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 MOTHERING SOLIDARITY: INFANT-FEEDING, VULNERABILITY AND POVERTY 

IN WEST AFRICA SINCE THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 

 

ABSTRACT 

Poor and marginalized people have always distributed the labour of mothering, among their 

extended kin networks, with friends and neighbours and within their communities. This essay 

argues that taking a long historical view on the distribution of infant-feeding as labour serves 

as a useful corrective to modern western or imperial models which reify exclusive breastfeed-

ing in the mother–baby dyad, and opens up questions about how the work of feeding babies 

has played a role in generating and sustaining rigid gender binaries. The article excavates 

traces of information about the feeding practices of people in West Africa who are members 

of gender-segregated solidarity societies, from the eighteenth to the twenty-first century. 

These institutions regulate much of economic and social life in the region, which incorporates 

parts of Sierra Leone, Liberia and Guinea, reflecting the endurance of institutions of social 

reproduction through widespread political change. Practices of infant-feeding show similar 

endurance, shaped more by economic necessity than political pressure. The article focuses on 

the experiences of West African men and women, along with the babies they feed with milk 

of all kinds, rice, palm oil and water. This mothering labour is part of a wider knowledge of 

the body which has been passed down among Africans and the African diaspora, and with 

which historians of labour, the body and emotions could usefully engage.   
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1. Procession of the Bondo society in Maforki Chiefdom in 1976. Photograph by Frederick 

Lamp, reproduced with his permission. From Frederick Lamp, ‘Cosmos, Cosmetics and the 

Spirit of Bondo’, African Arts, xviii, 3 (1985).1 

 

In 2009, the Mexican-American actor Salma Hayek ‘raised eyebrows’ when she breastfed a 

one-week-old Sierra Leonean baby while on a trip to West Africa.2 While some commenta-

tors thought she was ‘completely crazy’, others praised her kindness.3 Hayek herself framed 

her act as one of female solidarity between women of the Global South. She explained to re-

porters that her great-grandmother had done something similar for a Mexican woman’s in-

fant. When questioned, she mused that she thought her daughter would be proud to ‘share her 

milk’.4 Her explanation emphasized inter-generational, as well as international, solidarity. 

                                                
1 The person to the right of the central masked figure is breastfeeding a child.  The expres-

sions of the people around mirror that of the carved mask of the procession leader, with 

downcast eyes and solemn expressions. The person feeding the child likewise is looking 

down, but towards the child and she is smiling slightly.  

2 ABC news reported that a blogger on EW.com (the website for Entertainment Weekly) had 

declared Hayek the winner of the ‘biggest eyebrow-raiser’ award. 

3 Kira Cochrane, ‘The Truly Surprising Thing about Salma Hayek Breastfeeding an African 

Baby: It's Quite Moving’, Guardian Online, 12 Feb. 2009, 

<https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2009/feb/12/health-breastfeeding-salma-hayek> 

(accessed 20 Jun. 2020). 

4 Kimberley Kaplan, 11 Feb. 2009, ‘Salma Hayek On Why She Breastfed Another Woman’s 

Baby’, <https://abcnews.go.com/Entertainment/story?id=6854285&page=1> (accessed 20 

Jun. 2020). 
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While intimate, this was not a private moment. As a representative of the United Nations, 

Hayek’s cross-nursing was part of a public humanitarian intervention in Sierra Leone, a 

country with one of the highest maternal and infant mortality rates in the world.5 Hayek was 

visiting to promote the provision of tetanus vaccinations, but her gesture was also part of a 

long history of encouraging women to exclusively breastfeed their babies. It has long been 

the ‘breastfeeding paradox’, as Lesley Frank terms it, that women who cannot afford infant 

formula milk are also less likely exclusively to breastfeed. People’s social and economic 

status shapes what they feed their infants in all nations, rich and poor.6 In recent years, in 

wealthy nations, popular media have started to rail against the notion that breast milk is 

‘free’.7  But the costs are added up in terms of career advancement, lactation consultants and 

                                                
5 See, for example, ‘Sierra Leone’s maternal mortality rate is a “human rights emergency”’, 

British Medical Journal (2009), 339, <https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.b3908>. The maternal 

mortality rate of 2009 was recorded as 1,680 deaths per 100,000 live births. Sierra Leone had 

a stillbirth rate of 25.6 stillbirths per 1,000 live births in 2009. Sierra Leone Directorate of 

Reproductive and Child Health, Ministry of Health and Sanitation, ‘Maternal Death Surveil-

lance and Response: Annual Report 2016’. Neonatal deaths numbered a tragically high 111.5 

per 1,000 live births.  

6 Lesley Frank’s recent book, Out of Milk: Infant Food Insecurity in a Rich Nation (Vancou-

ver, 2020) explores this conundrum in contemporary British Columbia through interviews 

with Canadian mothers. 

7 For example, Amy Lazar Kleiman, ‘The Actual Cost of Breastfeeding (Spoiler, it’s Not 

Free)’, Today’s Parent, 21 December 2019, 

<https://www.todaysparent.com/baby/breastfeeding/the-actual-cost-of-breastfeeding-spoiler-

its-not-free/> (accessed: 12 June 2020). 
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nursing bras.8 There are also more fundamental costs to breastfeeding, which matter more in 

places where people have less.  

Of course, any historian of maternal labour knows that the notion that breast milk is 

‘free’ is based on false assumptions. One false assumption is that the time spent breastfeeding 

would not otherwise be spent in productive labour, which is linked to a notion that women’s 

time is not worth much. A second false assumption is that there will be sufficient breast milk 

to feed and satisfy the baby effectively. As the proliferation of breastfeeding doulas and 

breastfeeding support groups around the world suggests, as does the prevalence of mixed 

feeding, even enthusiastic and well-resourced people encounter difficulties with breastfeed-

ing. A third false assumption is that there are no existing cultural or religious barriers to ex-

clusive breastfeeding. While in the region under consideration breastfeeding was long prized, 

certain commonly accepted and deeply historical practices prevented exclusive breastfeeding 

for the first six months. The final false assumption — and perhaps the most significant where 

women are particularly vulnerable, or poverty particularly endemic — is that the extra calo-

ries required to nurse an infant are not an economic barrier. But the level of severe food inse-

curity in Guinea, Liberia and Sierra Leone varies between 40 and 70 per cent. The numbers 

of malnourished people are in the millions, even in these relatively tiny states.9 Decisions 

about how to do the work of feeding babies rest on a range of factors, which this article will 

                                                
8 Phyllis L. F. Rippeyoung and Mary C. Noonan, ‘Is Breastfeeding Truly Cost Free? Income 

Consequences of Breastfeeding for Women’, American Sociological Review, lxxvii, 2 (1 

April 2012), 244–67, <https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122411435477> (accessed 20 Jun. 2020).  

9 Guinea: <http://www.fao.org/faostat/en/#country/90> ; Liberia: 

<http://www.fao.org/faostat/en/#country/123> ; Sierra Leone: 

<http://www.fao.org/faostat/en/#country/197> (accessed 20 Jun. 2020).  
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explore across two centuries of West African history to show how people managed the costs 

and compromises of infant-feeding.   

Outside intervention remains focused on exclusive breastfeeding within a mother–baby 

dyad. International media campaigns around the sale of infant formula in the so-called devel-

oping world have been accompanied by significant outpourings of public solidarity. In an ef-

fort to undermine the exploitation of poor mothers by profit-seeking global corporations, 

people around the world have boycotted the Nestlé corporation, which was regarded as a key 

culprit in widespread child malnutrition. Tehlia Sasson has shown how this ‘forged new rela-

tionships between Third World mothers and mothers from the West’. Their new ‘global citi-

zenship’ aimed at restricting the reach of market capitalism, and linked humanitarian crisis 

(child malnutrition) to corporate strategy.10 Despite these long-running campaigns, women in 

the Global South (like women in wealthier countries) still chose to feed their babies in a vari-

ety of ways. As Sasson acknowledges, despite a language of global solidarity, the campaign’s 

boycott ended up hardening perceptions of racial and colonial difference. When Hayek 

‘shared milk’ with a Sierra Leonean baby, these boundaries became very apparent. Within 

Sierra Leone, her gesture was regarded with enthusiasm for the newly forged link between 

the mothers. In contrast, US American and UK commenters reacted with outrage and seem-

ing disgust, and mainstream journalism settled on a combination of mockery, sexualization 

                                                
10 Tehlia Sasson, ‘Milking the Third World?: Humanitarianism, Capitalism and the Moral 

Economy of the Nestle ́ Boycott’, American Historical Review, cxxi, 4 (September 2016), 

esp. 1199. 



7 

and admiration.11 This difference of views on cross-nursing signals a deeper divergence of 

ideas about ‘mothering’s many labours’. 

This article, inspired by Sarah Knott’s invitation to think of mothering as ‘labour’, traces 

the history of the work that people in a particular region of West Africa have done to feed 

their babies from the seventeenth century to the present day. This long history of distributed 

mothering, use of supplementary infant foods, and intergenerational care work shows how 

people in West Africa have long understood what European historians seem to have recently 

discovered, that mothering and infant-feeding should be understood as labour. In the western 

canon, the work of feeding infants is usually subsumed under ‘mothering’, itself hidden 

within the catch-all ‘domestic work’, the effect of which is, as historian Jane Whittle argues,  

to ‘imply that much of women’s work fell outside the economy’.12 She demonstrates that in 

societies with large numbers of domestic servants, people are much more aware of the value 

                                                
11 It is difficult not to also read a sexist and racist undertone to the media commentary. For 

example, Time magazine published an opinion piece titled, ‘Salma Hayek, Breastfeeding and 

One Very Public Service’, which, while broadly positive, referred to Hayek as ‘beautifully 

busty’, drew a parallel with wet-nursing ‘with all its class issues and antiquated notions about 

women’s bodies yoked in service to others’, and used the example of Nadya Suleman’s use 

of donated breast milk to feed her octuplets as a comparison. Ada Calhoun, ‘Salma Hayek, 

Breastfeeding and One Very Public Service’, Time, 12 Feb. 2009 

<http://content.time.com/time/health/article/0,8599,1878917,00.html> (accessed 1 July 

2019). Most of the headlines and stories referred to the baby as ‘African’ rather than Sierra 

Leonean.  

12 Jane Whittle, ‘A Critique of Approaches to “Domestic Work”: Women, Work and the Pre-

Industrial Economy’, Past and Present, no. 243 (May 2019). 
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of domestic and care work. This generalization holds true for large parts of West Africa, 

where domestic service is ubiquitous, and social networks provide even relatively impover-

ished families with the benefits of domestic support.13 Both men and women make their con-

tributions to this mothering labour. Breastfeeding has never been the exclusive preserve of a 

birth-giver, and formula milk, other dairy products, and home-made milk substitutes form a 

significant part of many babies’ diets. As Hayek’s anecdote illustrated, feeding babies is la-

bour which is tackled across and between generations. The ability to delegate, distribute and 

devolve practices of mothering, even ones which may seem ‘natural’ or ‘biological’, has long 

been a vital way for women in poverty to mitigate their vulnerabilities.14 Rather than being 

                                                
13 There are numerous references to domestic service and servants in historical and contem-

porary accounts of the Upper Guinea coast. Frequently, urban elites would recruit children 

from rural areas as servants in quasi-familial relationships. There is an extensive literature 

available on the contemporary debate over this use of children. See, for example, Mike Dot-

tridge, ‘Trafficking in Children in West and Central Africa’, Gender and Development, x, 1 

(2002), 38–42.  

14 There is a range of anthropological and development literature on breastfeeding and the use 

of breast milk replacements in sub-Saharan Africa. See, for example, Lene Teglhus, ‘Our 

Children Cannot Survive on Breast Milk Alone’, Mila, vii (2006), 32–40, who argues that 

while Kenyan mothers in Nyang’oma are well-informed about the benefits of breastfeeding, 

they continue to supplement breast milk with other substances in order to conform to certain 

social norms of ‘good’ mothering. Also, Sonia Patten, ‘Medical Anthropology: Improving 

Nutrition in Malawi’, in James Spradley and David W. McCurdy (eds.), Conformity and Con-

flict: Readings in Cultural Anthropology, 11th edn (Boston, 2004), 405–14. In this study, Pat-

ten shows that health issues and lack of access to food can prevent breastfeeding. Esau N. 
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insulated from the economy, infant-feeding is vital. Its primary concern is the survival of ba-

bies.  

 

The aphorism ‘it takes a village to raise a child’ is often ascribed to African origins, but 

there is nothing uniquely African about sharing the work of mothering between and among 

generations and genders. As theorist Sophie Lewis notes, ‘Inventive kinning has taken place 

in every corner of the planet ever since the institution of marriage started being forcibly im-

posed on poor, indigenous and colonized people’.15 But ‘inventive kinning’ is not always po-

litical or anti-authoritarian in nature; it is also about survival. For black people to survive 

slavery and racial capitalism, fluid and diverse forms of parenting were essential. Laura 

Briggs notes that Native American communities distributed mothering labour through the 

generations, a practice wilfully misunderstood by European colonizers.16 The distribution of 

the labour of infant-feeding among many mothers is only the initial element in a more com-

                                                                                                                                                  
Mutekanga and Peter R. Atekyereza, ‘The Relationship Between Child Breastfeeding and 

Health: The Case of the Rukungiri District in Uganda’, Journal of Social Development in Af-

rica, xxii, 2 (2007). This article highlights the significance of poverty and health issues. In-

nocent Najjumba Mulindwa and James P. M. Ntozi. ‘Mothers in the Informal Economy and 

Changes in Child Feeding and Caring Roles in Kampala, Uganda’. Africa Development / Af-

rique Et Développement, xxix, 3 (2004). This article highlights the significance of work 

commitments to infant-feeding practices.  

15 Sophie Lewis, Full Surrogacy Now: Feminism Against Family (London, 2019), 148. 

16 Interview with Laura Briggs about her new book, Taking Children: A History of American 

Terror, on WORT 89.9FM Madison, <https://soundcloud.com/wort-fm/taking-children-a-

history-of-american-terror-with-laura-briggs> (accessed 13 June, 2020). 
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munal, distributed approach to motherhood. As socialist feminist thinkers have observed for 

some time, the ‘naturalization’ of heteronormative, state-sanctioned and gender-essentialist 

motherhood is far from hegemonic. What we might call the ‘fragmentation of maternity’ pre-

dates legal wrangles over IVF babies, or anxieties over commercial surrogacy, and for many 

people delegated and distributed mothering co-exists more or less comfortably with ideals of 

nuclear families.17 In Sierra Leone and Liberia, people’s infant-feeding practices have re-

flected a need to survive as well as to thrive. Sharing the work of infant-feeding has been 

about mothering and socialization beyond a parent–infant dyad, and also about the challenges 

of sustenance in poverty. 

This article investigates the history of infant-feeding within West Africa, focusing upon a 

distinct area of the Upper Guinea coast from the seventeenth century to the colonial and post-

colonial periods. This region straddles contemporary national boundaries, which even after 

they were imposed in the nineteenth century, held little weight for most people’s lived expe-

rience. As such, it draws together a range of evidence, from the asides of travellers in the 

seventeenth century; to the business records of Atlantic slave plantations; to the missionizing, 

medicalizing and colonialist commentaries of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries; and the 

initiatives of local reformers, multinational corporations and a global media.  

Across several centuries, West African practices of gender and mothering were shaped 

especially by solidarity societies, whose members contended with change from within and 

without. Section I of the essay starts with that history, before turning in section II to the 

                                                
17 Angela Davis, ‘Surrogates and Outcast Mothers: Racism and Reproductive Politics in the 

Nineties’, in Joy James (ed.), The Angela Y. Davies Reader (Malden, Mass., 1998); Shu-

lamith Firestone, The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolution (London, 1970), 

65–94; Lewis, Full Surrogacy Now, 17.  



11 

changing evidence of infant-feeding between the seventeenth and early twentieth centuries. 

In the early twentieth century, as section III explores, intensified forms of maternalism, 

driven by imperial powers, further revealed practices of maternal labour and attempted to 

shape their forms. So too did post-colonial, global initiatives which framed exclusive breast-

feeding as a free and positive good. The long history in West Africa of distributed mothering 

in general, and of infant-feeding in particular, exposes both the narrowness and the wrong-

headedness of those recent initiatives.  

 

I 

The scene from which this West African history unfolds is one of gender initiations and 

mothering work of people belonging to gender-segregated, solidarity societies in the coun-

tries of Sierra Leone and Liberia. These societies have primarily appeared among Mende-

speaking communities and related groups, such as the Kpelle, Gola, Vai, and Gbandi, who 

straddle the borders between Sierra Leone, Liberia and Guinea. They bear a close resem-

blance to the societies of Temne-speaking communities in northern Sierra Leone,18 and occur 

in both thickly forested areas inland and swampy, riverine areas closer to the coast. Carol P. 

Hoffer argues that the female societies have enhanced women’s political power where they 

operated, which suggests that this region can be analyzed together across boundaries estab-

                                                
18 Spelling varies in different sources and texts. A. K. Turay surmises from an analysis of the 

societies’ terminology that the Mende and associated groups ‘borrowed’ many notions from 

the Temne. A. K. Turay, ‘Language Contact: Mende and Temne. A Case Study’, Africana 

Marburgensia, xi, 1 (1978). 
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lished by colonial authorities.19 The social and political milieu of this region has for a long 

time been particularly fluid, but the solidarity societies (sometimes also cast as ‘secret socie-

ties’, though their membership is open) have been major public institutions since at least the 

seventeenth century. 20 While geographically widely spread, locally organized chapters have 

long administered both secular affairs and the transmission of sacred and ritual knowledges.21 

                                                
19 Carol P. Hoffer, ‘Bundu: Political Implications of Female Solidarity in a Secret Society’, in 

Dana Raphael (ed.) Being Female: Reproduction, Power and Change (The Hague, 1975). 

20 I prefer to use the term ‘solidarity’ rather than the more commonly used ‘secret society’ to 

de-emphasize the mystic aspects of these organizations.  In What Gender is Motherhood? 

Changing Yorùbá Ideals of Power, Procreation, and Identity in the Age of Modernity (2016), 

Oyèrónkẹ́ Oyěwùmí discusses the difference between secrecy and mystery in descriptions of 

these societies. She notes that while the local Yorùbá historian Samuel Johnson referred to 

the ‘mysteries of Ifá worship’, missionary and anthropological texts have tended to, ‘reduce 

what is actually a learned society to a secret cult’ (20–1). While both the male and female 

solidarity societies do organize rituals which emphasize the hidden (such as the cycles of ini-

tiation) or mandate restrictions on sight, an over-emphasis on secrecy obscures the facts that 

membership is open to all and that they perform a variety of very public functions. Further, 

Oyěwùmí links the preoccupation of outside observers with secrecy to their blindness to the 

gender fluidity and non-binary conception of gender embedded in Yorùbá religion. 

21 For more on the societies, see Frederick William Hugh Migeod, ‘61. The Poro Society: 

The Building of the Poro House and Making of the Image’, Man, xvi (1916); Anthony J. Git-

tins, ‘Mende and Missionary Belief, Perception and Enterprise in Sierra Leone’ (Univ. of Ed-

inburgh Ph.D. thesis, 1977); Ruth Phillips, Representing Woman: Sande Masquerades of the 
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Poro (male) societies and Sande or Bondo (female) have regulated a great deal of family, 

spiritual and economic life, not least through rituals of initiation, masking and dance.22 

Poro and Sande societies have long provided a framework for gender and for the labour 

of mothering. They have shaped individual life cycles, guiding children into adulthood and 

regulating transactions and relationships among adults. They mediated the trans-generational 

exchange of knowledge to both boys and girls from elders or society officials in a period of 

gender-segregated seclusion. When children came of age, they were inducted in a ‘school’, 

through which they were connected into age-groups. Then they underwent the rite of initia-

tion, moving into adulthood together. Girls thus received ‘years of intensive training’ in the 

skills of being a wife and a mother in polygamous households, and in ‘the rules governing the 

relationships between co-wives, children, in-laws, and potential husbands’ and good citizen-

ship.23 This training included infant-feeding and care work. Boys, too, were taught ‘proper 

relations with women’.24 A great deal of emphasis was placed not only on practical or intel-

                                                                                                                                                  
Mende of Sierra Leone (Los Angeles, 1995); Sylvia Ardyn Boone, Radiance from the Waters 

(New Haven, 1986). 

22 The earliest written description of the societies is from Cape Verdean trader André Alvarez 

d’Almada’s Brief Treatise on the Rivers of Guinea (c.1594), (Liverpool 1984), 4 

<https://search.library.wisc.edu/digital/AQ2XQZT2FQE3VB8C>  (accessed 20 Jun. 2020). 

23 Benjamin G. Dennis, The Gbandes: A People of the Liberian Hinterland (Chicago, 1972), 

145. The importance of the ‘bush school’ in preparing women for marriage and child-rearing 

is mentioned by many authors in the mid twentieth century, for example, Werner Junge, Afri-

can Jungle Doctor: Ten Years in Liberia (London, 1952), 96. 

24 Mark Hanna Watkins, ‘The West African “Bush” School’, American Journal of Sociology, 

xlviii, 6 (1943), 666–75, 670. 
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lectual skills but also on how to relate to other people. The work of the female societies took 

place in a region where, aside from the burning of bush, women and children were largely 

responsible for agricultural work. As Lynda Day and scholars of a variety of different con-

texts have observed, when women are responsible for their own fertility and for the agricultu-

ral production, they tended to ‘develop strong loyalties to each other’ as well as to their own 

family.25 The societies served to cement and formalize these ties. 

In the long history of this region, solidarity societies have exerted a powerful degree of 

social control, though the influence of the female societies in contemporary daily life is now 

more significant than that of the male.26 Membership was and remains near total, being a pre-

requisite to participation in negotiations over land, trade and politics. Non-members are ex-

cluded from the wisdom acquired during the initiation process, the ‘secrecy’ often ascribed to 

them. Different authorities within the structure of the societies often made competing claims, 

but initiates and non-initiates alike were expected to adhere to their rules: in Mende, the fa-

miliar phrase Bi sande nyanza; ba moli solo, means ‘you have violated the laws of the Sande 

                                                
25 See Ann T. Nelson, ‘Women in Groups: Women’s Ritual Sodalities in Native North Amer-

ica’, Western Canadian Journal of Anthropology, vi, 3 (1976); Peggy R. Sanday, ‘Female 

Status in the Public Domain’, in Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere (eds.), 

Woman, Culture and Society (Stanford, 1974); and Nancy B. Leis, ‘Women in Groups: Ijaw 

Women’s Associations’, in Rosaldo and Lamphere (eds.), Woman, Culture, and Society; Kel-

fala Feika and elders interview with author, Sendume, 23 November 1981, in Lynda Day, 

Gender and Power in Sierra Leone: Women Chiefs of the Last Two Centuries (Basingstoke, 

2012), 188.            

26 Jenny Diggins, Coastal Sierra Leone: Materiality and the Unseen in Maritime West Africa 

(Cambridge, 2018), 22. 
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society; you must answer for the consequences’.27 Social power flowed between groups. 

Women of the society could regulate not only the behaviour of other women, but also of 

those men who had transgressed shared boundaries.28  

 Solidarity societies have endured through significant historical change since the 

seventeenth century. In the eighteenth century, the onset of colonial rule in both Sierra Leone 

and Liberia had an impact on the organization of the societies, particularly initiation, but 

colonial regimes largely failed to dislodge their influence. Empires were imposed piecemeal 

in this region, over the course of two centuries. The Sierra Leone Colony, for example, was 

established in the late eighteenth century and became a site of resettlement for survivors of 

the transatlantic slave trade. Shortly afterwards, free African-American emigrants, many sur-

vivors of slavery in the Americas, established a settlement in the St Paul river region, south 

of Sierra Leone, which became the Americo-Liberian ruled Republic of Liberia in 1847. By 

the mid nineteenth century, the French military made significant incursions into the area of 

Futa Jallon which would become the state of Guinea. Three different, but sometimes overlap-

ping, colonial powers operated in the region. Each tried to assert authority over borderland 

areas and reconfigure existing political power structures.  

The impact of colonialism was varied. The primary change many authors note is a reduc-

tion in the time spent in the seclusion of initiation. Benjamin Dennis, himself a Mende gradu-

ate of Poro initiation, noted that amongst the Gbande, Sande initiation for girls lasted for 

three years in the 1960s, the first two years of which were spent in ‘absolute seclusion from 

                                                
27 Carol P. Hoffer, ‘Mende and Sherbro Women in High Office’, Canadian Journal of Afri-

can Studies / Revue Canadienne Des Études Africaines, vi, 2 (2007), esp. 160. 

28 Day, Gender and Power in Sierra Leone, 25.  
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non-member females and (as a rule) all men except the blacksmith’.29 In the same period, 

French author Marcel Le Roy noted of the Liberian border region that the period of Poro ini-

tiation (for boys) had fallen substantially and that there was a general trend through the twen-

tieth century of decline in length of the period of initiation.30 The length of time girls spent in 

the seclusion of initiation changed through time, and varied from place to place.31 Ideological 

changes also occurred. Yoruba scholar, Oyèrónkẹ́ Oyěwùmí, argues that the institution of Iya 

(motherhood) was not originally a gender category, but that European colonial rule imposed 

it as such.32 Lynda Day argues along similar lines for Sierra Leone, where degrees of gender 

fluidity disappeared under British rule. In general, though, the training of girls began at the 

                                                
29 Dennis, Gbandes, 145. 

30 Marcel Le Roy, Land of the Niamoo: Travels in the Forests of Equatorial Africa (London, 

1954), 26, 69–70, 36. 

31 For example, Frederick Lamp notes that more remote regions tend to have longer periods 

of initiation in Frederick Lamp, ‘An Opera of the West African Bondo: The Act, Ideas and 

the Word’, TDR, xxxii, 2 (1988), esp. 83. The conclusion he draws is that ‘western’ influence 

shortens the period of time spent in initiation, suggesting a weakening of the tradition. An-

other explanation might be an increased reliance on child labour as households fall under new 

systems of colonial taxation.  

32 Oyèrónkẹ́ Oyěwùmí, What Gender Is Motherhood?: Changing Yorùbá Ideals of Power, 

Procreation, and Identity in the Age of Modernity (Basingstoke, 2016). Oyěwùmí draws on 

Maria Lugones’ ideas about the role gender plays in the coloniality of power to develop an 

account of how new gender systems were imposed on the Yorùba which neither precisely 

mimicked European norms, nor respected existing tradition but generated a new patriarchal 

system. 
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age of six, either directly through initiation or by fostering out as a servant to a guardian.33 In 

recent years, girls’ training has commonly become relatively short, with many of the ele-

ments becoming the responsibility of the wider community, rather than the Sande or Bondo 

elders. 

For girls, the rites of initiation into adulthood are a rebirth redolent in metaphors of li-

quid, birth and motherhood.34 In the description by Fred Lamp, while birth is ‘an introduction 

to the physical world . . . initiation is a reintroduction’.35 In Mende-speaking communities, 

while initiation is in process the girls are considered to be kpanguima (under water),36 a 

phrase which bears the connotation of pregnancy and the fetal experience of liquid suspen-

sion, what Sophie Lewis calls ‘pregnancy’s liquid molecular joy and violence’.37 One song of 

the Temne refers to initiation as ‘o ka-kom ka an digba’: ‘the birth-giving of the Bondo offi-

cials’.38 In both Mende- and Temne-speaking communities, ‘snakes are thought of as produc-

ing children’, and motifs of serpents and snakes abound.39 Nurturing, through feeding, is rec-

ognized as an essential core of the rebirth, and so the role of the cook is celebrated.40 Once 

                                                
33 Kenneth L. Little, ‘The Changing Position of Women in the Sierra Leone Protectorate’, 

Africa, xviii, 1 (1948), 1–17, 1. 

34 Lamp, ‘An Opera of the West African Bondo’, 83–101.  

35 Ibid., 84.  

36 Day, Gender and Power in Sierra Leone, 28. 
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reborn, the girls-turned-women are led to the river to be washed as a newborn would be.41 

Through these rites of initiation, the officials of the society take on the role of birth-givers for 

a new generation of children, now assigned the identity of adult women. 

While these rituals and the societies certainly reified gendered divisions of social and 

economic roles, providing for continuity in gender conventions, they also sometimes created 

space for gender ambiguity and made gender transgression a feature of high rank. Socially 

and economically high-ranking women, for example, could gain entry to the male solidarity 

society. Women might become members of Poro through witnessing part of the male rituals, 

or if they were infertile, or if they attained the position of paramount chief.42 Such high-

ranking women would then be considered to be ‘both man and woman’. In the late nineteenth 

century, for example, the British colonial officer Thomas J. Alldridge saw women Poro 

members, known as deboi, in public processions in Sherbro territory.43 Sjoerd Hofstra, a 

Dutch anthropologist, wrote to Moeteke from Panguma in eastern Sierra Leone in June 1936, 

about ‘a man who . . . entirely lives as a woman’. This man, inspired by a dream of his 

mother who was a chief in the Bundu, even danced for the society, wearing a mask.44 One 

hundred years later, anthropologist Marian Ferme described one such ‘visible manifestation 

of the arbitrary construction of gender boundaries’ in her ethnography of the Wunde chief-

                                                
41 Ibid., 91. 

42 Kenneth Little, ‘The Political Function of the Poro I’ Africa, xxxv, 4 (1965) 361; and Day, 

Gender and Power in Sierra Leone, 35. 

43 Thomas J. Alldridge, A Transformed Colony: Its Progress, Peoples, Native Customs and 

Undeveloped Wealth (London, 1910), 209. 

44 Marijke Gijswijt-Hofstra (ed. and trans.), Among the Mende in Sierra Leone: The Letters 

from Sjoerd Hofstra (1934–36), (Leiden, 2014), 199. 
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dom.45 Other societies also offer openings for gender transgression. The Mende Njaye soci-

ety, called Yassi in the Sherbro region, for example, had both male and female members, and 

high-ranking members of Yassi could become members of Poro.46 Meanwhile the male heads 

of the Thoma society, the gbana bom, conducted rites dressed in a woman’s skirt and head-

tie, demonstrating publicly their sacred state of being in-between.47 As Lynda Day sum-

marizes: ‘Public leadership, gender ambiguity, key ritual roles, and responsibility for com-

munity affairs are mapped through the cultural associations of the region’.48 

 

What of the distinctive moment of new mothering, and of infant-feeding in particular? These 

questions take us into the next stages of initiation and instruction, as well as into new kinds of 

cultural evidence between the seventeenth and early twentieth centuries. 

For girls, the local chapter of their mother’s solidarity society was paramount. After 

emerging from the bush as women and marrying, it was usual to return to your local maternal 

community to give birth to your own child. This entailed the care and guidance not only of 

natal mothers, but also of othermothers, the female family members, as well as members of 

the same age group who passed through initiation together, and friends who share in instruc-

tion and in care-giving. Thus in Temne communities in the 1980s, Lamp observed that the 

‘birth of a child brings all the women to the mother’s house’, and after seven days the baby is 
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presented to each household.49 There was strong social pressure to participate in such ‘com-

munity events’, with lack of community spirit and engagement regarded with deep suspicion. 

Initiation into adulthood, as Lamp observed, demanded that individuals ‘step as their com-

panions are stepping’. ‘Other mothers’ provided oversight, particularly in the first year of the 

child’s life, of how a child was cared for, bathed, fed and dressed, and how a new mother 

comported herself. Hofstra summarized the shared care of children in 1930s Panguma as, 

‘there is still so much more poetry and also involvement of the community with producing 

children’.50 

These new mothers were expected not to pay much attention to their appearance, and to 

avoid attracting male attention, because sexual relations with a man signalled the end to nurs-

ing an infant.51 The antithetical relationship between breastfeeding and sexual intercourse has 

been noted in communities since antiquity: Ancient Greece, early modern Europe, and many 

other societies thought that wet nurses who were pregnant or menstruating had tainted breast 

milk.52 In West Africa, solidarity societies maintained this opprobrium through training and 

social pressure, sexual intercourse being believed to cause illness in the nursing infant. This 

generational wisdom was part of the society’s ‘considerable science of the body’, a corpus of 

knowledge about how bodies worked which was handed down during the period of initiation. 

                                                
49 Frederick Lamp, ‘Heavenly Bodies: Menses, Moon, and Rituals of License among the 

Temne of Sierra Leone’, in Thomas Buckley (ed.), Blood Magic: The Anthropology of Men-
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50 Gijswijt-Hofstra (ed. and trans.), Among the Mende in Sierra Leone, 130. 
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This knowledge remained obscure to non-initiates by the use of metaphor and the closed na-

ture of the women’s society.53  

The Mende language conveys the importance of the breast for nourishment as well as 

pleasure, signalling the value of maternal labour. The term for breast, nyini, is a portmanteau 

word which conveys ‘bite the sweetness’, encompassing the erotic pleasure of sexual contact 

with the breasts as well as the nourishment of infants. The ideal female breast is captured by 

nyini hu vendango, the comparison to a calabash suggesting fullness of flowing liquid (spe-

cifically the water of the breast, milk) and emphasizing its feeding and nurturing powers. The 

calabash, or gourd, was commonly used as a water container.54 The symbiotic relationship of 

nursing can be seen in one oral tradition performed by Kema Lansana, an older widowed 

woman, in Mattru, southern Sierra Leone and recorded by Donald Cosentino in 1976. In this 

Mende domeisia (story performance), a girl continued to breastfeed into adulthood, but when 

she got married her husband persuaded her to stop, and her mother died as a result.55 In this 

story, the nurturing labour of breastfeeding was a two-way process, which mothers relied on 

just the same as their children.   

 

II 

While we have many commentaries about solidarity societies and their subtle gender conven-

tions, little has been excavated from the oral historical or cultural record relating specifically 

to breastfeeding or to other forms of infant-feeding. When mothers feature, they generally 

appear either as idealized ‘types’ or as public mothers or women of high status such as 
                                                
53 Lamp, ‘Heavenly Bodies’, 230. 

54 Boone, Radiance From the Waters, 105–6. 
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Mammy Yoko, ruler of the Kpa Mende Confederacy in the late nineteenth century.56 Jennifer 

L. Morgan uncovered material in European traveller accounts about breastfeeding in seven-

teenth-century West Africa. During the long period of initial contact between Europeans, Af-

ricans and the peoples of the Americas, she suggests, depictions of African women’s nursing 

habits were dehumanized: ‘the icon of women’s breasts became evidence of tangible barba-

rism’.57 One particularly improbable trope was the African woman nursing her baby ‘over her 

shoulder’.58 This improbable image endured into the late 1950s. French traveller Gérard Pé-

riot, for instance, claimed that women in the borderland region between Guinea and Liberia 

took many lovers and had children with all of them. This caused their breasts ‘to grow longer 

and longer, and flabbier and flabbier’, with some reporting that they could be thrown over 

their shoulders. Périot dwelled on how a woman typically passed the breast ‘under her arm, 

and the constant tugging of successive infants makes the task of suckling easier and easier — 

with dire effects on the appearance of the breasts’.59 The nursing position Périot described 
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had some basis in usual practices, but three centuries later the exaggerated trope of throwing 

breasts over shoulders continued to repeat.  

Eighteenth-century materials offer further details about the dynamics of breastfeeding. 

The Dutch trader Willem Bosman gave a relatively benign description of infant-care prac-

tices on the Gold Coast. His account reported that ‘The Mother gives the Infant suck for two 

of three Years; which over, and they are able to go, . . . sends it abroad where ever it pleases . 

. . no Body looks after it; nor is it any Bodies business to hinder its Progress’.60 After a long 

period of breastfeeding, toddlers were given dry bread to eat. This apparently ad hoc attitude 

to childcare follows from Bosman’s description of an improbably simple childbirth, with no 

visible signs of pain and apparently little rest for the birth-giver, another European trope 

about non-white peoples.61 Another Danish observer, Johannes Rask, made a similar observa-

tion that West African children were unimpeded by swaddling clothes and yet grew, ‘sound 

and healthy and live long’.62 He also noted that for a first birth, mothers endeavoured to re-

turn to where they had been born, at their mother’s home.63 Evidence suggests that such a re-

turn to the maternal village was supported by the local women’s solidarity society, cementing 

ties between generations, and among a generation of initiates of the same age cohort.  
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The slave plantations of the Caribbean and the Americas, whose operation is also docu-

mented in this volume by Diana Paton, also generated commentary about eighteenth-century 

West African breastfeeding practices. Evidence suggests that breastfeeding was a shared ac-

tivity, not exclusively practised by mothers. In a 1712 letter, J. Walduck, an army officer sta-

tioned in Barbados, told a friend that a grandmother had cross-fed a baby until it was 2 years 

old.64 Enslaved women distributed mothering work of all kinds amongst themselves and their 

kin-group due to the labour demands and physical hardships of the plantation. Meanwhile, 

prolonged breastfeeding, for two or even three years may have been a useful means of birth-

spacing amongst enslaved women.65 Certainly it was an occurrence that was of deep concern 

to slave owners and overseers, concerned to enlarge their ‘stock’, who believed it stunted the 
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‘natural reproduction’ of enslaved people.66 Henry Grassett and Henry Holder, for example,  

worried that infant death was the result not only of the ‘highly improper food’ such mothers 

gave their children, but also ‘the period of nursing the child being protracted to an age when 

it is both injurious to mother and infant’.67 For men such as Grassett and Holder, the proper 

(European) norm was around one year.68 James Thomson, a white doctor in Jamaica, reported 

a postpartum sex taboo in Jamaica which lasted until a child could transport water in a cala-

bash.69 Kenneth Morgan points out that extended breastfeeding and the postpartum taboo on 

plantations may ‘have represented desperate measures taken by mothers to protect their mal-

nourished infants and themselves under the deprivations of slavery’ as much as a form of re-

sistance to slave owners’ drive to accumulate more human capital.70 

The plantation archive can be remarkably rich. Its evidence suggests that the period from 

weaning, until the child was around seven years old, was particularly dangerous, with high 
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mortality rates. Though planters tended to blame this on the extended period of breastfeeding, 

poor nutrition and disease are more likely explanations.71 Malaria was a particular threat to 

pregnant women and nursing mothers. Kenneth Morgan noted that ‘inadequate diet affected 

woman slaves more’, due to their higher nutritional needs and the cultural tendency to grant 

larger portions of meat and protein to men. Thomson, the Jamaican doctor, observed a corre-

lation between pica (an appetite for eating dirt common amongst malnourished enslaved 

populations) and suppressed fertility. Though he blamed amenorrhea on dirt-eating, it is more 

likely that a thiamine deficiency — the result of a poor diet — caused both.72 Taken together, 

the evidence from slave plantations suggests that the period of breastfeeding in West Africa 

was between eighteen months and three years, until the child could reliably walk; that both 

birth mothers and othermothers breastfed children; and that disease and malnutrition had a 

significant effect on the dynamics of feeding. 

From the 1780s, the mothering practices of enslaved people in the Caribbean became a 

fulcrum around which the form and future of slavery was contested.73 As enslavers faced the 

prospect of the abolition of the slave trade, which was finally being mooted by the British 

Parliament, many turned their attention to maximizing reproduction as much as production. 

Diana Paton’s chapter in this volume shows how enslavers and enslaved people negotiated 
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and contested systems of childcare on the plantation.74 Mothering and the extended nursing 

of enslaved children in particular became a key area of public concern among both enslavers 

and abolitionists.75 They cast extended nursing as an impediment either to maximizing the 

labour value of enslaved parents, or to abolitionist notions of ‘reforming’ slave children.76 At 

the same time, the increasingly professional, and correspondingly male, British medical es-

tablishment ramped up discouragement of wet-nursing, coming into direct conflict with the 

‘community-support, women-centred childbirth’ practices which West African women and 

their descendants had favoured.77 In a 1748 ‘Essay upon Nursing, and the Management of 

Children, From Their Birth to Three years of Age’, to take a leading early example, the phy-

sician William Cadogan railed against the authority of ‘most Nurses, Aunts, Grand-mothers 

etc’.78  

The rich array of references to infant-feeding that appear in written sources about West 

Africa in the nineteenth century broadly tally with, and further develop, this complex picture 

of prolonged breastfeeding and othermothering by a range of figures. Hans Christian Monrad, 

a Danish clergyman based at Christiansborg Castle in the Gold Coast from 1805 to 1809, de-

scribed the ‘very strong and tender love’ between mothers and their children. He noted, along 

the way, the breastfeeding position which we have encountered in earlier sources, writing that 

                                                
74 Paton, ‘The Driveress and the Nurse’. 

75 Katherine Paugh, ‘The Politics of Childbearing in the British Caribbean and the Atlantic 

World during the Age of Abolition, 1776–1838’, Past and Present, no. 221 (Nov. 2013).  

76 Turner, Contested Bodies, 192.  

77 Ibid., 125. 

78 Quoted in Ruth Perry, ‘Colonizing the Breast: Sexuality and Maternity in Eighteenth-

Century England’, Journal of the History of Sexuality, ii, 2 (1991), 204–34, 208. 



28 

the ‘most common manner of breastfeeding the baby tied to [the mother’s] back is to pull the 

baby under the arm, whereby it can, itself, take the breast’.79  

Older women, meanwhile, were observed to nurse babies even past their own childbear-

ing years, suggesting that continuous lactation may have been routine among some women. 

Robert Campbell, a mixed race Jamaican journalist who migrated to West Africa in 1859, 

noted, of southern Nigeria, that in ‘Abbeokuta (sic) and throughout the Aku [Yoruba] coun-

try, old women are seen nursing infants, not their own, as in many instances they were far 

beyond the period of life when such a thing is at all possible’.80 A similar observation ap-

peared in P. A. Talbot’s Life in Southern Nigeria, published in 1923, which claimed that al-

most any woman, even those with no children, or grandmothers, were able to nurse infants.81 

When the American medical missionary George Way Harley repeated Talbot’s claim in his 

Native African Medicine, he added a cross-feeding anecdote about an Ibo woman (the so-

called African ‘Helen of Troy’) who ‘has borne no child for fourteen years, yet is still said to 

produce milk to nourish unfortunate waifs, such as twins or motherless children’. The mis-

sionary added that a physician and friend, one Dr T. B. Adam, had helped institutionalize this 

cross-feeding, to the apparent advantage of the infants kept in a colonial prison: he ‘analyzed 

the milk and pronounced it to be of excellent quality. The woman is now employed as matron 

in one of the Government prisons, and many unhappy orphans have had cause to bless her 
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lactiferous powers’.82 These were not only the perceptions of colonialist male observers: 

some twenty years later, the American ethnographer Caroline Bledsoe observed a post-

menopausal woman nursing a fostered child in a Mende-speaking community in Sierra Leone 

and heard other accounts of ‘grannies’ nursing.83  

A variety of nineteenth- and twentieth-century sources confirm and elaborate the dura-

tion of the postpartum taboo on sex. In the Colony of Sierra Leone, as in the Caribbean, such 

practices prompted early governmental worries about a possible failure to reproduce the la-

bour supply.84 The late nineteenth-century anthropologist J. M. Harris linked the postpartum 

sex taboo with the practice of female circumcision during initiation into Sande or Bondo. He 

claimed that circumcision was performed to make the women ‘less lascivious than they 

would otherwise be’, which was necessary in order for polygamy to function. The postpartum 

sex taboo was also, he surmised, a result of husbands trying to encourage their wives to be 
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‘less troublesome’ and ‘less likely to indulge in illicit intercourse with others’.85  In early 

twentieth-century Liberia, the British administrator Harry Johnston concurred that the period 

of sexual abstinence following the birth of a child was generally between eighteen and thirty-

six months and claimed that this custom was related to polygamy.86 Men told their wives, he 

wrote, that if they had sexual intercourse while the child is nursing, the child would die.87 In 

the same vein, explorer Richard Burton observed that the feeling against getting pregnant 

while nursing a child was so strong, that women would procure an abortion.88 

Supplementing breastfeeding before the age of six months seems also to have been 

common. Thomas Winterbottom, an English doctor, disapprovingly mentioned a man feeding 

his newborn palm wine in his 1804 account of ‘Native Medicine’ in Sierra Leone. Precau-

tions were considered necessary around ‘first milk’ as it was believed to be too strong for 

newborn infants. Three- to four-month-old infants were allowed to drink the colostrum from 

new mothers (another example of cross-nursing) but typically this first, thin milk was simply 

expressed and the breasts washed to prepare for the newborn’s nursing.89 Winterbottom also 

describes some issues women may have with nursing, including only one breast producing 
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milk or being suckled, and the curative of pressure or the application of specific plants.90 As 

Sasha Turner notes for the Caribbean, people were reliant on wider community knowledge 

about how to overcome the physical challenges of nursing.91 In West Africa, that knowledge 

was surely part of initiation into Sande or Bondo, as well as available through looser commu-

nity networks. Bondo was, after all, ‘the institution that regulates the female body’.92 

Racist commentary on African childbirth and childcare in the twentieth century blew 

fresh energy into earlier tropes, and provides new detail of maternal labour. Van Nes Allen, 

author of the 1939 I Found Africa, reported an example of a West African woman’s ‘easy’ 

labour’ and subsequent feeding practice in the village of Binda-Jah in the lower Gola moun-

tains. While he was talking with a Gola woman, she suddenly leapt up, saying, ‘Excuse me I 

will come back’, and ran into a nearby hut. When she returned she was carrying her newborn 

child. Allen claimed that while the villager was quite clearly pregnant, the only signs of la-

bour had been, ‘rather wry faces at gradually increasing intervals’. This was familiar, coloni-

alist fare. Allen went to on to describe the ‘warm rice gruel’ she fed into the baby’s ‘wet 

mouth’.93 All the while, the young explorer ‘looked on aghast, both at the casualness with 

which she had borne her child, and the dietary principle to which she subjected it’. Allen was 

pleased to describe his own scientific experiment of sorts, when one Chief Boima offered to 

‘dash’ him his newborn son to be fed as he saw fit. To the gathered community, Allen gave a 

speech about infant food. After two nights the baby fed on rice mush had died, by this report, 
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while ‘his’ baby, given by the chief, was still thriving six months later.94 Other accounts of 

the same ilk, such as that by Harry Johnston, suggested that mothers began feeding their chil-

dren supplements at about three to four months old, such as ‘pounded banana or mashed 

manioc (a sort of tapioca)’ and by the time they reached one year old, the babies would be 

feeding themselves on rice.95 Discounting the observers’ scorn, it is clear that people were 

finding inventive ways to feed babies a range of foods.  

The handful of accounts by missionaries of enslaved African descent hint at greater sym-

pathy and respect, and bring new details to light. The African-American missionary and for-

mer slave, Amanda Smith, penned a description of Liberian mothering that contrasted with 

white colonial accounts.96 She watched the hand-feeding of soft rice to a six-month-old. At 

first, she tried to remonstrate with the mother, but when she saw the child, ‘as happy as a cat 

in the ashes’ she admitted that such babies did seem ‘strong and straight’. Smith also reported 

the practice of bathing babies in ‘pepper water’, which she was told would prevent colds and 

blindness. Though Smith professed ignorance of the method and the details, she mentioned 

approvingly that ‘you seldom see a native heathen with sore or weak eye; you hardly ever see 

one blind’.97 In 1858, George L. Seymour, an African-American explorer, brought a com-
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parative approach to the salutary effects of infant-feeding. He contrasted the people of the 

city of Solong, which sits in Liberia, close to the border with Guinea, west of the St Paul 

River, and other groups closer to the coast. In Solong, he claimed,  

 

women do not stuff their children like the Bassas, Pesseys and Barlings, but give them 

cold water to drink, and wash them in it; they are then oiled and laid in the sun to dry, 

which accounts for their beauty, strength and brightness of their eyes. The children get 

no other food, when young, but breast-milk and cold water.98  

 

III 

The close of the nineteenth century saw a further imposition and extension of imperial rule in 

West Africa, beyond the limited European fort system or resettlement of black populations. 

This brought with it much greater intervention into the lives of West Africans across the re-

gion, as well as the administrative and bureaucratic structures to both gather knowledge about 

and impose restrictions on maternal labour. The ‘internationalization’ of concern about feed-

ing babies can be traced to this moment, when indigenous practices and imperial discourses 

on infant-feeding were brought into conflict by an overbearing colonial state. Heightened im-

perial intervention meant that the British colonial government was one among several Euro-

pean empires that scrutinized mothering practices in the early twentieth century (see Plate 2). 

In the Belgian Congo, as Nancy Rose Hunt argues, concerns about infant mortality — par-

ticularly what was perceived to be the problem of inadequate care provided by poor, working 

mothers — were transposed from a national to an imperial concern in the 1910s and ’20s as a 
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result of a labour shortage.99 The British historian Anna Davin had already demonstrated that 

the turn of the twentieth century saw a new focus on ‘infant life and child health’ in public 

discussion and policy, an effect of imperial competition and concerns to populate the British 

Empire. Davin mentions, in passing, the development of the Maxim gun as a contributory 

factor in the growing interest in infant welfare: ‘War gave new stimulus to the question of 

child welfare, especially perhaps as it became clear that the methods of modern warfare re-

quired cannon fodder in even vaster quantity’.100 This weapon, first tested out in the Gambia, 

was deployed with brutal force in the counter-insurgency campaign in Sierra Leone which 

followed the uprisings against colonial taxation in 1896.101 The resulting devastation and de-

population left newly appointed colonial officials with a serious labour shortage, which was 

of constant concern in the early years of the twentieth century. It placed maternal labour di-

rectly in their view.102 

In the metropole, concern about population growth led the British government to engage 

expert advice on reducing levels of infant mortality. In 1906, the first National Conference 

for the Prevention of Infant Mortality took place. Its presidential address summed up the con-

ference conclusions as, ‘at the bottom of infant mortality, high or low, is good or bad mother-

                                                
99 Nancy Rose Hunt, ‘“La Bébé en Brousse”: European Women, African Birth Spacing and 

Colonial Intervention in Breast Feeding in the Belgian Congo’, International Journal of Afri-

can Historical Studies, xxi, 3 (1988), 401–32. 

100 Anna Davin, ‘Imperialism and Motherhood’, History Workshop, v, 5 (1978), 43. 

101 See C. Braithwaite Wallis, The Advance of Our West African Empire (London, 1903). 

102 Christine Whyte, ‘“Freedom But Nothing Else”: The Legacies of Slavery and Abolition in 

Post-Slavery Sierra Leone, 1928–1956’, International Journal of African Historical Studies, 

xlviii (2015), 231–50. 
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hood’.103 At the next conference, eugenicist Caleb Saleeby, author of Parenthood and Race 

Culture (1909), became an enthusiastic proponent of breastfeeding and mothercraft schools. 

His work was cited by the West Indian activist and professor, Edward Blyden, who also ar-

gued that extended breastfeeding would produce healthy offspring and therefore a strong 

‘race’. Blyden’s role as an educator in Liberia and then in Sierra Leone gave him an influen-

tial position in both places. He directly challenged Saleeby’s notion that mothers should pro-

create as much as possible. Writing in the Sierra Leone press, he claimed that the African 

woman ‘objects to being simply a child-bearing machine, and she demands a period of rest in 

conformity to the law of reserve’.104 As a key adviser to the British government, Blyden un-

dertook expeditions in the borderland regions. Fluent in Arabic, Blyden made a spirited de-

fence of the Sande and Bondo societies. Noting that Saleeby had suggested the ‘establish-

ment of schools for mothers, and seeing to the feeding of nursing mothers rather than the 

babes, which should be fed from the breast’ as a solution to ‘the question of infant mortality’, 

Blyden retorted that the ‘African has had these institutions [referring to the female solidarities 

of West Africa, specifically Sierra Leone and Liberia] from time immemorial’.105 Thus the 

question of breastfeeding was not only part of the debate over preventing infant death, but 

also part of the rhetoric over the ‘future of the race’. 

 

 

In Sierra Leone, colonial concern over childcare manifested as an extensive investigation 

into infant mortality in the 1910s. The committee found that infant mortality from 1907 to 
                                                
103 Davin, ‘Imperialism and Motherhood’, 44. 

104 Edward Blyden, ‘African Life and Customs’, reprinted from The Sierra Leone Weekly 

News (1908), 16. 

105 Ibid., 14. 
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1910 had hovered around 350 deaths per thousand and that more than 50 per cent of those 

died within a month of birth.106 In 1906, the rate had been considerably higher at around 434 

deaths per thousand infants. The rate was comparable with those the committee cast as the 

‘coloured people of the United States’ — and in both cases, abnormally high. As a result of 

the ‘mass of evidence’ the committee, which included two Sierra Leonean members of the 

Women’s Progressive Union, concluded that feeding practices were the primary cause of 

high infant mortality rates, along with the lack of qualified midwives and the prevalence of 

malaria, tetanus and congenital syphilis. It warned against the ‘hand-feeding’ method de-

scribed above. What the committee described as pushing soft mashed rice through a ‘funnel’ 

made by a hand, (with the baby’s mouth forced open by holding its nose) was seen as a suf-

focation or choking risk. The interest in infant-feeding was also reflected in the visual archive 

generated by the British colonial government’s first Government Anthropologist, Northcote 

Thomas, who appointed by the British Colonial Office. He photographed a person, firmly 

gripping a child under one arm while nursing, in Kanga in southern Sierra Leone in March 

1915. He originally titled it, ‘Mendi Woman with Baby Sucking Breast’, though now the 

catalogue lists it as, ‘Portrait of a Woman Wearing Traditional Clothing and Headgear and 

Necklace with a Baby Suckling at Her Breast’.107 

                                                
106 For comparative purposes, the infant death rate in the United States in the late nineteenth 

century was around 130 per thousand births and this was considered shockingly high and 

blamed mainly on the introduction of bottle-feeding: see, Jacqueline H. Wolf, Don't Kill Your 

Baby: Public Health and the Decline of Breastfeeding in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Cen-

turies (Columbus, 2001), 9. 

107 Wiley Digital Archives, Northcote Thomas Collection, 1914–1915, 
<http://WDAgo.com/s/21feef48> (accessed 22 Jun. 2020). I would like to thank Paul Basu 
for information about the image and Joseph Yannielli for alerting me to its existence. 
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Ethnicity shaped how the report offered its overview of contemporary feeding practices. 

Among the Mende, they summarized, most mothers fed some mashed rice at birth, then ex-

clusively breastfed for the first three or four months before beginning to supplement with 

palm oil and soft-boiled cassava. Among the Krio (descendants of the Liberated Africans, 

concentrated in the city of Freetown and its suburbs), the committee observed a tradition of 

exclusive breastfeeding until six months of age, and then the introduction of ‘Agidi’108 as a 

supplement. In recent years, the report noted, ‘witness after witness stated that the Creoles 

were giving their children artificial far too early’ and a ‘number of the Creole women do not 

give the child the breast at all, but artificial feeding from the beginning with Ogi109 and de-

coction of herbs’.110 This exclusive ‘artificial feeding’ was prompted by prior infant deaths. 

Mothers would consult indigenous medical practitioners known as ‘Country Doctors’, who 

told them that their milk was ‘bitter’ and to avoid breastfeeding with subsequent children, and 

so artificial feeding was a way to protect against future loss.111 The report further noted that 

                                                
108 Cooked cornflour. 

109 Fermented cereal pudding. Hot-pap (ogi) and cold-pap (agidi) are still popular comple-

mentary foods in Nigeria. See Peter Orji Uvere and Henrietta Nkechi Ene-Obong, ‘Comple-

mentary Local Foods for Infants in Developing Countries’, in Ronald Ross Watson et al. 

(eds.), Nutrition in Infancy: Volume 1, Nutrition and Health (Totowa, NJ, 2013), 75–93, 81. 

110 Creole is a term which becomes interchangeable with ‘Krio’ a term to describe the ethni-

cally and religiously diverse diasporic group forcibly resettled on the West African coast at 

the Colony of Sierra Leone.  

111 Sierra Leone National Archives, Colonial Minute Papers, 361/13, ‘Petition for the Rescis-

sion of the New Rule re Admission to the Maternity Ward of the Colonial Hospital’. 



38 

Kru people living in Freetown were also adopting this custom to deleterious effect.112 In these 

instances, then, exclusive breastfeeding was being deliberately avoided in order to protect 

babies.  

Beyond the work of these committees, other specialists found that mothers in the region 

were both delaying and supplementing nursing and made use of figures we now term ‘other-

mothers’. A Krio gynaecologist, M. C. F. Easmon, claimed in the 1920s that infant death was 

due to faulty feeding and too-early feeding.113 In 1928, George Schwab made an expedition 

through Liberia and produced, along with one Dr Harley, a detailed description in his report 

of various infant-feeding practices. His interest extended to taking one of the very few photo-

graphs of infant-feeding (Plate 3). He noted that across different language groups, mothers 

delayed feeding their newborns until their milk was fully established. Amongst the Gbandi 

and Loma, babies were given warm water and both mother and baby were given palm wine, 

in the baby’s case to open the bowels, presumably to help get rid of the meconium. The Mano 

and Gio delayed breastfeeding until milk was fully established, but the Gio employed a ‘wet 

nurse’ (presumably an unpaid othermother) to feed the child until that point, while the Mano 

used rice water. The Palepo fed new babies ‘palm-oil water’, while the ‘Sapā infant is given 

water daily and is nursed by some woman other than the mother for a few days: three, if a 

girl; four, if a boy’. Schwab described in detail a baby being fed cassava mash in Monrovia 

                                                
112 The Kru are a coastal group, with communities spread along the Sierra Leonean and Libe-

rian coast.  

113 Reported in Frederick William Hugh Migeod, View Of Sierra Leone (London, 1926). 
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by a grandmother and an older sibling.114 If we credit these details, it seems that while the 

first few days of life were dealt with in different ways, there was a general custom of feeding 

breast milk alternatives by a range of different women.  

3 

Schwab was among the most prolific of modern commentators, with a strong bent to 

moral explanation and a presumption that cross-feeding was commodified. ‘Everywhere’, he 

suggested, ‘a woman must nurse her baby until it walks’. Even though he noted the use of 

‘wet nurses’ in many cases, Schwab also claimed that ‘The idea of a wet nurse for a baby 

whose mother has little or no milk is beyond the native reasoning. A woman with no milk is 

supposed to be suffering the consequences of her own sins. Sometimes the grandmother will 

have a little milk to help out’.115 In line with the ‘science of the body’ transmitted by the fe-

male society, physical impairment such as lack of breast milk was believed to be related to 

some non-physical cause, immoral behaviour or an attack by witchcraft. ‘Wet nurses’ were 

employed not to supplement or replace a low maternal milk supply, but for other purposes. 

Further, the nurses were not paid, nor was their breast milk commodified. The nursing rela-

tionship was regarded as dependent on good moral standing and behaviour according to the 

standards of the community. Schwab noted the absence of milk alternatives, because of the 

                                                
114 George Schwab, Tribes of the Liberian Hinterland (Cambridge, Mass., 1947), 217. One of 

Schwab’s photographs shows a woman nursing a child of between one and two years old 

(Plate 3).  

115 Ibid., 217. 



40 

lack of cows and goats.116 Like Thomas, he also photographed breast-feeding.117 Others 

agreed. The Sierra Leone Committee on Infant Mortality reported that the Fullah used cow’s 

milk in addition to breast milk to feed infants but that no other group did so.118 However, this 

report commissioned by the British colonial government overlooks or dismisses the range of 

milk supplements, such as palm oil, which had been used to feed babies for centuries.  In re-

sponse to these detailed reports and with infant mortality very much in mind, the Committee 

on Infant Mortality in the Colony of Sierra Leone and Harley’s medical mission in Ganta, Li-

beria (close to the border) attempted to encourage exclusive breastfeeding for at least the first 

few months. However, if access to cross-nursing depended on ‘good moral standing’ in the 

community, proscribing supplements to breast milk could increase the vulnerability of al-

ready marginalized people.  

On the ground, this governmental encouragement of breastfeeding did not have much ef-

fect on the infant-feeding patterns officials and others so carefully documented. Anthropolo-

gist Jean Allman argues that this type of colonial or missionary mission was doomed to fail 

because ‘for maternal colonizers to sow the seeds of cultural imperialism in the “contours of 

daily life” was to sow in ground over which . . . they had little control and to which they only 

had sporadic access’.119 Colonial intervention through state-organized schooling could not 

                                                
116 The lack of cow’s milk was already noted by Bosman in the early eighteenth century, and 

cattle remain a rare and very expensive commodity in the region for environmental reasons. 

Bosman, New and Accurate Description of the Coast of Guinea, 236–7. 

117 ‘Woman Breast Feeding Infant Wearing Cap’, George Schwab, 1867–1955. Peabody Museum, Harvard 
University, 2004.24.9041. 
118 The Fullah are traditionally nomadic cattle herdsmen. 

119 Jean Allman, ‘Making Mothers: Missionaries, Medical Officers and Women's Work in 

Colonial Asante, 1924–1945’, History Workshop Journal, xxxviii (1994), 43. 
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displace existing practices passed on through the Sande or Bundu societies. The Sierra Leone 

Census report of 1931 noted that a ‘long period of suckling’ remained commonplace 

throughout the country.120 The anthropologist Kennth Little noted in the 1930s and ’40s that, 

among the Mende, breast milk was always supplemented by pap, and sometimes palm oil and 

rice. He claimed that babies would be ‘suckled by any female member of the household who 

has milk’ such as another wife or a grandmother.121 Distributed mothering continued to be the 

norm. 

The polygamous nature of family settings may have encouraged the distributed forms of 

mothering. Certainly polygamy drew the close attention of anthropologists and other com-

mentators. Kenneth Little observed that polygamy ‘cannot result in social evil’ because ‘it 

absorbs the preponderance of females over males’ and ‘prevents a woman from having too 

much attention from her husband, or from having too many children’, and that it ‘checks po-

tential immorality on the part of the male during the time that the woman is bearing and suck-

ling the child’.122 The mid-century physician Werner Junge surmised that polygamy was 

probably an effect of high infant mortality rates which increased the proportions of women to 

men.123 The relatively large ratio of women to men, combined with a high level of fertility 

                                                
120 Sierra Leone Government, Census Report of 1931. 

121 Little, ‘Changing Position of Women in the Sierra Leone Protectorate’, Africa, 1–17, esp. 

1. 

122 Kenneth H. Crosby, ‘Polygamy in Mende Country’, Africa: Journal of the International 

African Institute, x, 3 (July 1937), 263. 

123 Infant mortality is generally higher amongst boys than girls. See Roland Pongou, ‘Why is 

Infant Mortality Higher in Boys than in Girls? A New Hypothesis based on Preconception 

Environment and Evidence from a Large Sample of Twins’, Demography, l, 2 (April, 2013), 
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problems and a shortage of labour, made polygamy an attractive choice. But witnesses also 

observed the role of extended breastfeeding. Junge also claimed that women adhered to three 

or four years of nursing in an attempt to lower rates of infant death. His interpretation sug-

gested that: ‘During all these four years the wife is taboo to the husband for fear of her milk 

prematurely drying up. But no one supposes that the man will live as a monk all that time, 

and so men look for companions; if they get pregnant he will marry them to “secure” the 

child as they are valuable’.124  

Among ordinary mothers, a desire to pool and to maximize potential resources and 

mothering for children may have made polygamy enduringly attractive. Polygamy as a social 

institution has sometimes been cast as a tool of women’s oppression.125 For individual 

women struggling to survive, the reality was more complex: polygamy may have opened up 

spaces for co-mothering and the sharing of mothering labour, forms of female solidarity that 

chimed with the basic precepts and effects of the female solidarity societies.126   

                                                                                                                                                  
421–4. Marcel Le Roy also noted much higher numbers of women than men in Land of the 

Niamoo, 69–70. 

124 Junge, African Jungle Doctor. 

125 See the chapter ‘Institutionalized Polygamy’, in Awa Thiam’s Speak Out, Black Sisters: 

Feminism and Opression in Black Africa (London, 1986).  

126 For example, Filomina Chioma Steady describes how polygamy functioned as a survival 

strategy in the Sierra Leonean fishing village of Tombo rather than being an oppressive cul-

tural hangover in Filomina Chioma Steady, ‘Polygamy and the Household Economy in a 

Fishing Village in Sierra Leone’, in David Parkin and David Nyamwaya (eds.), Transforma-

tions of African Marriage (London, 1987).  
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Further initiatives attempted to reshape West African maternal labour. Towards the end 

of the colonial period, an attempt was made by the Sierra Leonean elite to encourage exclu-

sive breastfeeding as part of a more general programme to create ‘nuclear families’. Rather 

than compete with the solidarity societies, the programme aimed to work inside them, target-

ing girls through local Sande and Bondo chapters. For example, Milton Margai, a Sierra Le-

onean doctor, instituted a scheme to train ‘community leaders’ of the Bundu Woman’s Soci-

ety in mothercraft and ‘hygiene’.127 The scheme, though initiated by a Krio medic, broadly 

mimicked other colonial schemes to remake mothering, which were accompanied by a range 

of publications about ‘mothercraft’. As Ranjana Saha has argued about the Indian context, 

breastfeeding was central to such schemes.128 In West Africa, female solidarity societies of-

fered opportunities to intervene directly in mothering practice. After a short pilot, Margai’s 

scheme received government sanction in 1945. He cast the scheme as a success, though ad-

mitting that some were ‘inclined to regard it as an encroachment of Government on Native 

Secret Society’.129 

The women invested in solidarity societies saw infant-feeding methods as a long-

standing facet of a woman’s status that was not easily given up. Kenneth Little regarded the 

general resistance to government interference in ‘women’s affairs’ as an attempt by elite men 

                                                
127 M. A. S. Margai, ‘Welfare Work in a Secret Society’, African Affairs, xlvii, 189 (October 

1948), 227–30, 227. Margai later became Sierra Leone’s first Prime Minister in 1958, just 

prior to independence in 1961.  

128 Ranjana Saha, ‘Milk, Mothering and Meanings: Infant Feeding in Colonial Bengal’, 

Women’s Studies International Forum, lx (2017), 97–110. 

129 Margai, ‘Welfare Work’, 229. 
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to prevent the government improving women’s social positions.130 Little overlooked the idea 

that women may have had their own motivation to defend the solidarity societies from out-

side interference. Their situation was complex and, for those of lower status, sometimes 

overwhelming. French prospector, Marcel Le Roy, author of Land of the Niamoo, for exam-

ple, deplored the ‘condition of the women’ in the region of N’Zérékoré, on the Guinea–

Liberia border, who were kept in ‘real slavery’, ‘toiling through the day in the fields or on the 

white man’s tasks’.131 Gérard Périot thought that the heavy burden of agricultural labour left 

women with no time, when a baby cried, ‘to sit down and suckle it as a white mother would. 

The black mother is too busy working’.132 Lower-status women or wives found themselves in 

a difficult situation, overwhelmed with agricultural labour and care work, and they often 

needed to rely on distributed mothering.  Among the Gbandes in the early 1960s, mothers 

were held solely responsible for the health and well-being of their children while nursing. 

The ideal length of time for breastfeeding was three years for a girl, four for a boy and during 

that time mothers did not only ideally abstain from sex, but also from a range of foods, say-

ings, places and styles of dress.133 In these circumstances, mothers found ways to cope with 

the demands on them, through ‘hand-feeding’ and milk-sharing.  

 

IV 

This brings us closer to the world of Salma Hayek and contemporary humanitarianism. For in 

the post-colonial period, West African infant-feeding practices have gained new forms of 

                                                
130 Little, ‘Changing Position of Women in the Sierra Leone Protectorate, 9. 

131 Le Roy, Land of the Niamoo, 26. 

132 Périot, Night of the Tall Trees, 123. 

133 Dennis, Gbandes, 98–9. 
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worldwide attention and publicity even as the use of formula milk has expanded. As infant 

formula corporations such as Nestlé turned their attention away from the increasing regula-

tion and shrinking markets of Europe and North America, breast milk alternatives were heav-

ily marketed in the developing world, including in Sierra Leone.134 Breastfeeding rates de-

creased throughout the 1960s. The research of Caroline Bledsoe shows that this trend contin-

ued through the 1970s and ’80s, and that the use of powdered milk increased in both quantity 

and duration.135 At the same time, infant mortality rates were estimated to be very high.136 

According to one researcher, people reported that only just over half of children survived in-

fancy.137 In the context of the controversy over infant formula, these kinds of deaths were 

frequently blamed on lack of breastfeeding. However, people in this region were not averse 

to nursing babies. One of Bledsoe’s interviewees, a nurse, reported popular confidence that 

‘when a child is taking breast feeding, it has fresh body’.  

                                                
134 A 1970 survey recorded 246 radio commercials for breast milk substitutes in just one 

month. Ellen Sockol, David Clark and Victor M. Aguayo, ‘Protecting Breastfeeding in West 

and Central Africa’, UNICEF/ Giacomo Pirozzi, 3 March 2018. 

135 Thomas E. Dow, ‘Fertility and Family Planning in Sierra Leone’, Studies in Family Plan-

ning, ii, 153–65; Bledsoe, ‘Tinned Milk and Child Fosterage’.  

136 H. B. S. Kandeh and Thomas E. Dow, ‘Correlates of Infant Mortality in the Chiefdoms of 

Sierra Leone’, Paper, University College, Njala, Sierra Leone; J. Liljestrand and W. G. Povey 

(eds.), Maternal Health Care in an International Perspective (Uppsala, 1992). 

137 Gerald Michael Erchak, Full Respect: Kpelle Children in Adaptation (Chicago 1977), 

110–12. 
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At the same time, however, local medical beliefs could push people towards weaning and 

the use of replacement foods.138 Chief among these was the ‘post-partum sex taboo’,139 which 

was intended to protect infants. A nursing mother who has sex before the baby walks was 

said to give the infant ndolaagbuang or ‘small baby sickness’.140 Bledsoe’s informants told 

her that if ‘you stop breastfeeding the baby before it walks, it will be sickly too much’. Sick-

ness was caused by male sexual fluid which adulterates breast milk. In contemporary Mende, 

weaning is ndagbia nyini ma, literally ‘to pull away from the breast’. The timing is the pre-

rogative of men, who decide when sexual intercourse will resume. As one phrase explains, 

‘he [the man] makes a fence [ritually protects] to protect the child before jumping over the 

child's feet’.141Author: is the English quote a translation of the Mende quote here? It is, but 

                                                
138 In this article, weaning is the act of stopping breastfeeding.  

139 Bledsoe, ‘Tinned Milk and Child Fosterage’. Bledsoe cites a range of research from other 

African contexts showing that availability of infant formula reduced the period of celibacy 

following the birth of a child, including Anatole Romaniuk, La Fécondité des Populations 

Congolaises (Paris, 1967), R. Schoennmaeckers, Iqbal H. Shah, R. Lesthaeghe, and Oleko 

Tambashe, ‘The child spacing tradition and the post partum taboo in tropical Africa:  anthro-

pological evidence,’ in Hilary J. Page and Ron Lesthaeghe (ed.), Child spacing in Sub Saha-

ran Africa:  Traditions and Change (New York, 1981) and Robert W. Morgan, ‘Traditional 

contraceptive techniques in Nigeria", in P. Cantrelle et al. (eds.), Population in African De-

velopment, Vol. 2, (Liege, 1971). These publications on Zaire, Belgian Congo and Nigeria, 

respectively emphasise the role of breastmilk substitutes in shortening the period of absti-

nence, suggesting the practice is very widespread.  

140 Bledsoe, ’Tinned Milk and Child Fosterage’. 

141 Ibid., 6–7. 
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we could remove the Mende. Decisions about breastfeeding are nowhere limited exclusively 

to women, but in this region there was a particularly clear pattern of male assumption of tim-

ing, which reflected strong patriarchal norms and expectations about men initiating sexual 

relations.142  

Other considerations were also in play. Breast milk was believed to be potentially con-

taminated by the malice of witchcraft, a notion linked to concerns about lack of milk reflect-

ing poor moral behaviour, and women also ran the risk of being accused of adultery if their 

baby became sick while they were still breastfeeding. The use of feeding supplements, there-

fore, was a useful way of overcoming this problem. While women believed that breast milk 

was good for babies, they also sought to protect the health of their children with early wean-

ing. The need to breastfeed until the infant could walk created another pressure if breast milk 

was insufficient. If the milk supply was insufficient and malnutrition set in, the child was un-

likely to start walking.143  

One familiar way to ‘sidestep’ the postpartum sex taboo was to send babies out to ‘gran-

nies’ to be weaned. Bledsoe observed very high rates of fostering in the 1980s, with around a 

third of children under the age of 16 living away from their mothers. The rate increased dra-

matically for younger mothers — to more than half — and also for younger mothers whose 

                                                
142 For another African example, Elizabeth Elbourne indicates that nursing infants may also 

have been regarded as part of the male realm for Tswana-speaking people in nineteenth-

century Kuruman in her chapter, ‘Mother’s Milk: Gender, Power and Anxiety on a South Af-

rican Mission Station, 1839–1840’, in Patricia Grimshaw and Andrew May (eds.), Missionar-

ies, Indigenous Peoples and Cultural Exchange (Brighton, 2010), 10–23.  

143 Harley, Native African Medicine, 64–5. 
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children were sent away at a younger age.144 Younger, lower status women who had to work 

were very likely to send out their children to ‘grannies’.145 Children who were sent out very 

young tended to have a more difficult daily background — such as a mother who was unmar-

ried, widowed, or very young and still in school — in what can be referred to as ‘crisis 

households’.146 As in the case of the women studied by Jennifer Johnson-Hanks, mothers at-

tempted to regain an honourable motherhood status by completing school or building a re-

spectable family unit and small children were fostered out to assist in this process.147 The 

‘grannies’ or older women viewed their guardianship as a way to mitigate against future vul-

nerability. A dependent might care for them in their old age. Generally grannies were en-

trusted with children under the age of six, a form of child fostering distinct from the practice 

of sending older children to urban upwardly-mobile couples in order to undergo maake-lopoi  

(training).148  

                                                
144 Caroline H. Bledsoe, “‘No Success Without Struggle”: Social Mobility and Hardship for 

Foster Children in Sierra Leone’. Man, xxv, no. 1 (1990), 73. 

145 A 2013 article on ‘spoiled breast milk’ highlighted this belief: Shannon A. McMahon et 

al., Spoiled Breast Milk and Bad Water: Local Understandings of Diarrhea Causes and Pre-

vention in Rural Sierra Leone’, BMC Public Health, xiii, no. 1172 (20 December 2013), 7. 

146 Caroline H. Bledsoe, Douglas C. Ewbank and Uche C Isiugo-Abanihe, ‛The Effect of 

Child Fostering on Feeding Practices and Access to Health Services in Rural Sierra Leone’. 

Social Science and Medicine, xxvii, 6 (1988), 628. 

147 Jennifer Johnson-Hanks, Uncertain Honor: Modern Motherhood in an African Crisis 

(Chicago, 2006), 2–3. 

148 Bledsoe, ‘“No Success Without Struggle”’. 
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The post-colonial period also revealed a connection between child fostering and malnu-

trition. This was first observed in the inter-war period by Cicely Williams, who was led to 

identify the condition known as kwashiorkor, a form of severe protein malnutrition.149 Wil-

liams became probably the most significant figure in the promotion of breastfeeding on the 

international stage. In the 1930s, she uncovered the illicit marketing of tinned milk to new 

mothers in Malaya, and delivered a speech titled ‘Milk and Murder’ at a Rotary Club meeting 

excoriating Nestlé, the baby-formula giant.150 In Sierra Leone, malnutrition amongst very 

young children was certainly exacerbated by the high frequency of foster care. Older, illiter-

ate women who were used to ‘hand feeding the children’ failed to distinguish between infant 

formula and powdered milk.151 In the mid 1980s, a research team in Sierra Leone found that 

fostered children were more likely to suffer from malnutrition. The ‘grannies’ in rural, im-

poverished areas often had little to offer the children but cassava, yams and rice, which did 

not offer sufficient nutrients for the growing child. Even when resources were less of an is-

                                                
149 Cicely D. Williams, ‘A Nutritional Disease of Childhood Associated with a Maize Diet’, 

Archives of Disease in Childhood, lviii (1983; first pubd in vol. viii, 1933). The story of how 

Williams struggled against entrenched medical opinion about childhood malnutrition in the 

Gold Coast is detailed in J. Stanton, ‘Listening to the Ga: Cicely Williams’ Discovery of 

Kwashiorkor on the Gold Coast’, 

<www.wphna.org/htdocs/downloadsMar2012/Listening%20to%20the%20Ga.pdf> (accessed 

22 Jun. 2020). 

150 Stanton, ‘Listening to the Ga’, 161. 

151 From an interview taken by Caroline Bledsoe in 1985, and confirmed by an interview by 

the author with a grandmother resident in Freetown who ran a small school in 2007. 2. This 

hand-feeding technique is discussed in section II above.  
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sue, the researchers found that there were certain cultural taboos around giving children pro-

tein-rich food such as meat, fish or eggs.152 

Structural Adjustment Programmes of the 1980s and early 1990s instituted by interna-

tional agencies such as the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank relied on rein-

forcing patriarchal household relations, as they resulted in withdrawal of government and 

non-governmental organization (NGO) support for the provision of social services.153 The 

burden of work both in and out the home fell disproportionately on women and girls. People 

in poverty in Sierra Leone, Liberia and Guinea suffered under this international economic re-

gime. The suffering culminated in the 1990s civil conflicts, in which disaffected (mainly) 

young men and women took up the cause of overturning the government which had with-

drawn access to training, education and employment opportunities. Research undertaken at 

the time also suggests that new patterns of work in urban areas were having an effect on 

breastfeeding rates. The 1974 Liberian census showed that the majority of adults worked in 

some kind of subsistence agriculture, particularly women.154 One study showed how this bur-

                                                
152 Bledsoe, Ewbank and Isiugo-Abanihe, ‘Effect of Child Fostering on Feeding Practices and 

Access to Health Services’, 629. 

153 Michael Thomson, Alexander Kentikelenis and Thomas Stubbs, ‘Structural Adjustment 

Programmes Adversely Affect Vulnerable Populations: A Systematic-Narrative Review of 

their Effect on Child and Maternal Health’, Public Health Review, xxxviii, 13 (2017).  

154 65 per cent of men and 84 per cent of women: Ministry of Planning and Economic Affairs 

(Liberia), Liberia Population and Housing Census 1974. 
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den fuelled a turn towards mutual support groups and informal collective organization.155 A 

survey taken in Liberia in the early 1990s revealed that breast milk supplements were more 

commonly used by urban mothers in salaried positions and that rural mothers breastfed 

longer than their urban equivalents. The presence of mutual support organizations supported 

nursing, and the relationships forged through cross-nursing could strengthen organization of 

mutual support in other areas. Children of younger mothers were breastfed longer than those 

of older mothers. In general, the data aligned with the World Health Organization’s study on 

breastfeeding in 1981, which used the results to recommend that, ‘Member States should give 

priority to preventing malnutrition in infants and young children by, inter alia, supporting and 

promoting breastfeeding, taking legislative and social action to facilitate breastfeeding by 

working mothers, and regulating inappropriate sales promotion of infant foods that can be 

used to replace breast milk’.156  

There were some regional and local peculiarities. Responses indicated that Liberian 

mothers in rural areas saw no conflict between working and breastfeeding. Rural mothers 

were particularly likely to be confused by the question when asked ‘Can a mother work and 

still breastfeed her baby?’157 It is possible the respondents did not see why one would or 

could preclude the other. Images of women toting babies on their backs in fields and at mar-

kets confirm that working and infant-care were not exclusive. Perhaps, as Périot had noted in 

                                                
155 Cited in Njoki Nathan Wane, ‘Reflections on the Mutuality of Mothering: Women, Chil-

dren and Othermothering’, Journal of the Association for Research on Mothering, ii, 2, 

(2000), 105–16. 

156 World Health Organization, ‘Contemporary Patterns of Breastfeeding’ (Geneva 1981). 

157 Lydia A. Jarosz, ‘Liberian Practices in Feeding Infants Water, Breast milk and First 

Food’, Ecology of Food and Nutrition, xxx, 3 (1993), 234. 
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the 1950s, mothers were too busy working to think about a distinction between the work of 

growing food and the work of feeding.158 

Today, rates of maternal and infant mortality in Sierra Leone, Guinea and Liberia are 

high.159 Malnutrition is deemed a key underlying cause. In conjunction with various NGOs, 

national governments have launched initiatives to combat the problem.160 Sierra Leone was 

identified as a country where exclusive breastfeeding rates were particularly low.161 There, 

women are encouraged to exclusively breastfeed their children for the first six months, NGOs 

run mother-to-mother support networks, baby shows, and a variety of educational pro-

grammes, and the government has introduced free maternal and postpartum medical care. 

Despite these extensive international and national campaigns to encourage exclusive breast-

feeding for the first six months, people still currently make use of a variety of ways to feed 

                                                
158 Périot, Night of the Tall Trees, 123. 

159 In 2016 the under-five mortality rate was 113.5 per 1,000 live births: NLiS Country Pro-

file: Sierra Leone. World Health Organization, online at  

<https://childmortality.org/data/Sierra%20Leone> (accessed 22 Jun. 2020) author: I couldn’t 
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children die in the first year and diarrhoea is the leading cause of death. McMahon et al., 

Spoiled Breast Milk and Bad Water. 

160 Sockol, Clark and Aguayo, ‘Protecting Breastfeeding in West and Central Africa’. 

161 The rate of exclusive (only breast milk) breastfeeding rates in Sierra Leone was reported 

to be 4 per cent: Sockol, Clark and Aguayo, ‘Protecting Breastfeeding in West and Central 

Africa’. 
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their babies. For example, a report on child-rearing in northern Sierra Leone found that while 

most children were breastfed, both palm wine and water were also given to newborns.162 

Not all the international programmes are directed at women. Pro-breastfeeding materials 

are also directed towards men, with a strong message that breast milk is ‘free’.163 As this arti-

cle has shown, this is far from the truth. The exclusive breastfeeding promoted by interna-

tional programmes comes with many costs, material, emotional and psychic. The historical 

evidence from West Africa suggests that this has long been the case, and demonstrates the 

value of taking a longue durée approach to the history of mothering, which can reveal long-

standing patterns of mothering’s many labours. This could usefully be applied to more con-

texts, and the evidence from both within and outside Africa also shows how the historical de-

velopments of different models of infant care are internationally entangled. Ideas about how 

to feed and care for babies were carried in and out of this region by the migratory flows of the 

African diaspora.    

This deep and entangled history is especially valuable for historians from Europe or 

North America to rethink their assumptions about how different communities approached in-

fant-feeding and mothering.  In the borderlands of Sierra Leone, Liberia and Guinea, and 

across time, it is possible to identify a suite of changing practices that were both particular to 

                                                
162 Sabah Aziz, ‘Report on Child Rearing Practices in Bombali and Tankolili District of 
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the region and shared some commonalities elsewhere. Among those highlighted in this article 

are: not nursing for the first few most dangerous days; extended breastfeeding; foreswearing 

sexual relations so as to avoid pregnancy while nursing and potentially endangering the nurs-

ing relationship; and supplementing with substitutes to breast milk to avoid poisoned or bad 

breast milk. Sexual abstinence was used as a way to protect the breastfeeding relationship, 

increasing the likelihood of extended breastfeeding because women are more likely to stop 

breastfeeding when they become pregnant again. Delegating the time-consuming practice of 

breastfeeding might release one woman, while taking on that role gave othermothers claims 

on a child which extended their influence in the community.  

The many ways that people ‘share their milk’ in this region suggest new ways of thinking 

about mothering labour today and challenge imposed notions of exclusive mothering. The 

delegation of different types of infant-feeding — through the bonds of the female solidarity 

societies, amongst members of a household, and between women of different social standing 

and generation — point to ways in which the labour of mothering can be distributed without 

relying on capitalist exploitation. In recent years, West African migrant women have been the 

target of exploitative labour conditions in wealthy western households. Indeed the current so-

called ‘migrant crisis’ is inseparable from the breakdown of the welfare state in European and 

North American societies, which left people reliant on the labour of impoverished and dis-

empowered migrant women to care not only for their children but also for older and disabled 

people. Within West African societies, male chauvinism and poverty have also resulted in 

profoundly unequal distributions of mothering labour and exploitation. But thinking of moth-

ering as labour reimagines the distribution of care work. The example of infant-feeding in 

this article demonstrates that a focus on alternative models of mothering practice can offer 

indications towards a de-gendered and just system of mothering. Rather than the alienated 
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and poorly rewarded work of those whose bodies and emotions are seen as exploitable, truly 

distributed mothering labour could liberate people (of all genders) to mother. 

University of Glasgow        Christine Whyte 
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