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There is a strong focus on breastfeeding as a health issue, but its place in the broader sociological picture has largely been neglected, particularly in the Irish context. Specifically the role that fathers play in supporting breastfeeding partners has received little attention. One 1991 study of a group of Irish fathers (Nugent, 1991) measured the involvement men had with their babies over the first 12 months, and yet the method of feeding the child was not even mentioned.

Those researchers who have explored the sociology of breastfeeding (Wolf, 2006; Stearns, 1999; Carter 1995) consistently comment on it as a neglected issue in the feminist discourse. Many of the tensions between women’s roles as mothers, lovers, partners and workers can be seen as embodied in the relationship that they, and those around them, have with breastfeeding: “Women are confronted with the dilemma of the sexual or the nurturing, maternal breast” (Stearns, 1999:309).

Fathers play an influential role in the decisions on infant feeding (Okon 2004, Shepherd et al 2000, Kessler et al, 1995, Giugliani et al 1994, Freed et al 1992). A number of intervention studies indicate that providing fathers with information and support can have a positive impact on initiation and duration of their partners’ breastfeeding (Stremler and Lovera 2004, Wolfberg et al 2004, Cohen et al 2002). Other studies show that some fathers feel negative about breastfeeding (Gamble & Morse, 1992; Jordan & Wall, 1990) and may hold misconceptions and feel social embarrassment about breastfeeding (Shepherd et al, 2000).
