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Abstract

Care work has long remained marginal in economic history, despite its centrality to household survival and
social reproduction. This paper contributes filling this gap by reconstructing a long-run wage series for paid
care work, focusing on wetnurses employed by the Florentine foundling home (Ospedale degli Innocenti)
between 1700 and 1914. Drawing on novel archival sources, we construct nominal and real wage series for
wetnurses, distinguishing between breastfeeding and weaning remuneration, and compare them with male ag-
ricultural wages in the same area. Our results show that wetnurses’ wages were persistently low, remaining
well below subsistence throughout the period. Nevertheless, paid breastfeeding accounted on average for
nearly 30 percent of household income, highlighting its importance as a survival strategy among impoverished
rural families. Comparative evidence with Madrid reveals similar institutional wage-setting mechanisms and
similar precarious contractual conditions. By decomposing total remuneration into breastfeeding and weaning
components, we estimate the implicit valuation of breastmilk, which fluctuated substantially over time, ranging
from 14 to 40 percent of total pay. We argue that wetnurses’ wages did not respond to market forces but were
institutionally determined, reflecting the gendered nature of wage formation in the care economy. Overall, the
paper sheds new light on women’s economic contribution, pre-industrial living standards, and the historical
valuation of care work.

JEL Codes: N33; J21; J13; J31

Keywords: Wages; Care work; Italy; Gender

This research has been supported by the Italian Ministry of University — PRIN project ‘Economic development in Italy
from the Middle Ages to today: a regional perspective’ (Prot. 20207WZ9XH).
Among the others, we wish to thank Marcella Corsi, Paolo Di Martino, Alessandro Nuvolari, Leonardo Ridolfi, Carmen
Sarasta, Giulia Zacchia, and Vera Zamagni for helpful suggestions, as well as the participants of the SASE Annual
Conference (Limerick, 2024), IAFFE Annual Conference (Rome, 2024), ‘Exploring Gender, Human Capital, and Labour
Intersections in Economic History’ winter school (Tiibingen 2024), SIE Annual Scientific Meeting (Urbino 2024),
doctoral students of the economic history lecture at Collegio Carlo Alberto (Turin 2025), AISPE Colloquia Doctoralia
(online 2025) Minerva Lab seminar from Sapienza University (online 2025). Any errors remain ours.

! Corresponding author: Giuliana Freschi, Scuola Superiore Sant’ Anna, Piazza dei Martiri della Liberta 33, 56127, Pisa,
Italy. Email: giuliana.freschi@santannapisa.it
1



Introduction

Care work is at the centre of our economies and is essential for the survival of families and economic
systems. In feminist political economy, this work is analysed through the lens of social reproduction,
which refers not only to the reproduction of the labour force, but also to biological reproduction and
to the reproduction of social relations, including gender relations. Paid or unpaid, care work is often
invisible within family boundaries and has long been neglected by economics and economic history.
Today and in the past, care work disproportionately fell on women: Because of its gendered
dimension, this neglect within the disciplines affects how we measure women’s contribution to the
economy in the past, but also how we measure the economy itself, relying on gender-biased indicators
such as male wages. As a result, the contribution of women’s care work to family living standards
remains poorly understood, as does the role that paid care work may have played in shaping women’s
economic opportunities. Within this context, mothering and breastfeeding offer an insightful
perspective to the analysis of historical care work. Although often perceived as natural and inherently
familial activities, in the past these forms of care were largely commodified either through private
actors or public institutions. Thus, mothering and breastfeeding occupy a central position as they are
connected strictu senso to biological reproduction and early formation of human life, while at the
same time providing women with access to monetary income. This paper contributes to this debate
by providing new archival evidence on historical wages paid for care work and by estimating their
contribution to overall family income. The case study focuses on the reconstruction of a wage series
for wetnurses employed by the Florentine foundling home between 1700 and 1914.

To do so, we use a wide range of novel archival sources coming from the historical archive of the
Florentine foundling home, Ospedale degli Innocenti. For the earliest periods we use registers of the
foundlings entering the foundling home. These sources report all the expenses incurred by the
institution for each child, including the wage paid to the wetnurse. In the occurrences wages were not
reported, we combine the information reported in the register with a different source: a register of all
the payments made to wetnurses in a given year. From 1824 onwards, the registers of foundling do
not systematically report the wage, whereas the registers of payment no longer report the wetnurse’s
name. For these decades, we consult the documents issued by the hospital’s authorities reporting the
set wage: internal regulations, regulations distributed among priests and mayors of nearby
municipalities, wetnurses’ booklets. For the last decades we consult the agendas and then the minutes
of each meeting of the Governing Board trace any changes in the wage. The richness and continuity
of these sources make it possible to distinguish between weaning and breastfeeding wages and to
observe changes in the remuneration of paid care work overtime.

To address this question empirically, we construct nominal (current and in grams of silver) and real
wages for wetnurses and analyse their evolution over the long run. We compare these wages to that
of men employed in agriculture in the same area to estimate how their contribution to the family
income varied over time. Then, we compare the wages to those of their counterparts in Madrid
available in the literature and place them in their institutional context. Wetnurses were paid a different
wage for breastfeeding (most commonly until 12-15 months) and weaning. We construct two
different series and estimate the percentage of breastfeeding out of the total wage to explore how
much breastmilk was valued and whether this changed overtime. This approach allows us to assess
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how paid care work was valued over time and space, and how much care contributed to the family’s
living standards.

Our first finding shows that wetnurses’ wages were low and stagnant, and, in real terms, they
remained consistently well below subsistence. Their contribution to the total family income accounts
for an average of 30%, with a declining trend over time. Compared to wages of wetnurses in Madrid,
we find similar long-term patterns in nominal terms. However, real wages of wetnurses in Madrid
increased throughout the 19" century, as an institutional answer to the increasing number of
foundlings (Sarasua 2021), while those in Florence remained persistently low. Second, if wages for
breastfeeding were low, and wages for weaning were even lower. To understand how much
breastmilk was valued, we estimate the percentage of the wetnurses’ wage that was attributed to
breastfeeding by comparing breastfeeding and weaning wages. This share varied from 14 to 40 %
and we discuss the institutional, cultural, and economic factors that might be driving these
fluctuations. Third, wetnurses’ wages followed long-term trends that differ from those of male wages,
thus highlighting the specific wage setting mechanisms. Unlike male wages, wetnurses wages were
not volatile but increased after decisions of the foundling home’s authority. We argue that their wages
did not respond to market forces but were institutionally decided from above. The wage setting is
common to wetnurses employed by foundling homes across Catholic Europe, shedding light on the
gendered dimension of wage setting and remuneration in the past.

Our findings allow us to contribute to the following debates. First, they contribute to challenging
conventional views of women’s work in the pre-industrial economy. Recent research has widely
rejected the idea of households relying exclusively on a male breadwinner, showing instead that
women made substantial contributions to the family economy (Horrell, Humphries, and Weisdorf
2022), albeit often for low wages (Humphries 2013), frequently in activities such as spinning
(Humphries and Schneider 2019). Research based on the systematic collection of work tasks from
court depositions demonstrates that women’s economic contribution has been persistently
underestimated and calls for a reappraisal of the pre-industrial economy (Whittle 2024). This task-
based approach reveals that women participated in many sectors of the economy — not only in
England, but also across other European contexts (Whittle and Hailwood 2020) — and highlights their
role in economic development more broadly (see Merouani and Perrin 2022 for a recent review).
Accounting for women’s work also has the potential to reshape central historiographical debates,
including those concerning the timing of industrialisation (Sarastia 2019). These studies underscore
the importance of by-employment in pre-industrial economies, a dimension of work long neglected
by economic historians (Whittle 2024).

Second, it engages with the burgeoning body of work on care work in economic history, which seeks
to identify, quantify, and trace the role of care work in the past. In a seminal contribution, Humphries
(2025) moves beyond Allen’s traditional consumption basket by incorporating maintenance costs —
that is, the cost of “household services required to turn the basket of commodities into livings,” thus
the cost of care. Using the same methodology, Humphries (2024) argues that unpaid domestic care in
the past accounted for approximately 50% of total income. However, women did not only engage in
unpaid domestic care. Using work tasks extracted from court depositions, Whittle et al. (2025, p. 176)
challenge the idea that care work in the early modern period was unpaid and undertaken exclusively
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by family members. They show instead that much care work took place outside the household and
that mothering was highly commercialised (Whittle 2024; Whittle et al. 2025), arguing that they
should be defined as subsistence services (Whittle 2019). The present paper focuses on paid care
work, which is rendered visible in the historical record precisely because it is mediated by a monetary
transaction. Within this strand, two research agendas are particularly relevant for the economic history
of breastfeeding: the micro-level work of Carmen Sarasua and the macroeconomic approach
developed by Jane Humphries and Lou Henderson. Sarasua (2021) and Sarasua et al. (2023)
reconstruct wetnurses’ wages across Spanish foundling homes and put forward an explanation for
why women engaged in this labour-intensive and poorly paid occupation, framing wetnursing as a
strategy to “nursing babies to fight poverty.” While the economic history of of wetnursing is still a
recent field, women’s history has long documented its organisation as a widespread form of paid care,
comparable to a cottage industry (Fildes 1986; Shepard 2023a, 2023b). Sarastia et al. (2023) estimate
that over 30,000 wetnurses were employed annually by foundling homes in 19"-century Spain,
highlighting the scale of paid care work. Unlike paid care work, unpaid care work goes uncounted.
Addressing this gap from a macroeconomic perspective, Humphries and Henderson (2025, 2026)
trace the evolution of breastfeeding in England and estimate the contribution of unpaid breastfeeding
to GDP over six centuries, reaching peaks of around 5% in the 16™ century and stabilising at 0.5-1%
in the period considered here.

Second, it contributes to our knowledge of living standards in pre-industrial Italy. Rota and Weisdorf
(2021) reconstruct annual wages for stable agricultural workers in the rural areas of the historic
province of Florence, for the period 1500-1800, which is relevant for the present study as it covers
the same geographical area. They find that, over the entire period, real wages were persistently
stagnant and lower than urban wages (Rota and Weisdorf 2020).2 Recent reconstructions of the cost
of living in Florence confirm that it belonged to a low-wage economy, with real wages being even
lower than previously thought (Mocarelli, Ongaro, and Prosperi 2023). The Granduchy of Tuscany
does not perform well under other dimensions of living standards, for instance in 1815 it still
displayed low literacy rates comparable to Southern regions (Martinez 2024). The findings of the
present paper confirm that pre-industrial Italy was indeed a very poor country, where male wages
were not enough to support the entire household. We show that thousands of women each year nursed
infants, a form of labour that was both physically and emotionally demanding yet poorly
compensated. Nevertheless, women persisted in this work. This complements the finding on women’s
contribution to the economy: women worked because they needed to contribute to the family
economy, so pluriactivity was a widespread strategy for coping with poverty, and wetnursing fits
squarely within this framework, alongside activities such as weaving, spinning, or washing laundry
for others (Sarasua et al. 2023). As Caracausi and Viale (2025, p. 11) note with reference to early

2 When the prolonged economic decline in the Italian peninsula started, whether it was a rural or an urban phenomenon,
or if it hit skilled workers more strongly have been long-debated issues (Cipolla 1952; Sella 1997). Recent
reconstructions of wage series across pre-Unification Italy contribute to this debate. Buscemi and Ridolfi (2026) find
that wages in Venice and in the Terraferma followed a similar pattern up to the second half of the 16™ century and
diverge afterwards. Overall pre-Unification Italy featured two high real wage urban economies, Rome and Sicily
(respectively: Rota and Weisdorf 2020; Buscemi 2024), while the remaining was a low-wage economy with declining
real earnings (Buscemi and Ridolfi 2026).
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modern Padua “women actively responded to the demand for additional labour”. This aligns with a
strand of the debate that emphasises the importance of demand factors, rather than supply factors, in
determining women’s employment in the past (Humphries and Sarasua 2012). Women worked if
there was work and this is confirmed by a wide range of sources, for instance applications for poor
relief in early 19"-century Florence. When asked to describe the occupational status, women reported
that worked with silk when they “had it” or when they “could”, that they bleached when they “found
it”, or were engaged in a “little job” (il lavorino).> As Sarasua et al. (2023) argue, women wetnursed
infants primarily as a strategy to fight poverty, within a context of an almost perfectly inelastic labour
supply thus, probably, of a lack of alternative remunerative opportunities. Also structural change at
the onset of industrialisation was likely not to have increased opportunities for rural women, as they
might have struggled to adapt their skills to the new urban contexts (Echavarri and Beltran Tapia
2024). In the case of Italy, this is confirmed by women’s lower skill premium, that made them benefit
only marginally of the relatively fast industrial growth (Federico et al. 2021). This persistence sheds
further light on low living standards in the rural economy of the Florentine countryside, which appears
far less dynamic than often assumed.

Last, this paper contributes to the study of pre-industrial wages, which has seen a resurgence in the
past decades. Working with pre-industrial wages is not an easy task, as not only their level, but also
payment methods and frequency, type of contract, wage-setting authorities should be taken into
account (Caracausi and Mocarelli 2022). Moreover, to understand the level of remuneration, one
should analyse the contract duration and the hiring method alongside the level of specialisation
(Ridolfi 2023). This task becomes particularly arduous when it comes to the remuneration of women’s
work, as in their case the definition of workplaces, the distinction between productive and
reproductive activities, paid and unpaid work are much subtler. Concerning the type of remuneration,
as their Spanish counterparts (Sarasua 2021), Florentine wetnurses were paid a cash wage. In-kind
and cash wages co-existed in the past, and both types were useful for households (Sarastia 2025).
Ongaro and Mocarelli (2023) show that in-kind payments represented more than 50% of the wage
level of rural stable workers in 18"-century Northern Italy, making monetary remuneration especially
valuable. The monetary nature of this wage may help to explain why wetnurses accepted such low
pay. For the case of England, Humphries and Weisdorf (2015) collect women’s daily and annual
wages from 1260 to 1850. Their series contributes to the long-run debate on the impact of
industrialisation on women’s economic opportunities. In the Italian context, however, we know very
little about both the level and the type of women’s wages. So far, the literature has relied on a rather
scant series combining the male data collected by Malanima (2013) with the female wages of
agricultural workers in Montaldeo in Piedmont (1571-1787) and the female and male wages of
harvest workers in Naples, 1734-1806 assembled by de Pleijt and Zanden (2021). Reflecting on the
form of remuneration allows us to recognise that wage systems — with its actors in the wage-setting
process, the role of workers’ bargaining power, how much a certain job was valued — were not gender-
neutral (Heikkinen 2003). It follows that particularly stringent conditions are required to estimate
historical gender wage gap, such as comparability across occupations and selection into the task. For
this reason, recent work has shifted attention from occupations to tasks (Diebolt, Perrin, and Ridolfi

3 Archivio di Stato di Firenze, Congregazione di san Giovanni Battista di Firenze.
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2026). Following Sarasua et al. (2023), this paper focuses on the contribution of women’s work rather
than estimating a gender wage gap. Kaiser (2025) provides novel archival evidence underscoring the
importance of not treating male and female historical wages as equivalent. Focusing on female
domestic servants employed in England and Wales between 1780 and 1832, the author shows that
wage levels were shaped less by supply-side characteristics (such as experience or literacy) than by
employers’ wage-setting power.

The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 provides the historical context. Section 3
presents the new data sources. Section 4 describes the methodology used to construct the wage series.
Section 5 discusses the wage series and the other findings. Section 6 concludes.

Historical context: wetnursing the abandoned children

The phenomenon of infant abandonment has a long history, dating back to antiquity. However, it is
only with modern states that we witness a transition from a system based on “the kindness of
strangers” (Boswell 1998) to a more institutionalised one. The practice of placing abandoned children
in foundling homes began to spread throughout the Italian peninsula from the 15" century onwards.
The Ospedale degli Innocenti received its first foundling in 1445 and became one of the main
foundling institutions of Catholic Europe. These institutions were lay and operated in close
collaboration with Catholic authorities. From the second half of the 18" century onwards, infant
abandonment reached alarming proportions, particularly in Catholic countries, and foundling
institutions had to adjust to the new circumstances. Unlike the earlier periods (16" — 17" centuries)
when foundlings were raised and trained inside the foundling home, from the 18" century foundlings
were given to a foster family living outside the foundling home.

What did not change over time was the necessity to breastfeed abandoned infants. Thus, foundling
homes were compelled to hire wetnurses, paid them a cash wage, set by the administration that was
identical for all of them. In the first centuries after the foundation of the foundling homes, economic
transactions were managed by men. It was a period when wetnurisng was extremely widespread. In
late-medieval and Renaissance Florence, high-status women rarely breastfed their own children, and
even middle-class families sought assistance of wetnurses (Fildes 1986). Wetnurses’ husbands (who
were called bali) would “offer” their wives’ (i.e. the wetnurses, which in Italian is translated as balie)
performances on the market (Sandri 2002). (Male) intermediaries would put them in touch with
fathers looking for a private wetnurse for their child or with foundling homes’ directors. Even
Francesco Datini, the renowned merchant from Prato, had been an intermediary of wetnurses (Peres
2023). It seems probable that in these earlier periods, the wages of wetnurses would be collected
directly by their husbands. From the archival sources we consulted, it appears that it was no longer
the case in the period we analyse.

But who were the wetnurses employed by foundling homes? In most cases, infants spent the initial
days (or, in the worst periods, weeks) in the foundling home, where they were breastfed by an
“internal” wetnurse. Thereafter, they were placed with an “external” wetnurse who would rear them.

The so-called “internal” wetnurses (balie interne or balie di casa) were usually unwed women who
6



had given birth to a child taken in by the foundling home, where they would live for the whole
duration of the contract (usually one year) or until they could breastfeed. The “external” wetnurses
(balie da latte or balie di fuori) were married women, usually living in the countryside, who had just
finished breastfeeding their child or was child had just died, and would take the nurse-child in.
Wetnursing a foundling was such a common by-occupation that Fildes (1986) defines it a cottage
industry. Sarastia (2021) extends this defition to 18" and 19" —century Spain. As that by Sarasua, the
present study focuses on the wages of the “external” wetnurses employed by the Innocenti: married
women, living in the Florentine countryside.

Over the course of centuries, wetnurses were employed by foundling homes for breastfeeding for a
period that varied from twelve to eighteen months. However, after the end of the lactation period,
wetnurses were not dismissed. Instead, the responsibility of weaning the children was given to another
group of wetnurses known as “dry” wetnurses, balie asciutte (Sandri 2002). Weaning wages were
lower compared to those received for breastfeeding (Sarastia 2021; Sarastia et al. 2023). The
foundling homes provided for the foundlings’ upbringing until the age of ten in the case of boys and
fourteen in the case of girls, although the maximum age varied over time and across foundling homes.
From the sources consulted, it emerges that sometimes the same wetnurses originally employed for
breastfeeding would take charge of the foundling during weaning and upbringing. This continuity in
the upbringing of a child from infancy to childhood was incentivised by foundling homes through the
provision of financial rewards to foster families.

However, the parable of the wetnurse was not always so straightforward. On the one hand, the practice
of moving foundlings between families was driven by fluctuations in the availability of foster
families, instance of wetnurses becoming pregnant, or the scarcity of breastmilk. On the other hand,
the mortality rate among foundlings was remarkably high, often resulting in wetnurses being unable
to complete the one-year lactating period (Kok, Van Poppel, and Kruse 1997; Levene 2005).
However, as infant abandonment reached dramatic proportions, especially from the second half of
the eighteenth to the twentieth century, wetnurses could return to the foundling home and demand for
new infants to nurse.

Sources

Our series is based on novel archival evidence, which is described in detail Appendix A. As we
navigate these sources, we uncover two important features of wage setting. First, wetnurses who
nursed babies in the first year — and therefore breastfed them — received a higher wage than nurses
caring for children older than two (the balie asciutte, literally “dry nurses” as opposed to “wet”), who
took care of already-weaned babies. In the analysis, we follow Sarastia (2021) and Sarasua et al.
(2023) and distinguish between breastfeeding and weaning wages. Second, all the wetnurses of a
single type were paid the same wage, which was determined by the authorities of the foundling home.
The second finding has two implications for our archival research. First, we only need the wage of
one wetnurse paid by the foundling home to establish the amount paid to all wetnurses. Second, wages
were quite sticky and did not respond to market forces. Hence, identifying only the years in which
increases occurred allows us to construct a long time series, as we can be confident that no additional

changes took place between those years.
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Primary sources come from the Innocenti Historical Archive (Archivio Storico dell’Ospedale degli
Innocenti — Fondo Ospedale). Foundling home archives represent an incredibly rich heritage for
scholars, and among them the Innocenti archive is of particular interest. First, because it was one of
the largest and oldest institutions; second, because of its history and exceptional preservation. The
Ospedale remained active in assisting children and promoting childcare policies even after the closure
of the foundling home, and today it still hosts the library, the archive, and the museum. This means
that the likelihood of documents being lost during changes of location or function was greatly
reduced.

The Ospedale kept highly accurate records on each foundling, following them from the moment they
entered the institution until the end of its jurisdiction over them, which varied over time and by gender
but was on average 11 years for boys and 14 for girls. Furthermore, the archives preserved information
on all the estates owned by the Ospedale, on the inheritances it received, and on all the expenses
incurred by the institution. Among these expenses were wages — including those paid to wetnurses.
To construct the wage series, we use a wide range of sources. Appendix A presents each source with
the precise archival reference used to construct every observation point. Our series goes from 1700
to 1919. Although some of the sources allowed us to go even further back in time, we decided to start
our analysis in 1700 for two reasons. First, it was only during the eighteenth century that infant
abandonment became a massive phenomenon, and we are not interested in wages per se but in wages
as a dimension of wellbeing that concerned a significant share of the population. Second, this starting
point makes our analysis comparable to the broad research by Sarasua (2021) on Spanish foundling
homes, which focuses on the period 1700—1900.

The richest source we used comes from the archival series Balie e bambini (“Wetnurses and
children”). This series, which runs almost without interruption from 1445 to 1485 and from 1526 to
1887, consists of registers of foundlings entering the foundling home, ordered chronologically by
date of acceptance. The first registers cover several years, whereas 19"-century registers cover a more
limited time span, because of the peak of admissions. Each entry in the registers follows the life of
each child: each one is assigned a page reporting their condition at the time of abandonment, who left
them, whether they were left through the foundling wheel and with tokens as sign of recognition,
whether they had been baptised, whether the child was the son or daughter of an unwed woman (a
reclusa, coming from the institution where women with concealed pregnancies — gravide occulte —
were segregated), and additional information on their parents.* Each page was continuously updated
while the child remained under the jurisdiction of the hospital — which sadly often coincided with
their death. Among this information, the relevant element for the purpose of the present work is that
the register reported the name of the wetnurse to whom the child was assigned: the key figure to
enhance the child’s survival chances. Up to the beginning of the nineteenth century, it also recorded
accounting information, namely all expenses related to each foundling — including the wetnurses’
wages.

* In Florence, until 1805 it was legal for married couples to abandon their children.
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In the cases where wages were not reported, we combine information reported in the Balie e bambini
with that from a different source: the archival series Riscontri del baliatico. This series spans from
1615 to 1832, with a short gap in the mid-eighteenth century, and registers all the payments made to
wetnurses by the foundling home on a daily basis. Each page corresponds to a date (say, January 7)
and contains a list of all the wetnurses who were paid on that day, and the amount they received.
Although wages were set monthly by regulation, the amounts reported do not always correspond to
the monthly wage. This is due to the extremely high infant mortality rates, which often prevented
wetnurses from receiving the full monthly wage, and to the fact that some wetnurses collected their
wages only every few months (and were therefore paid for more than one month at a time).

Each wetnurse is also associated with the entry in the Balie e bambini register (each register is
identified by a letter and each foundling by a number). By matching the information reported in the
two registers, we can recover the exact wage and the frequency with which each wetnurse was paid.
From 1824 onward, the registers no longer report the wetnurses’ names, making this matching
operation impossible. However, we can circumvent the lack of micro-data thanks to the richness of
the materials preserved for the more recent period. For these years, we turn to the source of the
payment itself: the documents issued by the authorities who decided on wage increases, namely the
foundling home’s administration. These sources are part either of series of internal regulations
(Regolamenti generali interni (1830-1857) and Statuti e regolamenti (1888-1914)). Although they
are often scattered, not systematically collected, and do not cover the entire period, the documents we
consulted permit to acquire information about the care workers. Along with the wetnurses’ wage,
they report information on the payment, on the desired background and on the code of conduct these
women were supposed to follow. The documents are internal regulations of the foundling home;
Instructions to priests and mayors of nearby municipalities (the rationale is that these were the
municipalities (popoli in the sources) were most wetnurses lived); booklets given to wetnurses where
the payments were registered with an initial printed section containing the instructions.

After the Unification (1861), the foundling home underwent changes in its institutional framework.
The Law on Pious Works (Opere pie) of August 3, 1862 transferred its administration to a Board of
Directors. From the appointment of the new Board of Governors in 1888 onward, the Archive
preserves the Board’s full deliberative activities — namely, the agendas, minutes, and resolutions of
each meeting. For the period of interest, we first examined the agendas (which cover multiple years
in a single document) and identified all scheduled discussions concerning wetnurses or, more
generally, wage policies. After locating the relevant meetings, we consulted the corresponding
minutes to trace any changes in wages. An example of how the information in this source looks comes
from the minutes of the governing board of December 6, 1909:

“The Chief Executive reminds the Board that at the previous meeting, it was agreed in
principle to increase the salary of external nurses from 12 to 15 lire per month. Since the
reasons for this salary increase persisted, the board, on the proposal of the commissioner
director, confirmed the previous resolution.”

5 Translation by the authors. Precise reference reported in the Appendix.
9



The absence of any increase in wage notwithstanding, this excerpt is of value to us. First, it confirms
that we were able to identify all the discussions on wages in the Board. Second, it provides an insight
into the data collection process. From it we learn that by December 1909, the remuneration had
remained constant, permitting to add a further data point to our series.

Methodology

To construct the wage series, we rely on the standard methodology used in the economic history
literature. First, by consolidating the observation points, we construct a nominal wage series spanning
the period 1700-1914. To compare nominal wages expressed in different currencies we convert
nominal wages into grams of silver. We use the conversion provided by Federico et al. (2025) for the
pre-Unification period and by Allen (2001) for the period 1861-1914. While most of the existing
literature uses daily wages of construction or agricultural workers, our data are reported on a monthly
basis. We do not convert the wages into daily figures because of the inherent differences in the
occupations considered. The assumptions regarding the number of working days are unsuitable for
the type of work under analysis.¢

However, we are mostly interested in differences in living standards. To investigate these differences,
we construct a real wage series by using the standard procedure in the literature. We divide nominal
wages in grams of silver by the consumer price index in silver prices, that is the cost of a “bare-bone”
consumption basket for a family of four providing 1,940 calories and including a minimum
expenditure for heating, manufacturing, and housing. The resulting ratio is defined as welfare ratio
and indicates how many bare-bone baskets a family could afford. If the welfare ratio is below one, it
reveals that workers lived below subsistence. The basket contains different items by region and time.
We use the consumption basket provided by Allen (2001) for Northern Italy. Although Allen’s basket
has been criticised, we use it nonetheless to ensure comparability across locations.” Allen provides
yearly prices and quantities of all the goods contained in the basket. By summing them we obtain the
yearly cost of a consumption basket. To obtain the welfare ratios, we divide the annual wage paid to
wetnurses (obtained as the monthly wage multiplied by twelve) by the yearly cost of the basket.

From the sources, we learn that wetnurses were required to be married, to be living in the country-
side, and expected to be from agricultural households. It follows that they were likely to be married
to agricultural workers living in the rural areas of the province of Florence. We compare our series

® Humphries and Weisdorf (2019) criticise the use of daily wages to study living standards in the past because of the
assumptions on the number of days worked. Recent research has shed light on the limitations of such assumptions.
Ridolfi (2021) criticises the common assumption of a fixed number of working days in the case of France. On this line,
Stephenson (2020) argues that working days among construction workers in nineteenth-century London were much
more irregular than existing assumptions infer. However, Buscemi and Ridolfi (2026) argue that the assumption of 250
working days is plausible for the early modern times, but excessive for the Middle Ages.

7 Humphries (2013) deems the 1,940 calories insufficient to survive and perform manual work and criticises the
assumptions on family size. Furthermore, the literature has put forward some corrections to Allen’s consumption
baskets to account for the specific regional features. For instance, Buscemi and Ridolfi (2026) incorporate rural-urban
differences in the consumption baskets of Venice. Lopez Losa and Piquero Zarauz (2021) propose an alternative basket
for urban Europe incorporating the price of the cheapest type of bread, arguing that it was bread and not grains the
staple and the most important source of carbohydrates at the time. Mocarelli, Ongaro, and Prosperi (2023) propose an
adjustment to the caloric content of wine, arguing that early modern wine contained less alcohol, and thus fewer
calories than wine today.
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with the wages of male agricultural workers living in the same areas, namely the rural areas of the
historic province of Florence. These data are available up to 1850 thanks to the reconstruction by
Rota and Weisdorf (2021), and, from 1861 onward, from Federico et al. (2019). Considering male
and female wages together can be used to estimate the household income. In particular, we are
interested in exploring how the proportion of income contributed by the care work carried out by the
wife varied over time. To do so, we follow Sarasta et al. (2023) on Spanish wetnurses.

To make the wage series comparable, we apply a set of adjustments to obtain a monthly wage series
of male agricultural workers. Rota and Weisdorf (2021) report annual wages that include both
monetary compensation and its in-kind equivalent. We divide these annual wages by 12 to obtain
monthly wages. Federico et al. (2019) instead provide daily wages. To convert them into monthly
equivalents, we multiply the daily wage by the number of working days in the province of Florence
as reported in the official enquiry (MAIC-DGA 1876-1879, as cited in Federico et al. (2019)) and
then divide the resulting annual figure by 12.

We then compare nominal wages (expressed in grams of silver) and real wages of Florentine
wetnurses with those of wetnurses in Madrid, as provided by Sarasta (2021). As in the Italian case,
also Spanish wetnurses were paid a monthly cash wage. We choose Madrid for several reasons. First,
as shown by Sarasuia (2021), the institutional setting was remarkably similar to the Florentine one.
Second, like Florence within the Grand Duchy of Tuscany, Madrid was the capital of Spain and
hosted a particularly prominent foundling home. Third, Madrid offers superior data availability,
especially with respect to food prices and quantities.

Last, wetnursing went beyond mere breastfeeding and encompassed a wider range of caregiving
activities. To get a rough idea the proportion of wage attributable to breastfeeding and the proportion
related to the remaining care activities, we compare the breastfeeding and the weaning wage.

Wetnursing, breastfeeding, and weaning wages

Figure 1 presents the nominal monthly wage series of wetnurses (black line), of male agricultural
workers (grey line) during the period 1700-1910. The red line shows the contribution of the
wetnurse’s wage to the family income (calculated as the sum of male and the wetnurse’s wage). The
latter series refers to the y-axis on the right. Wetnurses’ wages appear very sticky over time. The
nominal wage is 5 from the beginning of the period (1700) to the end (1760). It jumps to 7 in the
decade 1770-1780, and to 8 in the decade 1800-1810. In 1805, following the Motu proprio by Maria
Luisa which radically changes some of the regulations on foundlings, the wage is increases to 9 lire.
It remains so up to the Italian Unification. Afterwards, it is increased to 10 and it stays stable for the
following five decades. This highlights how the abolition of the foundling wheel in 1875, the
consequent drop in the number of abandoned infants, and thus in the demand for wetnurses did not
have an impact on nominal wages. The wage rises to 12 only in 1909, and to 15 in 1910. After WWI,
wage increases will be substantial, but this reflects the skyrocketing inflation rates that the country
experienced. Wetnurses’ wages, set by the foundling home authority, did not respond to variations in
supply and demand, showing an inelastic supply of labour from wetnurses.
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Unlike those, male wages in agriculture (grey line) are more volatile. Nominal wages are low at the
beginning of the 18" century, and steadily increase over the period, with an exponential increase at
the turn of the 19" century. As they are not institutional wages, set by an authority, they respond to
market forces. It follows that the variation in the proportion of the wetnurse’s wage to the family
economy depends mostly on male wages. The contribution of female care work to the family
economy moves within a range of 37.7 to 21.8, with an average of 29.5. Figure 1 shows that their
contribution decreases over time. This result aligns with what Sarasua et al. (2023) find in the Spanish
case. Exploring the percentage of day labourer’s annual income that a wetnurse earned from a
breastfeeding wage in selected locations (Valladolid, Palencia, Avila, and Segovia) in 1752 and 1852,
they find a consistent decline in women’s contribution. They attribute it to the crisis of the institutions
of public assistance and argue that, regardless of the low real wages that the wetnurses earned,
“thousands of impoverished families continued taking in foundling children as a basic element in
their strategy for achieving the minimal goal of subsistence”.

Figure 1: Wetnurses’ and male workers’ nominal monthly wages, and contribution of the wetnurse’s
wage to the family income, 1700-1910.
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Source: See main text and and appendix A.

Note: Wages are expressed in the local currency (lira) and monthly. The grey line reports wages from Rota and Weisdorf
(2021) up to 1850 and Federico et al. (2019) for the period 1861-1910. Rota and Weisdorf (2021) provide decennial
means. Each marker corresponds to the decennial mean. The black line reports wetnurses’ wages, each benchmark
corresponds to our data points. If we have more observations for a decade we take the mean. The red line is calculated as
the wetnurse’s wage over the family income (the sum of wetnurses’ wage and the male wage).
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We then provide an estimate of the number of “impoverished families” — or rather, of impoverished
women — who recurred to nursing a child as a strategy to cope with poverty. As the number of
wetnurses working for a foundling hospital closely depends on the number of foundlings, in Figure 2
we provide an estimation of the evolution of the number of foundlings over time. The grey line plots
the number of infants admitted to the Ospedale degli Innocenti and the red line the number of admitted
infants who survived the first year of life. In line with the existing literature on infant abandonment
in Italy, and more generally in Catholic Europe, we find that infant abandonment reached dramatic
levels from the second half of the nineteenth century and peaked one century later. Initially, the
number of infants abandoned annually amounted to 500, with the number of admissions ranging from
1,500 to 2,500 infants in the nineteenth century. The abolition of anonymous abandonment
guaranteed by the foundling wheel (ruota degli esposti) in June 1875 led to a significant decrease in
the number of abandoned infants.® However, infant abandonment did not disappear but dropped to
1,000 admissions per year. These figures reveal how significant the phenomenon of infant
abandonment was, involving thousands of children every year and, as a consequence, thousands of
wetnurses.

Commodified wetnursing was a precarious job and one of the reasons for its precariousness was the
high mortality rate among foundlings. The red line represents what we define as net expositions, that
is the number of abandoned infants minus the number of children who died within the first year. This
line provides a lower bound for the need for wetnurses: A significant proportion of these infants
indeed died within the first year, still they necessitated being breastfed during the very first months
of their life. Throughout the period, the discrepancy between the two lines remains at approximately
500, until the closure of the ruota. Following the closure, the gap between the lines narrows.
Therefore, the two lines can interpreted as lower-and upper-bound estimated. The yearly number of
wetnurses employed by the Florentine foundling home must have moved within this interval.

Figure 2: Number of foundlings admitted to the foundling home, 1635-1882.

8 See Freschi and Molteni (2025) for a closer inspection of the effect of the closures of the ruota on abandonment,
infant mortality, and children’s survival chances.
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Source: Yearly data for the number of foundlings admitted to the Foundling home: for the period 1631-1850 the data
come from Corsini (1976, p. 1039); for the period 1848-1882, the data come from Viazzo et al. (1997, p. 239). Yearly
data for net exposition: for the period 1814-1837, the data comes from Viazzo et al. (1997, pp. 240-242); for the period
1862-1882, the data comes from Viazzo et al. (1994a, p. 423).

Note: The grey line represents the number of abandoned foundlings admitted to the Ospedale degli Innocenti (“exposed”,
as a translation of esposti). The red line represents the number of admitted foundlings minus the number of foundlings
who died within the first year (net).

In Figure 3, we compare wetnurses’ wages in Florence and Madrid. To ensure comparability of
nominal wages we convert them into grams of silver. The two series feature similar patterns,
confirming strong similarities in the wage setting mechanism. Silver wages are stagnant until the end
of the 19" century and start increasing thereafter. The trend is very similar, but the series of Madrid
is higher in levels starting from the end of the 18 century.

Figure 3: Wetnurses’ wages in grams of silver in Florence and Madrid, 1700-1900.
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Source: Nominal wages for Madrid come from Sarastia (2021), for the Florentine series see main text and Appendix A.
The conversion rates of local currencies in grams of silver come from Allen (2001) for Spain and from Federico et al.
(2024) for Florence.

Note: Sarasta (2021) provides yearly data. In the Florentine series, markers correspond to the years in which we observe
wages.

Figure 4 shows the differences in living standards experienced by wetnurses living in the two
provinces by comparing real wages. Until the beginning of the 19™ century, the monthly real wages
in Madrid and Florence were similar, exhibiting a constant and slightly higher level in Florence. Both
stay well below subsistence, dropping below 0.4 of a subsistence basket at the end of the 18" century.
This temporary decline in real wages happened in correspondence of the French Revolutionary Wars
and the invasion of the Grand Duchy of Tuscany by the French troops. In the same years, Madrid
experienced an even more dramatic decline in real wages. The first drop in the grey line corresponds
to the agrarian crisis of 1803-1805 (Sarastia, 2021, p. 290). The second happened during the
Napoleonic invasion of the Iberic peninsula. Afterwards, real wages in Madrid embraced an
increasing trend, unlike those in Florence which remained stagnant. In Madrid, from 1820 to 1860
welfare ratios oscillates around subsistence (a welfare ratio of one) and in the last decades of the 19"
century are well above subsistence. Florentine wetnurses never earned a wage that allowed to reach
subsistence level and in the 19™ the welfare ratios stagnated around 0.6. The increase in wage was an
institutional response “to avoid being overwhelmed by children that nobody wanted to raise, in order
to attract wetnurses”. However, the foundling home was not able to meet the financial obligations
brought by the increased wages and this resulted in delayed payments and in the emergence of a
market for vouchers and promissory note (Sarastia, 2021, p. 293). All in all, even though they were
formally paid higher wages, in the 19" century wetnurses in Florence and Madrid continued to share
precarious contractual conditions.

Figure 4: Wetnurses’ real wages in Florence and Madrid, 1700-1900.
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Note: Sarasta (2021) provides yearly data. In the Florentine series, markers correspond to the years in which we observe
wages.

Following Sarastia (2021) and Sarasua et al. (2023), we construct two nominal wage series: one for
breastfeeding (commonly up to 12-15 months), one for weaning wages. This distinction is pivotal to
underline how different the labour of wetnursing is from agricultural work or any kind of work:
Wetnursing consists not only of breastfeeding, as babies require labour-intensive care in the first years
of life. These women were paid for a wide range of activities, encompassing both direct and indirect
care. Direct care activities included breastfeeding (which alone required at least four to five hours per
day), changing diapers (which today may be done up to ten times a day: in the past hygienic conditions
were indeed worse, and the absence of disposable diapers required substantial additional time for
washing and drying), washing and dressing the child, laundering and drying clothes, fetching and
heating water for hygiene, and putting the infant to sleep. Indirect care refers to the fact that infants
require continuous supervision even while sleeping or playing, meaning that care responsibilities
persisted even when wetnurses were engaged in other activities. The intensity of this care was further
increased when infants fell ill, a frequent occurrence in unhealthy environments characterised by high
infant mortality. In such cases, additional tasks were required, including administering remedies and
seeking medical assistance, with related expenses frequently recorded in the foundling home’s
accounts. Moreover, what makes it different from other occupations is also that “when women did
care for their own children, they were not confined to the house, and often did so alongside other
work tasks” (Whittle et al. 2025, 194): care work was closely intertwined with other activities that
women performed throughout the day (Caracausi and Viale 2025), including their own childcare, and
16



this makes the concept of indirect care particularly relevant. To put is as Shepard (2023b, p. 71),
wetnurses were “an army of women [...] who took on a wide range of roles”.

Comparing the two series makes it possible to obtain a rough estimate of the share of the wage
attributable to breastfeeding and the share related to infant care more broadly. Figure 5 displays the
two series (the breastfeeding wage in black and the weaning wage in grey), their difference — which
represents the portion of the wage solely attributable to breastfeeding (solid red line) — and this portion
expressed as a percentage of the total wage. Breastfeeding and weaning wages followed broadly
similar trajectories; however, the latter appears to move with a lag, which is reflected in the
fluctuations of the solid red line and increases in the final decade of our period of observation. While
the difference between the two wages is in itself noteworthy, even more informative is the evolution
over time of the cost of breastfeeding as a percentage of the total wage.

It is difficult to identify with certainty the factors driving the pronounced fluctuations in this
component, which fluctuates from around 14 to over 40 percent. Variations observed during the 18%
century and the first half of the 19"century may be linked to the temporary availability of milk
substitutes, followed by the discovery that these substitutes were detrimental to infant health. We
believe that, in later periods, fluctuations might be instead associated with institutional changes within
foundling homes and with a growing concern for child well-being. In this context, changes in the
foundling home’s bargaining power appear to play a key role: notably, the lowest value is recorded
immediately after the closure of the ruota, a period in which the demand for wetnurses sharply
declined. Subsequently, the share of breastfeeding increases again, which we interpret as reflecting a
renewed awareness of the importance of maternal breast milk—an awareness that develops in parallel
with the sentimentalisation of motherhood in the late nineteenth century (Shepard 2017).

Figure 5: Breastfeeding and weaning wages in Florence, 1700-1919.
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Figure 6: Consumer price index and the price of milk, 1700-1914.
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Figure 6 shows the evolution of the Consumer Price Index (CPI) alongside the estimated component
of wages paid exclusively for breastfeeding. Rather than interpreting breastmilk simply as a wage
component, its cost can be understood as a “contested commodity” (Radin 1996), a commodified
good intrinsically linked to human life exchanged in the market society. Over time, the remuneration
for wetnurses’ breastmilk displays a clear countercyclical pattern. While the CPI increases, the price
paid for breastfeeding tends to decrease, suggesting that this form of care work absorbs part of the

economic pressure generated by rising prices of other goods. This dynamic is consistent with broader
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estimates of economic growth when unpaid care work is incorporated into GDP measures: Contem-
porary OECD estimates (van de Ven et al. 2018) show that accounting for the economic value of care
significantly increases measured growth, particularly during periods of economic crisis. In this per-
spective, care provided through this “contested commodity” acts as a stabilizing mechanism, attenu-
ating the negative effects of economic downturns and general price increases. The graph thus high-
lights how care-related labour, even when partially commodified, plays a crucial buffering role within
the broader economic system.

The wage setting

To unravel the wage formation, we investigate the structure of the decision process. Since its origins,
the Ospedale had been a lay institution working closely with the Catholic Church and the city of
Florence. Since then, decisions had been taken by a government board. Originally, the board was
constituted by the spedalingo (rector) and by three or four operai (i.e. members of the Corporation)
(Bruscoli 1900, pp. 38-39). The Spedalingo was elected by the Arte della Seta and came from a
religious milieu. From 1759 onwards, he was nominated directly by the highest authority of the Grand
Duchy of Tuscany, the Grand Duke. For the first time in the history of the Innocenti, lay spedalinghi
(initially nobles and later professionals) made their inroads into the institution (Bruscoli 1900, p.
100). During the Napoleonic period (1807-1814), the board was substituted by a single committee
operating for all the city’s charity institutions (Bruscoli 1900, pp. 128-29). From 1888 to the end of
WWII, the new board was composed of four members and a director, who was nominated by the
Provincial Board upon the submission of applications by those who aspired to the position.

The wage formation process of the Florentine wetnurses poses several historiographical issues. First,
the process resembles very much that of wetnurses employed by other European foundling homes,
shedding light on institutional analogies across countries. Historical wetnurses, from Florence to
Rome, from Madrid to Seville, employed by foundling homes experienced a characteristic and
distinctive wage system. The wage was decided at the top of the hierarchy of foundling institutions
and did not account for productivity, experience, or tenure (thus, for traditional market forces).
Despite their essential role in the reproduction of the working population, bargaining power appears
to have played little role overall, as wages stagnated for centuries in both nominal and real terms. Yet
documentary evidence suggests that, at least in specific historical periods, wetnurses were not always
passive recipients of a fixed wage. Maglaque (2021) uncovers forms of bargaining among wetnurses
employed by the Florentine Ospedale in the post-Reformation period, operating along two distinct
lines. First, some mothers committed fraud in order to receive a wage for nursing their own child,
whom they had formally presented as abandoned. Second, women caring for infants or children with
disabilities negotiated higher pay in recognition of the increased intensity of care required.
Sometimes, wages were increased homogeneously when it was deemed necessary to attract new
wetnurses to tackle the high infant mortality, but not to improve wetnurses’ living conditions.

Viazzo, Bortolotto, and Zanotto (1994a,b, 1997) refer to the wetnurses’ crisis in the years 1858-63.
During those years, the Ospedale faced a shortage of wetnurses, with a consequent prolonged interval

between the admission and the placement with a wetnurse, resulting in overcrowding, recourse to
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artificial feeding, and a consequent rise in foundlings’ mortality. The crisis was solved by increasing
wetnurses’ wages (as it can be seen in Figures 3 and 5). Despite these disparate occurrences,
wetnurses’ wages did not generally respond to the labour demand represented by the number of
foundlings admitted to the Ospedale (Figure 2), which can be considered as a market force specific
to this context. If it was the case, their wage series would have followed a U-shaped trend, opposite
to that in admissions, and shocks like the closure of the foundling wheel would have had a discernible
effect on wages.

Second, it corroborates the hypothesis that wage systems “have sex”, featuring conditions that are
often discriminatory for women (Heikkinen 2003). Kaiser (2025) analyses the market imperfections
arising from the wage formation setting of servants in England from 1780-1834. It is an occupation
very different in content, but it features two similarities with the job of wetnurses: They both pertain
to the care economy and are intrinsically feminised jobs. The author finds a strong association
between employer’s characteristics and wages, with servants’ characteristics such as literacy or tenure
playing a limited role and a deterioration in servants’ bargaining power over time. The context is
characterised by a plurality of employers, but the foundling home can also be considered an employer,
“a large public service company” (Sarasua et al. 2023) which actively engaged with wetnurses’
recruitment. Both cases feature widespread feminised occupations pertaining to the care economy,
(gendered) cultural norms did play a central role in determining wages.

Conclusions

Care work lies at the centre of our economies, and it always has. Yet it remains largely unseen,
neglected, and uncounted, both today and in the past. This neglect disproportionately affects the
measurement of women’s contribution to family subsistence and to the wider economy, as care work
has overwhelmingly fallen on women. The issue concerns unpaid caregiving, but also forms of paid
work that have long been marginalised in economic measurement. With few exceptions, most
reconstructions to date have focused on England or Northern Europe, while we still know relatively
little about women’s work in Southern Europe. This paper contributes at filling this gap by analysing
the work performed by wetnurses employed by the Florentine foundling home, one of the major
institutions assisting abandoned infants in Catholic Europe, over the period 1700-1914.

Our first finding is that wetnurses’ wages were persistently low, rigid, and largely disconnected from
market forces. Both in nominal and real terms, wages remained stagnant over long periods and
consistently below subsistence. Despite their low level, wetnurses’ earnings represented a non-
negligible share of household income — on average close to 30 percent — suggesting that breastfeeding
constituted a crucial, if insufficient, component of family survival strategies among impoverished
households. This contribution declined over time, driven mainly by the rise in male agricultural wages
rather than by improvements in women’s remuneration, in line with evidence from other Southern
European contexts. Comparative evidence from Madrid confirms the broader pattern of stagnation
and precariousness, even where nominal and real wages increased, as higher pay was often offset by
delayed payments and insecure contracts.
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Second, wetnurses’ wages were not only lower than men’s wages, but also less volatile. By analysing
the wage-setting process, we argue that wetnurses’ pay did not respond to market forces. Instead,
wages were institutionally determined and set from above, reinforcing their persistent stagnation over
more than two centuries and resulting in an inelastic supply of labour.

Finally, by comparing breastfeeding and weaning wages, we provide a proxy for the remuneration of
breastfeeding relative to total pay. We find that this share fluctuated substantially, ranging from 14 to
40 percent of total wages, and we discuss several factors that may account for this variation.
Decomposing wetnursing wages reveals that the cost of breastfeeding itself behaved
countercyclically with respect to prices, pointing to care work — and breastmilk as a “contested
commodity” — as a buffer that absorbed economic shocks and mitigated the effects of crises within
the household and the broader economy.

The paper contributes to challenge conventional findings on the role of women in pre-industrial
economies by showing that women were involved in commercialised care work and so contributed
substantially to the family economy. This result further underscores the ahistorical nature of the male
breadwinner model, as male wages were often insufficient to support a household on their own and
impoverished families relied on multiple sources of income. By doing so, it complements the
burgeoning literature that analyses past economies through tasks rather than occupations, highlighting
the pervasiveness of pluriactivity in the past. Women in agricultural districts frequently resorted to
by-employments such as spinning, laundering, and, in many cases, taking in nursed children.

The study of pre-industrial wages is complex because many different factors must be taken into
account (Caracausi and Ongaro 2022; Ridolfi 2023). This paper contributes to the debate by
highlighting the gendered role of institutions in shaping wages. For men, higher wages were often
linked not only to the type of work performed but also to how workers were recruited and where
hiring took place. Men could access several recruitment channels, such as hiring squares, public
competitions, lists prepared by site managers, personal connections, or forced recruitment (Ridolfi
2023). For women, however, the situation was different. Hiring squares were not a viable option, and
women were largely excluded from these formal recruitment spaces. Another important difference
concerns the gendered role of public institutions as employers. While public institutions often paid
higher wages to men, this was not necessarily the case for women. This is particularly clear in the
case of wetnurses, for whom employment by public assistance did not guarantee better pay. On the
contrary, private wetnurses were often paid significantly more than those employed by public
institutions. This suggests that public employment did not offer the same wage advantages to women
as it did to men, reinforcing gendered inequalities in the wage structure. Overall, the findings show
that institutions and recruitment practices played a key role in shaping wage differences between men
and women.

Moreover, the findings of the paper shed light on pre-industrial living standards. Pre-industrial rural
Italy emerges as a low-wage economy in which male earnings were insufficient to guarantee
household subsistence. At the same time, wetnurses’ wages were low enough to severely limit
women’s agency, compelling them to accept poorly paid and labour-intensive forms of employment.
Consistent with the view that women worked whenever work was available, this pattern reflects the
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scarcity of alternative and more remunerative job opportunities for women. While England
experienced the boom of female spinners, pre-industrial Florence probably did not offer equally stable
and continuous employment options for women. In this context, wetnursing for foundling homes can
be seen as the local equivalent of a “cottage industry”: a form of home-based, labour-intensive work
that provided a regular — albeit poorly paid — source of income for impoverished women.

In answering the question posed in the title, the evidence suggests that this job was valued very little.
This is evident in the persistently low wages paid to wetnurses employed by public assistance, despite
the pivotal role their work played not only in social reproduction, namely the survival and rearing of
abandoned children. The high infant mortality rates among foundlings suggest that wetnurses
employed by public institutions received wages which were high enough to ensure the survival of at
least some of the children. The wages we document were very low, and this becomes particularly
evident when compared with those paid to private wetnurses. According to Maglaque (2025), infant
mortality in these contexts should be interpreted through the framework of reproductive unfreedom,
which conceptualises these deaths as “the collateral damage acceptable to a society that systematically
deprived women of the ability to raise their children in safe and sustainable ways.” This finding
resonates with the low wages paid to care workers today, a sector that continues to rely
disproportionately on the labour of the most vulnerable — women, migrants, and low-income workers.
Poor, precarious, and marginalised, care workers, both in the past and today, have often had little
bargaining power and have been compelled to accept low wages and exploitative working conditions.

This paper leaves several questions open. First, was nursing a child only a means to “fight poverty”?
Some studies have argued that breastfeeding foundlings was used as a contraceptive technique (Fildes
1998, 142) (Fildes 1998) or to prolong interbirth intervals (Marco-Garcia 2025), showing the
awareness that breastfeeding would delay pregnancy (Fields 1986; Sarti 2002). To answer this
question, future research should explore family-specific fertility patterns in the Italian case by
matching information on wetnurses with individual-level data from the Civil Register. Second, to
what extent was it a form of coerced labour or a driver for emancipation? If they had agency in
deciding to breastfeed or the choice was imposed is difficult to discern and future research should
reflect upon this. According to Sarti (2002, p. 165), these were decisions taken by the father, and this
was probably true especially in the early stages when transactions were managed by men. In a
fictionalised version of the events of a poor woman living in the countryside of Bologna at the end of
the 19™ century, based on a thorough research of original archival documents, Kertzer (2008) refers
to a case in which a woman was forced to work as a wetnurse by her mother-in-law. This example
emphasises instead the strict separation of the sexes, with care of children being the domain of
women. Such segregation and separation may have increased throughout the 19" century, alongside
the consolidation of the ideology of the male breadwinner. On the other hand, the example of
wetnurses at the Innocenti active in Renaissance Florence point at a very different degree of
awareness, with women living in the countryside abandoning their children and trying to take them
back as nurse-children in order to be paid as wetnurses. Some of these women also asked the
foundling home for higher wages (Maglaque 2021). Last, in the present work biological mothers
appear only marginally, yet they are central to the story. These were women whose illegitimate
children were taken from them because unwed mothers were considered unfit to raise their children
and, in Catholic Europe, a source of public scandal. Across Southern Europe, after giving birth,
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biological mothers were often forced to work as in-house wetnurses, caring for other infants within
the institution (Kertzer 1993; Maglaque 2025). They were at the start of the exploitative care chain,
while the paid wetnurses, who often neglected nurse-children because they had other work to do and
could not give up their wage or committed fraud in order to receive higher pay or to be paid even
after the death of the child, were at the very end.
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Appendix A: Sources

Years of coverage Source

1700 Serie Balie ¢ Bambini, s. 575

1701 Serie Balie e Bambini, s. 575

1721 Serie Balie ¢ Bambini, s. 583

1722 Serie Balie ¢ Bambini, s. 583

1723 Serie Balie e Bambini, s. 583

1724 Serie Balie ¢ Bambini, s. 583

1725 Serie Balie e Bambini, s. 583

1744 Serie Balie e Bambini, s. 590

1745 Serie Balie ¢ Bambini, s. 590

1746 Serie Balie ¢ Bambini, s. 590

1747 Serie Balie e Bambini, s. 590

1767 Serie Balie e Bambini, s. 601 & Riscontri del Baliatico, s.
2142

1768 Serie Balie e Bambini, s. 601 & Riscontri del Baliatico, s.
2142

1769 Serie Balie e Bambini, s. 601 & Riscontri del Baliatico, s.
2142

1779 “Istruzione per i sigg. parochi e avvertimenti per i bali
sopra le creature del Regio Spedale degl'Innocenti di
Firenze” in
Regolamenti interni, istituzioni assistenziali, s. 476

1787 Serie Balie e Bambini, s. 616

1800 Serie Balie e Bambini, s. 633

1804 Motu proprio di Maria Luisa del di 7 Dicembre 1805.
Legge del Regno di Etruria, Codice XIX, N. 200 in
Bruscoli (1900)

1805 Motu proprio di Maria Luisa del di 7 Dicembre 1805.
Legge del Regno di Etruria, Codice XIX, N. 200 in
Bruscoli (1900)

1824 Serie Balie ¢ Bambini, s. 677

1830 “Istruzioni per i signori parrochi e avvertimenti per i balj
sopra le creature dell'l e R. Spedale degl'Innocenti di
Firenze con aggiunte 1830” in Regolamenti generali
interni, s. 117

1848 “Ordini, e istruzioni per gli esposti del regio spedale di
Santa Maria degl'Innocenti di Firenze 1848 in
Regolamenti generali interni, s. 117

1864 “Ordini, e istruzioni per gli esposti del regio spedale di
Santa Maria degl’Innocenti di Firenze” in Regolamenti,
statuti di opere pie e documentazione diversa, s. 4162

1889 “Regolamento del R. Spedale degl'Innocenti di Firenze
approvato dal  Consiglio di ~ Amministrazione
nell'adunanza del 22 luglio 1889” in Regolamenti, s. 119

1893 “Ordini, e istruzioni per gli esposti del regio spedale di
Santa Maria degl'Innocenti di Firenze”, Firenze,
Tipografia Luigi Niccolai
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1897 “Ordini, e istruzioni per gli esposti del regio spedale di
Santa Maria degl'Innocenti di Firenze” in Statuti, s. 115

1905 Verbale del Consiglio di Amministrazione (Vol. 3), s. 148
1906 Verbale del Consiglio di Amministrazione (Vol. 3), s. 148
1907 Verbale del Consiglio di Amministrazione (Vol. 3), s. 148
1908 Verbale del Consiglio di Amministrazione (Vol. 3), s. 148
1909 Verbale del Consiglio di Amministrazione (Vol. 3), s. 148
1910 Verbale del Consiglio di Amministrazione (Vol. 3), s. 148
1911 Verbale del Consiglio di Amministrazione (Vol. 3), s. 148
1918 Giornali e riscontri del baliatico, s. 2321

1919 Deliberazioni del consiglio, s. 135
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