
How much agency did medieval women have?



The term agency is a description given to the ability to act and its manifestation of its capacity and its terms of intentionality given the sense of individual empowerment.  When discussed within the realms of Women and their rights of freedom and decision making this will reflect their capacity to pursue goals taking purposeful action without the threat of violence and retribution.  The expressions of these can be seen by decision making, leadership and collective action.   Historically women have exuded little control over their own lives in comparison to the male sex and although this level has seen to improve through time, the vibrations of such times are still apparent in some cultural representation. In this piece I will examine women’s roles in the medieval period across the societal classes to discover the expectations of the woman, how they were revered, the level of freedom they had access to in that period and show that although they had little social standing and individuality, they understood their societal limitations but were forging themselves through education and expanded the realms of the societal confines they lived in so that they  may become available to express themselves and live a life that had less governing by the male agenda.
The Medieval period consists of three traditional divisions of western history being antiquity, medieval and modern and so then divided and classified into 3 periods, that of early high and late Middle Ages.  Within these time periods lay the social structures of 3 classes, the upper class being those of royalty, clergy or nobility, the middle class which were professionals, merchants or soldiers, and the lower class which were peasants or serfs.  Medieval England was a multilingual nation which consisted of Latin, English and French with influences of Celtic, Scandinavian and Germanic, Latin being taught as the primary language used in government and formal education, being favoured within the practices and education system of the church.   Women of lower standing would receive a level of education expected only to focus on a basic level of literacy, while middle class woman would have their education expanded further to incorporate a trade designated socially by her family connections and social status.  Meanwhile women of the upper class would increase their education from social learning which would  include deportment, manners, and proper social relations as well as skills in music, riding, hunting, archery, and tapestry work(Hall, 2021).
[bookmark: _Hlk151922441]Women writers in the medieval period would conceptualize fellow woman of that time to be an asexual entity and not predisposed to the stereotypical version of femininity previously constructed by the male dichotomous society and favoured the ideal that gender in the eleventh and twelfth century was used as a means to organize principle of society (Wiethaus, 1991). Levels of agency available to woman in the Medieval period would be dependent on the societal status each individual would have and the country with which they resided, as a commoner would demand less than that of a lady of high class.   Medieval women through common law were reflected on by society as a object to be owned and property, similar to a horse, field, barn or anything other than her own self and with no rights to her own body.
The Medieval period in its peak was governed largely by the religious ruling of the Church which considered woman to represent Eve who led Adam to sin in the story of Adam and Eve, aiding the notion that women were to serve men and be the bearers of their children.  Therefore, women were expected to marry well and contribute to society and were looked upon as chattels. Women who found themselves in the upper classes would be enthralled to a man of her parents choosing as soon as puberty had commenced, while the groom would typically be set in his early twenties.  Arranged marriages were commonplace and were designed to be solely based on the family’s monetary gain which would pass to the future airs of the family estate.  Dowrys from the woman’s father would be presented to her betrothed family, while the promise of a dower was given back to the wife at the event of her husband’s death(Marriage, no date).  Upper class arrangements were better documented at these times due to their social status, such as the arranged marriage of Henry Stanhope and Jane Rochford showing her dowry to the agreed amount of £20 per year  and the promise of the right to Haughton estate as pledged from her father, in return upon the death of her husband she retained the right to the estate o be then passed onto her children(Marriage Arrangements - The University of Nottingham, no date). Regardless of the social status each woman withheld in the Medieval period, they were still governed by patriarchy and subjected to male control, firstly by their father figure, followed then by her husband who’s control remained until the end of her life.  To more extent this applied to that of peasant women who were subject to numerous restrictions imposed by their feudal lords regarding their behaviour.  Such examples are that a woman must ask her lords permission to marry and that the lord has the rights to bed her firstly on her wedding night.  If in such cases that a women would become pregnant out of wedlock her lord is entitled to compensation(‘Medieval Women Facts, Worksheets, Conditions, Figures & Peasants’, 2020). Unlike Middle class women of this period who would reside mainly in towns acquiring a trade that was of her husband’s domain peasant women would reside in the villages working the land to the equivalent level of labour as men independently cultivating produce needed for their own needs yet suffered disadvantages due to having less property and experiencing professional exclusions and lower earnings.

 In cases of women who did not wish to marry and risk the safety of their body through a man or risk death while in childbirth, which carried a significant high mortality rate, they may choose to deny such an arrangement if they took holy orders.  If where vows were taken before marriage, and they had been forced to marry this would be grounds for an automatic divorce.   Women from noble or aristocratic classes would have previously been given opportunities for education and be in a position of existing influence through marriage as they would inherit estates legally.  Opportunities to expand upon an existing level of education were obtainable if one wished to take holy order, so to commit to a life of study and service in the name of God.  This led many women taking to the church expanding on their literacy contribution and bettering their social status rather than the traditional route of marriage and became popular within the peasant class.  Hildegard of Bingen came from an upper-class German family who became enrolled as a novice in the convent of Disibodenberg at the age of 7 and when later enrolled in the convent would embark on learning her skills and obtaining her reputation of being a Christian mystic and becoming a Benedictine abbess with an astute love for philosophy, musical composition, herbology, medicine, biology and theology.  She refused to be defined by the patriarchal hierarchy of the Church and pushed the established boundaries for women in her teachings. More revered for her writings on the concept of Sapientia on immanent feminine divine wisdom drawing attention to the nurtures of the human soul(Mark,2023 )
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[bookmark: _Hlk151925606]Womens capacity for agency is in fact produced by a feature of the patriarchal structure itself and so there are not recordings of women overturning the patriar-chal regime at this time but instead are cases of those who negotiated the system by strategically positioning themselves to benefit their interests(Howell, 2019)   in ways that benefitted them, all suggesting that agency was achieved by circumventing rather than confronting or altering conventional norms (Howell, 2019) 
The church itself while upholding and encouraging the understanding the prenotion that women were of less value than men, made some important concessions in recognizing the value of women’s contribution to society, literature and deemed them as valuable and not only an object of a man’s possession.  In the 12th century Denmark the church ruled for women to be acknowledged that in the case of rape, that it be a crime against the woman only and not against her father as previously ruled (Mark, 2023).
Therefore, we are made aware that women of this period were of little consequence to themselves as individuals but were more looked upon as an object to be utilized and gained in political and societal circles.  The level of agency available to a woman originally depended on the social status she was born into.  The patriarchal structure present at that time was designed to increase wealth and power under the guidance of one’s family, so in doing so the financial comfort of the woman would be assured.  However, for woman of the lower class, her aligencies lie with her governing lord and her father and would be less profitable and fortuitous.    For woman of both classes, the option of taking holy order to escape marriage and envelope oneself into personal development became popular as the church was a safe haven for all as it united them in faith.  This would lead to an expansion of the mind and created an avenue for women to voice their opinions through their writings and teachings, later forging a different type of woman to be seen as mantel for other women paving the path for free thinking.  The Middle Ages although spanning through a vast period and been driven by a male driven society began to provide women with a moderate level of agency and through education available and women began to show signs of independence, free thinking and discovered abilities to utilize in their own societal structure.  
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