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I couldn’t believe what I was 
reading: Local movie-theater staff  had 
asked a patron to stop breastfeeding her 
newborn baby because it was “inappro-
priate.” A wave of nausea washed over 
my pregnant body. How could an act 
of love and nourishment receive such 
ignorant, discriminatory treatment?

Outrage replaced distress when I 
learned that breastfeeding in public is 
not fully protected under Virginia law. 
While the theater manager would have 
had no case had he pressed charges 
for indecent exposure, he did nothing 
illegal in asking that mother to stop 
breastfeeding. Virginia law protects 

a mother’s right to breastfeed only on 
state property—something I doubt 
many mothers plan their days around: 

“Let’s stop at City Hall to nurse the baby 
before we go to the Children’s Museum.” 
Virginia is no Florida, which is a leader 
in lactation-friendly legislation. � e 
Sunshine State clarifi es the legal right 
of mothers to breastfeed their babes “in 
any location, public or private, where 
the mother is otherwise authorized to 
be, irrespective of whether the nipple of 
the mother’s breast is uncovered during 
or incidental to the breastfeeding.”

Local La Leche League leaders 
who informed area mothers of the

birth of a 
lactivist
A confrontation at a national retailer 
leads one breastfeeding woman to 
take action, with inspiring results.
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her son theo 
proudly promoting 
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Virginia theater incident issued a call to arms, ask-
ing all mothers with similar experiences to share 
their stories for a compilation to send to our state 
senator. I had nothing to offer. I had had only posi-
tive experiences when nursing in public. 

the Business Card

Months later, on the way home from a day trip 
to a farm—our first big outing as a family of 
four—we stopped for dinner and a little shop-
ping at a mall. While at a Pottery Barn, I found 
a quiet spot in the back to sit and breastfeed my 
ravenous seven-week-old baby. Several minutes 
later, the store manager, a 30-something wom-
an, sidled up. I had already become reaccus-
tomed to the occasional stranger peeking to get 
a closer look at the baby, usually unaware that 
we were discreetly nursing. The store manager 
leaned in for a glimpse. I smiled, anticipating 
her “Ah, what a cute baby.”

“I need to ask you to stop breastfeeding here,” 
she said in a pleasant “please sign here” voice. 

“You may continue in the ladies’ room.”
Stop breastfeeding? Continue in the ladies’ 

room? I was stunned. Right there in Pottery Barn, 
I had entered an alternate universe. No longer 
smiling, I looked into her eyes and saw that she 
was completely serious. My mind raced. This was 
happening to me, and I had no ready response. 
I felt as if someone had suddenly changed the 
lighting in the room, that everything had been 
turned off. Without realizing it, I stopped nurs-
ing my baby and began burping him.

I regained my focus. “Did a customer  
complain?”

“No.”
I was stumped. “What is the problem, then?”

“There are children at the front of the store,” 
the manager explained.

Indeed, there were some children about 15 
yards away, busy playing with each other. I was 
baffled. What does that have to do with me? I 
probed for more details.

She felt they were “making eyes” at me, and 
had assumed it was because I was breastfeeding. 
In my experience, children are thrilled to see 
newborn babies. Perhaps from her perspective, 
that kind of natural interest was somehow . . . 
inappropriate.

Again, I asked if any customers had said any-
thing to her. Again she said no, and repeated—
speaking more slowly this time, perhaps hoping 
I’d then follow her reasoning better—that she felt 
the children were “making eyes.” She again sug-
gested that I might be more comfortable nursing 
in the restroom. I assured her that I would not. 
In my opinion, unless a restroom has a lounge 
area—and I knew, from many previous visits, 
that theirs did not—it’s not the sort of place any-
one would opt to eat in. Why feed a baby there?

I expressed my severe disappointment and 
shock. I told her that, until that moment, I had 
only ever received kind, courteous, and accom-
modating looks and words from others while 
breastfeeding in public. I asked if she knew that 
breastmilk is best for baby. She claimed that, as 
a mother of two small children herself, she under-
stood. Then why is she giving me trouble? Would 
she ask a bottle-feeding parent to move to the loo?

Not wishing to make a scene or have to deal 
with the mall’s security force, I stopped trying 
to persuade her. Instead, I requested that she 
give me her supervisor’s contact information so 
I could file a complaint. She smiled and brought 
me a business card.

Naturally, my still-hungry baby fussed while I 
waited for my husband and three-year-old son to 
return. No doubt the baby’s crying was far more 
distracting to customers than his quiet nursing 
had been. I was too upset to resume breastfeed-
ing or shopping. When my family had regrouped, 
we hurried to our car, where I finished nursing 
my baby in near-freezing temperatures before 
the long drive home.

For the rest of the evening, I was sick to 
my stomach and emotionally numb. I couldn’t 
believe what had happened, and resolved to 
write to the supervisor the next day.

the letter

I awoke the next morning wishing it had all 
been a bad dream. I did not want to devote any 
of my sleep-deprived mental energies to deal-
ing with such a negative experience. Why had 
we ventured out? We should have stayed in the 
comfort of our home—or visited state property 
instead of the mall. Yet there on the kitchen 
counter was The Business Card. I tried to 

Stop breastfeeding? 
 Continue 

in the 
ladies’ 

 room?  

I was stunned.  

Right there in 

Pottery Barn,  

I had entered an 

alternate universe.

Pottery Barn’s  

parent company, 

Williams-Sonoma, 

Inc., touts the 

corporate value  

“We are here 

to please our 

customers.”  

How could  

they treat a 

customer this way? 

 Hello?  
Not 

pleased.
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ignore it, but it stared at me all day.
For three days, it beckoned. Finally, 

I gave in. I knew that following up was 
the right thing to do, but that didn’t 
make it easy. I called a local La Leche 
League leader, hoping she’d have a tem-
plate of a letter I could use. No such luck, 
but she told me that she, too, had once 
been asked to stop breastfeeding—in 
her gym’s child-care room.

Perfect! As a breastfeeding advocate, 
she must have protested and known 
exactly what to say.

But no. She’d written it off as a 
fluke, nor had she followed up with a 
complaint to the supervisor. She asked 
if I wanted to hold a nurse-in, but I 
found the prospect of dragging a baby 
and a preschooler an hour away, to sit 
and nurse in the cold outside Pottery 
Barn with a hundred other irate 
mothers, not very attractive. I told her 
I’d keep it in mind as a backup plan.

Frustrated—though still not 
ready to write that letter—I turned 
to research. I knew that breastfeed-
ing offers many nutritional and 
developmental benefits that artifi-
cial formula can never match, a fact 

widely acknowledged and promoted 
by the World Health Organization, 
the American Academy of Pediatrics, 
and countless other groups. My own 
commitment to breastfeeding is firm 
enough that I would never be dis-
suaded, but what about other mothers? 
Studies have shown that women who 
feel a lack of support for breastfeeding 
in public are less likely to breastfeed, 
and/or are more likely to wean their 
babies before the recommended mini-
mum of one or two years.

In that day’s mail was a Pottery Barn 
Kids catalog, freshly scrubbed children 
smiling at me from the cover. Normally, 
the outrageously neat and clean envi-
ronment these kids seem to inhabit 
sends me into a tailspin. Where are the 
mamas? My latest theory has been that 
Mama is indeed there, just outside the 
frame. Her last shower a distant mem-
ory, she is frantically vacuuming and 
tossing toys with superhuman dexterity 
into labeled baskets. 

But that day, my thoughts were 
still on my recent brush with The 
Nursinator. I found it odd that right 
there, on page 64 of the catalog, was a 

monogrammed Boppy—a 
nursing pillow that’s become 
a staple item of the main-
stream baby registry. Of 
all the places I could have 
imagined being confronted 
by a breastfeeding-intolerant 
employee, Pottery Barn was 
at the bottom of my list.

How many breastfeeding 
customers before me had 
been shown the restroom 
door? If I didn’t act, how 
many more might encounter 
such mistreatment? Pottery 
Barn’s parent company, 
Williams-Sonoma, Inc., 
touts the corporate value 

“We are here to please our 
customers.” How could they 

treat a customer this way? Hello? Not 
pleased. And if a store manager treats 
a breastfeeding customer this way, 
then how much worse might she treat 
an employee who wishes to pump 
breastmilk? How many babies might 
suffer the effects of a lag in nursing, or 
even a switch to infant formula, if I 
didn’t take action—now?

the Call

Filled with adrenaline and a sense of 
mission, I wrote a letter to Pottery 
Barn’s district manager, with copies to 
the parent company’s president, my 
local La Leche League leaders, and a 
few national women’s groups selected 
for their active support of breastfeed-
ing rights. In the letter, I expressed my 
hope that Pottery Barn would seize 
this opportunity to take a progressive 
lead in championing breastfeeding.  
I noted that, with outlets across the 
country, it was in the company’s inter-
est to reflect in its corporate policies 
and practices the growing number 
of state laws that protect a woman’s 
right to nurse in public. I suggested 
they place the new international pro-
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breastfeeding symbol in their store windows.
To dissuade me from contacting the media or 

beginning a movement to protest Pottery Barn’s 
policies, I requested a timely, positive response. 
I noted my plans to write to my state senator to 
cite my experience as an example of the need to 
expand Virginia law to protect breastfeeding in 
places of private business.

As I sealed each envelope, I wondered if the 
letters would have any effect. Within a few days, I 
received enthusiastic responses from the local and 
national organizations, but no word from Pottery 
Barn. A well-connected girlfriend in San Francisco 
offered to organize a nurse-in at the Pottery Barn 
corporate offices there if I didn’t hear back soon.

Then, less than a week after sending the letter, 
I received a voice-mail from . . . Come again? I 
hit Replay to confirm that I was not delusional. 
The recorded voice clearly stated that she was 
Laura Alber, President of Williams-Sonoma, 
Inc.—Pottery Barn’s parent company—and 
responsible for leading the Pottery Barn portfo-
lio of brands. Shocked, I sat down to listen.

“I wanted to call you because I am very pas-
sionate about this as an issue,” Alber said. “I am 
a mother of three children, and I nursed all my 
children until they were two years old.”

Who would have known? I had read that she 
was a mother, but guessed that someone as busy 
as she must be might have bypassed breastfeed-
ing. I had prepared myself to hear her take a 
Barbara Walters–type stance against nursing in 
public. I couldn’t have been more wrong.

“You can imagine my dismay when I received 
your letter. I really appreciate you bringing it to 

my attention. Since I received it, I have sent out 
a phone chain to every store to educate them 
on this topic. I wanted to assure you that this is an 
issue of training—a one-off—and not something 
that is policy with us.” She concluded, “I would love 
to talk to you more to make this right and get your 
advice on what else you think we should be doing.”

I was happier than a baby emptying her first 
cabinet of pots and pans. A female business 
leader who supports breastfeeding! I even called 
the executive director of Promotion of Mother’s 
Milk, Inc. (ProMoM), one of the breastfeeding 
activist groups to which I’d copied my letter, to 
share the good news.

When I returned Alber’s call to express my 
appreciation for her response, she repeatedly 
apologized for the mistreatment I had received, 
and again assured me that my experience was not 
in line with Pottery Barn’s policies or values. In 
fact, she pointed out, Pottery Barn Kids carries a 
few nursing-related products (e.g., the ubiquitous 
Boppy), and maintains a breastfeeding-friendly 
seating area. She confirmed that the company 
had followed up with the manager in question, 
and, based on this experience, Pottery Barn 
planned to incorporate support of breastfeeding 
mothers into their training materials.

Further, Alber asked me to inform her if, in 
the future, I feel that any of their stores are not 
friendly toward breastfeeding customers, and she 
welcomed my ideas for additional actions they 
can take on this topic. In the days that followed, I 
shared with her via e-mail several of these ideas, 
and she informed me of her company’s further 
actions. Pottery Barn held conference calls with 
all of their stores to reinforce their stance that 
mothers should be made to feel comfortable 
breastfeeding in their stores, and the company has 
added similar language to its operations manuals.

The personal and professional efforts Laura 
Alber made to right this wrong were deeply 
gratifying to me. Her actions helped soothe 
the pain of my negative experience, and helped 
raise awareness among their employees and 
prevent mistreatment to others. Perhaps they’ll 
even enact more of my ideas. I’d like to open 
the Pottery Barn Kids catalog and see a freshly 
showered mama nursing her baby in a gingham 
rocker chair with matching Boppy. 

How many 
breastfeeding 

customers before 
me had been shown 

the restroom door? 
If I didn’t 
act, how 

many more 
might encounter such 

mistreatment?

Studies have shown 
that women who 
feel a lack 

of support 
for breastfeeding in 

public are less 
likely to 

breastfeed, 
and/or are more  

likely to wean  
their babies before  
the recommended 

minimum of one  
or two years.
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Lactivist at Last

Following this experience, I am as 
committed as ever to breastfeeding 
my children. Beyond that, I have 
a new desire to do what I can to 
promote breastfeeding rights for 
all women in all conditions. I fol-
lowed through with my intention to 
communicate with my state sena-
tor regarding the need to expand 
legislation to fully protect the right 
to breastfeed in public. I drove two 
hours to participate in a nurs-
ing demonstration at the nation’s 
Capitol Building, held during a 
press conference to reintroduce the 
Breastfeeding Promotion Act, which 
is sponsored by Congresswoman 
Carolyn B. Maloney (D-NY). And 
every time I see a mother breast-
feeding in public, I make a point of 
flashing her my warmest smile of 
support.

The Business Card now makes me 
smile. Sure, the experience upset me 
for weeks—but how amazing that it led 
to the president of Williams-Sonoma 
and the Pottery Barn brands training 
managers company-wide to welcome 
breastfeeding mothers with open arms 
and make them feel at home in stores 
all over the world. If any of you find 
otherwise at one of their stores—or 
at any store—don’t write it off as a 
fluke. Sure, don your favorite “GOT 
BREASTMILK?” T-shirt—but also send 
that letter to the company president. 
She might just be a lactivist, too.

L ACTIVISM 101
I wish mine were the last story you’ll ever hear of a woman being mistreated for 
breastfeeding in public, but unfortunately, it won’t be. However, you can do some-
thing to help. Change takes you and me doing our part to shift our world into being 
a universally nursing-friendly place. Here are some suggestions for how you can 
promote a woman’s right to nurse in public:

Nurse your baby in public. If your baby is hungry, stop to feed him or her. There is 
no need to hide this most beautiful act of nurturing—concealing it only reinforces the 
idea in many minds that breastfeeding in public is not acceptable, and delays society’s 
inevitable embrace of it. Just think—nursing in public may help a future mother realize 
that breasts are designed for feeding babies, and ensure her interest in breastfeeding.

Smile at every nursing mother you see. Share an encouraging comment. Let her 
feel your support.

Encourage local businesses to display the International Breastfeeding Symbol.  
If you own a business, set a trend by adding this symbol to your storefront. Go to 
www.breastfeedingsymbol.org for more information.

Write a letter. For example:
If you experience discrimination while nursing in a place of business, write the top 
management of the company to inform them of your experience and request appro-
priate action.

Write local, regional, and national lawmakers to request their action in support of 
breastfeeding. Send letters to:

 • Your US Representative, to urge his or her support of the Breastfeeding Promo-
tion Act, introduced by Rep. Carolyn B. Maloney and others. For more informa-
tion, go to http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/bdquery/z?d110:h.r.02236:.

 • Your state senators, to request their action in favor of improved legislation to 
articulate a woman’s right to breastfeed. To see if your state is lagging, check 
www.llli.org/Law/LawUS.html.

Write a letter to your local paper, favorite online publication, or forum to praise 
businesses and organizations that support breastfeeding.

Send letters to businesses that have mistreated other breastfeeding mothers, 
using the “3 Minute Activist” tool on the Promotion of Mother’s Milk, Inc. (ProMoM) 
website: www.promom.org/3min.

Nurse-In. When there’s a protest in response to discriminatory treatment of a nursing 
mother, attend the closest nurse-in: a gathering of dozens or hundreds of nursing 
mothers, often in or just outside the offending location, held with the goal of influ-
encing the breastfeeding policy of that establishment. Nothing in your area? Plan a 
nurse-in.

Nurse-Out. You have nothing in specific to protest, but still want to gently demon-
strate that breastfeeding in public is normal? Plan a nurse-out: an awareness-raising 
event in which local mothers blanket a wide area, such as a group of city blocks, park, 
or mall, to nurse their little ones within a specific time period. No pickets are involved; 
a nurse-out is simply about increasing the number of times the average passerby sees 
a breastfeeding baby. Check to see what activities are planned for World Breastfeed-
ing Week and support them: http://worldbreastfeedingweek.org ;  for US events: 
www.lllusa.org/wbw.

Wear your message on your shirt, your baby’s onesie, etc. Here are a couple of sites 
to browse: www.cafepress.com/thelactivist, www.cafepress.com/littlebabies.

Join discussions—in person at new-mama gatherings and La Leche League meet-
ings, as well as online at sites such as www.mothering.com, www.promom.org, 
http://thelactivist.blogspot.com, www.kellymom.com, http://thecowgoddess.com, and 
http://motherwear.typepad.com.
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