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The Care for the Health of Infants
By Dr. Amin Efendi Abi Khatir

Most women in our country are ignorant of the basic rules of rearing children
and the maintenance of their health, do not care for them as they should, and
often expose them to unpleasant afflictions. For this reason, we would like
to offer here some information that many mothers are often ignorant of and
will perhaps be useful.

The first thing to care about upon the birth of a child is to bathe him daily in
tepid water, in order to remove the fatty substances from his body. It is better
than washing him in water and salt, as the midwives do to excess, a practice
which only stings the delicate body of the baby. After the bath, his body should
be dried using soft towels, and very gently, in order not to scratch his skin,
and particularly in the folds [of the skin]. He should then be dressed and laid
down on a woollen mattress. If a surface might scratch the skin, it should be
sprinkled with very fine starch. The utmost care must be given to the child’s
cleanliness. His nappies should be changed several times a day, and if needed
- his clothes as well.

It is important to avoid swaddling his body too tightly, though it is possible to
wrap it very loosely, in order not to burden his breathing or to obstruct his cir-
culatory system — this would allow his organs to grow properly, as they would
be supplied with sufficient amount of blood. The tight swaddling of infants, so
prevalent in our country, may impede growth and development, and cause, in
addition to the dangers listed above, all sorts of fractures — and doctors have
observed fractures caused by this habit. The mother should dedicate most of
her time watching over her child. She should be wise and patient, and should
not let him leave her sight even for a moment, as the reason mothers swad-
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dle their children in this way is only so that they could get some rest. As for
the claim that leaving the child free from such swaddling might lead to physi-
cal defects and deformations — this claim has no evidence. The child’s clothes
must be wide and light, so as not to prevent the child’s free movement.

As for the bed - it is better to have a hard bed, and it is better to make his
mattress from corn husks or wool, and not from soft feathers — as these might
impede his movement. He should be laid down alternately on his back or on
one of his sides, in order to allow his organs to grow evenly, because con-
stantly lying on his back might flatten his skull bones and widen his head,
and lose its fine natural structure. The head should be laid on a soft pillow in
order to ensure a regular flow of blood to the head and to prevent bending or
twisting the neck bones or the upper parts of the spine, which is very delicate,
and whose bones are not yet completely formed.

If the child has trouble sleeping, it is not permissible to use poppy to get him
to sleep. This is one of the worst and most damaging solutions. It is recom-
mended to get the child into the habit of falling asleep without rocking his
bed. He should therefore be placed in a wide bed, which is easy to move, as
this would greatly ease the child’s movements in it. As for the location of the
bed: it should be a place such that light should fall upon it vertically, so that
the light not fall upon it sideways and cause the eyes or one of them to deviate
toward the light. This can also happen when a person or persons stand above
the child at the head of the bed, and the child then has to look at them side-
ways. This can also happen when a person or people stand above his head so
he canlook at them sideways, or when a piece of protective jewellery, or some
other jewellery, is placed on the child’s forehead and left hanging between his
eyes. Something else to be very careful about is that the mother should not put
the child with her in bed, because the result might be tragic. She should put
him in his bed and place it close to her, and be careful not to sleep too heavily,
so that if he wakes up and cries, she can wake up immediately to breastfeed
him, to change his position or to change his clothes if necessary. It is most
beneficial for his health to put him to bed early and wake him up early. This
is the best way to keep him active during the day.
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As for his food, it should be regulated very strictly. Following his birth, he
should be given his mother’s milk, as it contains a substance people call ‘resin’,
which helps removing the meconium from the child’s digestive tract. This
‘resin’ is very suitable for the removal of these heavy substances. Mothers
might refrain from breastfeeding the baby at that time, either due to miscon-
ceptions, for example claiming that that milk harms the child, or because they
experience a little pain when they breastfeed. This, however, might cause
them more serious damage and worse pain, since the congestion of milk in
the breast may lead to fever or to a breast abscess whose pain the mother
would not be able to tolerate. For this reason, whenever the mother feels a
flow of milk, she must put her child to her breast and feed him. However,
the mother might not be able to breastfeed for reasons beyond her control.
In such a case, the child should be breastfed by a woman who gave birth re-
cently, or whose child is the same age as him. If the mother’s milk is insuffi-
cient for nursing her child, he should be given cow or goat milk, using a nipple
that should be washed and cleaned after each usage. Since goat and cow milk
have more milk, butter, and sugar substances than mother’s milk, it should
be diluted with an equal amount of water, and supplemented with very lit-
tle sugar and a half a gram of regular salt. This dilution should be modified
according to the child’s age. As he grows, less water should be added to the
milk, until the child is two years old, at which point he should be drinking
unadulterated milk, because by then his body would be stronger and require
more nutrients.

The mother should take very good care of her health while she is still breast-
feeding, because any effect on her body might pass through the milk to her
child as well. Even emotional excitement may affect the composition of the
milk and even make it harmful. For this reason, it is best that the mother
herself breastfeed her child and should not have a stranger breastfeed him
unless there is no other choice. In such a case, she should bring an intelligent
wet-nurse, who is also knowledgeable, and who would place the child’s well-
being above her own. She must be healthy, with no hereditary or acquired
disease that may harm the child. Her child’s age must be close to that of the
suckling infant, otherwise her milk would not be suitable for him and would
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not nourish him. There are wet-nurses who get used to breastfeeding, and do
so for four or five years in a row without having more than one child at the
time. It is clear that the milk of such a wet-nurse has less nutrients than that
of a woman who just had a child and has renewed her breastfeeding abilities.

In the first stage of infancy, the child’s nutrition should be restricted to his
mother’s or wet-nurse’s milk. He should then be gradually accustomed to light
food. When he is six months old, he should first be given arrowroot or some-
thing similar, that children eat. Fresh fruits are forbidden before dentation.
After dentation, he may be fed fruits that do not harm his health, such as
lemon, watermelon, grapes, and apples. As for dry fruits, such as raisins or
figs—these should not be given at all. During the period of dentation, complete
caution should be given to the food the child eats, because the child’s health
in this period is particularly susceptible to disease. It is better to have the
child under the supervision of a qualified doctor. The people in our country
do not take this very seriously and frequently cause the child much damage.
In short, the child should be gradually familiarized with food other than his
mother’s milk before he is weaned. Even after weaning, he should eat soft
food that is prepared for him. After dentation is complete, he may eat solid
food such as meat, rice, potatoes, and the like.

As for carrying the child, he should lie on his back. Before he is six months
old, he must not be carried with one hand, but rather held lying on his back
or on one of his sides along the arm of the person holding him or lying on a
small pillow. If he is carried for a longer period, during the day, his position
should be changed several times, in order to prevent his spine from bending
or twisting and preventing one of his shoulders from dropping. When the
child becomes more active, his organs become stronger and the lower part of
his body is capable of supporting his body, he may be placed on a carpet and
allowed to crawl, until he gradually gains enough strength to stand and then
to walk. He is absolutely not to be forced to walk before that.

Absolute caution should be taken against placing him on mats referred as
straw-mats, because its tall straw might pierce his legs and particularly his
knees and might cause damage. Some people test the child’s strength and try
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to get him to stand by supporting his thighs. This is not permissible before
the child is ten months old, as it may cause damage to the thighs. When he is
capable of walking, it is permissible to help and support him, until he can walk
easily. At this point, he should be allowed to move about and walk around
freely. However, he should be watched at all times, since he tends to stumble
and fall frequently, which may cause bone fractures.

This is also the period in which the child’s mental capacities begin to develop.
The child’s manners should be observed, and much care should be given to
his education, because this is an age particularly susceptible to influence, and
whatever is implanted in the child’s mind will stay with him until old age.
For this reason, when the child cries, it is not permissible to make him stop
by threatening him, for example, by saying that hyenas or bogeymen, or the
priest or the doctor, may come for him. This will only instil fear in his heart
and have false beliefs take over his mind and imagination, and will affect his
moral qualities and his mental powers. The same should be said about hitting
the child or treating him harshly. Kindness and mild treatment are preferable
in all respects.

And at this time of his life, he should not be allowed to wander about the al-
leyways for moral and for physiological reasons. He should be kept at home,
occupied with simple games, pictures, and illustrated books, becoming accus-
tomed to bodily movement and light physical activity. Here we should also
like to mention an issue of utmost importance, which is the need for girls’
education, since they are the ones entrusted with the education of children.
They are therefore required to be wise and capable of raising children and
preparing them to be of benefit to society.

In addition, external conditions affect children more than adults, due to the
weakness of their bodies and their weak power. Since treating them is dif-
ficult, because it is difficult to know when they are in pain, they should be
brought to a qualified doctor as soon as they become ill. I mention it here
to express my disapproval of some parents who ignore this, and when their
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child becomes ill or is completely ill, they start devising healing methods that
have nothing to do with proper medicine. If these measures fail to cure their
child, they place him in the hands of those more knowledgeable and quali-
fied, namely old women and midwives, often known as wise-women. They
start using even more harmful measures than those taken by the parents, in
accordance with their own experience, until the health of the child further de-
teriorates. Only then do they take the child to the doctor, and when he fails to
heal him - they place all the blame on him. If given the opportunity, we shall
speak about this subject some other time — about the pastes, powders, and
other concoctions that people use for treating children, and we shall explain
which is harmful and which is helpful.



