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Pediatricians’ Interests in Breast Milk

from Meiji to Early Showa Eras:
Based on an Analysis of Jika Zasshi

ABSTRACT

The purpose of this paper is to follow the discussions on breast milk by Japan’s
early pediatricians and show the ways these discussions were socially conditioned. We
use issues of Jika Zasshi, Japan’s oldest and most authoritative pediatric magazine,
published between 1895 and the 1930s for this purpose. In contrast to the common be-
lief that midwives were the only specialists in breast milk, early pediatricians also dili-
gently elucidated its nutritional components.

Interest in breast milk began as an effort to identify the cause of so-called infan-
tile beriberi (kakke). Many young children died from this disease in those days and it
was widely believed to be caused some unknown component in breast milk. It was not
until the mid-1930s they finally accepted the vitamin deficiency theory advocated by
Funk.

Interestingly, they also talked a great deal about other infantile nutriments such as
chichi-ko. Even after the causes of infantile beriberi were scientifically understood, the
inappropriateness of chichi-ko remained a popular topic. This fact demonstrates there
were people who had to rely upon these alternatives regardless of doctor’s advice. In
other words, it was through interactions with those sick and poor people that they es-
tablished the knowledge.

Key Words: breast milk, pediatricians, social class



