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We have spent the last two decades telling women how to overcome the barriers to 
breastfeeding. Many have succeeded; others have not. But it is not for individual mothers alone 
to overcome these barriers; it is up to society to eliminate them. Only then will women have a 
real choice about how to feed their infants. This presentation argues that modernity has set up 
these barriers to breastfeeding by systematically dismantling the systems of nurture that have 
supported mothers and infants throughout human history, including postpartum customs passed 
down from grandmothers to later generations. Breastfeeding should not be viewed as a lifestyle 
choice favoured by wealthy well-educated women, but as the great leveller, smoothing out the 
effects of growing social disparities in health and reducing the effects of social inequalities in our 
communities. Anthropology can provide a radical yet realistic science-based argument that we 
have much to lose from turning away from our mammalian heritage, for our children and for 
future generations. 
 
Key Messages 
 

• Breastfeeding fulfills critical nutritional, immunological and relational functions. We 
know a great deal about the nutritional functions of human milk but are still learning 
about breastfeeding’s immunological functions; the social and relational functions have 
received less attention.  

 
• These functions cannot be met by industrially produced substitutes. Infant formula will 

never be as good as human milk, but it could be improved. 
 

• Breastfeeding develops the social sensibility that gives humans the capacity to engage in 
social life. 

 
• Breastfeeding is skilled work for mother and infant, an intricate and intimate dance 

unique to each pair. There is no one right way to nurture a newborn. 
 

• Determination and effort are sometimes not enough. Mothers need support, particularly 
in the absence of traditional postpartum customs.  
 

• Customs that supported mothers and newborns have been disrupted by political and 
economic conditions, as well as by modernity’s focus on the separate autonomous 
individual. 

 
• We may never have scientific evidence for all the benefits of breastfeeding because we 

cannot experiment on infants, cannot separate out all confounding variables and as a 
living substance, human milk constantly changes. 

 
 



 
 
Resources 
 
Bentley, Amy. 2014. Inventing Baby Food. Oakland, Ca.: University of California Press. 
Code, Lorraine. 2006.. Ecological Thinking. The Politics of Epistemic Location. Oxford: 
University of  Oxford Press. 
 
DeLoache J and A Gottlieb. 2000. A World of Babies: Imagined Childcare Guides for Seven 
Societies. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Fifield, Adam. 2015. A Mighty Purpose: How Jim Grant Sold the World on Saving Children. 
New York: Other Press. 
 
Fildes, Valerie. 1986.  Breasts, Bottles and Babies: A History of Infant Feeding. Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press 
 
Goldschmidt, Walter. 2006. The Bridge to Humanity: How Affect Hunger Trumps the Selfish  
Gene. New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
Hausman, Bernice. 2011. Viral Mothers. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 
 
Hrdy, Sarah Blaffer. 2009. Mothers and Others. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 
 
Merry, Sally. 2006. Human Rights and Gender Violence: Translating International Law into 
Local Justice. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Minchen, Maureen. 2015. Milk Matters: Infant Feeding and Immune Disorder. Milk Matters, Pty 
Ltd. 
 
Van Esterik, Penny. 2012. Breastfeeding Across Cultures: Dealing with Difference. In Beyond 
Health, Beyond Choice, P. Hall Smith, B. Hausman and M. Labbok, eds. New Brunswick, NJ: 
Rutgers University Press. 
Van Esterik, Penny. 1999.  Right to Food; Right to Feed: Right to be Fed: the intersection of              
women’s rights and the right to food. Agriculture and Human Values 16:225-232. 
 


