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Motherhood is central to womanhood and something that has been expressed by 

different cultures worldwide. The concept of the mother is expressed in 

childbearing, child delivery, breastfeeding, child feeding, child rearing and child 

care. Such feminine divine is seen as supreme with all the attributes that are 

fundamental to human existence.  

Art can be expressed in sculpture, paintings, theatrical performances, soap 

operas, media and films. In this context we aim to examine how the Middle 

Eastern or Arab culture portrayed the act of motherhood. We present case 

studies from countries and hope to reach an understanding of the current 

situation, needs and missed aspects related to the art of motherhood in these 

cultures. 

The Arab world stretches from Morocco across Northern Africa to the Persian 

Gulf.  The Arab world is more or less equal to the area known as the Middle 

East and North Africa (MENA) by UNICEF or the Eastern Mediterranean 

region (EMR) termed by the World Health Organization (WHO).  The former 

excludes Somalia, Djibouti, and the Comoros Islands which are part of the Arab 

world, while the latter includes the first two countries.  It can also be defined as 

those countries where Arabic is the dominant language.   Arab countries are 

religiously and ethnically diverse with Islam being the dominant religion in most 

countries. 22 Arab countries/areas share this language:  Algeria, Bahrain, the 

Comoros Islands, Djibouti, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, 
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Morocco, Mauritania, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, 

Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, and Yemen.  Iran and Turkey are not 

Arab countries. The EMR also includes Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iran, but 

these are not Arabic speaking but are mostly Moslem countries and are thereby 

influenced by the same religious traditions. 

There are over  200 million Arabs worldwide.  An Arab, like an American, is a 

cultural trait rather than racial.   The Arab world includes Muslims, Christians 

and Jews. Any person who adopts the Arabic language is typically called an 

Arab. Arabic is the official and the original language of the Qur’an, the Islamic 

holy book (1). 

 There are common misconceptions about the Arab world: 

“All Arabs are Muslims”, and “all Muslims are Arab”. Arabs are religiously 

diverse group – significant numbers of Arab Christians in Egypt, Lebanon, 

Syria, Palestine, Jordan, and Iraq.  Arabs make up between 15-18% of the 

Muslim world. However most of the Holy shrines are present in these countries 

as the Holy Mecca (Ka’aba), Madina (Masjid of the Prophet Muhammad” in 

Saudi Arabia, the Aksaa Mosque in Jerusalem and the AlAzhar University in 

Egypt. These are Holy destinations that are seemed by millions of pilgrims, 

learners and worshipers from all over the Muslim world. However the art of 

breastfeeding has never been expressed with these holy places, although 

motherhood and breastfeeding is the holiest act of all as the Qur’an mentioned 

motherhood and breastfeeding repeatedly so did the Prophet Muhammad in his 

Holy Hadiths. 

 • Stereotypes of Arab women:  

“The Arab world is backwards and uncivilized!” Art has often shown that the 

breastfeeding women in these countries are often poor and backwards. Actually 

many women and mothers in these countries are highly developed living in an 

integrated dual culture where civilization and modernity mingle with ancient 
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practices. Many women are seeking education and acquire high levels of 

education and are able to combine their studies and career with their 

motherhood. Unfortunately this is poorly expressed in Arab art of motherhood. 

 “All are oppressed by men!”  Art has often shown that women are oppressed by 

being their mere gender. While men are deprived of being involved in the rights 

to parenthood and are portrayed as playing a passive or distant role in child 

rearing and child care, giving this credit solely to women. Unfortunately this is 

neither fair or equitable to the child rearing concept where both formulate a 

family and share in raising a child that will become a parent in the future. 

Actually with the current situation where both men and women share in the 

household, men are playing a significant role in child car but the fatherhood 

figure in art is poorly expressed in the Eastern culture.   

“All are veiled!” Art has often shown that breastfeeding women in these 

countries are often veiled and all have face coverings. According to Islam 

women are supposed to wear veils. In some countries, like Lebanon, Syria, 

Jordan and Egypt, it is not imposed upon them and women are free to choose 

whether to wear veils, unless it is part of their traditional dress as in Sudan or 

Yemen or Morrocco and Algeria.  However, in other places, all women, even 

non-Muslims, wear veils out of fear of mistreatment by fanatics or those who 

pretend to be guardians of Islam. This practice maybe changing, but the mind 

sets will take a long time to change. 

Adherence to traditional dress varies across societies.  (More traditional—Saudi 

Arabia Less traditional – Egypt). Traditional Arab dress features the full length 

body cover (abayah, jilbob, or chador) and veil (hijab or chador).  Concerns of 

modesty are the reason for the dress .  The most devoted women cover their 

faces as well as the bodies in veils/robes. Rural women, who typically work in 

the fields, may wear less restrictive garments lighter in color and weight.  
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It is true that Arab women are typically subordinate to men in their societies.  

The extent varies by country.  The most restrictive conditions exist on the 

Arabian Peninsula, and the most relaxed conditions exist in the urban areas of 

Egypt, Syria and Lebanon. However Arabic communities are tight-knit groups 

made up of even tighter family groups.  Family pride and honor is more 

important than individual honor. Arabs usually believe that many, if not all, 

things in life are controlled by the will of God (fate) rather than by human 

beings. Arabs, much more than Westerners, express emotion in a forceful and 

animated fashion.  Their desire for modernity is contradicted by a desire for 

tradition (especially Islamic tradition). Women seek their companions, support 

and guidance throughout their other women in their society as expressed by the 

art of Georges Sabbagh (Figure 3). 

Egypt case study in the expression of motherhood practices by artwork:  

Among the countries in this region, Egypt seems to be the only country to have 

expressed breastfeeding in Pharoanic art (2). There are paintings and sculptures 

of Isis the Queen of Egypt breastfeeding Horus. This form of art was a reflection 

of the common practices and beliefs of the communites in this era of the 

Egyptian history. It can assist us to understand how Egyptians valued 

breastfeeding and considered it a distinctive act that conveyed royal heritage and 

that women who practiced it were highly esteemed. 

Hence in the Ancient Egyptian era probably because their knowledgable priests 

realized that non-breastfed children suffered high mortality rates the practice of 

breastfeeding was a devine and holy practice. Even when mothers couldn’t 

breastfeed the wet-nurse practice became a more popular practice to substitute 

for these mothers. Renenutet  “Rnn.wtt” means the nourisher, food 

supplier and prosperity goddess (3). 

Hence there were many popular texts and depictions on temples that depict and 

illustrate the role of wet-nurse in this ancient time (4). The first breastfeeding 
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scene was shown on the walls of the mortuary temple of King Sahure of the 

Fifth Dynasty at Abusir [2494 BCE–2345 BCE]. The scene shows the goddess 

Nekhbet (in human form) breastfeeding the King Sahure who appears in the 

form of a young boy. There are many examples of goddesses suckling the King 

dated by the New Kingdom. One of them is the famous three dimensional sand 

stone statues at Cairo Museum (JE 38574–5) of the goddess Hathor (in the form 

of a cow coming out of Delta marshes). The goddess Hathor as a cow is shown 

protecting the King Tuthmosis III who stands under her chin while she suckles 

the infant King Amenhotep II (5). Hence the Breastfeeding mother was made into 

the Goddess of child care, protection and nurture, since the cow was highly 

regarded by their culture as the provider for their life needs. Another example of 

Eighteenth Dynasty [1550 BCE–1292 BCE] also is the golden pendant of King 

Tutankhamun at Cairo Museum (JE 61952). The pendant takes the shape of a 

deity, Werethekau (human-headed cobra), suckling Tutankhamun (6). Again the 

Cobra was a highly respected and feared creature used to express royalty and 

power in many instances. Another famous royal depiction of nursing and 

suckling by Gods are shown at the divine birth scenes in the temples of the New 

Kingdom such as scenes of Queen Hatshepsut at her temple in Deir El Bahari (7) 

and scenes of Amenhotep III at the chamber of the divine birth in Luxor temple 

(8). These scenes provide evidence in mythical demonstrations of the divine 

kingship. This tradition of royal or divine birth continued during the Late and 

Greco-Roman period in the so-called Mammisi (a small temple that is located 

near the entrance of the temples of the divine triad) (9). The walls of these small 

temples carried illustrations of different acts of motherhood including, birth, 

nourishment of the mother by plenty of fresh fruits and vegetables and caring for 

this mother to suckle and care for her child.  It was a gathering place for these 

mothers to get their support from each other and to learn and be supported in 

nourishing and nurturing their child as part of their holy practices at the temple, 
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hence it was an act of prayer and divinity. It was as if the Gods of the Temple 

would not accept these mothers unless they had performed their task of 

breastfeeding and caring for their child and themselves. 

The social status of the wet-nurses was determined by the status of whom they 

serve or breastfeed. So, if the wet-nurse served a king or a member of a royal 

family, she would have become a royal wet-nurse and she would have many 

special privileges such as setting up a huge tomb, carving statues which show 

the relationship between her and members of the royal family and having 

funerary equipment, Moreover the relatives of this wet-nurse will have many 

privileges also. This was also illustrated by the titles bestowed upon them and 

their mere connection to the royal family made them highly regarded as of a 

high social level. It was not clear how nurses or wet-nurses were chosen, but 

some pieces of evidences from the early New Kingdom around [1550 BCE] 

suggested that there had to be a blood tie between them and the royal family or 

maybe the act of breastfeeding other Kings made them blood-tied to them(10).  

Egyptologist   Carolyn Graves-Brown (2010)
 (11)  

wrote: In the New Kingdom, at 

least, the royal nurse mnat nsw was an important person, being so close to the 

king. In relation to male, the tombs showed that; women's career and 

employment are seldom. 

Hatshepsut's nurse, Sitre, (Figure 1) was important enough to be buried near her 

queen (12), and there is a statue in Cairo (JE 56264) with her queen Hatshepsut  

(13). In the ancient Egypt, the wet-nurse was considered to be affiliated to family 

and was highly esteemed as shown in private tomb chapels and on Stele with the 

royal family. Another anonymous royal nurse dated from the mid-Eighteenth 

Dynasty around [1420 BCE] (the reign of Tuthmosis III or Amenhotep II 

regarding to the style of hair and clothes), is shown in a very beautiful statue 

carrying four royal children (13) (Fig. 3). The mnat wrt “great wet-nurse” Maia of 

the late Eighteenth Dynasty had an important tomb in Saqqara, and she was the 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214139119300113#b0100
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214139119300113#b0225
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214139119300113#b0225
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214139119300113#f0015
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nurse of Tutankhamun (14) (Figure 2). Researchers believed that Maia may not 

have been the special nurse that provided care for young King Tutankhamun, 

but she was a woman of high status, and his eldest sister Maia (as well-known as 

Maya, Matia or Meritaten) (12). 

In the Qur’an the Holy book indicates that wet-nursing entitles the breastfeeding 

woman to become the mother of this child and thereby all her other children 

acquired by birth become the brothers and sisters of this wet-nursed child by 

their mother, so that all who have shared breastfeeding from the same mother 

become blood-tied to one another and are not allowed to marry one another. 

Since the art of Islam is expressed on the walls of mosques and even inside 

households in artistic writing, the verses that urge breastfeeding and wet nursing 

can be used to express this practice and its importance in the Islamic era. 

           
  

                 Fig.1 Statue of wet-nurse Sitre.                Fig.2 Statue of a royal Tutankhamen does wet-

    nurse (Maia). 

       
                                                                                                                                        

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214139119300113#f0020
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Fig.3. Georges Sabbagh (1887-1951) painter (Egyptian),               Fig. 4. Egyptian artist showing the art of 

motherhood with TV set.  

Born in Alexandria, Egypt.  

 

In conclusion, the act of motherhood and breastfeeding is strongly expressed in 

olden times as a royal act by the Ancient Egyptians and a holy and important act 

by Islamic teachings and artistic exemplifications in the writings of the Qur’an 

inside Mosques and even homes. However the verses that relate to motherhood 

could be made more popular by use on the ornaments as styled writings used on 

displays or garments or other appliances for decoration and dissemination to 

bestow a culture that appreciates, respects and highly esteems mothers who 

continue to breastfeed their child, contrary to the culture that was redeemed by 

the infant milk formula companies that have mode bottle feeding  the culture of 

civilization and modernity and have thereby undermined breastfeeding and 

destroyed our values and traditions for the legacy of royalty entailed to women 

who breastfeed or wet nurse.  
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