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ABSTRACT

Objective: to reflect on the sacralization of breastfeeding and its influence on maternal
sexuality. Method: this is a theoretical-reflective study on the experience of breastfeeding,
centered on socially instituted conceptions about the act of breastfeeding and on the
experience of sexuality during motherhood. Results: the articulation of the study with the
reality experienced by women who breastfeed enabled the recognition of the influence of
the current paradigm of sacralization of breastfeeding on the meanings and choices of how
women act. The repercussions can be harmful for both maternal and child health, through
the experience of feelings of guilt, shame or even the decision to wean early. Conclusion:
breastfeeding is based on the foundation of meanings involving divinity and the sacralization
of the act of breastfeeding, nullifying perspectives of sexuality and resulting in a distorted and
veiled view of what is experienced when compared to what is socially desired for this period.

Palavras-chave: Breast Feeding; Women's Health; Sexuality.

RESUMO

Objetivo: refletir sobre a sacraliza¢do da amamentagdo e sua influéncia na sexualidade materna.
Meétodo: trata-se de estudo tedrico-reflexivo sobre a experiéncia da amamentagdo, centrado nas
concepgdes instituidas socialmente sobre o ato de amamentar e na vivéncia da sexualidade durante
a maternidade. Resultados: a articulagdo do estudo com a realidade vivida por mulheres que
amamentam possibilitou o reconhecimento da influéncia do paradigma vigente da sacralizagdo da
amamentagdo nos significados e escolhas da forma de agir das mulheres. As repercussoes podem ser
danosas tanto para a saiide materna quanto para a crianga, por meio da vivéncia de sentimentos
de culpa, vergonha ou até mesmo a decisdo pelo desmame precoce. Conclusdo: a amamentagdo é
pautada no alicerce dos significados que envolve a divindade e a sacralizagdo do ato de amamentar,
anulando perspectivas da sexualidade e tendo como consequéncia uma visdo distorcida e velada do
que é vivido quando comparado com o que é desejado socialmente para esse periodo.

Palavras-chave: Aleitamento Materno; Satide da Mulher; Sexualidade.

RESUMEN

Objetivo: reflexionar sobre la sacralizacion de la lactancia materna y su influencia en la sexualidad
materna. Método: se trata de un estudio tedrico-reflexivo sobre la experiencia de la lactancia materna,
centrado en concepciones socialmente instituidas sobre el acto de amamantar y sobre la vivencia de la
sexualidad durante la maternidad. Resultados: la articulacién del estudio con la realidad vivida por
las mujeres que amamantan permitio reconocer la influencia del paradigma actual de sacralizacion de
la lactancia materna sobre los significados y elecciones de cémo actiian las mujeres. Las repercusiones
pueden ser perjudiciales para la salud tanto materna como infantil, a través de la experiencia de
sentimientos de culpa, vergiienza o incluso la decision de realizar un destete temprano. Conclusion: la
lactancia materna se basa en el fundamento de significados que involucran la divinidady la sacralizacion
del acto de amamantar, anulando las perspectivas de la sexualidad y dando como resultado una vision
distorsionada y velada de lo vivido frente a lo socialmente deseado para este periodo.

Palabras clave: Lactancia Materna; Salud de la Mujer; Sexualidad.
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Reflecting on the sacralization of breastfeeding and its influence on maternal sexuality

“Breast feeding is a sacred and pure act!”, “Breast
feeding is something divine. It’s hard to explain”.
Who has never heard these affirmative speeches that
demonstrate the symbols and meanings socially cons-
tructed about the act of breast feeding? Often, after
acknowledging the biological aspects and benefits of
breast milk for mother and child, it is observed in
social dialogues the understanding of breast feeding
as an act with meanings that involve a relationship
with the divinity and its sacralization.

This is supposed to occur in the context of the
socialization of breast feeding, in which society
expects behaviors and attitudes that meet social and
moral standards for women who breastfeed, excessi-
vely controlling their sexuality.? From this perspective,
this theoretical reflection study considers maternal
sexuality in the conceptual constructivist scope, that
is, influenced by social and historical aspects, in the
scope of sensations of pleasure, eroticism and intimacy.

It is noticed that the female body during breast fee-
ding is socially forbidden to exercise sexuality, that is, it
becomes deprived of feelings of pleasure, eroticism and
intimacy, reflecting the predominance of sacralization
of breast feeding.! This normative is so permeated in the
perception and appreciation to the point where women
themselves act according to the prevailing social, cultu-
ral and medical dictates in society, in which any unusual
experience of feelings of sexual pleasure with their own
bodies, such as sexual excitement when breast feeding,
is experienced and interpreted as unhealthy. Thus, the
imposition and/or expectation of “ideal” social roles to
be experienced by women during the breast feeding
period trigger behaviors that deprive the experience of
maternal sexuality freely, without prejudice and taboos.

In this sense, it must be considered that many
women experience pleasurable sensations of sexual
excitement during breast feeding that can be inter-
preted and experienced as something absurd, surreal,
uncomfortable, bad, bizarre and horrible, which may
mean a wrong sensation to be felt at the time of breast
feeding.! However, it is noteworthy that these sensa-
tions are part of the human sexual response, in which
the physiological, bodily and neural stimuli triggered
by the child’s sucking directly on the breast gene-
rate sensations of sexual excitement in the female
body, which can be perceived and reported through
increased vaginal lubrication, nipple erection, vagi-
nal contraction, and deep relaxation after feedings.!
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Consequently, from this experience, there is a blockage
in the dimension of their bodily experience, such as the
sexual one during breast feeding, which can lead to tragic
consequences for breast feeding when women feel uncom-
fortable with the physical perceptions of their bodies and
when society may regard the mother’s sexual experience
of breast feeding as abusive,® incestuous, or even sinful.

This conception is based on the lack of knowledge
about the physiology of sexual arousal experienced
during breast feeding. Reflecting on this interpretation
of the experience of sexuality during breast feeding, it is
clear that the subjectivity that involves women and the
act of breast feeding is disregarded, indicating gaps in
knowledge about the experience of sexuality at this stage
of life. Searching the National Library of Medicine (Pub-
Med), ScienceDirect, Latin American and Caribbean Lite-
rature on Health Sciences (LILACS) and Nursing Data-
base (NDB) with the descriptors “breast feeding” and
“sexuality”, 339 articles were obtained, in which titles,
abstracts and keywords were analyzed, identifying a
large deficit of scientific knowledge related to the object
of this reflection and time interval between publications,
between the oldest of 1980 and the most recent of 2019.

Still, it is known that this field of discussion about
sexuality and breast feeding is surrounded by prejudices,
taboos, beliefs, symbols, and different meanings, beco-
ming controversial and often hidden. Thus, as this know-
ledge is still little explored, it is necessary to think about it
critically from the perspective of the scientific field and of
those who experience it. It is believed that it is necessary
to reflect on the social, cultural, political, and economic
aspects, but it is also necessary to consider the influences
that socially shared mental representations on the expe-
rience of sexuality and the experience of sexual pleasure
during breastfeeding exert on this practice among women.

Thus, the significance of this reflection is justified,
highlighting the possible advances regarding the brea-
king of paradigms that involve the meanings of the act
of breastfeeding and maternal sexuality. It is intended
that all women have universal access to sexual and
reproductive health, through sexual and reproductive
rights at all stages of life, including motherhood, so
that they can experience their sexuality without fear,
shame, and guilt. It is noteworthy that this reflection
is in line with the Sustainable Development Agenda,
which recognizes the need to ensure universal access
to sexual and reproductive health services, which inclu-
des female empowerment, information, and education,
as well as the integration of sexual and reproductive
health in national strategies and programs.*
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Furthermore, the idea that breastfeeding is part of
a component of the total experience of sexuality is cor-
roborated.® In this sense, the perspective adopted in this
study is the recognition of the context in which women
are inserted during motherhood and breastfeeding, and
visibility of the aspects that influence and promote the
dissemination of the idea that breastfeeding is a sacred,
pure, innocent act, free from any aspect of sexuality.!
Thus, the following question arises as a reflection: “does
the dominant paradigm of the sacralization of breast-
feeding influence the maintenance of behaviors, percep-
tions, and ways of acting of women, which can generate
harmful repercussions for breastfeeding and for mater-
nal sexuality?” Therefore, the study aims to encourage
reflections on the sacralization of breastfeeding and its
influence on maternal sexuality.

This is a theoretical-reflective study whose fou-
ndation is based on the discussion of the symbology
of the act of breastfeeding, represented by the divi-
nity and sacralization of breastfeeding, as well as the
influence on the way of acting and making decisions
about sexuality and breastfeeding. It presents sym-
bolic interactionism as a theoretical framework,® as
it seeks to understand the reality, meanings, social
interactions, experiences, and human actions of sub-
jective aspects related to the experience of maternal
sexuality during the act of breastfeeding.

A theoretical reflection study with analytical cha-
racteristics was carried out, in dialogue with the natio-
nal and international literature, in the period from July
to October 2020, in which seven health researchers
participated, with a doctorate and specialization in the
area of Obstetric Nursing. We sought to address socially
instituted conceptual aspects about breastfeeding and
how to deal with maternal sexuality in this period.

A doctoral thesis was used as a starting point,’
which addressed how the socialization of breastfee-
ding influences the way of experiencing and meaning
the sensations of sexual pleasure when breastfeeding,
predominantly the socially established symbology that
the act of breastfeeding is sacred, pure, free of eroti-
cism, with maternal and nutritional pleasure prevai-
ling. This study was organized by reflective impres-
sions about the theme addressed, being compared,
and interpreted with national and international lite-
rature, having as a guiding axis “the sacralization of
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breastfeeding as a dominant paradigm and the reper-
cussions for maternal sexuality”.

When discussing a paradigm, it is initially neces-
sary to understand the meaning of its concept to later
understand how a certain line of reasoning becomes
dominant and accepted by society. In Thomas Kuhn’s
philosophical conception, the paradigm is like a men-
tal framework used to order the world and approach
it, consciously or unconsciously.® Paradigms also com-
prise the universally recognized scientific achieve-
ments that, for a time, provide problems and solu-
tions models for a scientific community. Thus, research
objects based on shared paradigms are committed to
the same rules and standards of scientific practice in
order to maintain a determined research tradition.®

In this sense, it is clear that breastfeeding as a
field of scientific research preserves the tradition in
studies carried out over the years with a dominant
focus of the literature on the biological perspective,
as an eminently nutritional phenomenon,” excluding
the symbolic and subjective dimensions that involve
breastfeeding. In addition, the approach to the theme
sexuality during breastfeeding also maintains a pat-
tern of studies, predominantly discussions on marital
sexuality and adaptations of the female body in the
postpartum period, thus leaving gaps in the scope of
the sensations of sexual pleasure when breastfeeding.®

Thus, the theoretical generalizations of a domi-
nant paradigm involving the field of breastfeeding,
that is, a paradigm with a nutritional and biomedical
focus, hides the perceptions and subjectivity of sexua-
lity during breastfeeding. This perspective influences
the construction, maintenance, and perpetuation of
the meaning of donation, duty, divinity and sacrali-
zation of breastfeeding.

This conception about the act of breastfeeding is
constituted through the socialization of breastfeeding,
that is, it is related to individual meanings, perceptions,
symbols constructed through social interaction,'* being
passed on from generation to generation and replicated
in each experience. Furthermore, through social practi-
ces and actions, the patterns, and models of life to be fol-
lowed are reproduced, using language as an instrument
of discursive constructions and processes of meaning.
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Thus, what can or should be accepted is constructed
and what is in accordance with what institutions stan-
dardize as more adequate and socially desirable due
to the influence of power relations.’

In this process of social interactions and construc-
tion of symbols and meanings, there is often an asso-
ciation with divine attributions for the experience of
breastfeeding, being related to a blessing granted and
created by God.!>!! This symbology also applies to the
female body. The breasts during breastfeeding rein-
force the thesis of being a sacred region’ belonging
exclusively to the child.! This perception is based on
the understanding of the female and maternal body
as chaste and holy, according to discursive regula-
tion that produces a type of sexual morality about
this body.’

Also, the perception that the female body during
breastfeeding belongs exclusively to the child and has
a nutritional function contributed to the expropriation
of maternal sexuality during this period.! Thus, in the
breastfeeding experience, the being-woman cancels
and distances herself of her body, of her existence,
revealing a new way of being, inhabited by concerns
about the child’s exclusive health and well-being.!?

Thus, breastfeeding can be experienced as a loss
of identity, because the woman feels like a feeding
machine for her child, representing a loss to herself.'®
And with the predominance of the dominant para-
digm of sacralization of breastfeeding and annulment
from maternal sexuality, breastfeeding starts to be
experienced and confused as proof of love, donation,
and exclusive dedication to the child.

This symbology built in the social context and in
the effectiveness of the interaction process in which
women are inserted generates the priority to meet
the child’s needs at the expense of the experience of
maternal sexuality. It is expected from women who
breastfeed only purified, sacralized and romantici-
zed attitudes, feelings, and perceptions about the
act of breastfeeding and for the exclusive purpose of
nutrition.!

The meanings that breastfeeding has for these
women are restricted to the biological aspects of the
importance of breast milk for the child, being expres-
sed by an act of affection and maternal love.!2415
In contrast, for women who experience sensations of
sexual excitement, in a more subjective and physical
perception with one’s own body, this experience starts
to be perceived as something inappropriate for the
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moment of breastfeeding,! fleeing from what is expec-
ted or socially determined. Therefore, a contradiction
is created insofar as what is apparently sexual cannot
be maternal and what is maternal cannot be sexual.?

It is with this reasoning and with the pressure
of social roles established during motherhood that
women are faced with a reality that is totally vei-
led and different from the dominant discourses in
their relationships. The means of communication and
media present deficiencies and knowledge distortions
in their discourses on sexuality, bodily changes in
breastfeeding and stereotypes during motherhood.!®

This scenario reproduces the dominant paradigm
of the sacralization of breastfeeding and enhan-
ces the repercussions of the concealment of sexua-
lity, becoming harmful to the psychosexual health
of women, generating feelings of guilt,’® discom-
fort, shame, rejection of the child or even the aban-
donment of breastfeeding.! These ways of acting,
thinking and feeling are expressed by women who
breastfeed, needing to be increasingly recognized
and discussed by health professionals and society,
in order to minimize the impacts generated by social
and behavioral patterns that involve breastfeeding
and maternal sexuality.

Barriers in communication about the physiology
of sexual arousal during breastfeeding and the lack
of naturalization of women’s processes of autonomy
over their own sexuality in different stages of life,
including the period of breastfeeding, cause conse-
quences that could be minimized by the performance
of health professionals. The insertion of this theme
in professional training, in continuing education and
health education practices is necessary as a strategy
for change and resignification on the experience of
sexuality during breastfeeding. The results of this
reflection serve as an appeal for actions for future
change in maternal and child health care, aiming at
valuing and empowering women with regard to their
own sexuality during breastfeeding.

As limitations of this study, the complexity of the
theme sexuality during breastfeeding is highlighted,
as it is still involved by taboos rooted in our society,
which are reinforced and socially replicated by the
paradigm of sacralization of breastfeeding. And the
temporal gap between the published works indicates
the urgency of new studies and theoretical-scientific
deepening, aiming at changing the influencing para-
digms in the experience of maternal sexuality.
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In view of the reflections presented, the sacra-
lization of breastfeeding is considered as the domi-
nant paradigm, as it presents a strong domain and
social convention on the act of breastfeeding, which
through the socially constructed and shared mea-
nings influence the maintenance of behaviors, per-
ceptions, and ways of acting, it can generate harmful
repercussions for maternity and breastfeeding when
there is simultaneously the annulment of maternal
sexuality.

In this context, it is noted that women start to
experience conflicts between the reality of sexual
pleasure experienced during breastfeeding and a
socially idealized, sacred, and internalized discourse,
which is materialized in the self-demanding of attitu-
des that involve proof of love, donation, and exclusive
dedication to the son. The sensations of sexual excite-
ment experienced with her own body during breast-
feeding, being perceived as unusual and inappro-
priate, contradict the relative impositions of desired
behaviors replicated in interactional processes and
discourses. Thus, there is an effort among women in
an attempt to eliminate any bodily experience percei-
ved as sexual during breastfeeding in order to follow
the patterns of sacralization of breastfeeding, reinfor-
cing the limits between being a woman-mother who
inhabits the same body.

Finally, it is understood that the recognition of the
problems experienced in motherhood and breastfee-
ding is the key point to foster discussions and reflec-
tions aiming at a care that involves the subject in
its entirety, subjectivity, and individuality, seeking to
reduce the impacts caused by social stereotypes that
breastfeeding women carry with them. Thus, the dis-
cussion and reflection of maternal sexuality during
breastfeeding in the academic, care and social envi-
ronment becomes urgent.
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