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Major question
Why does breastfeeding generate intense 
emotions? 

Outline
1. Contemporary breastfeeding politics: 

devotion and discretion. 
2. Morals and Emotions: responsibility and 

shame in breastfeeding
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E.g. Claridge’s Hotel London & UKIP Commentary

 Louise Burns ‘burst into tears’ when 
asked to wear a ‘ridiculous shroud’ 
while breastfeeding her 12-week-old 
daughter.

 Pro-breastfeeding response:
 The request to ‘cover up’ implied that

she was doing something ‘illicit’
/ shameful (Liberal Democrat equalities

minister, Jo Swinson)
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Source: http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2014/dec/05/nigel-farage-ukip-

claridges-breastfeeding-mothers

http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2014/dec/05/nigel-farage-ukip-claridges-breastfeeding-mothers
http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2014/dec/05/nigel-farage-ukip-claridges-breastfeeding-mothers
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http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/pregnancy-and-

baby/pages/why-breastfeed.aspx#close



 Emphasizes high quality of caregiving 
through breastfeeding

 Health maximization: care

 Bonding: love

 Sense of achievement: pride

 Inability to breastfeed amongst mc US mothers: viewed 
as morally problematic; a signal of reproductive ‘failure’ 
(Tomori 2009)
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a) Moralised health policy assigns responsibility to mothers for 
maximising infant health through breastfeeding

 Reflects an effort to establish strong norms of infant care through 
intense maternal involvement.

 Excessively moralistic about women’s abilities to live up to this 
standard
▪ Accompanied by empty reassurances about ‘choice’ , e.g. ‘you should not be 

made to feel guilty if you cannot or choose not to breastfeed.’  
(http://www.womenshealth.gov/breastfeeding/)

 Reflects the ‘double movement of autonomization and 
responsibilization’ – individual freedom to act responsibly (Rose 
1999:174)

 Moralism generates emotional responses:
▪ Excessive pride and sense of achievement
▪ frustration, resentment, shame.

Ivison, Duncan. 2005. "The Moralism of Multiculturalism." Journal of Applied Philosophy 22(2):171-84.
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 Emotions operate as feedback mechanisms
shaping action, interaction and selfhood 
(Mead and Morris 1934:34).
 The social self: an ‘emotion manager’ – routinely 

struggling for positive feedback (Hochschild 
1979:552)

 Efforts to avoid negative feelings: reveal the 
authority of social norms in specific situations.

 Normative conflict: generates conflicting 
emotions/ strong sense of tension.
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 Clusters of ‘self-fulfilling expectations’ (Biccieri 
2011) shaping social life.

 Depend on ‘internal sanctions’ (Elster 1999:140)

 Norms circulate, take shape and change in specific 
situations, through interaction.

 The shape of social norms: the product of a 
whole set of struggles
 not a matter of evolution of society but 

something practical, political and interactive.
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MOTHERHOOD NORMS

 Devoted care-giving
 Love
 Pride in children’s 

development.
 Captured by pro-

breastfeeding campaigns.

GENDER NORMS 

 Modesty
 Sexual display as 

potentially shameful
 Challenged by pro-

breastfeeding campaigns.

 emphasis is on maternal 
responsibility.

 Defended, e.g. by Farrage 
etc. 

9



 ‘To be expected to hide breastfeeding 
is to hide much of the early work of 
mothering.‘ (Stearns 1999:323)

 Intense effort of trying not to cause offense…

 ‘Women were very aware of their 
breastfeeding act as transgressing 
cultural norms that breasts were 
primarily sexual items.‘ (Dykes 2006:167)
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 Intersubjective recognition of the quality of our 
actions: 
 Produces a positive sense of selfhood

 Important for maintaining integrity and social 
membership.

 Enables ‘the unforced pursuit of freely chosen aims in 
life’ (2002:50):

 Humiliation, disrespect, shaming:
 damages our sense of self, and generates social 

conflicts.



 Estimating one’s worth – not a private matter 

 Shaped by the judgements of others 

 AND by our efforts to secure and manage positive 
judgements

 Esteem gauged by standards which are

 beyond our control

 and reflect the wider status order (e.g. gender, 
age, class, ethnicity, ‘race’, etc.)
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 We constantly seek recognition of our selves

 A social process: takes place through interaction

‘Since it is a social self, it is a self that is realized 
in its relationship to others. It must be recognized 
by others to have the very values which we want to 
have belong to it.’ (Mead 1934:204)

 Constant comparisons between our selves 
and others: gauging our superiority/ 
inferiority.



Emotions: relational, intersubjective, deeply 
social.
 Emotion: a response to, rather than a cause 

of, situated interactions.
 Emotions: not  ‘things’, but ‘processes lived 

by self-reflective individuals in interactional 
experience.’ (Denzin 2007:26)
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‘… emotion functions as a messenger from the 
self, an agent that gives us an instant report on 
the connection between what we are seeing 
and what we had expected to see, and tells us 
what we feel ready to do about it.‘ 
(Hochschild 2003:x)

‘… social norms in general operate through the 
emotions of shame and contempt…’ (Elster 1999:140)
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 Shame: ‘the premier social emotion’:
• Arises from threats to the social bond – fear of being 

misunderstood/misjudged.
• We continuously monitor ourselves against our perceptions 

of how others see us
 ‘shame arises from seeing one's self negatively from the 

point of view of the other’ (2000:94)

Scheff, Thomas J. 2000. "Shame and the Social Bond: A Sociological Theory." 
Sociological Theory 18:84-99.
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• Shame: involves gauging other’s judgments of one’s 
self

• Is based on a belief about one’s character (Elster 

1999:142)

• Experience of shame: intensely unpleasant
• tends to result in greater social conformity.
• BUT: the effort to shame is not necessarily 

successful.
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1. Situational shame
 Cause: good person does a bad thing
 Result: lower status
 Response: attempt at restitution to regain status.
 E.g. redouble efforts to breastfeed ‘discreetly’ OR

 Stop breastfeeding in public.

2. Narcissistic shame
 Cause: Sense that you are not good enough
 Response: social withdrawal, isolation

Barbalet, J. M. 1998. Emotion, Social Theory and Social Structure: A Macrosociological Approach. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press: 123-5
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Lisa Would you have breastfed outside the house or?
Nadia [laugh] Yeah I tried to! It was obscene but I did! […] We went [for lunch with her 

baby], and Roberta started to scream, and of course my milk started to come out, 
everywhere! And then this little boy, who was about eight popped his head around 
the corner and there was me with my boobs out and, milk everywhere and milk all 
over her [baby’s] face, and the more she cried the more it just came out, and it was 
just a slippery oul mess, and it was just horrible, and then he kept saying 'Oh the 
baby's crying' and I thought, 'Oh yeah,  aha'. But I had a blanket sort of over me, and 
over her, and then she was getting too hot and I had to take this blanket off her, to 
try and, and I had sort of it draped around and. Anyway he kept popping his head 
around the corner, and then he went 'Oh! What's the baby doing?!' [loud voice] And I 
said 'she's having a drink'. And I thought what else do you say, you know? So that 
was probably the worst experience, was having an audience whenever she was 
screaming and I was, splurting. (Belfast, 2009).

Interview from Demands of Motherhood project
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http://www.palgrave.com/us/book/9780230579309


… when I had my son I said, you know I'm just gonna breastfeed until he's done. Till 
he's, I don't care if he's two or three he can, you know, […] wean himself. And when it 
didn't work out, it just, it destroyed me. […] when I decided to stop pumping and 
just accept the fact that he would be on formula, I felt like I was giving up on my 
child. I felt like I was a horrible mother. No matter how hard it was I should just 
keep going. And for me to stop I literally felt like I was failing him. And so, then a 
couple of months later […] we were out at, the zoo […], and I saw this woman 
breastfeeding her baby, and we just kinda talked. And as I walked away I just broke 
down and just bawled. I couldn't stop myself. […] I realised how much pain I was 
carrying. I still do, to this day. I still do. […] And you know, he's fine, he's healthy, 
whatever. It's, but you know, I'm so, I just wanted him to have the best start in life 
and believe that that was the way to do it. […] I think I was so depressed, that it 
really interfered with me bonding. It really really did. (Cathy, Southern California, 
2009)

Interview from Demands of Motherhood project
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http://www.palgrave.com/us/book/9780230579309


 Offer reassurance for non-breastfeeding 
mothers that they are doing a good job:

 Aptamil Follow On Milk Advert

 Cow & Gate Follow On Milk Advert 2013

 Claim that formula feeding also signals 
devotion to health care, bonding and taking 
pride in children’s development.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_0AvLe5zPxI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IFMm86GD4S4


1. Normative conflict around good mothering: allows for 

multiple responses to responsibilization, especially:

 shame (situated; narcissistic)

 pride (conformist; defiant)

2. Intensity of these emotions signals the moralism 

informing the politics and experience of breastfeeding: 

not understood as a trivial or private matter.
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