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Postpartum Women's Physical Activity and Social Regulation:
Exploring Foucaults Concept of Episteme

So—Jung Kim(University of Suwon, Academic Research Professor)

ABSTRACT

This study examines the social and structural barriers to women’s participation in physical activity after childbirth,
applying Michel Foucault’s concept of episteme to explore its broader social significance. We argue that postpartum
exercise is not simply a matter of individual choice but is shaped by entrenched social norms and power structures
that define women’s bodies in relation to motherhood. Historically, postpartum physical activity has been socially
justified only within the context of childbirth and childcare, reinforcing the idea that women’s bodies exist primarily
for reproductive functions. When exercise is perceived as an individual pursuit rather than a maternal duty, it is
often devalued. This reflects the persistence of dominant knowledge systems that regulate women’s bodies.

This study highlights postpartum exercise as a transformative practice that reclaims women’s physical and mental
agency while promoting social equality. To enable this shift, three key changes are essential: (1) strengthening
childcare support to facilitate exercise participation, (2) redefining social discourse to recognize postpartum exercise
as essential for health rather than a luxury, and (3) implementing policy measures to institutionally guarantee
women’s right to exercise after childbirth. Ultimately, increasing postpartum exercise participation must be
understood not only as a means of improving physical health but as a process of deconstructing social norms and
fostering new bodily agency. This requires a multi-layered approach that integrates discourse change, policy support,

and structural reform to drive meaningful social transformation.

Key words: Postpartum women, Physical activity, Michel Foucault, Episteme, Body discourse
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