
LIQUID GOLD & 
FEMINIST KILLJOYS: 
Commodifying Maternal 
Care in Affective Economies 
of Human Milk Exchange
a lecture by Dr. Robyn Lee

Abstract:
In emerging practices of human milk exchange 
affective bonds are generated and sometimes 
commodified through the donation and sale 
of milk. Altruism is harnessed in order to 
promote donations of milk, which become 
part of global and technologized flows. 
Drawing on Sara Ahmed’s conception of 
‘affective economies’, this paper traces the 
production of breast milk as a commodity 
through reliance on feelings of care for 
vulnerable children. Criticizing the provision 
of potentially lifesaving breast milk to sick and 
premature infants risks becoming a “feminist 
killjoy” (Ahmed, 2010). Nevertheless, in a 
historical context of transnational harms 
caused by the infant formula industry, which 
gave rise to the Nestle Boycott, and wet 
nursing under slavery in North America, careful 
attention must be paid to how maternal love 
and care are capitalized upon in the booming 
international markets for human milk.
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