How much agency did medieval women have?:
Agency can be defined as the position or power that someone holds and to what extent they are able to act for themselves.[footnoteRef:1] Throughout the medieval period, women had varying levels of agency, this depended on their age, wealth, class, and geographical location. This variation happened due to how each individual woman was seen by the men around her and how she was judged based on these factors. ‘The position of women is often considered as a test by which the civilisation of a country or age may be judged’.[footnoteRef:2] This is because understanding the position of women is important in order to study the affect that women have on society, as this has a large impact on how the society functions. Historically women have been viewed as inferior to men, in the medieval period this remains the case. Women were often withheld from positions of power, and the majority of decisions were made for them by men.[footnoteRef:3] This therefore suggests that medieval women did not have a large amount of agency.  [1:  Müller-Freienfels, W. (1999) Agency | Definition, Law, Examples, Elements, Types, & Facts. https://www.britannica.com/topic/agency-law.
]  [2: Power, E. (1997) Medieval women. Cambridge University Press. 
]  [3:  Women in Medieval Literature and Society | British Literature Wiki (no date). https://sites.udel.edu/britlitwiki/women-in-medieval-literature-and-society/#:~:text=They%20were%20either%20held%20to,men%20that%20ran%20the%20society.
] 

Women’s lives in medieval times were most often shaped by the family they were born into and their economic, social, and legal position. Women play arguably the largest role in society; this is the role of reproduction; without women reproduction would be impossible, however women were still seen as less important than men in society. During the medieval period, women’s role in society varied on their class. The key role of a woman at this time would have to been to be a wife and mother and look after the home and children, however some women also had extra roles within wider society. For example, some women, often of lower classes would partake in jobs outside of the home as they were used as cheaper labour due to the fact that they could be paid less than their male counterparts, which is a clear example of the inequalities that existed between men and women.[footnoteRef:4] In some cases, women of wealthier classes may have been able to take care of their husband’s business accounts after he had died if there was not a male heir that was old enough to take on this role, this especially happened during the Black Death pandemic 1348-1349, as during which it is estimated that half of the population died from this disease.[footnoteRef:5] Although the typical view is that women of this time were not able to work due to being seen as the ‘weaker sex’, there are records of women working, this was often due to a need to work, for example women with incapacitated husbands or widows who were the head of their household.[footnoteRef:6] Therefore in some cases, women functioned in society in the same way men did. Although women would not often hold powerful positions, women were often advisors to their husbands as some women born to wealthy families would have been educated for example the Queen may help to advise the King. Overall, although women’s roles in society were seen as less important than men’s roles, women still held roles that often allowed them greater agency. [4:  Mark, J.J. and Stuart (2024) 'Women in the Middle Ages,' World History Encyclopaedia [Preprint]. https://www.worldhistory.org/article/1345/women-in-the-middle-ages/.
]  [5:  Causes and effects of the Black Death - Medieval medicine - KS3 History - homework help for year 7, 8 and 9. - BBC Bitesize (2023). https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/articles/zdkssk7#zxxjjsg.
]  [6:  Moran, S.J. and Pipkin, A.C. (2019) Women and gender in the early modern low Countries, 1500 - 1750. BRILL.
] 

For most medieval women, their most significant role was within the family, this included caring for their husband and children and any housework. Most women in medieval society were married.[footnoteRef:7] Women at this time were often married young to men older than them and expected to bear multiple children. In marriages women were expected to be subordinate to their husbands, therefore they did not have much agency in their marriage, however they did within the household due to their dominance in the domestic domain.[footnoteRef:8] This was because women were seen as inferior to men, intellectually and physically due to the patriarchy. Women were expected to take on these domestic roles in order for their husbands to be able to focus on their work, this was also due to the general misogyny at this time. These household duties varied depending on class, for example the wives of noblemen would run the household, this included instructing servants whereas peasant women would complete all tasks by themselves, middle class women may also help in the family business as well as running the household.[footnoteRef:9] This therefore suggests that women of higher classes had more agency than women of lower classes within the household. At this time, marriage was often a political arrangement between families, and they would have been decided by the men of the family, therefore women did not have the agency to decide who they married during the medieval period.[footnoteRef:10] Overall the agency medieval women had in the household varied by class, but in marriage it remained mostly the same. [7:  Shahar, S. (1983) The fourth estate: A History of Women in the Middle Ages. Routledge Kegan & Paul.
]  [8:  Ward, J. (2014) Women in medieval Europe: 1200-1500. Routledge.
]  [9:  Medieval Women in Western Europe, c. 1000-1350 CE (no date). https://www.oerproject.com/OER-Materials/OER-Media/HTML-Articles/Origins/Unit5/Medieval-Women-in-Western-Europe/870L#:~:text=Elite%20women%20lived%20in%20noble,any%20other%20middle%2Dclass%20woman.&text=However%2C%20the%20vast%20majority%20of,was%20a%20place%20to%20live.
]  [10:  Tournament, M.T.D.& (no date) Marriage | Medieval Times Dinner & Tournament. https://www.medievaltimes.com/education/medieval-era/marriage#:~:text=Men%20were%20sometimes%20able%20to,the%20couple%20had%20been%20married.
] 

During the medieval period, religion was largely important, the lives of most people revolved around the church. For women, the twelfth and thirteenth centuries saw a substantial increase in the opportunities to live a religious life.[footnoteRef:11] This was due to an increase in nunneries. Most women in nunneries were from the upper classes, as this was the only acceptable alternative to marriage for girls of ‘gentle birth’, whereas women from lower classes were needed for agriculture, but also because most nunneries required a dower on entry.[footnoteRef:12] As women were allowed to take part in religious lifestyles similarly to men, this suggests women did have agency within religion, however female religious houses may have still require a male Abbot or Priest, therefore women still had limited agency within religion, as they could not hold important positions. Religion also played a key part in how women were viewed at this time this is due to the role Eve plays in the ‘fall’ of humankind in the garden of Eden. Eve is viewed as causing the destruction of humanity; therefore, women are punished for this by God in a multitude of ways, for example the pain caused by childbirth. In the Bible, the females are shown to be submissive to men, pure, innocent, and supportive of men as leaders, therefore women were expected to conform to these characteristics during the medieval period. A key example of how women are presented in the Bible is The Virgin Mary, she is shown to be a strong and caring mother and a loving wife, this is how women were expected to be during the medieval period. Therefore, a key reason women had limited agency during the medieval period was due to the teachings of the bible.  [11:  Ward, J. (2014) Women in medieval Europe: 1200-1500. Routledge.]  [12:  Power, E. (1997) Medieval women. Cambridge University Press.
] 

During the medieval period, women did not have much agency this is shown through their legal rights. At this time, women were largely viewed as property that could be exchanged through marriage for the gain of her family, whether this be monetary gain or the gain of political alliance.[footnoteRef:13] A woman would be seen as property of her father or another male relative and then after they were married they would be seen as property of their husband.[footnoteRef:14] This was also extended to any property a women should have owned would belong to the man responsible for her. This meant women were spoken for and represented in court cases and other legal matters by their husband or closest male relative. This therefore suggests that medieval women did not have agency as they did not have legal rights.  [13:  Ward, J. (2014) Women in medieval Europe: 1200-1500. Routledge.
]  [14:  The National Archives (2023) Medieval Society - the National Archives. https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/medieval-society/#:~:text=A%20married%20woman%20and%20her,her%20own%20business%20and%20lands.
] 

During the medieval period, it could be suggested that women did not have agency, this is because there are few recorded written works by women from this time. This was due to the fact that many women, especially those from lower classes, were often not taught to read or write. A main reason women did not receive an education in the same way that men did is because women were seen as intellectually weaker than men. One reason for this was the teachings of an Italian priest Thomas Aquinas, who believed that women are subordinated to men intellectually.[footnoteRef:15] In terms of education, only females born into wealthy families (in some cases ‘elite’ girls would be educated alongside their brothers). As well as this those sent to nunneries would have been educated, this was because they needed to read in order to understand the bible. In some cases, women born into merchant families would have been educated at a small level in order to allow them to partake in the family business.[footnoteRef:16] This suggests that although most medieval women did not have agency through education, this varied by class.  [15:  Carolyn Custis James, V.A.P.B. (2016) Thomas Aquinas on Women. https://carolyncustisjames.com/2013/08/06/thomas-aquinas-on-women/.
]  [16:  Power, E. (1997) Medieval women. Cambridge University Press.
] 

For some women, their actions enabled them to have more agency than they would have otherwise had. One example of this is Margery Kempe, who is famous for her book ‘The Book of Margery Kempe’ which is seen as first autobiography in English language and the best insight available of a female middle-class experience in the Middle Ages.[footnoteRef:17] In this book she wrote about her life, including her pilgrimages and her visions. This book gave her agency as she was able to write about her own individual experiences, this was not an option for many medieval women. Another example of this is Black Agnes of Dunbar, she was the Countess of Dunbar and was left in charge of the Castle while her husband was away, during this time she successfully defended the Castle from an English attack.[footnoteRef:18] This incident shows that Agnes had agency as she was able to take charge of a Castle, this was not common for medieval women. This is a key example of women from ruling classes having more agency than those of lower classes. Another example of a medieval woman who had more agency than was typical at the time was Mabel of Bury St Edmunds. Mabel was an English embroiderer who was found in the royal treasury records of King Henry II.[footnoteRef:19] Women at the time were often not credited for their work and were often not paid fairly, whereas Mabel was, this therefore suggests that she had more agency than other medieval women. These examples suggest that medieval women did have agency, however these women were a minority, an exception, there were not the majority.  [17:  Kempe, M. (1985) The Book of Margery Kempe. Penguin UK.
]  [18:  Keddie, R. (2023) Scotland’s Historic Women: Black Agnes. https://www.wildernessscotland.com/blog/black-agnes/.
]  [19:  Mabel of Bury St. Edmunds (fl. 1230) | Encyclopedia.com (no date). https://www.encyclopedia.com/women/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/mabel-bury-st-edmunds-fl-1230.
] 

Overall, some women medieval women did have agency within society due to their class, education, or position, however, most did not. In marriage, medieval women did not have agency, unless they were widowed. The key reasons medieval women did not have agency was due to the men and the Patriarchy, this was due to the teachings of the Bible and the ideas of scholars.
