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Abstract
Background: Breast-feeding is considered a global standard. Certainly special strategies have an important
role in mother’s success in exclusive feeding of the neonate and preservation of the mother’s health. Healthy
lifestyle in mothers can be one of the most effective measures to achieve this success. Unfortunately, due to the
great attention to the growth and nutrition of the child in the first year of birth, mother's life style is neglected
during lactation. Considering the widespread acceptance and interest in complementary medicine, it seems logical
to search in Persian Medicine documents to find a guideline regarding the proposed issue. In Persian Traditional
Medicine, a lot of attention has been paid to the lifestyle for all lifetimes, including lactation. In the present study,
the views of Avicenna -renowned Iranian scientist- were discussed about the life style of mothers during lactation.
Material and Methods: In this study, A l-Qanun fi al-tibb by Avicenna (11th) and for thorough discussion also
reviewed the views of a later Iranian scientist, Kholase al-hekma by Mohammad Hossein Aghili Alavi Khorasani
(18th) were studied to collect all of information about life style of mothers during lactation. Furthermore, a search
in PubMed, Scopus, Google Scholar, Sid, Iran doc was done to get related data about this field from 1990-Jan-1 to
2018-Dec-30. Conclusion: Healthy lifestyle during lactation has six main axes. These six axes include air,
nutrition, physical activity and massage, sleep and wakefulness, evacuation of harmful substances and maintaining
essential ingredients, and psychic movement and repose. In order to the mother would be able to produce adequate
milk for the infant and her health would be preserved.
Keywords: Breastfeeding, Complementary Medicine, Persian Medicine, Iranian Traditional Medicine,
Lifestyle.
Introduction
In the past, Persian Medicine physicians had
great experiences about pregnancy and breast-feeding.
Persian Medicine has a history of more than 8000 years
(1, 2). Iranian Traditional Medicine refers to a set of all
knowledge and actions used in diseases from the distant
past up to the present, which has transferred based on
practical experience and observations from one
generation to another (3). According to this medicine,
the most important principle is prevention from
diseases rather than their treatment (4). The physician
should help the people to remain healthy, and if they
became ill, then treat them (5). Therefore, in this view,
lifestyle adjustment is one of the most important health
issues. Even in the treatment of diseases, lifestyle
modification is on the first line (6) .
Breast-feeding is considered a global standard
(7). Definitely the mother’s success in exclusive
feeding of the neonate and preservation of the mother’s
health need special measures. Nevertheless, concerning

the limitations in drug prescription during this period
and the effect of lifestyle on the mother and child’s
health, it is great importance to have a healthy lifestyle.
However, very few studies have been done on mothers̓
lifestyle during breast-feeding. Persian Medicine has
developed a special life style for the mother to have
adequate milk and to maintain her own health.
Thus, the present study was conducted to
investigate the opinions of prominent figures about
lifestyle of mother during lactation in Persian Medicine
such as Avicenna (Ibn Sina) that mentioned in his great
book called Al-Qanun Fi al-Tibb. Avicenna lived in 10th
and 11th centuries (980–1037 AD), whose Al-Qanun Fi
al-Tibb book is known as the reference of Persian
Medicine (8, 9). It was translated to Latin language in
12th century and was taught in the Europe until the 17th
century (1).
Material and Methods
In this narrative review study, Al-Qanun fi altibb by Avicenna (11th) was studied and for thorough
discussion also reviewed the views of a later Iranian
scientist who would benefit from the latest experiences
of Iranian medical scientists. Kholase al-hekma by
Mohammad Hossein Aghili Alavi Khorasani (18th).
Then all the contents about life style of the mother
during lactation were collected. Furthermore, a search in
PubMed, Scopus, Google Scholar, Sid, Irandoc,
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Iranmedex was done to get related data about this field
from 1990-Jan-1 to 2018-Dec-30. The key words of
search were breastfeeding and lactation and related
terms.
Result
In Persian Medicine, healthy lifestyle is adjusted
for everyone considering six main axes and through
modifying them. These six axes include air, nutrition,
physical activity and massage, sleep and wakefulness,
evacuation of harmful substances and maintaining
essential ingredients, psychic movement and repose (5,
10). Under special conditions such as pregnancy, breastfeeding,
childhood,
and
senescence,
special
recommendations may be added in each of these axes,
thereby providing a healthier lifestyle for the group of
interest. Thus, recommendations of Persian Medicine
regarding modifying the lifestyle during breast-feeding
period are stated further in the form of the mentioned
six axes.
1- Air:
According to Persian Medicine, and as a general
principle in health, a clean air and free of contamination
causes health of the person and will improve his organs
such as the heart and brain.
Mixing the air with dust, vapor, and other
pollutants, will adversely affect the health (1, 11).

2- Nutrition:
Attention to nutrition has been one of the most
important issues in the Persian Medicine. The quality of
nutrition and type of food plays a significant role in the
Persian Medicine (12). In this viewpoint, with respect to
the breast-feeding period, the recommendations are
categorized into two parts:
(A) General orders of nutrition in all individuals even
lactating mothers
It is necessary to use high quality foods and avoid
of pastry food. Using a variety of food pyramid groups
is essential for health. People should not eat until they
feel hungry, and should stop
eating before feeling
completely full. The food should be well-chewed to
completely mix with saliva (11, 13).
(B) The food recommendations and specific orders to
the breast-feeding period
Persian Medicine considers blood as the
precursor for milk production. Blood is converted to
milk after passing through glandular tissues of the
breast. Thus, the foods producing high quality of blood
are very suitable for milk production for example lamb,
milk (14).
Iranian Traditional Medicine has emphasized on
consumption of moderate amounts of food that are
suitable for stomach and are well digested (2). In this
viewpoint, in addition to emphasis on the consumption
of all nutritional groups during the breast-feeding
period, the best foods that should be consumed in the
mothers̓ diet in all food subgroups are listed in table 1:

Table 1: The food groups of the mothers̓ diet.
Food groups
Fruit and vegetable

Dairies
Meat and Beans

Bread and Cereals
Further

Fruits: grapes, pomegranate, sweet apple, konar (Fruit of Cedar tree), dates, and raisin
Vegetables: spinach, lettuce, carrots, turnip
fresh cheese, rice pudding (A food made up of rice cooked in water and milk sweetened
with little amounts of cardamom and rosewater), kheer (similar to rice pudding, but instead of rice, rice flour is used)
Meat: fresh fish, lamb meat, mutton meat, goat pup meat, calf meat, pigeon meat, partridge meat, one-year lamb meat extract, chicken meat, partridge meat, biddy meat juice
(ma-ol-lahm), soft-boiled egg.
Beans: corn, mung bean
Nuts: almond, hazelnut, sesame
Wheat, rice, bread baked with good wheat
Grape juice, honey syrup
And use of a kind of soup which is a mix of soft far materials and soft meats such as
chicken, goat, lamb, spinach, legumes, squash, rice, pearled barley, coriander, cooked
together (2, 15)

In addition to useful food recommendations, consumption of several foods has not been recommended due to
change the quality of milk. These foods include: Stale calf meat, old animal meat, stale fish or cured fish, mustard,
mint, basil, and garden cress (11).
3- Physical Activity and Massage:
Among the six principles of health protection, Avicenna considers exercise as the most important measure for
this (11).
Moderate exercise is among the recommendations of Iranian Traditional Medicine for the breast-feeding
period. This can increase the milk in mothers. In this period, excessive and extreme exercises are not recommended
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excessive sadness over unpleasant events are among the
principles of keeping health in Persian Medicine.
Out of balance extent of these emotions results in
impaired normal body function and development of
disease. The importance of psychological states in
Persian Medicine is such that, its scientists believe that
human body is mostly affected by psychological states
rather than by physical factor (1).
Accordingly, in this viewpoint, it has been greatly
emphasized that no suffering or difficulty should occur
for the mother during the breast-feeding period (11, 16),
as psychological turmoil such as extreme anger results
in shrinkage or breakdown of secretion of mother’s milk
(19).

(11). Moderate activity means an exercise that is not too
much; rather it is heavy enough to slightly heat the skin
and makes it red (16).
Furthermore, according to Persian Medicine,
many of the mothers̓ physical activities while taking
care of children are useful for their health, including
walking, carrying the baby, washing them, raising them
and gently massaging them. Hand movements are more
suitable for breast-feeding mothers than other
movements, and walking alongside the baby’s carriage
is the most useful movement (17).
Gentle massage has also been recommended
during this period because increase the milk (11).
4- Evacuation of harmful substances and maintaining
essential ingredients:
Waste materials as urine, sweat and stool are
produced in the body on a daily basis, which should be
discharged off the body through their devised ways. In
Persian Medicine, this is called as depletion or
evacuation of harmful substances or body’s action of
getting rid of the wastes (11)(11). If the waste materials
are not well disposed, their toxins will be attracted and
change the quality of the milk. Therefore, the
physician's role is to help with the removal of these
materials, such as the elimination of constipation (11).
In breast-feeding period, mild bathing with semiwarm water has been recommended to these mothers.
Long stay in bathroom is not recommended due to
degradation and shrinkage of milk (16). Accordingly,
use of sauna, Jacuzzi, and bathing with very hot or cold
water is not suitable.
In this viewpoint, intercourse is also limited (11),
as it is considered one of the reasons of changes in the
mother’s milk and reduction of its quality.

Discussion
In Iranian Traditional Medicine, lifestyle is the
most important part in the prevention of diseases .
Iranian practitioner considers clean and healthy air as an
essential component for health keeping. In this regard,
although there is no study directly investigated the
effect of clean air or pollutants on breast-feeding, it has
been shown that exposure to high levels of sulfur
dioxide (SO2) and Total Suspended Particular (TSP)
pollutants during the first month of pregnancy is
associated with the increased risk of fetal loss and low
birth weight (20).
Paying attention to the mother’s nutritional model
and presenting a clear and practical pattern of nutrition
for the mother has been among the interesting points
made by Avicenna. This pattern is based on consuming
all nutritional groups, where in each food group; special
foods are introduced and recommended for supplying
the needs of breast-feeding mothers. This nutritional
model corresponds to any food pyramid available in
today’s nutrition. Use of food pyramid as a simple and
comprehensible method for breast-feeding mothers
requires no special skill or instrument, and can be easily
trained to the mothers (21).
In the first thousand days (initiation of pregnancy
up to the two-year breast-feeding period), the mother’s
nutrition should be based on consuming large amounts
of nutrient-rich foods (22). The smart recommendation
of Persian Medicine includes consumption of almond,
hazelnut, pistachio, and wheat which are among rich
foods, highlighting the greater necessity of paying
attention to the recommendations of this old medicine
(23). Previous studies conducted in Iran showed that,
these foods are more specific to lactation than other
foods and increase the amount of milk (24). Thus,
further studies are suggested to be conducted on the
effect of consumption on lactation.
Today, micronutrients and consumption of
supplements in the mother’s diet have attracted a great
deal of attention. However, due to the overdose
possibility regarding consumption of supplements, food
consumption seems to be very safe for supplying the
micronutrients (25).
As today there is limited evidence on nutritional
needs of mothers during breast-feeding period (25),
therefore, there is no adequate information on the food
pattern of breast-feeding mothers (26). Even sparse
studies suggest improper nutritional pattern of breast-

5- Sleep and Wakefulness:
Balanced sleep is considered one of the health
factors in Iranian Traditional Medicine. Sleep help the
food to be digested completely and change into blood
(1). In Persian Medicine, blood is considered the
precursor for milk (14). Thus, balanced sleep, as a
factor influencing the blood production, can cause
moderate milk production.
Sleep should be proportionate, moderate, and at
proper time. Both little and too much sleep can cause
changes in the brains̓ function. Low sleep results in
weakness, while oversleeping causes psychological
dullness and heaviness in the head (1).
Normal sleep should have several characteristics.
The best time of sleeping is at night and after emptying
stomach from food, i.e. at least two hours after eating. It
should be deep and continuous and preferably on the
right side. One should not sleep under direct light of
moon or sunlight, and the body should be covered by a
coverlet at the time of sleeping (18).
6- Psychic Movement and Repose:
In viewpoint of Persian Medicine, all
psychological states such as happiness, sorrow, hope,
and anger effect on health (5, 11). Recommending for
being happy and happiness in life and experiencing no
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feeding women (27). Further research should be
conducted in this regard. Meanwhile, research on the
pyramid pattern of nutrition as noted by Persian
Medicine physicians can be effective.
In Persian Medicine, in addition to recommending
the use of many useful foods, avoiding of some foods
during breast-feeding period has been recommended.
This may be due to changes in taste or volume of milk
(24). Different studies have also prohibited consumption
of some foods for breast-feeding mothers. Goun Jeong
et al. stated that during the breast-feeding period, the
mother should avoid consuming foods to which the
child shows negative reaction (28).
Also, Susana et al. believed that the mother
should have a various diet including all food groups.
However, during the breast-feeding period, they should
reduce and possibly avoid consumption of alcohol,
tobacco smoking, and caffeine drinks (25). Mothers
who used alcoholic beverages during the pregnancy had
a lower level of zinc, copper, and iron in their milk (29).
Avicenna has been recommended that, the mother
should have moderate physical activity and avoid
performing heavy exercise as well as heavy strains and
suffering. In addition, some Iranian medical scholars
more accurately state that upper limbs exercises have
been considered to be more suitable for lactation period
(17). In Dewey et al. study was shown the moderate
exercise had no adverse effect on the breast-feeding and
it clearly resulted in improved cardiovascular function
(30). It is recommended to investigate the effect of
upper limbs exercises as well as their success in
persistence of breast-feeding. Persian Medicine
physicians have recommended gentle and mild massage
for breast-feeding period. Saatsaz et al. in a clinical
study found that, gentle massage as an adjuvant therapy
is effective for mitigation of pain, anxiety, and stress in
mothers (31). However, the effect of massage on the
quality or quantity of milk was not evaluated in this
study.
Sufficient sleep and rest of mothers is a key
principle among the six principles of keeping health. As
mentioned in Al-Qanun fi al-tibb, mother’s insomnia is
one of the reasons for shrinkage of milk secretion and
dilution of its consistency. Breast-feeding mothers have
been recommended to sleep more(11, 16). There is no
paper investigated the role of sleep during breastfeeding period. However, as mentioned in the chapter of
breast-feeding in Krause’s book that is a text book of
nutrition, entitled as, adequate rest of the mother is
considered as a key factor for adequate milk production
(32).
Psychological states are among the very important
aspects in lifestyle. This part of the six principles of
health keeping has been greatly noted in Folk medicine,
where all acquaintances of the breast-feeding mother try
to keep this mother away from sorrows, suffering, and
bad news. During the breast-feeding period, the mother
should be in complete peace and be absolutely away
from any psychological suffering and hardship (11, 16).
Oxytocin is one of the essential hormones for lactation
that causes milk secretion (33). Stuebe et al. said in
postpartum depression and anxiety, levels of oxytocin
have decreased and causes lack of lactation and early

weaning. Also, maternal mental/ emotional health
disorders, is associated with a decrease in exclusive
breastfeeding in the first 6 months (34). Thus Michael et
al. in their study stated that, maternal factors such as
stress and anxiety can decrease milk production (7).
Conclusion
Studying the history of medicine as well as
accurately investigating the Al-Qanun Fi al-Tibb written
by Avicenna suggested that, he was the first author to
discuss about the lifestyle (1). Use of good and clean air,
following a special diet for breast-feeding period,
proportionate and moderate exercise as well as gentle
massage for the mother, adequate sleep and rest, short
baths, and reduction of physical and psychological stress
for the mother are among the points recommended for
breast-feeding mothers. Further, refusal of consuming
stale foods such as stale calf meat, stale and cured fish
meat, and meat of old animals, as well as vegetables
such as mustard, basil, mint, and green cress, have been
also recommended, as emphasized in the current studies.
Now, concerning the very important role of this
period in the child’s health and the special importance
of being fed with mother’s milk especially during the
first six months of birth, as well as the extensive
positive tendencies to alternative medicine, conducting
more extensive and broader studies is essential in this
regard.
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