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Women, Motherhood, and Home:
Grappling with Gendered Dwelling
Pamela Joy (PJ) Mariano Capistrano, PhD
Ateneo de Manila University

Good afternoon everyone, and thank you for being here this afternoon, especially
on the last day of the conference! Thanks for sticking around. Thanks too to the
Philosophy of the City research group for the opportunity to present this work in progress.
Philosophy of the city is not my expertise—it is mainly theories of structural injustice and
the capability approach—but the philosophy of the city and urbanism is implicated in this
current project, specifically in view of questions of dwelling and housing. | look forward to
your feedback.

In this paper, | want to revisit Iris Marion Young's seminal essay from 1997, “House
and Home: Feminist Variations on a Theme,” particularly from the perspective of 21st
Century urban housing struggles in the Philippines. Despite the nearly 30 years since it
was first published, and the 20 years since its republication, | find that Young's reflections
on the role of homemaking in human dwelling resonate deeply with the continued
struggles of urban women in the Philippines. And | hope this intervention contributes to
two areas: first, to the conversation on gender in philosophy of the city, and second, to the
under-explored field of motherhood studies (Taganas 2025, Miranda 2025) in Philippine
feminist philosophy.

For this presentation, I'll be first revisiting Young's paper, highlighting her critique of
Heidegger's conception of dwelling, as well as her critique of some feminist philosophers’
rejection of homemaking. She articulates a non-romanticised conception of homemaking
as integral to dwelling, particularly the preservation dimension of dwelling. This is of
particular interest for me as she seeks to decouple homemaking from its romanticised
and gendered performances, which are vulnerable to exploitation and are historically sites
of women's oppression.

Taking Young's text as a kind of lens to view phenomena, | then turn to recent
literature on women'’s experiences of motherhood and homemaking in the urban
Philippines, ranging from aspirational images of homemaking among middle-income
‘momfluencers’, to the complexities of homemaking as lower-income women organizing
homeowners’ associations of informal settlers moving to relocation sites. By highlighting
common themes across these different Philippine experiences of urban motherhood and
homemaking, I intend to surface themes related to homemaking as an integral part of the
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preservation dimension of dwelling, rooted in lived reality—themes that could be areas of
further development in both philosophy of the city and Philippine feminist philosophy.

1. Young and the ambivalence between women and homemaking

In the essay, Young adds her voice to what was at the time an ongoing
conversation among feminists about homemaking and its relationship to women. Young
crafts an argument for decoupling the idea of homemaking from its gendered and
romanticised forms which objectify and oppress women and directed instead towards a
more realistic and egalitarian understanding of homemaking, unlike some of her
contemporaries, who felt that homemaking should be rejected outright because of how it
has been a source of women's oppression.

For this part of my paper, | have chosen not to reconstruct Young's argument for
the purposes of brevity; its argument is intricate and wide-ranging, drawing from a rich
set of sources which makes it difficult to do justice. Instead, | want to discuss three
points from the text that | found helpful for my purposes, which all come from Young's
effort to grapple with the ambivalent relationship between women and homemaking.

The first point of ambivalence concerns homemaking and women's oppression. For
this, Young draws from a diverse set of sources. She begins with Irigaray’s critique of
Heidegger's idea of dwelling as being, and how his descriptions are implicitly
gendered—how his descriptions of being-in-the-world and of dwelling use language
associated with masculinity, while his descriptions of nature as the place where man
dwells use characteristics associated with femininity. As Young points out, “Man builds
for the sake of dwelling, to make himself a home, on the basis of woman as already
always positioned as the enveloping nurturing presence of nature” (Young 2005, 128).
Young also draws from De Beauvoir’s critique of housework and homemaking—De
Beauvoir observes that the traditionally feminine task of ‘keeping a home' is fixed on the
immanent, with no room for the transcendent; thus women have been confined and
restricted, which leads to De Beauvoir's rejection of house work as part of women’s
liberation.

Young's memories of her mother's struggles as a homemaker, however, are the
most striking part—both an illustration of, and a source of reflection on the relationship of
housework and women’s oppression. She recounts her mother’s experience of being a
homemaker and widowed single mother in the late 1950s/early 1960s suburban New
Jersey, and how her mother’'s seeming inability to ‘keep a home' and meet the social
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standards for homemaking was weaponized against her. Despite it being just six months
since her husband’s death, and with her children being well-fed, clothed, and attending
school, her children were nonetheless taken away into foster care. Someone had called
the police, citing their messy home as proof of her maternal ‘neglect’. It took several
months for her mother to fight to regain custody of her children, and repeated complaints
of a similar nature eventually led to her decision to return to the workforce and move
herself and her children into New York City. In Young's account, this move to the city was
also her mother’s liberation from the social pressure of suburban conformity. By drawing
from Irigaray, De Beauvoir, and her own testimony of her mother’s struggles, Young
demonstrates how house work and homemaking are sites of women’s oppression.
However, she also wants to recuperate a less oppressive conception of homemaking,
which is the second point | want to highlight from the text.

This second point of ambivalence is what | describe as understanding
homemaking as the preservation and maintenance dimension of dwelling. If we are to
have a “realistic’ understanding of homemaking, Young asserts, we must recognize that
homemaking consists not only of care work and housework, but also of the preservation
and maintenance of ‘home’. Home is not just the physical, literal home, but in its more
expansive, figurative sense, it is a place that nurtures and supports the continued
development of the person. As Young writes, “Is it possible to retain an idea of home as
supporting the individual subjectivity of the person, where the subject is understood as
fluid, partial, shifting, and in relations of reciprocal support with others?” (130) She
cautions us, however, that this role of homemaking as nurturing the identity and
development of the subject is easily romanticized and nostalgized. These romantic and
nostalgic conceptions of homemaking are unfortunately vulnerable to objectification and
oppression, vulnerable to being used to justify extreme forms of nationalism and fascism.

Moreover, the preservation and maintenance of home isn't necessarily gendered,
and need not be so—we can, for instance, point to non-western cultures where the
activities of homemaking are not the exclusive purview of women. However, in many
contexts, its identification with women is also an indication of how little it is valued. As
Young writes:

Homemaking consists in preserving the things and their meaning as anchor to
shifting personal and group identity. But the narratives of the history of what brought
us here are not fixed, and part of the creative and moral task of preservation is to
reconstruct the connection of the past to the present in light of new events,
relationships, and political understandings.

()
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Such collective preservative activities continue in the interstices of modern urban
societies today in the activities of civic clubs, neighborhood organizations, and
religious institutions... In modern Western societies these public activities are also
often coded as feminine, the devalued responsibility of ‘preservation ladies’... (Young
2005, 144-5)

The third and final point of ambivalence | want to highlight from the text is her
observation that in the contemporary world, homemaking has become a site of market
domination and consumerism. Though the end of the 20th century may have liberated
women from the exclusive focus on the immanence of housework and homemaking, the
massive economic and social changes have also led to the home becoming a space for
consumerism. As Young notes,

Economic and psychosocial processes collude in the twentieth century in particular to
encourage the expression of a subject that fulfills its desire by commodity
consumption....House and home occupy central places in this consumer
consciousness as the core of personal property and a specific commodity-based
identity. (Young 2025, 131)

| then approached the existing literature from the Philippines—mainly from
anthropology, sociology, women's studies, and development economics—from the lens of
these three points of ambivalence about women and homemaking, hoping to surface
common themes that can be further explored and developed in both urbanism and in
Filipino feminist philosophy.

2. The maybahay in the Philippine urban context: emergent themes

Before discussing these emergent themes, an overview of (and my observations
on) the existing literature might be helpful, especially for those less familiar with the
Philippines and its 21st century context.

First, | note that the common translation of homemaker is maybahay (Tagalog:
housewife; literally, homeowner), but this term is not in consistent use—and its use seems
to fade away. This is something | will return to in the emergent themes.

Surveying the current literature on women and homemaking in the urban
Philippines, one comes across many limitations in the quantitative data. First of all, there
is no disaggregated national data specifically for urban women. Instead, these are usually
bundled—for instance, as provincial and regional data on women (which doesn’t
distinguish enough between urban and rural areas), or as data on both sexes bundled
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together in urban housing. Quantitatively, then, we can claim that we don't have a broad
informational base specifically about urban women in the country.

In terms of qualitative data, we find that the bulk of the literature comes from
research in women’s studies and women'’s development (many of which were funded by
the University of the Philippines’ Center for Women'’s Studies). Moreover, most of these
studies focused on specific communities and localities, mainly from Metro Manila and its
environs and Metro Cebu—just two metropolitan areas out of the many urbanised
locations in the archipelago. This can make generalization hard. Even comparisons
across Metro Manila and Metro Cebu are not easy to make, as Metro Manila (a.k.a. the
National Capital Region) is composed of 16 highly-urbanized cities and one municipality,
whereas Metro Cebu comprises just seven cities and six municipalities. Lastly, it is
important to note that the participants in these studies are mainly from lower income
classes, much fewer studies on women from the middle income class.

Despite the limitations in the informational base that the literature provides, there
are nonetheless emergent themes worth further exploring and developing—both for
philosophy of the city and motherhood studies in Philippine feminist philosophy. | broadly
categorize these into two: 1) revisiting and reconceptualising the homemaker/maybahay,
and 2) exploring the homemaker/maybahay as a political agent in urban life.

First, on reconceptualizing the maybahay, there is a lot of room for philosophical
inquiry. Even inquiry into the concept itself-how maybahay has been a specifically female
designation, its power and its limitations, and even exploring other Philippine languages
to see if cognates exist, and if there are differences or similarities in the use of the term.
Moreover, the literature shows that there are many newer and emergent forms of
maybahay and motherhood resulting from socio-economic and demographic changes
(Illo 1995, Gregorio and Arguelles 2023).

These include the emergence of “international motherhood” in the late 20th
century as a result of Philippine labor export policies—though there is already a rich
sociological and economic literature on the experiences of women Overseas Filipino
Workers (OFWSs), philosophers can still explore the impact of this sustained (nearly 50
years) export of women'’s labor on conceptions of homemaking. This impact continues to
the present, as latest statistics show that 55.6% of Overseas Filipino Workers (OFWs) are
female (PSA 2024); and that 80% of these female OFWs are under 45 and are thus
generally of childbearing age.

Another socio-economic change that bears further philosophical study is the
impact of middle-income ‘'mommy influencers’ and ‘dad influencers’ with the advent of
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social media. Social media’'s power cannot be underestimated, as the Philippines is only
second to Singapore in the SE Asian region for social media penetration (Statista.com
2025). The impact of these new media on conceptions of motherhood and homemaking
have only begun to be explored (Gregorio and Arguelles 2023).

The second theme concerns exploring and understanding the role of
homemakers/maybahay as political agents in the 21st Philippine urban landscape (Arcilla
2020), particularly seen in studies on resistance and transformation in urban housing and
in resistance against police brutality and human rights violations.

The literature shows that urban women—-most of whom are
mothers/homemakers—are central to community organizing in Philippine urban life and
are sources of transformation in urban housing and urban housing policy. Community
and homeowners associations of informal settlers and in resettlement/housing areas are
predominantly female-led and female-driven, and are predominantly headed by mothers
(Laguilles-Timog 2018, 2017; Arcilla 2020, Ramalho 2021). This in turn challenges
institutionalized gender roles about which gender negotiates and advocates politically,
and has even begun shifting public housing policy towards social inclusion; resistance
against the market orientation of urban housing (Ballesteros & Llanto 2015). The
literature also shows how mothers in urban poor communities have emerged as
organized resistance against extrajudicial killings, police brutality, and Duterte's drug war
(Palaspas & Serquifia 2025, Marcaida 2024, Cepeda 2019).

3. Conclusion

To end, let me just summarise what | have found. Young's text reminds us of the
ambivalent relationship between women, homemaking, and dwelling, of which |
highlighted three ambivalences: Homemaking and its relationship to women's oppression;
homemaking as preservation, a crucial element of dwelling; and homemaking as a site of
market domination and consumerism.

Through these three ambivalences, | looked at the existing literature and found the
following themes for further exploration in philosophy of the city/urbanism and in
motherhood studies (as part of Philippine feminist philosophy):

The first theme involves thinking through the history and the changes in the
concept of maybahay among women in the city, and perhaps exploring regional variations
as well. This also includes examining and reflecting on the transformation of conceptions
and roles of women and motherhood as a result of the socio-economic changes of the
271st century. The second theme concerns homemakers/maybahay as sources of political
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agency, resistance and transformation in urban life. This resistance can take many forms:
it can be resistance against market domination, resistance and transformation of housing
policies, even resistance against extra-judicial killings and police brutality. | hope that
through this paper, more philosophers of the city and feminist philosophers in the
Philippines will explore one or more of these themes to contribute to our better and
deeper understanding of women, motherhood, and homemaking in the 21st century
urban Philippine landscape.
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