
 

Children in the ancient Middle East were
valued and vulnerable—not unlike children
today

December 13 2019, by Shawn Flynn and Kristine Garroway

  
 

  

A replica of Nubian Tribute Presented to the King, Tomb of Huy, showing
Nubians with their children paying tribute to the Egyptian Pharaoh. Based on the
original from circa 1353–1327 B.C. Credit: Wikimedia

The choices that societies make concerning the treatment of children can
bring about the greatest of debates and prompt significant political
action. Our research teaches us that the question of a how a child should
be treated—what value societies place on children—is not only a modern
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question, but an ancient one.

As historians whose work is related to understanding the texts of the
Hebrew Bible and the world it was written in, we trace clues to
understand the lives of children over 3,000 years ago. Through data from
archaeology, letters, contracts, laws, material culture, ancient stories and
religious practices, we study the children in the ancient lands of the
Middle East, in the region now encompassing Egypt, Israel and the West
Bank, Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Iran and Turkey.

In our recent research we learn how children were both valued and
vulnerable—in many ways, similar to children today.

Children experienced violence and vulnerability at the hands of adults.
And the same adults wove a child's religious and economic value into
society through laws, religious expression and what happens in homes.

Making and raising babies

For ancient people in the region we study, the focus on children began
before children were conceived. Without modern medical practices,
women turned to their medical world, and thus magico-religious answers
.

Texts from the Hebrew Bible and Mesopotamia relate that when women
had trouble conceiving, they might use plants, like the mandrake, known
to increase fertility, or prepare fertility aids.
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http://www.asor.org/anetoday/2019/05/Lives-of-Ancient-Children
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv7r425z
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/children-in-ancient-israel-9780198784210?cc=ca&lang=en&
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/children-in-ancient-israel-9780198784210?cc=ca&lang=en&
http://www.asor.org/anetoday/2014/11/children-in-the-ancient-near-east/


 

  

Group of two women and a child, ca. 1981-1500 BC. A woman is shown nursing
her child while another woman dresses her hair. Credit: The Metropolitan
Museum of Art

After children were born, women continued turning to magico-religious
practices to protect the child. Scholars believe fertility figurines found in
archaeological contexts attest to mother's prayers for ample milk supply.
Most women would nurse on demand, but breast-feeding contracts tell us
that the wealthiest families could afford to employ wet nurses, since
even they knew breastfeeding could limit fertility.
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https://phys.org/tags/religious+practices/
https://phys.org/tags/religious+practices/


 

Mesopotamian texts contain an intricate series of contracts and laws
outlining the years children spent in the wet nurse's house, and the
consequences if the wet-nurse tried to steal the child. These contractual
forms are embedded in later Biblical stories.

Children in the home

The sleepless child was well known to parents. In the ancient world
lullabies were used to calm inconsolable infants. For example, in one old
Babylonian lullaby written sometime between 1894–1595 BC, the sleep-
deprived mother begs the child to fall asleep like one passed out drunk.

Biblical studies professor David Bosworth of the Catholic University of
America discusses this in his book Infant Weeping in Akkadian, Hebrew
and Greek Literature.

But sleep, while desired, also brought with it danger. Scholars believe
that what we know today as Sudden Infant Death Syndrome was
attributed by the ancient people in this region to the demoness Lilith or
Lamashtu creeping in the house and suckling the infant with poisonous
milk. Various amulets warding off this demoness have been found in
sleeping chambers, along with a lamp, which like today helped scare
away "bad things" that went bump in the night.

Play was an important part of life. Small perforated discs found in some
parts of the region suggest the use of spinning tops.

Mesopotamian texts speak of familiar games, like jump ropes, wrestling,
running races and games of hide and seek. But life was not all play for
children. For the most part, older girls would help the mothers with
domestic activities, while boys would follow in their father's footsteps.
But for a limited few male children, education was an option.
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https://www.oxfordscholarship.com/view/10.1093/oso/9780198784210.001.0001/oso-9780198784210-chapter-3
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40462120
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40462120
https://www.eisenbrauns.org/books/titles/978-1-57506-436-5.html
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/sudden-infant-death-syndrome/symptoms-causes/syc-20352800
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv7r425z
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv7r425z
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv7r425z
https://www.sciencenews.org/article/ancient-toys-kids-archaeological-record


 

  
 

  

Families deported from Lachish, ancient Israel. Credit: Jason Riley

Child adoption, abandoment, slavery

But children also moved in and out of domestic units. Adoption and
slavery are social institutions that are well-documented in various
contracts preserved in libraries from the ancient cities of Nuzi Emar and
Nippur.

The ancient poem, Enki and Ninmah, encourages parents to adopt
children with deformities: this poem, over 4,000 years old, has the gods
ordaining a place in society for all, even those with deformities.

The ancient Babylonian code of law, the The Code of Hammurabi, laws
18 5-191, shows that formal adoptions came with a strict set of rules so
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https://www.baslibrary.org/biblical-archaeology-review/44/6/6
https://www.baslibrary.org/biblical-archaeology-review/44/6/6
https://phys.org/tags/social+institutions/
https://www.eisenbrauns.org/books/titles/978-1-57506-295-2.html
https://www.eisenbrauns.org/books/titles/978-1-57506-295-2.html
http://etcsl.orinst.ox.ac.uk/section1/tr112.htm
http://etcsl.orinst.ox.ac.uk/section1/tr112.htm
https://avalon.law.yale.edu/ancient/hamframe.asp
https://avalon.law.yale.edu/ancient/hamframe.asp


 

the child could be fully integrated into the new family.

Sometimes parents rescinded legal responsibility for a child. One set of
texts discusses this as children "thrown to the dogs' mouth." In such
cases children might be left at the local dump, the "safe-drop" zone for
children. These children often entered a life of slavery.

Individual slave sale documents from Mesopotamia, as well as the
biblical laws concerning slavery, tell us that slavery was a part of ancient
life, but there are important nuances. Not every child slave was chattel.
In cases of debt-slavery, a child could serve in another household to pay
off a family debt and then return to their own family.

A child's value was not just part of the physical world, but extended to
the spiritual realm as well. Children participated in the household
religion in gender-specific ways. A disinheritance contract from Emar
notes that children who are disinherited lose the right to care for the gods
of the house.

  
 

  

Jar Burial from Tel Dan. Credit: David Ilan, Nelson Glueck School of
Archaeology
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https://www.eisenbrauns.org/books/titles/978-1-57506-295-2.html
https://doi.org/10.1163/15692124-12341289
https://doi.org/10.1163/15692124-12341289


 

The death of children

A child's value does not come without vulnerability. As the youngest and
most defenseless members of society, they were not immune to the
effects of invading armies. Mesopotamian war records (ca. 880-600 BC)
demonstrate rare but violent practices, such as burning adolescents and 
violence against pregnant Arab women. In best-case scenarios, children
were deported with their families.

Heath Dewrell, assistant professor of Old Testament at Princeton
Theological Seminary, also notes that the Hebrew Bible records children,
foreign and Israelite alike, experiencing violence resulting in death.
Troubling texts include the outrageous tale of two female bears mauling
42 children for offending the prophet and references to child sacrifice.

Archaeological data shows that the infant mortality rate was 50 percent
in the ancient world, but children who died were often cared for.
Sometimes they are buried in jars with the common grave goods
indicating their status in the family. And other times they were buried
under the household floor, which in a way kept them a part of the
household unit.

Ultimately, coming to a greater understanding of children in history
raises important questions for how societies respond or not to children's
vulnerability. The challenge of protecting our most vulnerable has not
disappeared.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation
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https://www.jstor.org/stable/43077969?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.eisenbrauns.org/books/titles/978-1-57506-494-9.html
https://phys.org/tags/child/
http://www.asor.org/anetoday/2014/11/children-in-the-ancient-near-east/
https://phys.org/tags/children/
http://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/children-in-the-ancient-middle-east-were-valued-and-vulnerable-not-unlike-children-today-120490
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