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Abstract: While a breastfeeding mother is at work, her child below two years (i.e. infant) is
deprived of direct care and breastfeeding. This holds for almost one-third of the day when a
mother works outside of the home. In her absence, the child is bottle-fed by a childcare center
or a home-maid or a relative. These ways of rearing a child have been largely accepted in the
modern society. The concept that provided the foundation for this acceptance is right to work
by every adult member of the society. This paper deals with the conflicts between a child’s
privilege to breastfeeding and a mother’s right-to-work from an Islamic perspective. Without
submitting to the overwhelming phenomenon of working couples in the contemporary
society, this paper gives priority to the child’s privilege to personal care and breastfeeding
over the mother’s right-to-work. Hence, it is argued that a working mother who willfully
suspends her work during breastfeeding period is successful in achieving a balance between
her role as suckling mother and her concern for her career development. This prioritizing of
childcare has been grounded in and supported by the framework of Wasatiyah Paradigm and
Maqasid al Shari’ah.

Keywords: Breastfeeding, Childcare, Career Care, Wasatiyah (Balanced Approach) and
Magqasid al Shari’ah (Objectives of Shari’ah)

Introduction

Working parents with young children resort to childcare centers or maids to ensure their
children’s care while they are at work. Primarily motivated by pecuniary interests, maids and
childcare centers act as substitute caregivers by rendering children the services they are paid
for. The children who grow in the laps of the substitute caregivers are substantially deprived
of their mothers’ spontaneous loving care. Could this deprivation be tantamount to violation
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of child right? Does mother’s right-to-work stand at odd with her child right-to-breastfeeding?
The purpose of this paper is to articulate these questions and look for a balance between the
conflicting interests of childcare and career care from an Islamic perspective.

Breastfeeding Benefits for Children

It is projected that breastfeeding saves about millions of children’s lives annually from
common infectious diseases (Labbok, 2006). More interestingly the Lancet Child Survival
Series estimates that 1.3 million additional lives could be saved yearly if women were enabled
to achieve 6 months exclusive breastfeeding with continued breastfeeding thereafter (Jones
et al., 2003). It is traditionally well-established that only breastfeeding, and breastfeeding
alone without other foods or liquids, provides the ideal nourishment for infants for the first
six months of life (Labbok, 2006). Breast-milk contains the nutrition which a child needs,
including the proportion and suitability for its body for digestion and absorption. The various
nutritional elements are not static. They change daily, according to the infant’s needs
(Buckley, 2009). A baby has a special formula prepared in his mother's breast to make it a
suitable diet. The Gracious and Bountiful God divinely provides the mammary glands with the
know-how to adjust its secretions according to the variable and changing needs of the
growing infant (Hamid and Az’oz, n.d). Likewise, the modern medical science has also strongly
recommended the advantages of prolonged breast-feeding. One recent study (Jaafar et al.,
2016) has shown that breast-fed infants may not need complementary or supplementary
feeding during the first nine to 12 months.

One of the many benefits from breastfeeding during the first year of an infant’s life is the
effect on long-term cognitive development and IQ. In a longitudinal study of
neurodevelopmental evaluation from Poland, Jedrychowski et al. (2012) assessed 468 infants
of non-smoking women over five different time points: at 1, 2, 3, 6, and 7 years of age. Infants
who were exclusively breastfed consistently demonstrated between 2.1 and 3.8 higher IQ
points at each measurement session compared with those who received mixed feeding
(human milk plus infant formula). The longer the duration of exclusivity of breastfeeding, the
higher was the IQ benefit. In this and similar studies, (Chung et al., 2007; Kramer et al., 2008;
Jedrychowski et al., 2012; Michaelsen et al., 2009) the overall 1Q advantage from
breastfeeding appear to be small, but the effect size is highly significant from a public health
perspective. Improvements of even a few IQ points, especially at the lower end of the 1Q
distribution, will reduce the number of children who might otherwise need special education
(Michaelsen et al., 2009).

Brion et al. (2011) took a different approach to study the causal relationship between breastfeeding
and cognitive outcomes. They compared two cohorts: one from a high-income country, the British
Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children (ALSPAC), with a sample size of about 5,000 children,
and another from a low- and middle-income country, the Brazilian Pelotas cohort, with a sample size
of about 1,000 children. Using novel analytical methods to establish causal inferences, the study found
beneficial effects of breastfeeding on children’s blood pressure and body mass index only in the
ALSPAC cohort, whereas there was a robust positive effect of breastfeeding on children’s 1Q in both
cohorts. Such differential effects of breastfeeding on blood pressure and body mass index were
perhaps due to residual confounding, whereas the consistent positive association of 1Q in both
populations suggested a causal biological effect.
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Right of Infant to Breastfeeding from an Islamic Perspective

Islam encourages mothers to nurse their babies for prolonged periods (up to two years).
Meanwhile, Islamic teachings allow freedom for the lactating mother from other heavy
responsibilities. This provision holds even if she is divorced (Al-Bar, 1986). She is absolved
from any other bondage in order to give her full time and care to her baby. The implications
of the Islamic teachings for a sound physical and mental growth are quite fundamental.

Allah (SWT) has deliberately commanded nursing and breastfeeding of the infant primarily

depending on the physical condition of the mother. In the Qur’an:
“Mothers (should) suckle their children for two full years, for one who
wants to complete the (period of) suckling. It is the obligation of the one to
whom the child belongs that he provides food and clothing for them (the
mothers) with fairness. Nobody is obligated beyond his capacity. No mother
shall be made to suffer on account of her child, nor the man to whom the
child belongs, on account of his child. Likewise responsibility (of suckling)
lies on the (one who may become an) heir (of the child). Now, if they want
to wean, with mutual consent and consultation, there is no sin on them.
And If you want to get your children suckled (by a wet-nurse), there is no
sin on you when you pay-off what you are to give with fairness, and fear
Allah, and be assured that Allah is watchful of what you do.” (Al-Baqarah 2:
233)

The sense of obligation in nursing and suckling is that mother, however, should not
be forced to suckle, if she has valid excuse. Similarly, the father too, should not be
forced to hire a wet-nurse if he is unable to do so, and the mother is able to suckle.
Moreover, if the father of the child dies, the liability of the expenses of suckling lies
on the guardian of the child who may become an heir of the child if the child dies.
Reference to his being heir of the child is to indicate that benefits are always tied up
with obligations. The one who gets benefits also bear some liabilities (Usmani, 1998).
The following Qur’anic verses have also synchronized the same attitude of mother
and child relationship. Allah (SWT) said:
“We commanded man (to be good) in respect of his parents. His mother
carried him (in her womb) despite weakness upon weakness, and his
weaning is in two years. (We said to man,) “Be grateful to Me, and to your
parents. To Me is the ultimate return.” (Qur'an 31:14). “And We have
enjoined upon man to do good to his parents. His mother carried him with
difficulty and delivered him with difficulty. And his carrying and his weaning
is (in) thirty months,! until when he attains his maturity and reaches forty
years, he says, “My Lord, grant me that | offer gratitude for the favor You
have bestowed upon me and upon my parents, and that | do righteous
deeds that You like. And set righteousness, for my sake, in my progeny. Of
course, | repent to you, and truly | am one of those who submit to
You.” (Qur'an 46:15)

! These thirty months include minimum period of pregnancy that is six months and the
maximum period of suckling a child, that is, two years.
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Even though mother is obliged to do breastfeeding as it is the right of infant, the

divorced and widow has also been instructed in this respect. The Qur’an emphasised

upon the widow.
“Provide to them (the divorced women) residence where you reside
according to your means, and do not hurt them to straiten (life) for them.
And if they are pregnant, spend on them till they give birth to their
child. Then if they suckle the child for you, give them their fees, and consult
each other (for determining the fee) with fairness, and if you create a
deadlock between you, then another woman will suckle him”. “A man of
vast means should spend according to his vast means. And anyone whose
sustenance is limited should spend from whatever Allah has given to him.
Allah makes no one liable beyond what He has given to him. Allah will soon
bring ease after a difficulty.” (Qur’an 65: 6, 7)

From these verses, the following points regarding the “nursing of the child” were
constructively underlined. Mothers are encouraged to nurse their babies for a period varying
from 6 to 24 months. Even if the mother is divorced, she should be supported in her nursing
of her child for that period.2 The father should pay her cost of living as she will be fully
occupied by nursing his offspring (Hamid & Az’oz, n.d).

If the parents are separated or divorced they should frequently counsel each other for the
sake of the child’s future. If it is decided that the mother cannot nurse the baby (for example,
if she lacks milk in her breasts), then a wet nurse must be asked to help. The true father should
pay the foster mother recompense (Al-Bar, 1986).

The Islamic communities paid great attention to breastfeeding and wet nurses were very
common until recently. Even if the mother nurses her baby it is not uncommon for a neighbor,
relative or friend to breastfeed the newcomer. Extended families also have the advantage of
relieving the burden on young mothers (Jaafar et al., 2016; Al-Bar, 1986). The holy Qur’an has
stressed the importance of commonly accepted period of breast-feeding for two years. lbn
Hazm (994-1064), an Andalusian Islamic philosopher and jurist opined, “A mother should
nurse her baby even if she was the daughter of the king. She is not exempted from that duty,
unless she is incapable of nursing.” The nursing mother should be financially supported by the
husband, even if she is divorced. If the father dies, his heirs should support her fully during
lactation. If there is no heir, the government takes responsibility. If Islamic teachings are
adhered to many evils that befall children and their mothers could be avoided.

Right-to-Work and Conflict of Interests

“Workforce 2000” report, the U.S. Department of Labor, documented the significant changes
taking place in family structures that are clearly in evidence today (Johnston & Packer, 1987).
The following points are worthy noted; a) Just few decades back, a typical household included

2 Although the divorcee women have the right of maintenance during the period of ‘Iddah,
one may feel if the period is prolonged because of pregnancy, he is not obliged to maintain
the divorcee for a such long period. The verse removes this misconception and says that even
the entire period of pregnancy; the divorcees are entitled to receive maintenance from their
husbands who have divorced them.
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an employed father and an unemployed mother, whereas today, such households are
relatively rare, comprising less than 15% of all U.S. households. b) With the emergence of the
working family, according to Powell and Graves (2003), between 63% and 81% of women in
the workforce were mothers with children in 1970s and 1980s. c) Once the working family
extended, a burgeoning of needs related to childcare and other family responsibilities, such
as caring for elderly parents and relatives. Along with these changes to families, the work
environment has also become more demanding because of high income. Many men and
women have begun to working longer hours. They are experiencing more conflicts between
their work and family roles. These conflicts are the contributory factors to a working-family
feud, lower job satisfaction, increased stress, employee turnover, and decreased productivity
(Granrose et al, 1992). In this dichotomy breastfeeding is an area where one might perceive
a potential for conflict between the woman’s and child’s right (Johnson, n.d.).

Reconciliation of Conflicting Interests

The sense of right and justice, and the balance between the rights of an infant and a mother
uphill the “Wasatiyah (Balanced) paradigm”. The spirit of Wasatiyah (Balanced approach) in
the Qur'an embraces three fundamental elements; justice, steadiness, and excellence. To
transmit the justice for an infant obviously endorses the breastfeeding and rearing rights.
Conversely, the Quran also acknowledge the right of women to work in the workforce in
particular circumstances. The sense and right of justice here for a mother demanding the
necessity of working if none of the family member is incapable of earning/doing work (Khan,
N.A., 2018). To reconcile the conflict of interest, i.e., role of a breastfeeding mother and her
right to work, henceforth, Islam assert to prove her natural and divine potential maternity.
Ever since, she is a ‘mother’ and ‘pillar’ of an infant on the one, and also a ‘tower’ of a human
society on the other.

Considerably, one of the most important milestones of social justice in Islam, as mentioned
by al-Qaradawi (2010), towards mother and infant is to establish justice and respect. Justice
for mother, respecting her and taking care of her nature, as well as affirming the rights,
prestige, and dignity. Islam has given her and making her free from the sediment of the ages
of backwardness and Islamic fall-back which brought woman from her nature and did not take
care of her feminity.

Furthermore, a good society needs honesty and justice to uphold a healthy and prosperous
family and the social order. To maintain the standard of the family and the social order, it
would come only from the sincere members of the society especially from mother and child
who have patience and appreciate others (Moten, 2002). In this regard, al-Qaradawi (1993)
advised: Take care of the family which is the foundation for community, and the mother and
her new born baby is the primary pillar to build up a good society. It is the responsibility of
the Muslim society to protect woman from the obsolete customs of the East as well as from
the encroaching traditions of the West that aims to strip them off their true identity. The
perspective of the justly balanced (a/-Wasatiyah) worldview is inspired partly by the following
verse of the Qur'an (9:71): “The believers, men and women, are protectors of the one
another. They enjoy what is right and forbid what is wrong.

Likewise, Maqasid al Sharia’h (Objectives of Sharia’h /Islamic Law) aims at the attainment of
good, welfare, benefits, and warding off evil, injury, loss, etc. for the creatures. Moreover,
Shari’ah aims at the welfare of the people in this life and life in the hereafter. For this purpose
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it has advised people to adopt such means and measures that may give
advantage/benefit/well-being to them and may ward off evil/injury/loss from them (Fauziah,
2014). Notwithstanding, one of the very important objective of Shari’ah is Rahmah (mercy or
Compassion), that seek to eliminate prejudice, alleviate hardship and establish justice. The
laws of the Qur’an and Sunnah also seek to promote co-operation and support within the
family and the society at large. ‘Ad® or Qist (Justice), is indeed a manifestation of Allah’s
Mercy, but may also be seen as a principal of the Shari’ah. The objective of Rahmah is most
clearly manifested in the realization of Maslahah (Benefit) in everyday family life (Kamali,
2008).

Furthermore, Imam Shatibi’s “Five Objectives of Shari‘ah” (Magqasid al-Shari‘ah) comprise
these objectives: Dharuriyat (Necessity), Hajiyat (Requirement) and Tahsiniyat
(Embellishment) of Human being. Of these three the most essential components of
Dharuriyat (Necessity) includes (i) Deen (protection of faith); (ii) Nafs (protection of life); (iii)
Nasl (protection of posterity); (iv) Maal (protection of property); (v) Agl (protection of reason).
Hifdh al Nasl (protection of progeny) is the third purpose of Magqasid al Shari’ah. It upholds
the divine justice and right towards an infant and mother guaranteed by Islam. The necessity
of mankind to protect the “Nas/” (Progeny), the right of infant favourably given the priority
over mother’s right to work. Hence the family in general and mother in particular contributes
to the fulfillment of this function by making sure that children are cared for well so that they
grow into healthy adults who can bear children. It is naturally meaningful to understand the
broad outline of the objectives of the Shari’ah in the first place before one tries to move on
to specifics (Fauziah, 2014). Moreover, the protection of posterity i.e. ‘Nas/’ is only related to
caring and rearing of children for current as well as future generation. Here comes the role of
mother as mother-cum-child rearing of a family.

Conclusion

Islam gives each family member an important role to play whenever the new member (baby)
of the family is born. So, fathers and mothers take care of the children and give them the best
Islamic upbringing. As argued, here comes the role of parents and most particularly the
mother to impart in their babies the heteronomy values based on respect obedience and
loyalty. Mother together with the father cannot rely on anybody else in this world to impart
these most important core values in the very beginning of their babies’ lives. This is also the
period during which a mother can teach her babies how to cope with a simple lifestyle based
on moderation rather than a luxury. The pursuit of a moderate, as opposed to affluent
lifestyle, warrants a continuous practice in the day to day life. This is manifested through the
entire attitude towards life in this material world and the world hereafter. Hence this paper
strongly argues that only a mother with multiple roles as prescribed by Islam as one of the
three revealed religions* can be entrusted with the most sacred role of building the future
generation. However, it is highly warranted that a mother being in the roles of paymaster,
childcare, housekeeper, among others, needs to be morally obligated to strike a balance
between material and non-material gains. As for the core values, based on balance approach
(moderation), it is well-recognized that these does not exist any contradiction among the
three revealed religions such as Judaism, Christianity and Islam.

3 *Adl-literally meaning to place things in their right place.
* Three “Revealed Religions™ also known as “Abrahamic Faiths”. They are: Judaism,
Christianity and Islam
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It is worth mentioning that when the breastfeeding and career-care meet up with the conflict
of interest in the contemporary Muslim societies. Surprisingly, the western civilized world and
very particularly both the United States and the European Union have developed the new
blueprints, health care workers. It also outlines the public policy needs and encourages
community and health system actions towards pregnant employees and their child-rearing
years. In addition, the right to time off for antenatal care and all female employees qualify
for a minimum of 52 weeks Maternity Leave with pay which ensures the breastfeeding and
take caring of mother to her newborn child. According to Esther Lejbovitz (2017), “Juggling
career and family is adoable...but children have to be a priority”.

The conflict of interest — breastfeeding (rights of an infant) and career care (rights of a mother
to work) is the crucial argument to balance both rights aligns the Wasatiyah landmarks and
Magqasid al Shari’ah framework. To uphold the divine justice and right towards an infant and
mother guaranteed by Islam and the necessity of mankind to protect the “Nas/” (Progeny),
the right of infant favourably given the priority over mother’s right to work. In this status quo,
a mother can only work when the following circumstances are made. a) Maternity Leave with
paid at least for 9 to 12 months to maximum two years. b) Hiring “Wet-nurse or Foster-
mother” if the mother has valid excuse to give off breastfeeding. c) Available childcare at the
working place. To implement the aforementioned suggestions, the various stakeholders, i.e.,
state, government, company, NGO in general and family, in particular, can play a significant
role in order to make awareness of breastfeeding of newborn baby who is the micro-
organization of human society.
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