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SUMMARY

Greek gynecological and pediatric standards created ideal types. One was 
the woman fit to breastfeed, another the newborn fit to be breastfed. This 
study examines the consequences of these standards on human lives. Mothers 
and newborns who failed to measure up to the ideal were rejected, giving 
added impetus to wet nursing, infant exposure and infanticide. These were 
aspects of Mediterranean medicine, culture and religion long before Soranos 
of Ephesos wrote his gynecological treatise. However, his instructions for 
midwives made these ideals and standards explicit and authoritative. 
Carried through by midwives, they altered the lives of women and sometimes 
ended the lives of newborns. Together these standards contributed to a 
recursive dynamic of the displacement of infants from birth mothers, infant 
abandonment, and wet nursing that was favorable to class affirmation and to 
the maintenance of the slave system of early imperial Rome.  

Introduction
As Romans assimilated Greek medicine, they adopted gynecological 
and pediatric standards by which to determine who was fit to breast-
feed and to be breastfed. The consequences for women and infants 
were weighty but unequal. Diffused within Mediterranean culture, 
these standards and the ideal types they described altered the lives of 
women of all classes. Women most immediately affected, however, 
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lived within wealthy Roman households, where they were evaluated 
for their aptitude to breastfeed by midwives. Affirming their high sta-
tus and discouraged medically, many elite Roman mothers of the late 
Republic and early empire left breastfeeding to others. Wet nurses 
in their households, slaves or poorer free or freedwomen, their own 
infants sometimes displaced from the breast, lived under continuous 
supervision. Midwives also medically evaluated the fitness of new-
borns to be breastfed. For them, the consequences were absolute. 
Following assessment, newborns were permitted to live as members 
of the familia, or not. Of those rejected, some were exposed, some 
deprived of nourishment, and some killed outright. The more obvi-
ous the anomaly, the grimmer the outcome. Infants judged physical-
ly sound yet rejected for non-medical motives had a better chance 
at life. These developments had long antecedents, originating from 
within Mediterranean culture and religion and not medicine alone. 
However, Greek gynecology had contributed to the establishment of 
these practices and lent to them its professional decorum. Facilitating 
the separation of birth mothers from their infants, Greek gynecology 
was suited to the purposes of the slave and class systems of Rome1.  
This paper is an effort to explain how medical standards on breast-
feeding affected the lives of women and infants. Soranos of Ephesos 
(fl. early 2nd century CE) is the chief authority for this study, due 
to his preeminence in the fields of gynecology and pediatrics and 
lasting influence2. His gynecological manual was written for lit-
erate midwives. In it, his views are fully expounded. Commonly 
held within Mediterranean culture, their medical origins can be 
found in the Hippocratic Corpus. Soranos was an advocate of the 
so-called Methodist “school” of ancient medicine, concerned with 
states of laxity or stricture in the body. His commentary was in 
part preserved in Latin by Caelius Aurelianus (5th century CE), and 
in Greek by Aëtios of Amida (6th century CE). Despite theoretical 
differences, Soranos and Galen of Pergamon (fl. late 2nd century 
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CE) offered similar advice on breastfeeding, wet nurses and the 
neonate. Galen adhered to the Dogmatic or Rationalist “school”, 
which promoted humoral theory and experimentation. Oribasios 
(4th century CE) followed Galen’s lead and was in turn a direct 
source on gynecology for Paul of Aegina (7th century CE), whose 
eclectic seven-volume treatise brought together the once-distinct 
medical “schools”.

Section I: Women
Independent Wet Nurses
When the illness, incapacity, absence or death of the mother made 
breastfeeding unfeasible, there was no realistic alternative in antiq-
uity to reliance on a wet nurse (nutrix, τίτθη, τροφός) and obtaining 
one was an urgent concern3. Wet nurses worked in various settings. 
Some, free or freedwomen, worked independently. In the city of Rome 
itself, lactating women made themselves available publicly at the co-
lumna lactaria and its environs to feed hungry babies charitably or 
for hire4. Others worked privately in their own homes throughout the 
Mediterranean, typically nurturing the children of household slaves 
(vernae) or foundlings (orphans or expositi) picked up to become 
foster children (alumni) or slaves5. A papyrus from Alexandria dated 
to 5 BCE is a legal contract for a woman named Erotarion to be paid 
monthly in drachmas and oil to feed a slave baby named Primus, his 
master Marcus Sempronius stipulating that Erotarion was forbidden 
to have sex, become pregnant, or nurse another child6. The terms of 
wet nursing contracts in Roman Egypt were undertaken by women 
under severe economic duress7. To fulfill them, a woman might be 
obligated to give up her own infant8. These legal stipulations corre-
spond with medical strictures within Soranos’ manual, written more 
than a century after this contract was drawn up. Independent wet 
nurses are peripheral to this study, however, since physicians did not 
write for them.
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Household Wet Nurses
Medical writers in antiquity primarily served the upper classes9. 
Wet nurses central to this study lived within the households of 
wealthier Romans, and were typically taken on electively rather 
than because maternal lactation was unfeasible. While aristocrat-
ic and wealthy Roman mothers were not medically forbidden to 
breastfeed, they were hardly encouraged to do it. Wet nurses had 
become fashionable additions to the familia among elite Romans 
with the acquisition by the Republic of Hellenistic territories and 
the influx of Greek slave and free workers10. Not having to un-
dertake the labor of breastfeeding came to be a sign of high sta-
tus, and there may have been a decline in maternal nursing even 
among lower classes11. As in other aspects of Greek influence, this 
trend countered venerable Roman tradition and was met with re-
sistance12. Breastfeeding mothers (matres nutrices) were honored 
while living and memorialized in death13. “Grumpy conservatives” 
inveighed against the use of wet nurses when the mother was her-
self capable of breastfeeding14. In the Noctes Atticae, Aulus Gellius 
has the philosopher Favorinus ask: “You, too, think that nature has 
given women nipples as oversized beauty spots for adorning their 
bosoms rather than feeding their children?15” Traditionalists feared 
that a wet nurse might gain primacy within a child’s affections, 
debasing or corrupting it16. Despite their disapproval, the use of 
household wet nurses persisted17. Class affirmation overcame the 
dread of “class contamination18”.

Maternal Breastfeeding
Medical advice had a dampening (or rather “drying up”) effect on 
maternal breastfeeding. While both Soranos and Galen maintain that 
mother’s milk is best suited to an infant, Soranos undermines his 
own words19. Serving the interests of families possessing the luxury 
of choice, he warns that nursing is aging and deforms the breasts20. 
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He insists that no mother attempt it who fails to meet the standards 
of a good wet nurse21. He instructs mothers who choose not to nurse 
on how to bind their breasts22. While conceding that breastfeeding 
promotes the sympathy of a mother for her offspring, Soranos ar-
gues that an infant is more likely to thrive if borne by one woman 
and nursed by others23. Comparing a mother who breastfeeds to a 
field already depleted, he makes the case that acquiring wet nurses 
ensures against a mother’s incapacity to feed her child24. 
Medical theory combined with personal and class considerations to 
discourage maternal nursing among the elite. Sexual intercourse was 
proscribed for a lactating woman by physicians, believed to be detri-
mental to the nursling and any fetus she might conceive25. Weaning 
in Rome was a gradual process initiated at eighteen months and not 
completed until infants were two or three years old26. Resorting to 
wet nurses permitted a couple promptly to resume sexual relations 
rather than defer them for up to three years27. In antiquity it was 
understood that lactation inhibited conception28. This provided an 
argument by which the midwife, husband or relative might deter a 
mother from nursing. With infant mortality high and procreation a 
veritable mandate from the time of Augustus, Romans had strong 
incentives to reproduce29. Handing over the latest baby to wet nurses 
freed a couple quickly to attempt another pregnancy. 
So, despite the misgivings of moralists and physicians’ ostensible 
endorsement of maternal nursing, it became customary for a well-off 
Roman household to retain wet nurses, who together with a mid-
wife (obstetrix, μαῖα) enhanced the familia as markers of status and 
wealth30. While foundlings and the infants of slaves and poorer par-
ents might be sent to the homes of independent wet nurses, for their 
own progeny, wealthy Roman parents preferred a wet nurse to be 
a household retainer under their control and their midwife’s super-
vision. Accommodating them, Soranos wrote expressly for literate 
midwives, often vernae or alumnae returned to the household af-
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ter specialized training, whose knowledge touched on all aspects of 
medicine and who had access to works like his own31.  
From antiquity through the medieval period, household midwives 
oversaw the reproductive life of the upper classes. Referring to im-
ages dating to the Middle Byzantine Period which correspond to 
Soranos’ instructions for midwives during childbirth, Mati Meyer 
writes: “Besides the ante- and post-natal care, supervision, and as-
sistance in delivery, the difficult task of deciding if the newborn is 
worth rearing, and its care, she probably also provided some kind 
of psychological support for the mother during and after birth32”. In 
addition, guided by the written standards of physicians, professional 
midwives assisted parents in the selection of wet nurses33. 

The Ideal Wet Nurse
Medical writers from Soranos of Ephesos in the second century to 
Paul of Aegina in the seventh, theoretical differences notwithstand-
ing, generally agreed on the physical and other attributes of the ide-
al wet nurse, at once reduced to an animal function and raised to 
the level of exemplar. That a household wet nurse was a slave or 
freedwoman, or a freeborn woman of low status, goes far to explain 
the bodily description of the ideal, almost pornographic in its ob-
jectification, although the character description is a model of moral 
rectitude34.
A wet nurse is to be chosen who is neither old nor young, in good 
health, with a fresh complexion35. Optimally, she has given birth to 
her second or third child, is a few months postpartum and will con-
centrate her affections on the infant assigned to her36. Soranos dis-
misses the notion that it is better for her to have borne a male, but 
Oribasios and Paul consider this important37. Most agree that a stur-
dy woman is best, with symmetrical breasts neither too large nor too 
small and neither too dense nor spongey, with nipples of middling 
size and easy for a nursling to latch onto38. She must produce milk 
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high in quality and volume, but not in excess, since it might “spoil” 
(a passage in Soranos’ textbook recommends draining superfluity by 
means of other children or even animals (!) [δι’ ἄλλων παιδίων 
ἢ καὶ ἑτέρων ζῴων])39. In character and habits, she is to be self-
disciplined, chaste, abstemious, hard-working, good-tempered, nur-
turing and docile, clean and tidy-and preferably, Soranos opines, she 
is Greek40. 
Some wet nurses, like Sergia Cornelia Sabina and Claudia Cedne, 
were beloved, as attested in funerary inscriptions41. Some who were 
slaves were rewarded with manumission42. Yet affection and grati-
tude, where they existed, came at the cost of personal autonomy. 
Conscientious Roman parents expected their midwife to place radi-
cal strictures on a wet nurse’s life. The midwife would scrutinize the 
wet nurse’s breastmilk using simple testing methods and modify it 
through a nutritional regimen, ensuring that the nurse ate in moder-
ate amounts and maintained a fairly bland diet, since preserved foods 
or “drying”, “salty”, “sharp”, “pungent” or “bitter” foods might ruin 
her milk43. Wine might or might not be permitted to the nurse, since 
alcohol could provoke infantile convulsions or other deleterious ef-
fects44. The wet nurse might be made to limit herself to anointment 
rather than bathing, thought to make breastmilk watery and thin, 
and to leave her breasts unbound by the στρόφιον or mamillare, the 
Greco-Roman “brassiere”45. She would be encouraged to breastfeed 
with her body in a state of calm46. She would be required to labor by 
day and night, and criticized for failure to maintain cleanliness and 
order47. She would be expected to put forward a cheerful demeanor48. 
She was forbidden to have sex, which might spoil her milk and alien-
ate (ἀποψύχειν) her affections from the nursling49. While much of 
this advice seems practical, and aspects of it are echoed in recent lit-
erature on wet nurses and nannies, it is troubling upon examination50. 
Let me put aside what was demanded of a household wet nurse with 
respect to bodily health and suitability, probity of character and com-
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portment, devotion and indefatigability, personality-and linguistic 
fitness, since Greek wet nurses were sought after as the transmitters 
of that desired language to the scions of the Roman senatorial aris-
tocracy and well-off plebs-and treat only the qualifications of age 
and maternity51. 
Ideally, a wet nurse was no younger than twenty or twenty-five and 
no older than forty or forty-five. Under Roman law, girls could be 
married at twelve52. Medical consensus put the average age at men-
arche at fourteen, although anecdotal evidence would largely have 
been derived from the better-fed upper classes53. Pre-pubertal mar-
riage would not have been uncommon among the upper classes even 
when observed at the legal age54. As for the lower classes, despite 
possibly delayed menstruation, a young woman might easily have 
given birth to two or three children by age twenty, satisfying medical 
requirements for wet nursing55.
Were girls who became household wet nurses generally married? 
Wealthy parents preferred their own offspring to be nursed by free 
or freedwomen, who might marry56. Yet monogamous unions out-
side legal marriage did not impede respectable maternity in late 
Republican and early imperial Rome57. Slaves could not legally 
marry58. Vernae were fed by their mothers or by other slaves, or 
sent away to independent wet nurses like Erotarion59. Free, freed 
or enslaved, if a household wet nurse were married or had a contu-
bernalis, how did he fit in? Lactation, once established, persists as 
long as suckling stimulates it, so a woman need not become pregnant 
again to breastfeed. Soranos’ preference was for a wet nurse to be 
unattached60.
Tandem nursing was customary, if Rawson’s opinion is correct, but 
it did not conform to the medical ideal61. If Soranos’ standards were 
sedulously observed, a wet nurse’s own infant would be displaced, 
since ideally she had been lactating for no more than three months 
when selected and concentrated her affections on the infant in her 
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charge62. Her own newborn would be too young to wean. If tan-
dem nursing were forbidden, what would happen to that child? How 
did her status as free, freed or enslaved affect its disposal63? When 
vernae were sent away to be breastfed, were they returned to their 
mothers at the end of the contract, or sent on to slave dealers64? The 
power to break up the maternal/infant dyad maximized labor flexi-
bility and expressed and maintained dominance65. Employers barred 
tandem nursing by legal contract, contriving the sale or exposure of 
the infants of independent wet nurses; slave owners could farm out 
the newborns of slaves for later sale or use or order that they be ex-
posed66. When displaced infants were sold or were exposed and res-
cued, most often by persons who intended to enslave them, they too 
required wet nurses. The result was a recursive dynamic of wet nurs-
ing, infant displacement and enslavement, strengthened when wet 
nurses were required by a master’s order, or due to a medical ideal 
or legal stipulation, to feed only the infants assigned to them. Infant 
exposure compensated in part for a diminishing supply of slaves at 
the end of the Republic and in the early empire67. This dynamic was 
enabled by the expansion of wet nursing68. 
Neither first-time mothers (πρωτοτόκοι) nor the mothers of nu-
merous children met medical standards as wet nurses, and mid-
wives were advised to rule them out. A Methodist physician con-
cerned with states of physical stricture and laxity, Soranos feared 
that the breasts of new mothers might be too “dense” and their milk 
not yet at its peak, and that they were too immature for the under-
taking. While experienced, women who had borne many children 
were considered physically worn out, their “slack bodies” produc-
ing “thin” and “watery” milk past its prime69. All physicians agree 
that that a woman forty to forty-five years old should no longer 
nurse70. A woman in her forties was nearing or had reached meno-
pause71. What was the fate in Rome of a nutrix aged past use? Did 
she remain within the household as a lifelong retainer72? If a slave, 
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was she rewarded with freedom? Or was she sold on, like Cato the 
Elder’s aging slaves73? Was she given a plot of land, like Pliny the 
Younger’s former wet nurse74? Or left destitute? The outcome de-
pended on the time frame, her status, and the inclinations of the 
familia. Having survived the demographic perils of childhood and 
childbirth, a woman might live to a ripe old age. What occupational 
contingencies existed for a former wet nurse of advancing years? 
What if she had been and remained unattached to a spouse or con-
tubernalis? Had relinquished her own children? Strict observance 
by wet nurses of medical and/or legal stipulations shattered family 
structures75. How tight were the familial and social bonds that might 
support an aging woman who had given of her substance to others’ 
children within the confines of their household over the course of 
her adult life? 

Section II: Infants
Unfit to Nurse
Like women evaluated for their fitness to breastfeed, infants were 
evaluated for their fitness to be fed. Determining which infants were 
worth raising was an aim of Hippocratic gynecology76. Soranos’ 
phrase: τὸ [βρέφος] πρὸς ἀνατροφὴν ἐπιτήδειον, Temkin trans-
lates as: “the newborn that is worth rearing”77. I prefer here to em-
phasize the literal meaning of ἀνατροφὴν (through its root τροφή, 
“food”). As “rearing” is the upbuilding of an infant through nourish-
ment and care, I am rendering it: “the newborn fit for nurturing78”. 
Immediately after its birth, the midwife was to evaluate the newborn 
according to medical criteria. Its acceptance or rejection by the fam-
ily followed. If rejected, the newborn was exposed, starved or ac-
tively killed79. Laes, Mustakallio and Vuolanto counsel historians to 
avoid sensationalism in treating this topic, yet Laes adds: “Indeed, 
some aspects of ancient life were a nightmare, and this has to be 
taken into account in our narratives of Antiquity80”. In the ensuing 
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discussion much of the content is nightmarish, the result of thinking 
through the consequences of adhering to a medical ideal. 

Prodigia and the Medically “Unfit”
Not medicine alone but religion might determine an infant’s fate81. 
Unusual births and extraordinary phenomena were religious and state 
concerns in Rome82. Human prodigia (τέρατα) embodied a distur-
bance to the Pax deorum, the (unwanted) irruption of divinity into 
the terrestrial, and portended disaster83. Guilt was manifest in their 
existence and demanded ritual expiation84. Neighbors might report 
an anomalous birth to the haruspices, who conveyed their judgment 
to the Senate to act upon85. Allély has analyzed reports of prodigia 
by Livy and Julius Obsequens, and has identified five categories: 
hermaphrodites (and pseudo-hermaphrodites), deformed infants, 
precocious infants, monsters’ with missing, extra or malformed ap-
pendages or features, and multiple births (triplets and above, as well 
as conjoined twins)86. Infants unusual in size may be added as a sixth 
category87. Prodigia of the late Republic are reported as having been 
exiled or killed.
There is an imperfect intersection between the religious classification 
of prodigia and newborns deemed medically unfit. Not all prodigia 
were determined so at birth. Multiple births beyond twins, if the in-
fants were healthy, would have been regarded as prodigia but not 
“unfit”, unless conjoined88. Precocious infants were not “unfit” who 
spoke remarkably early89. Some attitudes changed. Hermaphrodites, 
for example, were regarded with especial horror as prodigia in 
Republican Rome90, becoming objects of prurient fascination in the 
early empire91. Medically, they would have been “unfit” only if both 
sets of genitalia were detected at birth92. Newborns unusually large 
or small might be regarded as both prodigious and “unfit”. It is in 
the degree of difference that the play between religious and medical 
classifications is greatest. While infants with major anomalies would 
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have been judged both prodigious and “unfit”, infants with lesser 
ones might escape either or both classifications93. Medical “unfit-
ness” was a rather private matter centered on the family and its con-
nections; in extreme instances, however, it became a public concern 
as medical, familial, religious and state anxieties converged94.

The Ideal Newborn
In a section entitled “How to Recognize [the Newborn] Fit 
for Nurturing” (Πῶς γνωρίζεται τὸ πρὸς ἀνατροφὴν ἐστιν 
ἐπιτήδειον), Soranos writes that immediately after its birth, the 
midwife is to take up the newborn and place it upon the earth95. 
Next, she is to indicate its sex “as is the custom for women” (καθὼς 
γυναιξὶν ἔθος). Then she is instructed conscientiously to consider 
(κατανοείτω) whether it deserves feeding, or not. These are the cri-
teria: A newborn worth nurturing will have a mother who had been 
healthy throughout pregnancy. It will have been born after a mini-
mum of seven months’ gestation. It will cry, and vigorously. It will 
have all its parts. Its orifices, from the ears to the anus, will be free 
of obstruction96. Its bodily functions will be in order. Its joints and 
extremities will be suitable in form, and the infant will be ordinary 
in shape and size. It will react to painful stimuli97. These criteria are 
repeated by Caelius Aurelianus (5th century)98.
The midwife’s evaluation was critical99. If the newborn were deemed 
worthy to be nurtured, she would lift it from the ground100. Then its 
body would be fitted out for life through a series of complex prep-
arations. The umbilical cord would be cut or squeezed or ligated, 
or a combination of these things. It would be rubbed down with a 
mixture containing salt, thought to “toughen” the tender newborn 
skin101. It would be bathed and handed over to its mother; this was a 
symbolically charged moment depicted on sarcophagi102. Swaddling 
would follow. Soranos is precise about his method for this, separat-
ing the limbs to prevent ulceration103. The newborn would be placed 
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on a bed of the correct contour and firmness, and covered104. It would 
then be left without food, to overcome the rigors of delivery and to 
digest residual nutriment from its life in the womb. If the newborn 
was ravenous, it would be fed honey-water, or goat’s milk and hon-
ey, before being given to a wet nurse or to its insistent mother to be 
breastfed, two to four days after birth105.

Rejection 
A condition contrary to the above indicated that a newborn was un-
fit to nurse106. If the judgment of the midwife went the other way, a 
close reading of Soranos indicates that these offices would not be 
performed for it: “Childrearing is a broad and complex subject. For 
in itself it entails the study of which infants are fit to be nurtured, 
and how the severing of the navel cord, and the swaddling and the 
rubbing of the infant which is to be nurtured ought to be done...107” 
Preparing a child for life was laborious and exacting. Soranos’ text 
implies that cutting the navel cord, rubbing, bathing, swaddling, 
bedding down and other duties pertain to a newborn who has passed 
inspection. Medical advice prohibiting breastfeeding newborns for 
several days, delaying maternal/infant bonding, may have eased par-
ents’ resolve to withhold sustenance indefinitely108.
Once a negative appraisal had been given, who made the decision 
to reject the newborn? Until recently, the received opinion was that 
fathers did, since full paternal powers persisted into the Principate109. 
Yet the authenticity of the ius vitae necisque has been challenged in 
recent scholarship110. Evans Grubbs thinks that the father’s role in 
this decision has been overemphasized, since in the circumstances 
of illegitimacy, divorce, or his absence or death, the mother was left 
to decide; further, that a negative judgment was more likely when 
no father was present to support the child111. Unusual circumstances 
precluded parental involvement. If the father were absent and the 
mother incapacitated or dead, female attendants to the birth or a rela-
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tive would be left to intervene112. In any case, the midwife made 
the critical initial evaluation and participated in the decision and its 
aftermath113. 
This must be executed swiftly; rejection had to occur before the ritu-
al acceptance of the neonate by the family114. On the eighth day after 
birth if the baby were female, or the ninth if male, its incorporation 
within the Roman familia was celebrated at ceremonies of purifica-
tion and naming on the dies lustricus115. Greek territories had simi-
lar rites, the Amphidromia and dekate, at which the midwife was a 
central participant116. Rarely was a child exposed or killed having 
been named117. It is no longer assumed that newborns with apparent 
medical problems were necessarily rejected118. Dasen and Laes point 
out that some individuals with impairments or deformities were 
accepted and raised to maturity by their families, through parental 
choice or because certain disabilities, like deafness, are not easily 
detected in newborns, and were not detected within the crucial first 
week of life119.  
Evident physical problems or differences that might motivate rejec-
tion include severe illness (e.g. meningitis), prematurity, paralysis, 
nanism (“dwarfism”), cleft palate, clubfoot, limb deformity, cervi-
cal rib, hydrocephaly and spina bifida120. People sought explanations 
and assigned blame. It was understood that heredity could cause 
problems, as with congenital blindness121. Paralysis might be attrib-
uted to cold humors or to a cramped womb; deformities to images 
taken in by the mother visually or in her imagination, particularly 
if she had had sex while drunk; hydrocephaly or clubfoot blamed 
on the midwife’s inept delivery or the nurse’s poor swaddling122. In 
Rome as elsewhere in the Mediterranean, when an infant died, ritu-
al pollution was believed to arise from the unnatural union of birth 
and death, and more so in the presence of anomaly123. Parents might 
“soften” their rejection of a newborn through evading the certain 
knowledge of its death. Den Boer makes the point that to “let die” is 
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less troubling to the mind than to kill; hence, there are stories of par-
ents setting newborns afloat in wooden caskets; a similar mentality 
might accompany exposure and lethal neglect124. The more extreme 
the anomaly, the more likely that a newborn would be seen as not 
merely “unfit” but prodigious, and killed outright125.

Expositio
Infant exposure (expositio, ἔκθεσις), the denial of nourishment, and 
active infanticide were not uncommon in antiquity, although their 
frequency cannot be known126. As Evans Grubbs has reflected, the 
“thought processes and emotions” of parents who made these grim 
decisions are irrecoverable127. These practices occurred in conditions 
of poverty and food scarcity for most people. All were subject to medi-
cal limitations, with uncertain and unsafe contraceptive methods and 
few medical or surgical options for treating infantile diseases and con-
genital disorders128. Notions of honor, shame and ritual impurity and 
a scale of human worth affected outcomes. So did time and place129.
The exposure of infants has been examined with greater nuance 
since the publication in 1988 of Boswell’s magisterial The Kindness 
of Strangers. Boswell argued that exposure was unlikely to result 
in the death of an infant (although he probably underestimated the 
risk), and that parents expected that their infant had a good chance 
of being picked up and nurtured130. As mentioned, most surviving 
expositi ended up in slavery, sometimes sex slavery131. Economic 
considerations are central to Boswell’s argument: “The death of ex-
positi does not appear to have been common at any time under the 
empire, and particularly as other sources of slaves dried up it seems 
unlikely that laborers of any sort would remain unclaimed132”. Yet 
the frequency with which expositi perished cannot be known, and 
not all expositi would have been considered potentially capable of 
labor. Infants with perceived defects or illnesses were more likely 
than others to be exposed133. 



Margaret Trenchard-Smith

906

Expositio was practiced at all social levels. Poverty, illegitimacy, 
gender, birth order, divorce, the death of the father, and estate con-
cerns were all predisposing factors134. I would add compulsion to the 
list, as in an employer’s or owner’s demand that a wet nurse expose 
her own infant135. Once picked up, expositi would need immediate 
sustenance and slaves were assigned or wet nurses hired to feed 
them136. Parents who hoped one day to reunite with a child left it with 
tokens by which to convey its identity; slaves might keep track of an 
infant put out of the household137. Until the 4th century CE, Roman 
law permitted birth parents to repossess their children at any time, 
and parents had the right to restore to their original status children 
born free but subsequently enslaved138. It would seem that the pos-
sibility of patresfamilias reasserting their rights over children would 
discourage slave owners or foster parents from nurturing infants 
who might be reclaimed, but alimenta disputes suggest otherwise139.
Circumstances and outcomes, like motives for exposure, varied140. 
How neonates were exposed was crucial to their survival141. The 
place of abandonment mattered. Proximity to a population increased 
the chance of rescue. Rubbish mounds were well-frequented if filthy, 
and the appearance of copronyms in Egypt suggests the survival of 
infants picked up from the dung heap (ἀναίρετοι ἀπὸ κοπρίας)142. 
Does it seem likely that the unwanted yet “fit” progeny of the aris-
tocracies of status and wealth would be left in such places? Romans 
were, if nothing else, hierarchical. I surmise that exposure had its 
own ranks of perceived worth, in which more valued newborns were 
put out at propitious locations-temples and marketplaces, or hippo-
dromes, rather than dunghills, with observers lurking to note who 
took them away143. Conversely, unfortunate or unvalued newborns, 
including the “unfit”, were abandoned at insalubrious spots, or where 
they might not be found or were irretrievable144. The manner in 
which expositi were presented mattered. Tokens (“... a ring, ribbon, 
painting, article of clothing, or simply the material in which a baby 
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was wrapped”) left with an expositus might signify parental concern, 
convey status (fine tokens, high status and/or wealth; modest tokens, 
or none, low status and/or poverty), preserve the infant’s familial no-
men and make reunion possible or, equally, prevent an imposter later 
from making a false claim145. Medical sources suggest that a “fit” 
infant exposed for non-medical reasons would exhibit other signs 
of care; it would be bathed and swaddled and supported and cov-
ered146. A child abandoned naked was probably marked for death147. 
(Pseudo) Quintilian writes: “So it is rare that expositi survive...You 
put before our eyes [the image of] a neglected child, whose dying at 
home was convenient, and his naked body beneath the sky, among 
wild beasts and birds148”. If medical instructions were taken liter-
ally, a neonate exposed as medically “unfit”, not having been bathed, 
swaddled, supported or covered, would be distinguished from others 
by its nakedness and squalor149. Illness, prematurity, disability or de-
formity would further set it apart, minimizing its chance of rescue by 
the exploitative or the compassionate150. It might be put out having 
already succumbed to lethal neglect151. Den Boer argues the reluc-
tance in ancient Greece and Rome to inhume the bodies of physi-
cally imperfect infants, in fear of their being reborn with the same 
defect152. Perhaps this helps to explain, apart from convenience and 
secrecy, why so many unwanted or “unfit” infants in antiquity were 
disposed of in watery places-rivers, wells and sewers153.  

Conclusion
The promotion of ideal human types is not without real effects. 
Soranos of Ephesos is the chief informant for this study of Greek gy-
necology and its breastfeeding ideals and prohibitions. His authori-
tative advice emerged from previous medical writings and the pre-
vailing Mediterranean culture. Soranos wrote his treatise for the use 
of midwives, and in Roman households they reified its standards and 
prohibitions. Roman mothers deemed less than ideal were discour-
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aged or freed from breastfeeding and missed out on its contraceptive 
and health benefits. Wet nurses who met the ideal ceded autonomy 
over the most fundamental aspects of life. Constraints imposed on 
wet nurses through medicine and the law fragmented their famil-
ial structures and expressed the dominance of employers and slave 
owners. Medical standards for newborns lent professional dignity 
to the crude eugenics of antiquity, at a time when there was little 
to be done for infants born prematurely or with serious illnesses or 
defects. These standards and ideals for women and infants had the 
combined effect of separating birth mothers from newborns, contrib-
uting to displacement at all social levels, to infant sale or exposure, 
and to the expansion of wet nursing, and through these processes 
increased the slave population. More by accident than by design, 
this recursive dynamic reinforced the systems of dominance of early 
imperial Rome.  
A reader of an early version of this paper advised me to limit my 
“hand-wringing” to either its opening or conclusion. This was ex-
cellent advice. Now the hand-wringing begins. Admittedly, we can-
not know how many Roman parents opted to employ wet nurses for 
newborns, or lethally neglected or otherwise rejected them, influ-
enced directly or indirectly by medical advice. Neither can we know 
of a certainty the emotional context or content of such decisions. Yet 
these need not be wholly opaque to us. For Romans, neonatal loss-
es and insuperable infantile morbidities and defects were common. 
Even now, they take a significant toll. Recently Maureen Carroll, 
a leading authority on infancy and early childhood in Greek and 
Roman antiquity, since she had neither had children of her own nor 
had seen a premature infant, visited a neonatal care unit in Yorkshire. 
There she was “shocked at how viscerally distressing” it was to see 
“such tiny bodies and so much vulnerability” for which “no amount 
of cultural conditioning or cool academic reasoning” had prepared 
her154. My own case is unusual in that I had already been a mother for 
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years before becoming a scholar. For nearly five continuous years I 
was either pregnant or breastfeeding. Of four pregnancies, my first 
had ended in stillbirth, my fourth in miscarriage; my younger surviv-
ing son had been significantly premature at birth. When Carroll asks 
whether human beings are “hard-wired” to respond to the vulner-
ability of newborns, experience leads me to think that most are155. 
Again, in antiquity losses were frequent and many inevitable. For 
Roman parents who chose to reject an infant, emotional forces gen-
erated by pregnancy, childbirth and the very sight of the newborn 
had to be overcome by real or perceived necessity and/or by cul-
tural imperatives. Human variation being what it is, some parents 
would have taken such decisions more stoically or lightly than oth-
ers, but I think that for most parents they would have entailed dis-
tress. Midwives evaluating fitness to nurse on the basis of medical 
standards, by participating in these decisions and their aftermath, 
relieved parents of a measure of responsibility and emotional pain. 
The human consequences to Romans as individuals of breastfeeding 
ideals and prohibitions in ancient Greek medicine are irreducibly 
ambiguous and complex.
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56, p. 215; Bradley KR, ref. 3, pp. 211-212; Fildes VA, ref. 2, p. 5; Dixon S, 
ref. 29, p. 128; Brooten BJ, ref. 8, p. 122. Consider the attitude of an emplo-
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Andreau J, Descat R, ref. 1, p. 92. Finally, less prosperous owners might view 
a slave infant as an unwanted mouth to feed: Bradley KR, ref. 7, p. 325 and 
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121. Laes C, ref. 3, pp. 127-129.
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in His Name: Rome’s Busy Baby Box. In: Wood D (ed.), The Church and 
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