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from the Historical Sample of the Netherlands, supplemented with municipal contextual 
data. 

Chapter 7 provides an in-depth look into the breastfeeding mechanism based on a 
case study of the town of Roosendaal between 1815 and 1908. Here, we study the 
prevalence of breastfeeding among various social groups and its effect on infant survival, 
again at the individual level. Variation in prosperity or, more specifically, the uneven 
distribution of wealth between social groups is directly related to the socioeconomic 
differences in infant mortality. In addition to analysing infant mortality according to 
socioeconomic status, this chapter tests several hypotheses in order to explain social 
differentials in infant mortality by exposing some of the proximate determinants. We then 
consider the explanations for the findings within the context of social and environmental 
conditions, disease environment, and infant feeding practices. Besides these socioeconomic 
determinants, previous research on infant mortality (for both past and present) has 
discussed the role of breastfeeding and its direct effect on infant survival. Our strategy and 
our data, i.e. historically unique individual-level cause of death records, enables us to fully 
assess breastfeeding dynamics.     

In order to connect social differences with distinct feeding practices and related 
health risks, Chapter 7 focuses on four particular elements. The first element is timing of 
death within the first two years of life (related to the incidence of weaning). Second is the 
distribution of infant deaths throughout the year to trace excess summer mortality. The 
third and fourth elements deal with the main causes of infant death and differences or 
changes in time. Additionally, the chapter investigates the possibility of a family component, 
as one also expects breastfeeding behaviour to work along familial lines. We show that the 
population of Roosendaal did not experience a strong breastfeeding tradition and that, in this 
industrializing setting, the farmers were the ones best able to shield their children from 
food-borne infectious diseases. 

Chapter 8 evaluates the answers to the specific research questions obtained in this 
study and discusses the scientific relevance of the findings, as well as the strengths and 
weaknesses of the study with suggestions for further research. 
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Map 3.2 Infant mortality by municipality, The Netherlands 1841-1860  
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Map 3.3 Infant mortality by municipality, The Netherlands 1861-1874 
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Map 3.4 Infant mortality by municipality, The Netherlands 1875-1884 

 
Per 100 liveborn 
  

 
<10 

  
 

  

  
 

10-15 

  
 

  

  
 

15-20 

  
 

  

  
 

20-25 

  
 

  

    >25 


















































































































































































































































































































































