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Uses of new media in birth tourism:
The case of Taiwanese expectant mothers in the United States

Tingyu Kang
Assistant Professor
National Chengchi University

This research is grounded in the increasingly popular transnational flow of birth tourism
where expectant mothers travel to a country with a birthright citizenship system to have their
offspring born a citizen while their husbands and other family members primarily remain in
the home country during the period of pregnancy and childbirth. This paper examines how
these pregnant women utilize various new media to manage the challenges to their
reproductive experiences brought about by this transnationally split family structure. Existing
studies on motherhood in transnationally split families have demonstrated how transnational
mothers are separated from their pre-migration family roles due to distance, and how they
utilize new media to reassert their identities as mothers by creating “virtual co-presence”.
While these existing studies have centered on mothers who work abroad as domestic workers
and their mediated communication with the left-behind husbands and children, it is worth
noting that mothers in transnational families have many faces. This study examines a less
explored context of transnational motherhood and discusses how transnationality challenges
the meaning of expectant motherhood and how various uses of new media play a key role in
shaping these experiences. This research is based on 24 in-depth interviews with women
from Taiwan who have participated in birth tourism to the United States and who have been
primarily separated from their family members during their pregnancy in the United States.

The findings demonstrate the dual role of new media use in transnational expectant
motherhood. On the one hand, it is empowering for the women, and yet on the other hand,
brings women back to the gendered bodily norms during pregnancy. On the one hand, a
variety of new media tools allow the absent husbands to reconnect with their role of
expectant fathers by taking up the responsibility of taking care of pregnant women, ranging
from offering emotional support to arranging physical caretaking. This renders pregnant
women more emotionally satisfied, reporting virtual co-presence with their husband as a
main way of dealing with loneliness and anxieties during pregnancy. On the other hand, the
husbands’ reassertion of expectant fatherhood using new media also means mothers’ bodies
are constantly subject to their husbands’ gaze, especially with synchronous visual tools such
as SKYPE and FaceTime. This is because pregnant bodies serve as a “spectacle” that plays a
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significant role in family intimacy during expectant parenthood. Mothers are burdened with
sole responsibility of emotional labor to maintain intimacy between the fetus and the father
and of the fetus’s wellness. To manage this digital surveillance, some mothers develop
strategies of resistance with regard to new media uses. This includes the choice of less
media-rich tools and the delayed use of new media, which allow for temporal and spatial
distance from the digital gaze of the father.
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Birth tourism
« US constitution: citizenship by birthplace

- Pregnant women sojourn in the destination country for
their children to obtain citizenship

- Reasons: education, political stability, economic
prospect, environmental issues, one child policy

« US-bound birth tourism: China, Hong Kong, Mexico,
South Korea, Taiwan, Turkey

« Cost: 15,000 — 90,000 USD for Chinese run maternity
hotels

Transnational family arrangements in
birth tourism
 The context of Taiwan-US birth tourism

= Length of stay rages from 3 to 7 months

o Interviewees stay in the destination country alone,
away from other family members

= Arrangements linked with gendered division of
labour



Family communication and

transnational motherhood

* The literature
= Migrant care workers and their young “left-behind”
children
= Missing
= Loneliness
= Guilt

« This paper
= Expectant motherhood
= Transnational parenting vs. reproductive labour in
transnaitonally split families

Transnational motherhood and new
media

» Virtual co-presence as empowerment
= Reasserting the role of mother
= Regaining voice in parenting
= Managing feelings of loneliness and missing

» Limitations of the empowerment thesis
= Temporal and spatial limitations
= Political economic limitations
= Reified gendered division of labour
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The context

« Rowland Heights, California
= Visiting maternity hotels

= Interviewing birth tourists in California and in
Taiwan
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Division of labour in birth tourism

« Feelings of helplessness as a result of norms
regarding division of labour during expectant
parenthood

= Fathers expected to be the main caretaker of their
spouses and the newborns

= The physical absence of the fathers leading to the
feelings of helplessness

Virtual co-presence as emotional
labour

« Virtual co-presence as the father’s emotional labour
= My husband stays on IMs longer for me
= ...arranged everything remotely

« Virtual co-presence as the mother’s emotional
labour
= Pregnant women'’s bodies as a spectacle of intimacy
* He wanted to see the size of my belly
* ...my husband wanted the camera to focus on the belly.
He talked to my bump
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Virtual co-presence as bodily
disciplines
« Women’s bodies and health as intertwined with
those of the fetuses

» Monitoring gaze of wider family members across
distance
= Hewas worried. He didn't want me to go out.
o He'd remotely control my daily routines using
video calls.

Negotiation and resistance

» Strategies with regard to

» Temporality of new media use
* Before I go out, I wouldn’t let him know. I only sent him
photos and told him I went out and bought something
when I returned to [maternity hotel].

= Media richness
« When I drank tea, I wouldn’t let him see me. Don’t use
video calls, don’t take photos and don’t check-in on
facebook.

= Representation of emotions

« I'd only let him know about good news. I wouldn’t let
him know if I was in a bad mood.
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