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Breastfeeding and the Risks of Late Modernity:

With a Focus upon Environmental Risks

ABSTRACT

In this paper, we examine the ways in which the practices of breastfeeding have
been conditioned by a wide range of social transformations throughout the modern age.
By adopting the sociological concept of ‘risk(s)’ advocated by Ulrich Beck, we shall
identify three stages in the transformation of breastfeeding practices in Japanese soci-
ety.

Firstly, risks of pre-modernity are analyzed. Risks of pre-modernity can be almost
entirely equated to the lack of breast milk, which was most likely to result in infant
death. At this stage, the community played an important role in overcoming risks.

Secondly, risks of early modernity are addressed. With the rise of nutritional sci-
ence in the 1950s, the era of formula milk arrived. Despite some serious incidents such
as the Morinaga Milk Arsenic Poisoning Incident in 1955, there still existed a shared
belief that risks could be overcome via individual predictions, with the help of new
technologies.

Thirdly, risks of late modernity are examined. At least two conflicting processes
were involved: one was the rise of the ‘breast is best’ campaign since the end of the
1970s at the global level. The other was the rise of what Beck called ‘risks of environ-
mental problems’. The contamination of mother’s milk with dioxin involved unprece-
dented media coverage in the late 1990s. Breastfeeding mothers are left with growing
uncertainties.

Key Words: Breastfeeding, Environmental Risks, Late Modernity



