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by Mavic Cabrera-Balleza

Clari fying

A
s a young mother in the
early ‘70s doing field
research in rural
Thailand, breastfeeding

came as a natural choice for
Penny Van Esterik, professor
of anthropology at the York
University in Toronto, Canada,
founding member of World
Alliance for Breastfeed-ing
Action (WABA) and a renowned
breastfeeding ad-vocate.
Breastfeeding meant
convenience and savings that
amounted to US$70 a month
at that time. But it wasn’t
until 10 years later that Penny
considered breastfeeding a
feminist and globalisation
issue.

 But in Thailand in the
‘70s, Penny’s breastfeeding
drew mixed reactions. Like
everywhere in the world, Thai-
land was bombarded with in-
fant formulas that companies
aggressively marketed. Con-
vinced of the benefits of infant
formula, Penny’s university
colleagues were horrified that
she was breastfeeding. But the
women in the rural village
where Penny worked were up-

set to learn that Penny was
thinking of weaning her
daughter at 16 months. They
thought Penny was pregnant
again because no one among
the rural women would wean
their child from their breasts
unless they were pregnant.
And when Penny took her 15-
month old child Chandra to
the paediatrician when the
child had diarrhoea, the pae-
diatrician told her that breast
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Penny Van Esterik: mainstreaming the issue of breastfeeding in the
women�s movement

milk caused the diarrhoea and
he gave Penny free samples of
the infant milk Lactogen.

Reflecting now on her ex-
perience with the paediatri-
cian, Penny admits getting re-
ally angry towards such par-
tiality for infant formula. How-
ever, after studying the issue,
Penny now understands the
processes that brought about
the preference for processed
cow’s milk.
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T
he World Food Sum-
mit took place in
Rome, November
1996.  Organized
through the FAO
(Food and Agricul
ture  Organization)

of the United Nations, the
Summit focused attention on
the problems of malnutrition
and hunger.  More than
twenty years after the First
World Food Conference, the
world’s food supply is any-
thing but secure.

Breastf eeding  and

Food Securi ty
by Penny Van Esterik

The World Food Summit is
behind us. Why return to old
news? Because hunger and
food insecurity are still with us
and women’s groups in par-
ticular have reason to keep is-
sues of food security high on
their agenda. The goal of the
Summit was to achieve “uni-
versal food security” by the
year 2010.  The World Food
Summit will be “over” when
hunger and food insecurity
end.

Food security means hav-

BREASTFEEDING AS A FEMINIST ISSUE

Many feminists are luke-
warm to breastfeeding. Some
feminists say that reinforces
women’s traditional roles as
caregivers and nurturers.

Yet, breastfeeding advo-
cates like Penny also claim
that breastfeeding is a femi-
nist issue precisely because
“it’s about women’s control
over their bodies.” She adds
that breastfeeding challenges
media’s image of women as
consumers and as sex ob-
jects with firm breasts. “I’d
like women to fully under-
stand the health benefits of
breastfeeding for them and
not just for their babies. I’d
like them to revalue mother-
hood without romanticising it.
I think breastfeeding requires
us to rethink the relation be-

tween women’s productive and
reproductive roles.”

Penny says women’s groups
have to make choices about
issues on which to concentrate
but underscores that
breastfeeding conforms to the
women’s movement’s long-
term goals, which is to im-
prove the position and condi-
tion of women.

In the issue of breastfeed-
ing, Penny says women rely

first and foremost on other
women. “Most conventional
doctors are likely to succumb
to the aggressive marketing
strategies of infant formula
manufacturers and are there-
fore not good allies. Women’s
unity on the issue of
breastfeeding demonstrates
in the clearest of terms the
solidarity among women,” she
notes. “The best indicator of
success would be when there
are no more breastfeeding ad-
vocacy groups because all
women’s groups have become
supportive of the practice.
What I want is for the wom-
en’s movement to work on
biological and cultural expla-
nations together, and that
would require the power of
linking together productive
and reproductive lives.”
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ing enough food to maintain a
healthy and productive life to-
day—and in the future.  Com-
munities enjoy food security
when all individuals in all
households have access to
food—adequate in quantity
and quality, affordable, ac-
ceptable, appropriate and
readily available from local
sources on a continuing ba-
sis.

Breastfeeding provides to-
tal food security for infants.
There is no more readily avail-
able, affordable and nutri-
tious food source than
breastmilk, a complete food
for infants up to six months of
age.  Breastfeeding continues
to provide the growing child
with essential nutrients and
energy, helping to prevent
malnutrition and micronutri-

ent deficiencies in the second
year of life and beyond, along
with other foods.  Breastmilk

is the first food for babies, but
breastfeeding also benefits
women, families, communi-
ties, and our planet.

WABA (World Alliance for
Breastfeeding Action) is a glo-
bal network of organisations
and individuals working to
protect, support and promote
breastfeeding.  WABA partici-
pated in the NGO Forum of
the World Food Summit, lob-

bying for breastfeeding to be in-
cluded in discussions of house-
hold food security.

As I searched for a place
to unload WABA’s boxes of
folders and posters for display
at the NGO Forum, I saw an
empty table beside a Latin
American women’s group pro-
moting local, sustainable, af-
fordable food. When I asked
if I could set up the WABA dis-
play beside them, they sent
me down the hall to a display
on contraception and natural
family planning, saying that
that was where breastfeeding
belonged. I told them that if
they could think of a more lo-
cal, sustainable, affordable
food than breastmilk, then I
would move. They could not.
We stayed, and they agreed
that in the future, they would

Elaborating on the basis of
solidarity, Penny points out
that breastfeeding intersects
with the issues of sexuality,
AIDS and women’s health. It
intersects with globalisation,
which makes it harder for par-
ents to spend time with their
children because of the
changes in working condi-
tions. It intersects with the is-
sue of processed food that
adults and babies consume.
The breastfeeding movement
interacts with the consumer
movement. Penny says that
breastfeeding helps clarify is-
sues. “However, most books
about the women’s move-
ment do not mention
breastfeeding as if women
don’t have breasts. The wom-
en’s health movement con-
centrates more on issues

around menstruation, child-
birth, and menopause. I think
they skipped breastfeeding

because it’s a complicated is-
sue of choice. I hope women
will soon re-examine it as a

model for many of the strug-
gles we are engaged in.”

Penny was in Quezon
City, Philippines last 1-5 June
1998 for the World Alliance for
Breastfeeding Action (WABA)
international conference.  The
event led to the “Quezon City
Declaration on Breastfeeding,
Women and Work.” The dec-
laration, Penny says, is re-
markable given the tremen-
dous cultural differences
amongst the participants. The
event also came out with a
concrete plan of action on how
the participants can accom-
plish the goals spelled out in
the declaration. Penny says
the declaration then “be-
comes a tool for participants
and it is up to them to trans-
form the declaration into a set
of guidelines that they can

FOOD SECURITY MEANS

HAVING ENOUGH FOOD TO

MAINTAIN A HEALTHY

AND PRODUCTIVE LIFE

TODAY�AND IN THE

FUTURE.



32 Women in Action No. 3, 1998

include breastfeeding on their
agenda for food security.

BEYOND COST-BENEFIT

Beginning with our Food
Summit efforts to have
breastmilk included in food
balance sheets, WABA has
been asked to demonstrate
the cost/benefit advantages of
breastfeeding.  Our most re-
cent efforts can be seen in the
1998 World Breastfeeding
Week action folder, Breast-
feeding: The Best Investment,
where the most current eco-
nomic data on this topic has
been assembled. Cost-benefit
analyses are understandable
to food economists and policy-
makers, but they are
grounded in a different real-
ity than most of us live in.
They depend on what is ulti-

mately measurable, and con-
vertible, cost to benefit, ben-
efit to cost.

Breastfeeding is of a differ-
ent order. Both the costs and
the benefits are infinite, and
immanent (inherent or funda-
mental).  Lack of breastfeeding
denies nutrition to a child, but
it also denies the unfolding of
individuality, including the ad-
justment of the infant to the
biological rhythms of its
mother through co-sleeping, to

the tastes of the household cui-
sine transferred through
breastmilk, and to the bacte-
ria and germs in the child’s
locality.  Breast-feeding is the
first and formative experience
of individuality in a world that
must preserve diversity to sur-
vive.

Consider the destruction
of forests. Environmentalists
have done cost-benefit analy-
sis of deforestation.  Trees
provide wood for fuel, shade,
medicines and food.  Sensi-
tive cost-benefit analysis
might also include the aes-
thetic value of trees and the
value of trees to future gen-
erations.  But the equation
changes when we destroy the
last member of a particular
species of tree, a tree that
might have a function as yet

take to their organisations in
order to accomplish their na-
tional goals.”

A QUESTION OF CHOICE AND

HUMAN RIGHT

Penny is aware that wom-
en’s groups object to the
bracketing of women and chil-
dren together because this re-
inforces the notion that wom-
en’s rights come from their
role as mothers. But Penny
believes that breastfeeding is
where the woman’s and the
child’s right converge. She
frames the issue as “a wom-
an’s right to breastfeed” and
questions the idea of separat-
ing a woman’s rights from a
child’s right. “So you have to
make a special consideration.
It sounds awkward but I call
it the woman-child right. You

cannot separate them.”
 On the question of

whether it is a woman’s choice
to breastfeed or not, Penny
expounds: “I think it’s better
to think of it as a woman’s
choice to have children or not.
If she chooses to have children
she must have all the possi-
ble information about the op-
tions, and that’s not enough.
She has to have all the sup-
port from the community and
family. In my opinion, if she
has support and knowledge,
she would probably breast-
feed. But I don’t like it when
women tell other women
about politically correct
breastfeeding: that women
have to do it this way, for this
number of months. Women do
the best they can under diffi-
cult circumstances.”  But

what if despite all the informa-
tion and support, a woman
still chooses not to breast-
feed? Penny remarks, “I
would feel sadness for her
missing a very important ex-
perience of being female and
would think that she may be
living in a community where
she didn’t get a lot of support.
I would hope though that
she’s not made to feel guilty
and less of a mother.”

Penny dislikes coercion
and believes that the promo-
tion of breastfeeding may re-
sult in the insensitivity of
some health workers who
force women to breastfeed. “I
think that’s absolutely terri-
ble,” she adds. Penny cites
programs in Scandinavian
countries where breastfeed-
ing support groups welcome

BREASTFEEDING IS THE

FIRST AND FORMATIVE

EXPERIENCE OF

INDIVIDUALITY IN A
WORLD THAT MUST

PRESERVE DIVERSITY TO

SURVIVE.
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bottlefeeding mothers in the
hope that they will learn and
be encouraged by breastfeed-
ing mothers in the centres.

MALE SUPPORT

Lately, some sections of
the women’s movement are
talking of male support and
male involvement in women’s
causes and Penny sees how
this is also significant in
breastfeeding. “Some wom-
en’s groups I know prefer re-
negotiating the sexual divi-
sion of labour. One common
arrangement is for women to
take on the feeding responsi-
bility during the breastfeed-
ing period. When the time for
complementary feeding
comes, the male partner
takes charge. Male support
also concerns the attempt to

change the attitude of other
men around and educating
their sons that women are not
sex objects made up of
breasts. Particularly for
women survivors of domestic
violence, it is absolutely criti-
cal to have a strong partner
support.”

GAINS AND BACKLASH

The worldwide breastfeed-
ing movement has made
many gains. Foremost among
these are international instru-
ments including human rights
instruments supporting
breastfeeding. Examples are
the Innocenti Declaration and
the Declaration on the Rights
of the Child. But perhaps the
most important has been the
Code for the Marketing of
Breast Milk Substitutes.

unknown or known only to a
few individuals who know how
to process the bark to provide
food to survive a famine. That
tree and the knowledge of how
to process it are resources
that cannot be factored in to
cost-benefit analysis. Unique
and irreplaceable, they fit into
other equations of life. When
the species disappear, they
cannot be conjured up again.
In the same way, breastmilk
cannot magically reappear af-
ter a mother has been lured
onto breastmilk substitutes
for three months and then
discovers her child’s allergies,
and recognises the cause of
her own yearning for close-
ness, a recognition that a
unique magic moment has
been lost.

BREASTFEEDING AND GLOBALIZATION

Monsanto, Cargill and
Nestle are among the largest
food corporations in the world.
How do they affect food secu-
rity? The boycott protesting
Nestle’s unethical promotion
of breastmilk substitutes is a
constant reminder of the vigi-
lance necessary to protect
breastfeeding, and the power
of consumers to change cor-
porate policy.  Today, a few
chemical, seed and food cor-
porations control the world’s
food supply.  Free trade is free
for agribusiness and the
chemical industries but not
for women and the poor.

Threats to breastfeeding
include the increasing power
of transnational corporations
to control not just what we eat
and feed our children, but

even the governments we
elect. These corporations
threaten the two most impor-
tant interaction cycles that
support human existence:
1) the production and deliv-
ery of breastmilk to a newborn
and the transfer of knowledge
about breastfeeding from
grandmother to mother to
daughter.
2) the production of food from
seed to plant and the transfer
of knowledge about how to
grow and prepare food in dif-
ferent locations and circum-
stances.

Just as farm women know
how to preserve their own
seeds for future harvests, so
breastfeeding women pre-
serve and transmit knowledge
of breastfeeding.  North
American women came close
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Sponsored by the World Health
Organisation (WHO) and the
United Nations Children’s
Fund (UNICEF), the code,
which took effect in 1981, in-
structs infant formula compa-
nies not to promote their prod-
ucts as substitutes for breast
milk. This led to the inclusion
in infant formula labels of the
message: Breasfmilk is still
best for babies up to two years.
We need to make a very care-
ful analysis and, ideally, a
feminist analysis of food mar-
keting,” says Penny.

But all is not smooth sail-
ing as breastfeeding experi-
ences a backlash “from peo-
ple who don’t understand the
issue very thoroughly and
from people who have a
vested interest in talking
about women’s right to choose

between breastfeeding or
bottlefeeding.” Penny reiter-

ates that this is where the
danger in politically correct
breastfeeding comes in, when
bottlefeeding mothers don’t
get as much support in other
aspects of child rearing. “You

have to support women where
they are and I don’t like the
idea of coercion or making a
woman feel guilty.”  Penny
also notes that women should
be vigilant all the time espe-
cially since fence sitters are
wont to say, “oh, the boycott
was so successful. Now Nes-
tle and all these companies
have changed their practices
so why don’t you just let up.
It’s all over.” It’s far from over,
Penny declares. “Milk compa-
nies have only become more
sophisticated in their market-
ing strategies. There are also
trade agreements amongst
countries that in fact gives cor-
porations so much power that
they wouldn’t even have to lis-
ten to governments,” Penny
stresses.
BREASTFEEDING AND FOOD SECURITY

to losing knowledge about
breastfeeding, to deskilling
women so that there was
nearly a lost generation who
did not value breastfeeding or
know how to manage lacta-
tion. Seeds and children both
have to be nurtured to grow
and reproduce. Nothing
should break these self-reli-
ant cycles of nurture.  Yet both
cycles are under threat by
some of the same processes—
even the same corporations.

Consider the research on
genetically engineered human
proteins which were bred into
Herman, the first transgenic
dairy bull, bioengineered to
carry a human gene for pro-
ducing milk with a human
protein. After protests from
breastfeeding groups, the
product was redefined as con-

taining “modified lactoferrin to
cure AIDS.” Infant formula
made from human protein
bioengineered in the milk of
transgenic dairy cattle is cer-
tainly not human milk, and us-
ing it is far removed from
breastfeeding.

In March 1998, the Delta

and Pine Company patented
the terminator technology, a
biotechnology invention that
will permit its owners to cre-
ate and market sterile seeds
by programming plant DNA to
kill its own embryos, irretriev-
ably breaking the plant-to-
seed-to-plant cycle on which
human life depends. The pur-
pose of this technology is to
increase the value of seed
owned by American compa-
nies and open up new mar-
kets in Third World countries.
Monsanto bought the com-
pany that developed and pat-
ented this terminator technol-
ogy in May 1998 and in June
American Home Products
(AHP), home of Wyeth along
with many agrochemical prod-
ucts, bought Monsanto.  AHP
will become the largest agro/

CONCERN FOR FOOD

SECURITY SHOULD BEGIN

FROM THE MOMENT OF

CONCEPTION. IT STARTS

WITH ENSURING

PREGNANT WOMEN WITH

AN ADEQUATE DIET AND

CONTINUES TO PROPER

FEEDING OF INFANTS,
CHILDREN, AND

CERTAINLY ADULTS.

A FEMINIST ANALYSIS
MIGHT EXPLORE THE
INTERCONNECTIONS

BETWEEN BREASTFEEDING,
PHARMACEUTICALS,

CONTRACEPTION, FOOD AND
AGROTOXINS, AND ASK
HOW THESE LINKAGES

RELATE TO THE INCREASING
POWER OF TRANSNATIONAL

CORPORATIONS.
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chemical/pharma-ceutical/
“Life Industries” company in
the world.  And as those
agrotoxins begin to appear in
mother’s milk, we will be full
circle, as Wyeth also produces
infant formula.

Imagine a world where
everyone was dependent on
multinational corporations—
or worse, one giant
corporation—for their seeds,
medicine and food including
infant formula. And imagine
that our governments per-
mitted it because of their
close relations with corporate
power.  Consider the induce-
ments that companies would
offer to end such self-
sufficient practices as planting
a garden with your own seeds
or breastfeeding your baby. To
share food and seed is normal

practice for women; now it is a
crime to share ideas or seeds
according to the new regimes
run by companies like Cargill
and Monsanto.

A feminist analysis might
explore the interconnections
between breastfeeding, phar-
maceuticals, contraception,
food and agrotoxins, and ask
how these linkages relate to
the increasing power of
transnational corporations.
Breastfeeding advocacy is not
a trade-off for environmental
rights, food rights, children’s
rights or women’s rights; it is
a means of acquiring those
rights. Breastfeeding is one
window for examining globali-
zation, and may well be the
clearest possible example of
the indivisibility of all human
rights.

Food security may be a
complex issue but Penny is
convinced that food security
and breastfeeding are tightly
linked. “For the 140 million
babies born every year,
breastfeeding is food security
for them for the first six
months. And it is probably the
most important item of their
first two years and beyond.
Breastfeeding is a very simple,
straightforward situation
where the total nutritional
needs of 140 million human
beings are met. We should
note that at households, par-
ticularly of poor families,
money that infant formula
would otherwise drain from
the budget can go to other
food items for the family.”

Penny adds that the myth
that milk is necessary in a

healthy diet should be de-
bunked. Humans, she says,
need milk until our fourth or
fifth year. Beyond that age,
milk is not really necessary
because there are other
sources of its nutrients.
“When I did my field work in
Thailand, fresh milk was
hardly available. There was
only instant formula and this
awful milk powder. Soon there
was a huge marketing push
for the dairy products from
Europe, Australia, and New
Zealand. And now Thai chil-
dren get milk at school even
though a large portion of the
population is lactose intoler-
ant,” says Penny.

“Concern for food security
should begin from the mo-
ment of conception. It starts
with ensuring pregnant

women with an adequate diet
and continues to proper feed-
ing of infants, children, and
certainly adults. We,  breast-
feeding advocates, want to see
breastfeeding considered part
of a national food security
plan. We want to explore the
idea of including breast milk
in the calculation of a coun-
try’s food supply and the food
balance sheet. We expect a lot
of resistance but at least we’re
beginning to discuss the is-
sue.”

Mavic Cabrera-Balleza is a Commu-
nication Program Officer of Isis In-
ternational-Manila.
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