How much agency did mediæval women have?

Having agency is being able to make your own independent decisions. It could be argued that everyone has the same amount of agency if individuals acted upon their freewill as human beings. However, this is not always the case as other factors come into play. Medieval society was patriarchal which inherently oppressed women, greatly reducing the agency they were expected to have. The women who flourished were generally speaking from wealthier backgrounds as it meant these women could pay for better education, which in turn meant they knew more about how to fight the world around them. They also had more free time to express themselves if they were not needing to work all of the time, and can afford to pay for childcare, further giving them time to do what they want and increase their agency. Religion played a key role in the lives on medieval women. In every day lives and teachings it seems to enforce decreased agency. However, most of the following case studies of medieval women are of those who were significantly Christian, suggesting that the church and medieval society saw more importance in their religion than of them as a woman, but none the less they seem to have increased agency.

Some specific events may have affected how much agency some women had. The evolution of technology during the medieval period led to the invention of the printing press in the fifteenth century. This could increase how much agency women had at the time as it gave them wider access to different ideas that were circulating, meaning they could make more informed decisions. However, being able to read was still very much a privilege that the majority of the population could literally not afford, meaning that this mainly would benefit how much agency women in the upper classes had rather than those in the lower class.
During one of the most significant individual events in British medieval history, the Battle of Hastings in 1066, some women were made to go with their husbands to the site of the battle to help on the sidelines with tasks such as healing, therefore reducing their agency. However, some women did stay at home during the battle in order to keep things on track which gave them some independence until the men returned as any of the women on the receiving end of abusive and controlling relationships were not being watched and threatened for the time being, therefore giving them some temporary agency. However, if the husbands died during battle, it often meant a need for remarriage in order to keep households financially afloat, which could affect the wives’ agency if the new husband was worse than the last.

Peasants in the medieval era overall had less agency compared to their wealthier counterparts as they were tied to their work in order to afford their lives. Some poorer women did manage to climb the ranks and achieve a higher status in society and therefore increased agency for themselves, but generally speaking, they were forced by the situations they were born into, into having to submit to meeting financial pressures over what their hearts wanted. Further to this, many of the women who are remembered are because either they themselves or someone in their circle was literate and could write down their story, leading to a more concrete place in history, whereas those from poorer background were less likely to be literate. 

Nobility in the medieval era overall had more agency compared to their poorer counterparts as they could pay for staff to do the more boring tasks, meaning they had more time to do what they wanted with life. Heloïse was a woman likely from a noble background due to her familial connections and positions. She had the view on marriage that it should be an equal match and benefit both parties.[footnoteRef:1] This shows she has more agency as she is able to have such an opinion and then follow it through when she initially fought her marriage to Peter Abelard, even after having a child with him which for the time would have been a huge scandal if it had been public knowledge. Her social standing affects her agency as if she had been born of a lower class, she may have had the same views, but may have been forced into a marriage in order for the in lawed families to gain economic benefits.  [1:  https://archive.org/details/medievalworld0000unse/page/206/mode/2up?q=Heloise page 207] 


The main view of medieval society is extremely Eurocentric, meaning there is less focus on how other cultures also operated at the time. It could be argued that areas of the world such as the Arabian peninsula had more advanced societies, especially with areas such as medicine. Therefore, they could also have less patriarchal and oppressive ideals towards women, giving them more agency. However, it could be argued that areas of life such as religious laws that were prevalent in these areas decreased how much agency the women had.

Another area that shows how much agency women had was through the expression of sexuality. Hildegard of Bingen was a leading person into the expression of what makes women, women and how sex affects life. In medieval medicine the belief of the four humours dominated understanding of illnesses and subsequent treatments. Hildegard applied this to women’s health and recognised the effect that patriarchal control over women had on women’s wellbeing concluding that it led to a more depressed state.[footnoteRef:2] This demonstrates that Hildegard had increased agency in order to develop her theory and then voice it, but the women she was considering had less agency which is what was leading them to be in such a state. A further example of Hildegard’s expression of her sexuality is her manuscript ‘Scivias’. This was a result of alleged religious visions that she drew out to show to others, but one illumination stands out as an expression of female sexuality as it largely resembles the layout of a vulva. This highlights her agency as she was able to produce the manuscript with her own original ideas in the first place, and also shows it was less of a taboo topic than it may be even today.  [2:  https://archive.org/details/smallsoundoftrum00marg/page/20/mode/2up?q=hildegard pages 20-21] 

A similar other example of sexual expression in medieval art is that of a nun harvesting from a penis tree. This suggests a heightened amount of agency for women as it may be promoting masturbation which could be argued to be one of the best examples of having agency as it means being in control of oneself and quite literally doing it yourself and therefore being independent. 

In death women were generally treated the same as men. In terms of what decisions were made about arrangements for after death were usually up to whoever was left. However, women may have been expected to lead arrangements due to their expected role as homemakers and carers, increasing their agency, but it could also be argued that as it what was expected of them, their agency was reduced as they may have felt forced into their involvement.

Simultaneously, religion both gave women more agency and took it away from them. Women such as Saint Clare of Assisi used it to their advantage. Clare was a pious woman who from a young age was taught the Bible, but chose to enter a cloistered life, therefore exercising what agency she had from a more wealthy background. Leading such a religious life did give her even more agency as she was able to drop out of her original convent in order to found her own order, usually known as the Poor Clares. 
Similarly, beguines were set up to offer poorer women some autonomy and flexibility to lead their lives how they wanted to without the financial pressures and restraints of marriage. These ecclesiastical communes became a refuge for many women due to the increased agency they offered.[footnoteRef:3]
It was also used to put women down such as Lilith and Eve. First of all, Eve was allegedly created from Adam, and so immediately seen as secondary and therefore inherently lesser. This could reduce women’s agency as medieval Europe was a significantly Christian society, meaning that girls were likely taught this story from a young age. Secondly, the main blame was put on Eve even though Adam also ate the forbidden fruit. This could reduce women’s agency as it shows that in a patriarchal society, men and women can act the same, but the only women should expect to be punished more harshly, which could lead to women fearing to put a foot out of line and be more subordinate. In addition, Lilith was only villainised for not submitting to Adam’s wants. This could both decrease and increase women’s agency as they were likely taught this from a young age. It could decrease it as on a surface level it is teaching that women must submit to whatever men want or there will be negative consequences. It could also greatly increase women’s agency as it also shows that women do have it in them if they so choose to escape similar situations and gain their independence. [3:  Women in the medieval town : Uitz, Erika, 1931- : Free Download, Borrow, and Streaming : Internet Archive] 

Similarly, the Virgin Mary was used as a method of control against women. She was portrayed as a model of womanhood, meaning that the expected behaviours and characteristics were reinforced through worship towards her. She is often portrayed as a compassionate mother, emphasising the main role of women as being a caring homemaker. This could reduce the amount of agency medieval women had as the men around them may have used this to back up forms of abuse and coercion. If girls were brought up to believe this is how they were expected to live, it may further reduce their agency if they are not taught to think any differently from this. Further to this, it may be likely that in reality Mary bore Jesus out of rape rather than having no sex at all involved in His conception. This again is used by men as a way of controlling women to reduce their agency through attempting to show a power hierarchy against them and create fear that forces the woman to do the man’s bidding. However, some medieval artworks did portray Mary as being violent, a characteristic not often associated with purity and innocence. This could greatly increase women’s agency as it could give them inspiration for how to fight back against their oppressors and abusers.

However, this is with a focus on a Christian Europe. Like previously mentioned with the geographic differences, there will be differences in how other religions treated women and how much agency they had through this. 

It can be said that there were many complex and intertwining factors that could affect how much agency medieval women held. Overall, women had significantly less agency compared to men during this time, but there were some who found ways to overcome this, especially through religion and having a stronger personality that could put up with the prejudices they would ultimately face, especially when fighting such a patriarchal society. 
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