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This paper argues that infant feeding policies and politics are shaped by the gendered dynamics of public and domestic spaces, raising questions of intimate citizenship for women (Plummer 2003). Building on recent feminist work on the social and political, as distinct from the biological value of breastfeeding for women (Hausman 2004; Wolf 2006), this paper will argue that official efforts to increase breastfeeding often take a narrow approach, for example, through education campaigns. Focusing on health promotion work in the field of infant feeding in Northern Ireland, this paper will argue that a culturalist policy approach has had the effect of privatizing the practice of breastfeeding. This has taken place in the absence of broader policies which call into question, or seek to challenge, assumed cultural norms concerning women’s bodies, sexuality, and maternal identities in the region. 

Situating breastfeeding in the context of debates concerning intimate citizenship, this paper will argue that breastfeeding can promote women’s autonomy if it is regarded as a reproductive right, within a broader capabilities framework (Nussbaum 1995). The possibility that women might practice breastfeeding in a range of social spaces has the potential to challenge the gender dynamics of public and domestic spaces, as a range of ‘breasted experiences’ (Young 2005) become available. Lack of official recognition for a right to breastfeed on grounds of assumed cultural norms raises larger questions concerning women's intimate citizenship.
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