How much agency did medieval women have? 
Women in medieval Wales had a level of agency that was both constrained by but simultaneously disconnected from the patriarchal society and structure of their time. Welsh women were able to negotiate personal and communal influence through a combination of legal rights, participation in market and agricultural economies, involvement in religious institutions and presence in literary culture, even if the influence they had was often limited by male authority. The evidence from legal codes, charter evidence, monastic records and literature suggests that medieval Welsh women had a recognisable, though uneven, ability to act on their own interests and to shape the social world around them. This essay evaluates the extent of that agency by examining four interrelated domains such as legal rights, economic activity, religious roles and literary representation, and by situating Welsh experience within the broader British medieval context. 
[bookmark: _Int_wksK7Jan]Legal rights in medieval Wales are most easy to understand in the Laws of Hywel Dda (c.1120-1150). Despite the fact that these laws were combined with English common law after the conquest of Wales in 1282-1283, they did keep a distinct view of women's legal standing. Under Hywel's law, women could own and inherit land, shown particularly in the information about gwely which is a dowry and gwen which is the inheritance of a portion of the family’s property after the death of a husband. For example, a gwely was a permanent transfer of land to a bride that she would be able to manage independently from her husband. Furthermore, the law recognised a woman’s right to initiate legal proceedings which was known as cymryd or the taking of a case, and the right to be sued in her own name. These opportunities did not eliminate male dominance because women were still required to act through a male relative in many circumstances, but they did give women more opportunity than in England for example, where laws limited a woman's ability to own property or sue. 
[bookmark: _Int_0jI2Kzcy]The impact of these legal rights can be seen in charter evidence from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Charters from the lordships of Gower and Deheubarth show women as grantors of land, witnesses to transactions and also parties to disputes over tenancy. A notable case is the 1268 deed of Gwenllian ferch Gruffydd of Carmarthenshire, who transferred a parcel of land to a monastic foundation without male mediation which shows that the legal framework could be useful in practice. These documents illustrate that Welsh law provided a formal basis for women to exercise agency in property matters, even within a social context that still expected male oversight in most public affairs. 
Economic agency integrated well with these legal possibilities. Welsh women were active participants in both agricultural production and market exchange. In the rural economy, women contributed substantially to the cultivation of cereals, the rearing of livestock and the processing of wool which was a big necessity in medieval times. Archaeological surveys that looked at medieval Welsh farms have revealed lots of loom weights and spindle whorls in domestic places which indicate that women played a large role in textile production. Also, the Statute of Rhuddlan (1284) and similar English tax records show that women could be listed as primary taxpayers for wool and cloth, suggesting that they most likely owned and managed the commercial aspects of the production. In urban centres like Caernarfon and Swansea, there are records of women being members of the merchant’s guilds, trading in textiles and even fish and ale. These economic activities gave women a level of financial freedom, allowing them to support their own households and to negotiate marital arrangements that were far better than other women who had no economic base. 
Religious institutions were another opportunity for agency. Welsh monasteries and collegiate churches, particularly those in relation to the Cistercian order, welcomed noblewomen as benefactors, securing prayers for their families and in return, granting them influence over the management of estates that were attached to the foundations. The Annals of the Princes record several instances of Welsh princesses such as Nest ferch Rhys and Gwladys ferch Llewelyn who founded religious houses. Not only were these women donors, but they also often held the rights to appoint abbots or to intervene in the selection of priors, therefore having the opportunity to shape the spiritual and economic direction of the institutions. Within monastic communities, women could become nuns or anchoresses which were roles that gave women access to an education, literacy and a level of social respect. The surviving Libre Vitae of the Abbey or Strata Florida lists several Welsh women as members, indicating that they were part of a network of religious women who exchanged letters, copied manuscripts, and participated in the intellectual life of the convent. This proves that the religious sphere provided a socially sanctioned space where women could exercise leadership, manage resources and enrich cultural experiences. 
[bookmark: _Int_RYpp0GUB]Literary representation in medieval Welsh texts reflect and shape current ideas of women’s agency. In the Mabinogion, a collection of prose written from the thirteenth to the fifteenth century, include several female protagonists who display strategic smarts and moral authority. For example, Rhiannon in the first branch negotiated marriage terms, demanded a gwely of land and outwitted the kings' men in order to protect her children. Similarly, Branwen in the second branch tries to secure peace through a diplomatic marriage and Cynfelyn portrays a noblewoman who manages to defend her household during a siege. Despite these stories being fictional, they give an example of legal and economic practices being recorded in historical documents, suggesting that literary imagination was informed by lived in experiences by female agency. 
Another example of literary representation is in Welsh poetry, especially the gogynfeirdd and the cywydd tradition which frequently praised women for their generosity and for their role in patronising poets and artisans. The fourteenth century poet Dafydd ap Gwilym, addressed the ‘Mab Darogan’ or the son of the prophesised ruler with verses that celebrate Mair ferch Gweir, who was a woman noted for her skill in managing a market stall and for sponsoring local gatherings. This poetic proof confirms the recognition of women's actions and contributions to society and because their patronage could enhance a poet's reputation, women had more of a voice. 
These four elements, legal, economic, religious and literary, demonstrate that medieval Welsh women had a varied, yet uneven ability to act independently. Legal statutes provided a formal framework for women to have property ownership and litigation, economic participation allowed women to generate an income and influence market dynamics, religious connections allowed women to command resources and shape spiritual institutions and literary depictions not only reflected but reinforced a cultural perception of women as active agents. Nevertheless, this agency was always mediated by broader patriarchal structures. Male relatives would act as guarantors in legal matters, market regulations were enforced by male guild masters, monastic patronage required noble lineage and literary portrayals could idealise or moralise women's actions to serve didactic ends. 
In assessing the overall extent of agency, it is helpful to compare Wales with adjacent English regions. English common law, particularly after the thirteenth Statutes of Westminster, imposed stricter limitations on women’s property rights. Welsh women’s ability to own gwely and to appear as independent parties in characters charters was a huge advantage. Also, the Welsh legal system did not provide women with the same formal mechanisms for inheritance of title lands as the English system’s fee simple which was a gap that became more pronounced after the English conquest and the imposition of feudal tenure. Thus, while Welsh women enjoyed distinctive rights, those rights were gradually eroded as English legal practices spread, limiting the long-term sustainability of their agency. 
Overall, medieval Welsh women had a significant degree of agency which was rooted on native legal traditions, reinforced by economic participation and amplified through religious patronage and celebrated in literary culture. Their capacity to own land, conduct trade, influence monastic governance and be portrayed as autonomous protagonists demonstrates that agency in medieval Wales was not concrete but rather a spectrum that depended on class, region and the shifting politics. Recognising these changes challenges any simplistic narratives of medieval women as uniformly powerless and highlights the importance of localised legal and cultural contexts when looking at gendered agency. 
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