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ABSTRACT 

From a discursive perspective, identities fall to be understood not as inherent properties of 

individuals but rather as matters that are negotiated within and emerge from social interactions 

with others. Adopting this perspective, we examine how mothers who breastfeed their infants 

in public negotiate issues of identity. The activity of public breastfeeding presents problems for 

identity in that it is often seen by others, and sometimes by breastfeeding mothers themselves, 

as socially inappropriate in that by engaging in public breastfeeding women are partly 

exposing their bodies. The aim of this study was to investigate how mothers who breastfeed 

their infants in public seek to address identity problems that can arise from engaging in this 

activity. We examine discussions from a focus group conducted with five members of a drop-in 

support group for breastfeeding mothers. Discourse analysis of group discussions shows that 

group members provide descriptions of difficulties that they have experienced when 

breastfeeding in public, and partly exposing their bodies to co-present others. These 

descriptions, however, rely on detail that allows the participants or other group members to 

undermine them and to ward off the potentially negative identities with which they are 

associated. The descriptions, then, are designed to attend to social concerns surrounding public 

breastfeeding and thereby to allow participants to construct identities that are not associated 

with problems. 

 

KEYWORDS: Describing Actions, Discourse Analysis, Identities, Mothers, Public 

Breastfeeding.  

 

The issue of identity and how individuals are identified by others is one that is of long-

standing interest to discursive researchers. Within a discursive approach, language is treated as 

a topic of study in itself rather than as a resource for studying what is occurring elsewhere, 

either in terms of individuals’ inner worlds or by way of descriptions of an external social 

reality. The approach emphasises the constructive property of discourse, that is that individuals 

in using discourse are not (merely) describing social phenomena, but rather are actively 

constructing versions of social actors, actions, and events. The versions that individuals 

construct are designed to accomplish particular outcomes in the local settings in which people 
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are involved, such as accounting for and justifying their own actions, blaming or criticizing 

others, offering explanations, and so on. One particular focus in this approach is on identities. 

From a discursive perspective, identities fall to be understood not as inherent properties of 

individuals but rather as matters that are negotiated within and emerge from the range of 

interactions that we each have with others in our everyday lives (McKinlay & McVittie, 2008; 

2011; Tracy & Robles, 2013; Wiggins, 2017). Identities therefore come to be examined as 

participants’ concerns, with the focus being on how individuals in interaction claim, resist, and 

rework the identities that are available to themselves and those with whom they interact.  

Central to such processes are the actions and events that might or might not be 

associated with specific ascriptions of identity: different versions of actions can make available 

very different forms of identity for those involved, making certain identities more relevant in 

the local context while precluding or rendering more problematic other claims (McKinlay & 

McVittie, 2011). In a discussion of how people assemble accounts of actions and events, Potter 

(1996) noted that activities and events enter discourse by means of descriptions and that one 

and the same activity or event is susceptible to a whole range of potential descriptions. As Potter 

(1996) pointed out, ‘a central feature of any description is its role in categorization; a description 

formulates some object or event as something … it presents something as good or bad … as 

routine or, conversely, exceptional’ (p. 111). What this means is that whether an activity is 

categorized as being one sort of thing or another depends on how that activity is introduced into 

discourse through its description. And, the categorization that is applied in any particular 

instance, for example ‘good’ or ‘bad’, will thereby make available one form of identity or 

another, for example a positive identity or a negative identity, for the individual being described 

in relation to the activity. It is in this sense that descriptions, categorizations and identifications 

can be thought of as participants’ concerns (Widdicombe, 1998). Individuals display a 

sensitivity to the sorts of categorizations and identifications that their own descriptions, and 

those of others, make available and they address such sensitivity in the way they produce their 

talk. 

One example of how activities can be categorised in talk and how participants are seen 

to attend to the identities that specific forms of categorisation make available was provided by 

Potter (1996) in an analysis of talk drawn from a counselling session involving a couple, Connie 

and Jimmy. In that session, much of the dispute surrounding the couple’s relationship, and 

consequent accountability for the problems encountered within it, rests on how specific 

activities of Connie are to be understood. Potter discusses how events on one particular night 

are described by Jimmy as Connie behaving inappropriately in that she pulled up her skirt to 

display her legs to another boy, Dave. In producing this description, Jimmy provides detail of 

Connie’s actions which allows Connie’s behaviour to be categorized in negative terms such that 

Connie’s identity as a woman who behaves sexually inappropriately can be established.  

Potter (1996) noted that descriptive accounts of this sort, which provide a range of 

detailed information about relevant actions or events, can be rhetorically powerful in that the 

description on offer comes to be heard as factual and, therefore, accurate. However, Potter also 

notes that such provision of detail can be ‘a double-edged rhetorical weapon’ (p. 168). Potter 

explains this as he goes on to describe Connie’s response. He notes the way that Connie’s 

response displays a sensitivity towards the potential categorization and identification Jimmy’s 

description makes available by attending to the details Jimmy provides. Connie does this by 

reworking those details stating, for example that her skirt was only ‘a bit shorter’ and that ‘I 

never looked at that particular bloke’ (p. 167). Thus, by challenging the very details of Jimmy’s 

description that were designed to have rhetorically established it as factual and accurate, she is 

thereby able to undermine the negative characterisation that Jimmy’s description made 

available and so, in consequence, ‘dodge’ the identity of being a woman who behaves 

inappropriately. 
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Appropriate/Inappropriate Behaviour 

 

The categorization of activities in ways that raise potentially problematic issues for 

those involved is of course found in numerous everyday contexts beyond those of the 

counselling session. One such instance, in which how an activity is described influences the 

way the people engaged in it are identified, arises in relation to the activity of breastfeeding in 

public. Breastfeeding, in which a woman feeds an infant child with milk drawn from her breast, 

is an activity that is as ancient as the history of the human race. It is, then, perhaps surprising 

to discover that in contemporary society breastfeeding is associated with issues of controversy. 

However, a range of previous research has indicated that the activity of breastfeeding, 

especially the notion of breastfeeding in public, is one that is sometimes viewed in a contentious 

light. On the one hand, the breastfeeding mother is often regarded in a positive manner, with 

the action of breastfeeding being associated with positively valued identities such as that of ‘the 

good mother’ (Shaw et al., 2003). Indeed, it is only recently that the UK’s statutory body for 

midwifery, The Royal College of Midwives, has acknowledged that the alternative to breast-

feeding, bottle-feeding, is an activity to be supported, advocating in a new report (The Royal 

College of Midwives, 2018), for the first time, support for women who choose to formula-feed 

their babies instead of breastfeeding.  

However, on the other hand, a woman who exposes her breast in public may be 

perceived to be acting in a socially inappropriate manner (Cripe, 2017). As Mahon-Daly and 

Andrews (2002) argue, onlookers may view public breastfeeding as an activity that breaches 

social norms and cultural boundaries because public exposure of breasts may be perceived as 

related to sexual activity. Moreover, as Johnston-Robledo and colleagues (Johnston-Robledo et 

al., 2007) note, even in cases where an onlooker attends to the issue of breastfeeding as 

involving a mother feeding an infant, they may nevertheless simultaneously be perceiving the 

mother’s breast as a sexual object.   

Other previous research has shown that breastfeeding mothers themselves display an 

awareness of the fact that public breastfeeding may be viewed ambiguously, either as 

praiseworthy or as blameworthy. For example, Acker (2009) and McFadden and Toole (2006) 

pointed to how some women express feelings of embarrassment associated with breastfeeding 

in public. Such feelings, according to Scott and Mostyn (2003), arose in particular when women 

give consideration to the potential responses of others with whom they share a public space. In 

a similar vein, Stearns (1999) argued that breastfeeding mothers themselves are especially 

prone to experience feelings of discomfort when breastfeeding in the presence of male 

observers (see also Boyer, 2018; Carathers, 2017). Such findings indicate that even among 

women who positively evaluate the identity of breastfeeding mother there is acknowledgement 

of the danger of being identified as one who acts in a socially inappropriate manner. 

To date, the issue of how mothers negotiate the social aspects of breastfeeding and 

associated identifications has been left relatively unexamined. Instead, the focus has been on 

how others construct breastfeeding in ways that are designed to promote it to mothers as a 

desirable activity. Locke (2009), for example, shows how counsellors in ante-natal sessions 

draw upon versions of breastfeeding as ‘natural’ and breastfeeding as ‘taught’ in seeking to 

alleviate mothers’ concerns and to position them as individuals who should breastfeed their 

infants. Other work (Burns et al., 2012; Fenwick et al., 2013) has shown how midwives’ talk in 

interactions with mothers is designed primarily to promote breastfeeding as a beneficial activity 

and thereby to convince mothers that they should follow such practice. Such efforts, in both 

cases, paid little regard to mothers themselves or to the social settings in which they found 

themselves. There remains therefore a need for further understanding of how mothers, 

themselves, make sense of their actions and their identities. 
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The Present Paper 

 

In this paper, we take up the issue of how mothers who breastfeed in public seek to 

avoid the potentially problematic identification associated with this activity. And, in doing so, 

we examine specifically how detailed descriptions of activities can be put to use in attending to 

unwelcome identifications.  

As noted above, in his analysis of issues of description, categorization and identification 

in a specific counselling session, Potter pointed out that Jimmy provided detailed descriptions 

of his partner’s inappropriate behaviour in seeking to establish a particular identification of 

Connie. But it was those very details that allowed Connie to rework the issues at hand and 

thereby to undermine the identification of her that Jimmy had produced. In the present case, we 

consider the reverse case, one in which the individual at risk of being identified in a negative 

manner herself provides detailed descriptions of activities on which such an identification might 

be ascribed. As we see below, however, these details again function in a double-edged way, not 

only making available a negative identity but also offering possibilities for undermining such 

an identification. The aim of the present study was to examine how mothers who breastfeed in 

public ward off negative identifications that might be associated with this activity.  

The first author is a young mother who had experienced some hesitation in public 

breastfeeding herself when her child was an infant. This stimulated her to try to understand the 

ways in which mothers make sense of their own activities in breastfeeding. In particular, she 

wished to explore the extent to which women have resources available to them to challenge or 

disrupt common research findings that public breastfeeding is problematic.  

 

Method 

 

Data 

 

The data for the present study were collected from a focus group discussion conducted 

with breastfeeding mothers who attended a breastfeeding drop-in support group in a small town 

on the outskirts of Edinburgh, UK. This support group meets on a weekly basis and provides 

support both to new mothers and to breastfeeding mothers with older infants. Following an 

initial approach via the group organizer, five members of the group agreed to participate in the 

study. The participants ranged in age from 32 to 40 years, with babies ranging in age from 6 to 

10 months, and all attended the breastfeeding group on a regular basis.  

The focus group discussion was held on the premises of the drop-in support group. The 

discussion lasted approximately ninety minutes. The discussion was guided by a limited number 

of open-ended questions that invited participants to discuss what breastfeeding meant to them, 

their experiences of breastfeeding with family and friends, and their experiences of 

breastfeeding in public places. Probes and back-channelling (‘uh huh’, ‘right’, etc.) were used 

to encourage participants to develop and expand on their responses as appropriate. The 

discussion was audio-recorded and subsequently transcribed, using an abbreviated form of the 

conversation analytic notation system developed by Jefferson (2004)2. Pseudonyms were 

substituted for participants’ and children’s names to preserve anonymity and confidentiality.  

Focus group discussions, as previous researchers have noted, differ from everyday 

 
2 Transcription symbols used here are as follows: 

((cough)) –   Transcriber descriptions of sounds appear in double parentheses.  

(.)  –   A dot within parentheses indicates a brief pause between utterances. 

(2.5)  –   Numbers between parentheses indicate a pause between utterances measured in seconds. 

e::h  –   Colons indicate that the immediately preceding sound has been prolonged. 

 > text <  –   Left and right carats indicate faster speech.  

°I know° –   Degree signs indicate speech that is hearably quieter. 
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naturally-occurring interactions. Instead of comprising everyday talk, such discussions reflect 

the ‘interactional choreography’ (Puchta & Potter, 2004) of research settings. These settings 

are of course researcher-led, and reflect, at least in part, researchers’ rather than participants’ 

concerns. Consequently, the stakes for participants can be lower than would be found elsewhere 

(Stokoe, 2010). A number of writers (e.g. Edwards, 2003; Stokoe, 2010; Stokoe & Edwards, 

2007), therefore, have argued that researchers should rely on analysis of naturally-occurring 

talk instead of that found in these settings. Such concerns, however, can be addressed in 

contexts where group members are previously known to each other and are familiar with 

interacting in such a group setting: focus groups that draw upon ‘pre-existing or naturally 

occurring social groups such as . . . people who have experienced the same problem’ can 

generate data that are especially rich and valuable in research terms (Wilkinson, 1999, p. 226). 

Moreover, as other writers (Gammie et al., 2017; Hennink, 2014) have noted, a single focus 

group discussion can generate a range of issues comparable to that produced in a series of in-

depth interviews with the same number of participants. The group interaction in such cases 

allows for detailed discussion and exploration of the concerns that are most relevant to the 

participants in their own terms.  

For such reasons we recruited, for participation in the focus group, mothers who 

regularly met with each other in the support group setting to discuss matters relating to 

breastfeeding. Using this format, rather than examining discussions of the support group itself, 

allowed other users of the support group who did not wish to participate in the study to continue 

to engage fully in the services on offer. The group facilitator, identified in the extracts below as 

Jo, was herself a breastfeeding mother with a young infant. This design provided for the conduct 

of a group discussion that so far as possible resembled a naturally-occurring encounter within 

the support group, with participants drawing on their familiarity with interacting with co-

participants and bringing their own concerns to the discussions. 

 

Analysis 

 

A first-pass coding of the transcript was conducted to identify all passages in which 

participants were seen to produce descriptions of their experiences of breastfeeding in public. 

This initial stage was inclusive in that all passages that might be potentially relevant were 

included before moving on to further analysis and produced an extensive number of passages 

for further consideration. Extracts were then subjected to a more detailed analysis, drawing on 

principles of conversation analysis (Sacks, 1992), ethnomethodology (Garfinkel, 1967), and 

discursive psychology (Edwards & Potter, 1992), in order to examine how each participant’s 

description was designed, and how other group members oriented to that description in 

producing a response. This analysis also examined specific features of these descriptions 

including the way in which the details that were provided made available specific identifications 

of the speaker and how these details were thereafter taken up or reformulated by others co-

present. The study was conducted in accordance with the principles set out in the British 

Psychological Society’s Code of Human Research Ethics (British Psychological Society [BPS], 

2014) and ethical approval was granted by a university ethics committee.  

 

Results 

 

Above, we noted that previous research suggested that breastfeeding in public can be 

viewed as socially inappropriate behaviour and indicated that breastfeeding mothers themselves 

display a sensitivity to this issue. One point that has received little attention in previous research 

is that mothers who engage in public breastfeeding can themselves describe their activities in 

just such a manner. We begin by examining one passage in the current data in which the 

participant produces such a description and the consequences of so doing for the identities of 
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mothers who engage in this action. In the subsequent extracts, we examine how participants 

produce descriptions that are designed to attend to the possibility of problematic identity.  

 

Unwelcome Identity in Description Without Detail 

 

The first extract comes from a point in the group discussion where participants have 

been discussing whether more should be done to promote public breastfeeding. We see one 

participant, Jan, introduce one description of public breastfeeding that she associates with a 

highly negative evaluation of the activity.  

 

Extract 1 

1 

2 

3 

4 

Jan 

 

 

I’ve never yet met a mom who’s been (.) cool >about the idea< 

before she’s done it (.) well would you? Would anybody? Why 

would anybody feel cool about the idea of getting their tits out in 

public? It’s a weird idea. 

 

Here we see Jan reformulate breastfeeding in public as a specific behaviour on the part 

of the mother, that is that she must expose her breasts in public. This activity is, moreover, 

portrayed in very negative terms, through the use of the idiomatic ‘getting their tits out’. Not 

only does this reformulation emphasise the partial exposure of the body, but it also places that 

exposure in a potentially sexualised context through the description that is selected. There is no 

reference to any alternative version of these actions, such as comprising the activity of nurturing 

an infant. The description thus works to construct public breastfeeding as a problematic and 

potentially socially inappropriate activity.  

The identification that Jan’s description makes available for mothers who engage in 

public breastfeeding is, then, a highly problematic one. In the remainder of her turn, she sets 

out how this potential ascription of identity leads to mothers having a negative emotional 

response to the activity that she has described, stating that they have not ‘been (.) cool’. She 

warrants her knowledge of this response, by reference both to her own experience and to 

discussions that she has had with others, emphasized through the extreme case formulation ‘I’ve 

never yet met a mom who’s been (.) cool’. As Pomerantz (1986) points out, formulations of 

this sort are produced not with the expectation that they will be taken as literally true, but rather 

that they will be taken as indicators of the speaker’s commitment to the claim being advanced. 

Further emphasis is given to Jan’s claim through the subsequent listing of questions which are 

designed to indicate the level of agreement amongst others. Although the first question is 

addressed to other group members, the subsequent questions, in referring to ‘anybody’, 

emphasize the wide extent of such feelings. It is this all-encompassing negative reaction that 

she encapsulates in her upshot that the activity she describes is ‘a weird idea’.  

One further point that we can note from Extract 1 is the form in which Jan presents her 

reformulation of public breastfeeding. While her reference to ‘getting their tits out’ is certainly 

graphic, it does not include any detail beyond that of what is presented as problematic. Instead, 

the use of idiom treats the description as self-evident and standing in need of no further warrant 

(Drew & Holt, 1989). And, in doing so, it makes the description on offer, problematic as it is, 

relatively robust to undermining and presents mothers who breastfeed in public facing 

considerable discursive work if they are to dodge the unwelcome identity that is in play. 

 

Avoiding Unwelcome Identity Through Detailed Description 

 

 The group members at many points of the discussions described their experiences of 

the difficulties they encountered while breastfeeding in public. Although on one level, these 

descriptions often appeared to reflect concerns similar to those expressed by Jan in Extract 1, 
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referring to issues involved in partially exposing their bodies, the participants’ descriptions 

were presented in a form that was markedly different from that seen above.  

Extract 2 follows on from a discussion among group members of the use of ‘baby 

aprons’ to provide cover whilst breastfeeding. These are items that cover up breastfeeding 

mothers and their infants and allow women to breastfeed in public whilst hiding from public 

view the baby sucking at the breast.  

 

Extract 2 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

Jo 

Val 

 

 

Jo 

 

Val 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What e:h what certain places would you use that? 

I remember going out (.) for the first time to a restaurant for 

lunch (.) and there was only us and an elderly couple in there (.) 

so I used it then. 

Why do you think that you needed to use that in that specific 

place 

They were (.) they were >there< and we were >here< and it was 

just them and us (.) I felt that I wanted to do it for myself and I 

also felt that it would have been more comfortable for them (.) 

that I kept covered up and (.) it wasn’t the fact that I was 

breastfeeding in public it was more that because (.) ah (.) when 

she was really little it was hard to latch on so there was a lot of 

kind of preparation (.) I mean with my boob out and on and off 

as well and I I guess it was just more that the the people (.)  

being able to maintain my own dignity. 

 

In response to an initial question from the group facilitator, Val describes a specific 

occasion when she used a baby apron while breastfeeding in public. In the course of providing 

her description, she refers at line 13 to her actions on this occasion as involving having her 

‘boob out’, a reference that echoes Jan’s reference in Extract 1 to mothers ‘getting their tits out 

in public’. Although potentially then, this statement if unqualified might give rise to the same 

issues of identity seen in Extract 1, here Val attends to such possibilities through a rather more 

detailed description of the activity than was seen in Jan’s matter-of-fact formulation earlier. 

Here, Val sets out her action of having her ‘boob out’ in a context involving her own 

actions, those of her baby, and those of others present. And, she provides details of each element 

of this context in seeking to disavow an identity that might be associated with the activity of 

exposing part of her body in public. First, she refers to her own choice of using a baby apron at 

line 8 as being something ‘that I wanted to do’, suggesting that she took steps to avoid the 

exposure that might be viewed as problematic. The use of a baby apron, she argues allowed her 

to remain ‘covered up’ (line 10). Second, she refers to the actions of her baby and their 

consequences for breastfeeding in public, arguing at lines 11 to 13 that ‘when she was really 

little it was hard to latch on so there was a lot of kind of preparation’. This again serves to 

suggest that any potential exposure was not due to a choice on her part but instead to the 

difficulties involved in breastfeeding a young infant. Finally, Val describes those co-present at 

this time as being few in number, namely ‘only us and an elderly couple’ (line 3), a description 

that might be taken to signal that her actions would be noticeable to a greater extent than would 

otherwise be the case. She attends to the possibility that her actions of having her ‘boob out’ 

would be particularly obvious to those others in this instance, referring to her use of the baby 

apron to ensure that her breastfeeding ‘would have been more comfortable for them’ (line 9).  

This detailed description thus is designed to ward off the possibility that Val’s actions 

should be understood as exposing part of her body in public. It leads to her upshot at line 15 

that, by acting in the ways that she has set out, she was ‘able to maintain my own dignity’, an 

upshot that is designed to undermine any ascription of identity associated with potentially 
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sexualised activity.  

 

Collaboratively Avoiding Unwelcome Identity 

 

We saw above how group members could use detail to dodge the ascription of an 

unwelcome identity. Group contexts such as this one, of course, do not only allow for 

participants to seek to seek to negotiate their own accounts of identity but also offer 

opportunities for others who are co-present in the group setting to build on or contribute to these 

accounts. In the next extract we see one participant, Pat, provide a description of her own 

experiences of breastfeeding in public with the contribution and support of Jo who is co-present. 

This extract arises at a point elsewhere in the interaction where the group have been discussing 

the ways in which a mother’s relative inexperience may compound difficulties experienced 

when breastfeeding in public.  

 

Extract 3 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

Pat 

 

 

 

 

 

Jo 

Pat 

there have been situations where like (.) when I was on the 

train coming back and I was (.) sitting right (.) so in a sort of (.) 

it was a disabled space with other people sitting in it and then 

(.) I was right on the edge and then there was like a guy 

standing next to me (.) like people standing right next to me 

that felt quite it was a bit too [ 

                                               [intimate 

yeah but (.) generally I don’t have a problem 

 

In the extract above Pat, like Val in Extract 2, describes an occasion on which she used 

a baby apron to cover herself while breastfeeding in public. And, also similarly to Extract 2, 

this is set out in a context where her actions might have been observable by others co-present 

at the time. Again, therefore, this description of her activities potentially makes available an 

unwelcome identification as someone who will engage in inappropriate actions in a public 

place. 

Pat however, like Val earlier, provides a detailed description of the setting that is 

designed to attend to such possibilities. She provides particularizing description in terms of ‘it 

was a disabled space’ (line 3). In characterizing her experience in that space, she provides detail 

on what she and the other people in the space were doing: ‘other people sitting in it’ (line 3), ‘I 

was right on the edge’ (line 4), ‘there was a guy standing next to me’ (lines 4-5), ‘people 

standing right next to me’ (line 5). These descriptions both describe the space in terms of how 

she and the other passengers were spatially oriented to one another and also signify the status 

of those other passengers as strangers in that these individuals are referred to in non-specific 

ways such as ‘other people’ (line 3) and ‘a guy’ (line 4).  

The use of these vague generalised descriptions of those who were co-present serves to 

deflect the possibility that Pat was attending to them in the context of the train journey: they 

were simply other passengers that were of relatively little note to her except in terms of their 

physical proximity at that time. She begins to describe the difficulty that she experienced, 

projected at line 6 by ‘it was a bit too’. Before she can complete this statement, however, Jo at 

line 7 offers a candidate term: ‘intimate’. This turn both provides collaboration in the account 

that Pat is producing and does so by completing a contrast between the vague and disinterested 

descriptions that Pat has given of the other passengers and the inappropriateness of their 

proximity to her. This allows Pat in her next turn at line 8 to signal her agreement with Jo’s 

candidate completion of the projected contrast and to offer the upshot that ‘generally I don’t 

have a problem’ (line 8). Pat’s action of breastfeeding in the context of this train journey thus 

is presented as one made uncomfortable by the physical surroundings and people co-present at 
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the time, and not one that is to be treated as bound up with ascription of the unwelcome identity 

of someone who will expose parts of her body in inappropriate circumstances. 

 

Collaborative Use of Detail 

 

We saw above how those co-present in the group could draw upon the detail provided 

by others to attend collaboratively to potential issues of identity. In this final pair of extracts, 

we will see how group members can go beyond collaborative resistance to identity based on the 

detailed descriptions of others to the actual provision of the necessary detail where it has not 

previously been made available in the preceding turn. The exchange below occurs at a later 

point in the group’s discussion of the difficulties in using baby aprons.  

 

Extract 4 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

Deb 

 

 

All 

Deb 

 

 

I remember (.) like before the café in the country park where I 

would walk with Rachel and (.) it was such a windy day and I 

sat on the bench with that on 

((laughter)) 

and it was blowing up over my face and I didn’t see anything 

(.) coat’s blowing around (.) this is not what it’s supposed to 

be like trying to feed her 

  

In contrast to the descriptions seen in Extracts 2 and 3, in which group members 

described using baby aprons to avoid exposing parts of their bodies, Deb in this extract 

describes an occasion of breastfeeding in public that makes available the opposite inference. 

Her reference at lines 1 to 3 of walking with her baby outside on ‘such a windy day’ projects a 

description to follow of difficulties resulting from doing so. Indeed, the collusive laughter of 

other group members at line 4 signals their expectation that such difficulties are to be recounted. 

As Deb continues at line 5, she goes on to describe the sorts of difficulties that have 

been previously signalled. In the course of this description, Deb refers to ‘it’ (the baby apron) 

‘blowing up over my face’ (line 5), thereby totally impeding her vision, and of her coat ‘blowing 

around’ (line 6) also. The inference from this description is that the baby apron, ‘blowing 

around’, did not appropriately cover her while she was breastfeeding her baby on this occasion. 

And, this outcome is encapsulated in her upshot at lines 6 to 7 ‘this is not what it’s supposed to 

be like trying to feed her’. Thus, following her description of these actions, albeit in 

circumstances that gave rise to particular difficulties, she faces the risk of being identified in a 

manner consistent with these activities. 

Unlike Val in Extract 2 and Pat in Extract 3, Deb in providing the detail that she has 

included has raised the possibility that she might indeed be identified as someone who exposes 

part of her body in public. This detail, however, does provide scope for another group member 

to contribute to Deb dodging such an identity as we see below. Extract 5 continues on 

immediately from the exchange in Extract 4. 

 

Extract 5 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

Jan 

 

 

Jo 

you need to take into account Scotland and the weather (.) but 

you do want somewhere where there’s a changing facility and 

you can ((indistinguishable)) 

so do you think there’s enough breast friendly places in 

public? 

 

Although Deb in Extract 4 did not make any more general claim about her actions of 

public breastfeeding, unlike Pat in Extract 3, her description nonetheless served to project a 
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candidate resolution of her difficulties: public breastfeeding should be conducted in other sorts 

of circumstances. And at line 8, Jan picks up on this projected resolution in stating that that 

‘you need to take into account Scotland and the weather’. Likewise, Jan’s claim ‘you do want 

somewhere where there’s a changing facility’ (line 9) reflects what Deb has already said about 

the time and place she chose to engage in public breastfeeding. The following turn of the 

facilitator at line 11, which introduces a new topic for general discussion, treats this suggestion 

as a sufficient formulation of how Deb’s difficulties might be addressed. These collaborative 

turns by others co-present in the discussion thus serve to restrict the actions that Deb described 

to very specific circumstances, and attend to the possibility that she might be identified in a 

manner associated with exposure of part of her body on that one occasion. 

 

Discussion 

 

In reporting this study and its outcomes, we have described how the study was designed 

and conducted, and have demonstrated how the analysis was produced. Inclusion of the data 

extracts provided here allows readers to judge for themselves the plausibility and coherence of 

the findings that are reported. More than this, the findings display fruitfulness in offering 

insights into how participants in such group settings can develop support for each other and 

collaboratively deal with problematic issues of identity. In these ways, then, the study meets 

the criteria specified by McMullen (2021) as relevant to evaluation of a study such as the present 

one.  

The aim of the present study was to examine how mothers who breastfeed in public 

ward off problematic identifications that might be associated with this activity. The present 

findings demonstrate the advantages of adopting a discursive approach to study how 

breastfeeding mothers attend to these issues of identity. Instead of treating a description of 

experiences of breastfeeding in public as a straightforward depiction of what occurred at a 

particular time, it is clear that the participants are constructing their accounts of experience in 

ways that are designed to accomplish specific outcomes in this local setting. And the outcomes 

towards which these constructions are directed are those of identity. An identity of being a 

mother who breastfeeds her infant in public is not simply a neutral description of a person who 

engages in a particular activity. As noted above, this activity is one that is often described as 

being problematic (Cripe, 2017), and regarded as such by mothers themselves (Boyer, 2018; 

Carathers, 2017). It is unsurprising therefore that the participants in this study orient to it as 

problematic. The ways in which they discursively manage their accounts of their experiences 

are designed not just to avoid criticism but also to negotiate their own identities that emerge 

from the interaction. Identity is a live issue here for the participants, and we see how they attend 

to the potential problems of identity that might arise were they not to construct their experiences 

as they do. What is of particular note, here, is how the context of a discussion with others who 

have similar experiences and concerns allows the participants collaboratively to accomplish 

this. Recent research has shown how in the course of an ongoing discussion speakers can seek 

to defend others who are not co-present against unwanted ascriptions of identity (McVittie et 

al., 2020); here, we see how others can seek to address potential problems of identity where the 

individual to be identified is co-present in the discussion. 

More specifically, these findings show how the inclusion of detail in a description of 

actions and events can be used not to bolster a specific claim to identity based upon that 

description but instead to ward off an unwelcome of ascription of identity that might result from 

a less detailed description. In Extract 1, we see how Jan’s general and idiomatic description of 

public breastfeeding as ‘getting their tits out’ renders problematic any attempt to undermine 

such a formulation: the design of the description does not readily make for challenge and 

subsequent talk is organised around the negative identity associated with this description. In the 

subsequent extracts, however, it is the inclusion of detail that allows for the undermining of the 
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potentially problematic description that is in play and the avoidance of the identity that might 

follow from such a description of events. Thus, in Extract 2, we see how Val can deploy detail 

of her actions, her baby’s actions, and others co-present on a specific occasion to deflect any 

suggestion that the action of having her ‘boob out’ falls to be understood in a socially 

inappropriate way. And, moreover, as seen In Extracts 3, 4, and 5, other group members can 

pick up on the detail provided in the initial description or supplement such detail in order 

collaboratively to attend to the problematic actions and identity that are in play. 

Thus, whereas in Potter’s (1996) example of the relationship dispute between Connie 

and Jimmy detail was included in an attempt to warrant Jimmy’s description of Connie as 

someone who behaved inappropriately, here such detail functions in the opposite manner, that 

is to allow the speaker who provides that detail to avoid an ascription of identity consistent with 

inappropriate behaviour. In this respect, it is useful to note more particularly how such detail 

operates in descriptions of this sort. As Potter (1996) points out, by providing detail in any such 

description speakers are making that detail available to the recipients of the description for 

inspection: ‘one feature of detail is that it can be inspected for contradictions and confusions or 

provide material that can be reworked into a different kind of narrative entirely’ (p. 166). And, 

although that inspection might be troublesome in relation to ascriptions of specific forms of 

identity, inspection of detail that leads to the undermining and reworking of an unwelcome 

identity can be a desired outcome. While therefore the general and idiomatic description seen 

in Extract 1 does not readily allow for such reworking, it is the detailed descriptions in the 

subsequent extracts that offer scope for reworking the descriptions of actions and events and 

the identities that ensue from these. 

One point that we can note from the findings presented here, and indeed from the entire 

discussions of the focus group, is that at no point in their discussions did the participants offer 

any description of public breastfeeding that could be regarded as evaluatively positive. 

Although breastfeeding has been continuously promoted by The Royal College of Midwives 

(1918) as the most nurturing and preferred method of feeding young infants, and writers have 

pointed to the identity of ‘good mother’ (Shaw et al., 2003) that potentially at least is associated 

with this activity, none of the present participants made any such claims in relation to the 

activity or this potential identity. Instead, throughout their discussions, the participants oriented 

to rather more problematic descriptions of their actions, encapsulated in Jan’s description in 

Extract 1 of ‘getting their tits out’. These orientations, moreover, came from the participants’ 

own descriptions as produced in the discussions: the questions and topic initiators produced by 

the group facilitator were designed to be evaluatively neutral, for example ‘could you say a bit 

about your experiences . . . ‘.  

The question arises, then, of why the participants, in producing their descriptions here, 

orient to avoiding problematic versions of public breastfeeding and negative ascriptions of 

identity rather than seeking to make more positive claims. One possible reason for this 

orientation might lie in the composition of this focus group, in which all participants were 

members of a support group for breastfeeding mothers. Given that their talk was designed to be 

received by those who engaged in public breastfeeding, it is unsurprising that in discussing such 

matters the participants treated the activity of breastfeeding in public as one to be valued and 

supported: without such shared understanding of their actions, it would make little sense for 

those involved to be seeking the support of others in continuing with them.  

An alternative, but not mutually exclusive, possibility is that the descriptions that the 

participants produced here were indeed designed to highlight the problems involved in these 

actions. Antaki and Wetherell (1999) identified a form of argumentation that they term ‘show 

concessions’, in which a proposition is advanced, a speaker makes a concession to some 

counter-proposition, and that concession is then used to restate more strongly the original 

proposition. In the present case, taking the arguments in favour of public breastfeeding to be 

shared understandings for members of this particular group, the details provided of occasions 
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on which this activity had been found to be problematic offer some concession to the possibility 

that such behaviour does fall to be treated as inappropriate. The subsequent undermining of the 

participants’ detailed concessions thus allows for reinstatement of public breastfeeding as 

something that is to be positively evaluated. And, by highlighting their problems, through 

episodes of ‘troubles-telling’ (Jefferson, 2015), the participants are able to identify themselves 

as individuals who are able not just to cope with the troubles but who can overcome these 

troubles. These co-constructions thus demonstrate group members’ commitment to public 

breastfeeding as an activity that is to be pursued regardless of particular problems that might 

arise along the way.  

Here, then, in these ways the detail provided that the participants provide, individually 

and collaboratively, allows them both to rework the actions at hand to avoid ascriptions of 

problematic identity and to demonstrate that they are capable not just of overcoming such 

troubles but also of attending to the social concerns that often are associated with mothers who 

breastfeed in public. 
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