How Much Agency Did Women Have?

The period known as the Middle Ages, which began in the 5th century and lasted until the late 15th century, was a time when significant societal, political, and cultural shifts occurred. The investigation into the roles that women play and the agency that they possess is one of the most fascinating aspects of this era. In the context of this historical account, agency refers to the capacity of women to act autonomously, to make their own free decisions, and to exert an influence on the happenings of society, despite the fact that they do so while existing within a framework of significant societal constraints. Not only is it important to understand the contributions and experiences of medieval women, but it is also important to challenge the often oversimplified and one-dimensional portrayal of women throughout history as entirely passive and subjugated figures. This can be accomplished by examining the agency of medieval women. Within the context of the medieval era, the purpose of this essay is to investigate the complex and nuanced nature of the agency that was held by women during that time. It will emphasise their roles, accomplishments, and the formidable obstacles they had to overcome while operating in a society that was predominately patriarchal. This investigation is essential for gaining a complete comprehension not only of the time period known as the Middle Ages but also of the development of women's roles throughout the course of history. 

During the medieval period, patriarchal norms, religious doctrines, and the feudal social structure all had a significant impact on the social status of women as well as the roles that they were expected to play in society. In most cultures, men were seen as superior to women, and women's roles were primarily relegated to the home, where they were expected to fulfil the responsibilities of wives, mothers, and carers. This perception was not only accepted as the standard in society, but it was also frequently written into law. For instance, in many regions of Europe, women were subject to the legal authority of their fathers or husbands. This meant that their rights to own or inherit property were severely restricted. The feudal system did not leave much individual choice for women in the later medieval period. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Folbre, Nancy. (2009) ‘Greed, Lust and Gender: A History of Economic Ideas’] 


The views that society held of women were significantly influenced by the church during that time period. The prevalent belief was that women were morally weaker than men and required guidance and protection from men because men better understood the religious texts and how they should be interpreted.[footnoteRef:2] This belief was reflected in a variety of aspects of day-to-day life, including restrictions on participation in certain professions or public roles, as well as limitations on educational opportunities and access. Christianity held patriarchal religious doctrines that encouraged high birth rates and sanctions that most likely led to a demographic expansion. [footnoteRef:3] [2:  Ashley N. Just. (2014) ‘The Catholic Church: Shaping the Roles of Medieval Women’

]  [3:  Folbre, Nancy. (2009) ‘Greed, Lust and Gender: A History of Economic Ideas’] 


However, the social status of women was not consistent across the medieval era due to a variety of factors, including class, location, and the era in which they lived. When compared to peasant women, for example, noblewomen typically possessed a greater number of rights and were able to exert a greater amount of influence. In some areas, such as parts of Italy and France, women were permitted to engage in commercial activities and artisanal crafts; however, these activities were governed by a framework of restrictions. Some scholars would argue that women were equally as oppressed everywhere in society.[footnoteRef:4] In addition, the medieval period was not a consistent time period; it extended over the course of several centuries, a time period in which there were shifts in political structures, cultural norms, and economic practises. These shifts sometimes brought about modifications to the roles that women played and how they were perceived. For instance, many women managed estates in the absence of their husbands while they were away fighting in the Crusades.[footnoteRef:5] This gave them unprecedented levels of responsibility and autonomy. [4:  Bennett, Judith M. (1987) Women in the Medieval English Countryside: Gender and Household in Brigstock Before the Plague.]  [5:  Santosuosso, Antonio (2004). ‘Barbarians, Marauders, and Infidels.’] 


Despite the limitations imposed by society, there are notable examples and figures of women who have exercised significant agency and had an impact on the society in which they live. Eleanor of Aquitaine is one of these figures; she is a remarkable example of female agency in a society that is dominated by men. Eleanor was not only a queen consort of France and England, but she was also a capable political figure in her own right. Eleanor was known for her shrewd political manoeuvring. A woman who exerts significant agency is exemplified by her influence in court affairs, her role in the Second Crusade, and her patronage of the arts and literature, among other things. The events of Eleanor's life demonstrate that women in powerful positions are capable of navigating and, at times, shaping political landscapes.[footnoteRef:6] Hildegard of Bingen, a German Benedictine abbess who is famous for her contributions to the fields of theology, music, and medicine, is another outstanding example of a historical figure.[footnoteRef:7] Hildegard was a prolific author who not only composed music but also wrote about medicinal practises, natural history, and several theological texts. The agency of women in the religious and intellectual spheres of medieval society is highlighted by her role as a spiritual leader and intellectual authority within an ecclesiastical hierarchy dominated by men. It is further evidence of Hildegard's influence and the respect she commanded that she corresponded with popes and monarchs during her lifetime. [6:  BBC History. (2014) ‘Eleanor of Aquitaine (c. 1122 – 1204)’]  [7:  Gies, Frances; Gies, Joseph (1978). ‘Women in the Middle Ages.’] 


Aside from these well-known figures, there are many other examples of women having influential roles in history. For example, the Beguines were a group of religious women in the Low Countries who lived in semi-monastic communities but did not take permanent vows.[footnoteRef:8] They were known for their devotion to God but did not take monastic vows. They were able to engage in charitable work and live a religious life outside of the confines of traditional monastic orders as a result of the degree of autonomy that this afforded them, which was unusual for the time period. [8:  Simons, Walter (2001). ‘Cities of Ladies: Beguine Communities in the Medieval Low Countries, 1200–1565.’] 


Women left their mark not only in the world of art and literature but also in other fields. Lyrical poetry was composed and performed by the Trobairitz, who were female troubadours who lived in the south of France during the 12th and 13th centuries. Their work, which frequently centers on courtly love, gives an insight into their perspectives and the agency they exercise in expressing themselves in a public arena, albeit one that is artistic.[footnoteRef:9] In addition, women living in towns during the Middle Ages occasionally had opportunities to exercise economic agency. In some communities, widows were given the opportunity to carry on the business once owned by their late husbands, which provided them with a measure of economic and social autonomy. However, this economic role was typically constrained by the guilds and the local regulations. There were opportunities for women in towns to go into apprenticeships for trades work, however there was too little evidence to propose that the apprenticeship schemes were either normal or popular mode of entry due to protective measures taken to restrict them in London franchises in 1408.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Schulman, Jana K. (2002). ‘The Rise of the Medieval World 500–1300.’]  [10:  P.J.P. Goldberg (1992). ‘Women in medieval society’.] 


The societal norms, religious doctrines, and legal restrictions of the Middle Ages placed a significant constraint on the agency of medieval women. Daughters, wives, and mothers were the primary roles that were assigned to women in relation to their male counterparts. Their independence was especially constrained in areas such as marriage, in which they frequently had very little say in the selection of a spouse, and in legal rights, in which they were largely considered to be dependent on their male relatives. In many instances, the gender roles that were prevalent in society at the time were reflected and reinforced by the legal system. Women were not allowed to independently own property, sign contracts, or represent themselves in court without the presence of a male guardian in many parts of the world.[footnoteRef:11] Not only did these legal restrictions limit their ability to participate in public and economic life, but they also helped perpetuate the cultural notion that women are helpless and helpless without the direction of men. [11:  University of Nottingham. Manuscripts and Special Collections. Property Ownership.] 


A significant amount of work was done by religious establishments and doctrines in the process of defining and maintaining the position of women in society. The teachings of the church frequently emphasised the concept of female subservience, in addition to moral weakness. Women who wanted to step beyond these prescribed roles could face significant barriers, such as social ostracism, condemnation from the church, or, in extreme cases, accusations of heresy or witchcraft.[footnoteRef:12] These were just some of the potential outcomes. In addition, the cultural norms and practises that women were expected to adhere to in terms of their behaviour, appearance, and roles in society were strictly enforced. This was especially true regarding the roles that women were expected to play. Women who defied these expectations or sought roles outside the realm of the domestic were frequently met with backlash from society and were seen as violating the natural order. These obstacles are illustrative of the difficult and frequently restrictive environment that medieval women had to navigate in order to assert their agency. There were different channels through which one could exercise influence and autonomy; however, these channels were frequently fraught with limitations and risks. [12:   Corcoran, Vanessa (2018). ‘Silencing Medieval Women’s voices – Nevertheless, She Persisted’] 


Throughout the course of the Middle Ages, there were shifts in society's attitudes towards the agency of women that were both subtle and significant. For instance, the development of chivalric culture brought about a nuanced shift in the way noblewomen were perceived and treated.[footnoteRef:13] Chivalric culture placed an emphasis on the ideals of courtly love and somewhat elevated the status of noblewomen in society. In a similar vein, the proliferation of religious orders for women, such as the Beguines, gave women access to alternative pathways that could lead to educational advancement, spiritual gratification, and a measure of autonomy.[footnoteRef:14] These shifts point to a dynamic social landscape where the idea of women's agency was gradually developing, even though they were limited and varied across different geographical areas and social classes. In particular, the late medieval period was marked by a rise in the involvement of women in aspects of religious and cultural life, which pushed the bounds of the roles that had traditionally been assigned to them. [13:  Keen, Maurice Hugh (2005). ‘Chivalry’]  [14:  Miller, Tanya Stabler (2007). ‘What's in a Name: Clerical Representations of Parisian Beguines’. ] 


The existence of women's agency in medieval times was a phenomenon that was intricate and multi-dimensional in nature. Even though women were, for the most part, forced to play subordinate roles due to the structures of society, law, and religion, there were still many instances of women exercising influence and having autonomy. Some women were able to navigate and challenge the patriarchal structures of their time, as evidenced by the lives and accomplishments of historical figures such as Eleanor of Aquitaine and Hildegard of Bingen. These women's lives and accomplishments illustrate that this was possible within the confines of their respective times. It is essential that we have a better understanding of the agency of medieval women because this deepens our knowledge of the time period and adds nuance to the more general narrative of women's history. This highlights the contributions medieval women made, their resiliency and the nuanced ways in which they navigated a world dominated by patriarchal norms. It challenges the simplistic view of medieval women as merely passive figures. This investigation not only enlightens us regarding the events of the past, but it also contributes to our comprehension of the ongoing fight for gender parity and the protection of women's rights in today's society.
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