it is
important to look at how this oppressive situation came about, not
only to see what we have lost, but also what was at stake for those
forces that oppressed, ignored, and covered it. Looking at how we got
here might be the best strategy to find ways to get out of here. Therefore, I urge to consider the question: how did the female as divinity,
as power of fertility and procreation, of transformation, as embodied,
fluid, dark, intimate, bloody beginning, come to be a threat, something to overcome and forget, to be ashamed of? And why, the persistent reader might ask, is this relevant for care ethics? The relevance
lies in the violence of discarding, I would answer. For it is a violent
act to only acknowledge an outcome and not the effort, to value the
product but not the raw materials, to honor the result but not pay for
the collateral costs paid to get there. This one-sided acknowledgement is also epistemologically relevant, as it leads to a distorted
understanding of our reality. As Joan Tronto (1993) has argued, there
is a strong connection between the marginalization and neglect of
care on the one hand, and the maintenance of power on the other.
Not acknowledging the care one’s existence has required and
requires every day is a form of ‘privileged irresponsibility’ (Tronto
1993, 120) that all care ethicists have opposed. Tronto writes:
The connection between fragmented views of care and the distribution
of power is better explained through a complex series of ideas about
individualism, autonomy, and “the self-made man.” These “self-made”
figures would not only find it difficult to admit the degree to which care
has made their lives possible, but such an admission would undermine
the legitimacy of the inequitable distribution of power, resources, and
privilege of which they are the beneficiaries (Tronto 1993, 111).

What has received less attention in care ethics so far is how the
privilege and power of so called ‘independent’ humans has been
shored by a long tradition of ‘self-making’, or ‘originating from nothing’, or ‘creating out of nowhere’, i.e. the theology of ‘creatio ex
nihilo’. For this I turn to Catherine Keller’s work (2003).
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Keller takes us back to the very first words of the Jewish and the
Christian scripture in which heaven and earth are created, the story
of Genesis 1, 1-2. Those belonging to these traditions or to cultures
that have been permeated with the artful imageries, will have a general idea of this creation story along lines such as ‘In the beginning
there was nothing, but then God spoke ‘Let there be….’ and with
these words He created everything.’ Keller asks us to read the source,
or to re-read, and see what it literally says. For the first two verses say
something else, something that has been hidden and even
forbidden.
(1) When in the beginning Elohim created heaven and earth, (2) the
earth was tohu va bohu(a), darkness was upon the face of tehom(b), and
the ruach elohim(c) vibrating upon the face of the waters (Keller 2003,
xv; (a) without form, and void, (b) the deep, (c) Spirit of God, transl.
Genesis 1, 1-2, King James Version).

So… there was not ‘nothing’, but there was an earth, there was darkness that was upon ‘the face of the deep (tehom)’, and before God
spoke, “his” spirit was already ‘vibrating upon the face of the waters’,
so there were also waters. Dark, deep, waters. Spirit upon the face of
water. These are the elements that are not only forgotten in common
memory but also explicitly covered over by the Christian doctrine of
creatio ex nihilo, i.e. the creation from nothing. Tradition – although
not from the very start – shows denigration for this text and for all
elements mentioned here. And this is the task that Keller (2003) sets
herself: to trace the ‘many denigrated faces’ of ‘the darksome deep’
(xvi) that is mentioned in the very first biblical verses. She constructs
a feminist theology that acknowledges this darksome deep. But she
warns us that her feminism ‘attempts to free itself from the ‘light
supremacism’ of Euroamerican ideals’ (xvii), by including all the
‘denigrated faces’ of ‘the dark’: ‘formless monsters, maternal hysteria,
pagan temptation, dark hoards, caves of terror, contaminating hybrids,
miscegenation and sexual confusion’ (xvi).
The long tradition of theology has been predominantly characterized by the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo. This means that the literal
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biblical text of Genesis 1, 1-2 has been turned into a ‘doctrinal hegemony’ (4) which Keller traces back to the third century ACE, of an
‘”origin” that is absolute’ (5). With reference to Edward Said, Keller
makes the distinction between this absolute origin and ‘beginning’,
which ‘is always relative, contested and historical’ (5). The biblical
text, however, ‘knows only of the divine formation of the world out
of a chaotic something’ (4), a darksome deep. So this is the movement that the classical official theological teaching has made: instead
of considering ‘creation’ as it is described, as ‘creation from chaos’,
making creation a relational process, it has turned creation into an
act ‘barnacled with stereotypes: of a great supernatural surge of fatherpower, a world appearing – zap – out of the void; a mankind ruling
the world in our manly creator’s image’ (6). Here lie important roots
of the long western theological tradition of dominology, i.e. ‘the subjection of the oikos to the dominus’ (6).
The abiding western dominology can with religious sanction identify
anything dark, profound, or fluid with a revolting chaos, an evil to be
mastered, a nothing to be ignored (6).

The entire idea that God did not create from nothing, but from
something, some material (mater-ial) that could be formed or transformed, would entail that God’s power was constrained; an unacceptable idea for an image of God as omnipotent (xvii).11

A theology of becoming: eye openers for thinking maternity
Once these meanings – of ‘creation from chaos’ offered by the original text and of ‘creation from nothing’ given by theological doctrine
– are uncovered, Keller aims to construct a theology that she calls
11
The connection between matter and maternity, and prepatriarchal imagery was
already described by Rich: ‘Prepatriarchal thought gynomorphized everything. Out
of the earth-womb vegetation and nourishment emerged, as the human child out of
the woman’s body. The words for mother and mud (earth, slime, the matter of which
the planet is composed, the dust or clay of which “man” is built) are extremely close
in many languages: mutter, madre, mater, materia, moeder, modder.’ (Rich 1986,
107-108).
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a tehomic theology, a theology of becoming. She explains that this theology centres around ‘relationality as a beginningless process’ (xvii):
So this becoming theology continues a deconstruction of the paradigm and
presumption of linear time: the bottom line of origin, the straight line of
salvation history, the violent end of the line of time itself. I mark “the
beginning” instead as a beginning-in-process, an unoriginated and endless process of becoming: genesis (xvii).

Keller also uses poetic words, like these from Hélène Cixous:
‘In the beginning, there can only be dying, the abyss, the first laugh’ (3).

and her own:
Beginning is going on. Everywhere. Amidst all the endings, so rarely ripe
or ready. They show up late, these beginnings, bristling with promise, yet
labored and doomed. Every last one of them is lovingly addressed: “in the
beginning” (3).

Beginning then falls in between the categories, in an ‘alternative
milieu, neither being nor nonbeing’ neither a ‘changeless Being who
somehow suddenly (back then) created’ nor ‘the pure Nonbeing out
of which that creation was summoned’ (12). Rather beginning is
a ‘becoming as genesis’, creation that is not created by a Creator, but
creation that becomes in ‘inter-fluencies of creatures – in ecology,
predation, genetics, cultures [that] crisscross the abyss of difference’
(12). In other words: a theology that is no longer a dominology, of
mastery by the dominus and subjection of the oikos. Instead, this theology dispenses with the stereotypes of ‘masculine creation vs. the
feminine passivity’ (17), the linearity of time where the ‘new future’
is cast in terms of the past, hence ‘liberation [is] granted by the power
of a creator God’ (20), the duality of ‘atemporality in God and temporality in creation’ (reference to Ivone Gebara’s ecofeminism,
21-22), and heterosexualism and colonialism which permeates ‘the
western theological market’ (according to Marcella Althaus-Reid, in
Keller 2003, 22-23).
What, then, does Keller construct as a theology of becoming?
I limit my description of her feminist ‘tehomic theology’ to where
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maternity is one of the keys, where she seeks to overcome duality and
draws our attention to processes, to fluidity, to instability.12 She
opposes ‘the sea of a monistic Presence’ that within theology has
been ‘well countered by the tradition of process panentheism – in
which chaos replaces the nihil and in which flux, carefully mediated
by forms of stability, permanence and order, remains primary’ (218).
Central is ‘the third space […] from which both creator and creature
emerge as mutual differentiations’, in ‘the co-creativity of creator and
creature’ in which:
Creator and creature create, effect, each other; not from a prior nothing
but from their shared preconditions. This radical interdependence would
take place within the infinite “creativity” (218).

Panentheism is not the same as pantheism and by applying this term
Keller remains consistent to her aim: to point at a difference without
clear demarcations. Pantheism would mean that the divine is everywhere; nihilism that the divine is nowhere; and theism would clearly
delineate ‘the divine’. Not so within panentheism:
The “en” designates an active indeterminacy, a commingling of unpredictable, and yet recapitulatory, self-organizing relations. The “en” asserts
the difference of divine and cosmic, but at the same time makes it impossible to draw the line. For is not the line always already smudged? The
smudge, the flux, “is” the en, the overlap, of divinity with world, of world
with divinity (219).

Therefore
A theology of becoming negotiates its solidities, its solidarities, within the
flux. It sketches not disorder but responsive, flexible and therefore steadfast
forms of self-organization (216).

This poetic language is more revolutionary than one might think.
With it, she deconstructs traditional doctrines, looks for meanings in
Throughout her work, Keller’s indebtedness to the philosophers Whitehead,
Deleuze, Kristeva and Irigaray is obvious, although her views also diverge. She for
instance positions her work as a theology and unlike Kristeva and Irigaray Keller does
not delineate a female gender. With thanks to Rodante van der Waal for our ongoing
conversation on these subjects.
12
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a hermeneutics from within, and constructs a new theology. In her
‘tehomic theology’, ‘solidities’ are negotiated ‘within the flux’, leading
to an entire new description of foundational concepts like creation
and incarnation. Both creation and incarnation (i.e. the Divine
becoming human in the birth of Christ) have previously been thought
of as ‘changeless symbols’, as ‘the origin and the climax of the timeline’ (226). Negotiating these ‘solidities’ from ‘the flux’, or from
‘panentheism’, one can no longer uphold these ‘absolutes’, but needs
to see them as ‘irreducibles’: ‘Creation is always incarnation. […] And
then neither creation nor incarnation expresses a completed process’
(226-227). In other words, when no dichotomy is posited between
creator and creation, between divinity and world, but if both are
‘commingled’ and ‘self-organizing relations’ (219), then ‘incarnation’
cannot be considered as a ‘unilateral will, gift, or love’ but is far more
mutual:
If divinity becomes incarnate in endless new forms, the metamorphoses
of the creatures cast their effects back upon the divine. The divine and
the world form the conditions of each others’ becomings. Only, for
instance, in the incarnation as the human does this deity become personal. As in the beasts, animal, in the plants, vegetable, in metals, mineral… (227).

This constructive theology of becoming has repercussions for thinking about maternity too. Amidst a tradition of ‘appropriation and
annihilation’ (222) maternity has been idealized in service ‘to keep
women in their place […], designed to refresh men with a brief resort
to the origin’ (223). Feminists, in their resistance to this idealization,
have therefore contributed to ‘matriphobia’, to mother-hate:
In the guise of anti-essentialism, anti-biologism, anti-natalism, much
feminist discourse shares the impatience “to dry her up” (223).

Keller objects to this ‘feminist womb-annoyance and womb-
avoidance’ (223) and proposes to take the ‘topos of the deep’ as the
heart of a ‘deep-end feminism’, as it ‘de-essentializes any language of
sex and gender’ (223). Hence feminists and theologians should ‘bear
with a wide range of wombs’ (223) and see how replacing a male
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Godness with a maternal Godness is not enough. Rather, this ‘wide
range of wombs’ discloses how birth and creation are endlessly continuing. It is the
endless birth [that] reveals and conceals the creativity of a creator who
is also born […] a birth without origin or ends – a cosmographic natality
[…]. And indeed this divine birth, because it is “everlasting,” going on
continuously, cannot be appropriated by the religion of a single, exceptional incarnation’ (225).

Drawing upon mystical writings from Christian and Jewish origin
Keller constructs the mutual birth of divinity and self, ‘this birth of
the self from a maternal Godness inverts itself: the self gives birth
to God’ (Silesius, 224), or even ‘a startling triad: the everlasting birth
of God; the birth of the world; the birth of the soul’ (Rosenzweig, 224).
These ideas have consequences for thinking about maternity and
birth, as well as for theology. Maternity is not personalized, for mothers need to be born themselves (225). Maternity and femininity can
no longer be colonized, contained, or enclosed, as this would block
every becoming and ‘reinscribe the matriphobic nihil’ (223). If everything and everyone and every divinity is in flux, is becoming; if birth,
creation and incarnation are endless; it seems hopeless to ‘try for an
impossible permanence and a defining separation’, although ‘humans
can hardly avoid the attempt’ (227). Nevertheless, relationality is key
to all thinking, both in where we stand when we decide and in what
its ultimate effects will be:
If we begin ever again not from nothing but from it all, in media res, any
beginning partakes of the irreducible. Something may come of it. This
should not reassure us. […] The force of beginning ripples outward, sometimes with a great splash, sometimes a lighter energy, ever dissipating into
– it All. As beginnings disperse they imprint the waves of the future
(227).

In a way, Keller has broken down all traditional boundaries and
vocabulary. The skin no longer contains our being, but all boundaries
have become fluid and flexible in a continuous process of becoming,
like the permeable membrane between a fetus and a pregnant body.
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Time has become a wave instead of a line. Metaphysics and physics
are inseparably interwoven. Separations between the sexes, or
between human and non-human, have become utterly irrelevant.
Here lies an answer to the battle that Bourgeois has fought: against
stereotypes, against oppression, against violence. If we harm others/
anything, we harm ourselves, for the others are ourselves.13
The way in which Keller deconstructs the doctrine of ‘creatio ex
nihilo’ and the theological violence that resulted from the erasure of
the dark, deep, the waters, and the spirit, denigrating the elements,
the material, the relationality of our beginningless becoming, may
resonate with Bourgeois’ ‘unravelling’ of patriarchal power in Ste
Sébastienne. How Keller constructs a new idea of being as becoming,
as fluid, permeable, mutual creation of both creature and creator,
brings to mind the powerful yet fluid and transparent image of The
Maternal Man. Both Keller and Bourgeois challenge commonly shared
(western, Christian) patterns of power, maternity, sexuality, and
normativity. An alternative is offered by Keller: conceiving our
‘being’ as becoming. We now need to see how to include this in care
ethics.

Conclusion
Care ethics has rightfully looked at caring practice and emphasized its
non-essentialist character. There has, however, been a neglect of the
‘great inequalizer’ in these practices (e.g. in western capitalism in
the economic sense, and globally when looking at birth mortality): the
physical ability to become pregnant, give birth and breastfeed. Rich’s
and Ruddick’s writings on this have not received the attention they
deserved from a care ethical perspective. Spiritual traditions have
shown that these abilities have not always been suppressed or ignored,
but worshipped. Moreover, this has not exclusively been to the
13
The many ways in which the traditional western boundaries and patterns of
thought have worked to dominate and destroy have also been pointed out by thinkers on decolonization like Rose (2004), who also makes a strong case for the interconnectedness of harming others and self-harm.
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detriment of women, since they were not essentialized by motherhood, but positioned as self-asserting women who also took care.
With this contribution I have looked at spiritual and theological
traditions as well as at the development of care ethics. I have intended
to avoid the pitfalls of essentializing and of silencing the mother; of
idealizing and discarding maternity, and I have aimed to do justice to
a non-stereotypical view of humans and life. For this, Ruddick, Rich
and Keller have proved valuable. I consider Keller’s concept of
‘becoming’ as inviting to overcome boundaries of ontology, sexism,
anthropocentrism, humanism, colonialism. Care ethics can be
enriched by the concept of becoming in making its theory less anthropocentric as well as less agentistic. Taking ‘becoming’ seriously, it
might even be one more characteristic of care itself: in ‘letting
become’, in abstaining from intervention in development, in waiting
and acknowledging what is growing, transforming, developing in and
around us, and developing us, we might be doing exactly what may
help our world to become the place where we can live together with
all living and nonliving creatures. Hence I propose that we extend
Joan Tronto’s and Berenice Fisher’s definition of care to include the
idea of becoming. My proposition follows the example of Maria Puig
de la Bellacasa (2017), who amended the definition in order to
include posthumanist thought, to expand ‘“our” world’ and ‘to disrupt
the subjective-collective behind the “we”’:
care is everything that is done (rather than everything that “we” do) to
maintain, continue, and repair “the world” so that all (rather than “we”)
can live in it as well as possible. That world includes… all that we seek
to interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web (modified from Tronto
1993, 103) (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017, 161).

In conclusion, I propose to extend this version even further, by
including the notion of that what becomes and that we need to let
become and that seeks to be interwoven:
care is everything that is done to maintain, continue, letting become and
repair “the world” so that all can live in it as well as possible. That world
includes… all that seeks to be interwoven in a complex, life-sustaining web
(modified from Tronto 1993, 103 and Puig de la Bellacasa 2017, 161).
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This new proposal aims to express the idea of becoming and interwovenness as a core of our being. In care ethics, however, we need to
pay attention to power inequalities and the way in which ideas may
be misused. Hence we cannot accept this idea entirely unconditionally. The first condition is that pregnancy can only be a process of
‘becoming’ if it is acceptable to the pregnant person. The process
of becoming of the fetus turns into an instrument of torture when the
pregnancy is forced upon the woman or person, and of oppression
when her life is organized in such a way that she neither physically
nor mentally can create the required life-sustaining conditions for
this becoming. Secondly, and in line with the previous condition,
pregnancy needs to be understood as a process of becoming of two
and more people. At the minimum, pregnancy involves the fetus and
the pregnant person. Often there are intimate others involved too,
who become parents (co-, grand-, step-, or adoptive parents), uncles
and aunts, brothers and sisters. Their lives go through a process of
becoming too, as through birth their identity changes. Thirdly, there
is always the larger relational web that needs to be involved as the
complex life-sustaining web, including the creation of safe and
respectful conditions for pregnancy, birth, and child-care. And finally,
any process of becoming can only take place in a world in which all
life can find air to breathe, water to drink, food to eat.
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