
A  World  of  Their  Own:  Unveiling  the 

Lives of Medieval Women

Introduction

Medieval  women are often portrayed as  passive and 

powerless figures, confined to the domestic sphere and 

denied  a  voice  in  the  wider  world.  However,  recent 

scholarship  has  challenged  this  traditional  view, 

revealing a much more complex and nuanced reality.

Medieval women were active participants in all aspects 

of society, from politics and economics to religion and 

culture.  They  were  wives,  mothers,  daughters,  and 

sisters, but they were also merchants, artisans, healers, 

and scholars. They played a vital role in the functioning 

of medieval households and communities, and they left 

behind a rich legacy of literature, art, and music.
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The lives of medieval women were shaped by a variety 

of factors, including their social class, their legal status, 

and their religious beliefs. Women of the upper classes 

enjoyed more privileges and opportunities than those 

of  the  lower  classes,  and  married  women had  more 

rights  and  responsibilities  than  unmarried  women. 

However,  all  medieval  women  were  subject  to  the 

authority of men, whether their fathers, husbands, or 

lords.

Despite  the  challenges  they  faced,  medieval  women 

found  ways  to  assert  their  agency  and  make  their 

voices  heard.  They  participated  in  political  and 

economic  life,  they  influenced  religious  and  cultural 

developments, and they left behind a lasting legacy that 

continues to inspire and inform us today.

This book tells the stories of medieval women from all 

walks of life. It explores their experiences in the home, 

the workplace, the church, and the community. It also 

examines the challenges they faced and the strategies 
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they used to overcome them. Through these stories, we 

gain a deeper understanding of the lives of medieval 

women and the significant contributions they made to 

society.

We hope that  this  book will  inspire readers to learn 

more  about  the  lives  of  medieval  women  and  to 

appreciate their many accomplishments. We also hope 

that it will challenge traditional stereotypes and shed 

new light on the role of women in history.
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Book Description

Medieval  women are often portrayed as  passive and 

powerless figures, confined to the domestic sphere and 

denied  a  voice  in  the  wider  world.  However,  recent 

scholarship  has  challenged  this  traditional  view, 

revealing a much more complex and nuanced reality.

This book tells the stories of medieval women from all 

walks of life. It explores their experiences in the home, 

the workplace, the church, and the community. It also 

examines the challenges they faced and the strategies 

they used to overcome them. Through these stories, we 

gain a deeper understanding of the lives of medieval 

women and the significant contributions they made to 

society.

Readers  will  encounter  women  like  Eleanor  of 

Aquitaine,  the  powerful  and  influential  queen  of 

France and England; Hildegard of Bingen, the visionary 

abbess, writer, and composer; and Christine de Pizan, 
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the pioneering French writer and proto-feminist. They 

will also learn about the lives of ordinary women, such 

as  the  peasant  women  who  worked  the  fields,  the 

urban women who ran businesses, and the wives and 

mothers who managed households and raised children.

This  book is  a  testament  to  the resilience,  creativity, 

and  strength  of  medieval  women.  It  challenges 

traditional stereotypes and sheds new light on the role 

of  women  in  history.  It  is  a  must-read  for  anyone 

interested in medieval history, women's history, or the 

human experience.

This book is divided into ten chapters, each of which 

focuses  on  a  different  aspect  of  medieval  women's 

lives. The chapters cover topics such as marriage and 

family  life,  work  and  economic  roles,  education  and 

literacy,  religion  and spirituality,  politics  and power, 

and the arts.

We hope that  this  book will  inspire readers to learn 

more  about  the  lives  of  medieval  women  and  to 
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appreciate their many accomplishments. We also hope 

that it will challenge traditional stereotypes and shed 

new light on the role of women in history.
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Chapter  1:  The  World  of  Medieval 

Women

The social  and cultural  context of  medieval 

women

Medieval  women  lived  in  a  world  that  was  very 

different from our own. They were born into a society 

that  was  rigidly  patriarchal,  and  their  lives  were 

shaped  by  the  expectations  and  limitations  that  this 

imposed upon them.

Women were seen as inferior to men in both body and 

mind.  They were  thought  to  be  more emotional  and 

less  rational  than  men,  and  they  were  therefore 

considered  to  be  unfit  for  positions  of  leadership  or 

authority.  This belief was reflected in the law, which 

denied  women  the  right  to  own  property,  to  make 

contracts, or to sue in court.
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Women's lives were also circumscribed by the doctrine 

of  coverture,  which held that  a married woman was 

legally "covered" by her husband. This meant that she 

had no legal identity separate from her husband, and 

she was subject to his control in all matters.

Despite these limitations, medieval women found ways 

to  assert  their  agency  and  make  their  voices  heard. 

They  participated  in  the  economy  as  merchants, 

artisans, and healers. They played an important role in 

the Church, both as nuns and as laywomen. And they 

produced a rich body of literature, art, and music.

The social and cultural context of medieval women was 

complex and ever-changing. It was a time of both great 

progress and great hardship for women. But through it 

all, medieval women showed themselves to be resilient 

and  resourceful.  They  found  ways  to  overcome  the 

challenges  they  faced,  and  they  made  significant 

contributions to the development of medieval society.
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Women in the Family

The  family  was  the  most  important  social  unit  in 

medieval  society.  Women  played  a  vital  role  in  the 

family,  both  as  wives  and  mothers.  They  were 

responsible  for  raising  the  children,  managing  the 

household,  and providing  emotional  support  to  their 

husbands.

Medieval women typically married in their late teens 

or early twenties. Marriage was seen as a way to secure 

a  woman's  future  and to  provide  her  with  a  family. 

However,  it  was also a  time of  great  uncertainty for 

women. They were leaving their families and homes to 

live with a man they may have never met before.

Medieval  marriages  were  often  arranged  by  the 

parents of the bride and groom. Love was not always a 

factor in these marriages, and women had little say in 

who  they  married.  However,  some  women  did  find 

love and companionship in their marriages.
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Women in the Economy

Medieval  women  played  an  important  role  in  the 

economy.  They  worked  as  merchants,  artisans,  and 

healers.  They  also  played  a  vital  role  in  agriculture, 

both as laborers and as managers of their own farms.

Women who worked in trade and industry often faced 

discrimination. They were paid less than men for the 

same work, and they were often denied access to the 

guilds  that  controlled  their  trades.  However,  some 

women were  able  to  overcome these  challenges  and 

achieve success in their businesses.

Women in the Church

The  Church  was  a  major  force  in  medieval  society. 

Women played an important role in the Church, both 

as nuns and as laywomen.

Nuns  were  women who had dedicated  their  lives  to 

God.  They  lived  in  convents,  where  they  prayed, 

studied, and worked. Nuns played an important role in 
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the education of young women, and they also produced 

a significant body of literature and art.

Laywomen  also  played  an  important  role  in  the 

Church.  They  attended  Mass,  donated  money  to  the 

Church, and participated in religious processions and 

festivals.  Some  laywomen  also  held  positions  of 

leadership  in  the  Church,  such  as  abbesses  and 

prioresses.

Women in the Arts

Medieval  women produced a  rich body of  literature, 

art, and music. Women were particularly active in the 

field of music. They were composers, performers, and 

teachers.  Some  women  even  became  famous 

musicians, such as the trobairitz of Provence.

Women  also  made  significant  contributions  to  the 

visual  arts.  They  were  painters,  sculptors,  and 

illuminators.  Some  women  even  became  famous 

artists, such as Hildegard of Bingen.
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Chapter  1:  The  World  of  Medieval 

Women

Gender roles and expectations

Gender roles and expectations were clearly defined in 

medieval society. Men were seen as the dominant sex, 

and they were expected to be strong, aggressive, and 

rational. Women, on the other hand, were seen as the 

weaker  sex,  and  they  were  expected  to  be  gentle, 

submissive, and emotional.

These  gender  roles  were  reflected  in  the  law,  which 

gave men more rights and privileges than women. Men 

could own property, make contracts, and sue in court. 

Women could not do any of these things without the 

permission of their husbands or fathers.

Gender roles were also reflected in the Church, which 

taught that women were inferior to men. Women were 

not allowed to be priests or bishops, and they were not 

allowed to preach or teach in church.
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These gender roles had a profound impact on the lives 

of  medieval  women.  They limited their  opportunities 

for education, employment, and political participation. 

They also made women more vulnerable to  violence 

and abuse.

However,  medieval  women  did  not  passively  accept 

their lot in life. They found ways to resist and subvert 

gender  expectations.  Some  women  disguised 

themselves as men in order to pursue careers that were 

closed to them as women. Other women wrote books 

and  poems  that  challenged  the  dominant  view  of 

women as inferior to men.

Despite  the  challenges  they  faced,  medieval  women 

made  significant  contributions  to  society.  They  were 

healers, merchants, artisans, and scholars. They were 

also wives, mothers, and daughters. They played a vital 

role  in  the  functioning  of  medieval  households  and 

communities.
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The  gender  roles  and  expectations  that  existed  in 

medieval  society  were  not  inevitable.  They  were 

created by men, and they could be changed by men. 

The women of  the  Middle  Ages  showed us  that  it  is 

possible to resist and overcome even the most deeply 

entrenched social norms.

The Cult of Virginity

One  of  the  most  important  gender  expectations  for 

medieval women was that they should be virgins until 

they married. This was due to the belief that virginity 

was a sign of purity and chastity. Women who were not 

virgins were considered to be soiled and unworthy of 

marriage.

The  cult  of  virginity  was  particularly  strong  in  the 

upper  classes.  Noblewomen  were  expected  to  be 

virgins until they married, and they were often sent to 

convents  to  be  educated  and  to  learn  how  to  live  a 

chaste life.

14



The cult  of  virginity  had a  significant  impact  on the 

lives of medieval women. It made it difficult for women 

to marry,  and it  also made them more vulnerable to 

sexual  assault.  Women  who  were  not  virgins  were 

often ostracized by their communities.

The Double Standard

Another  important  gender  expectation  for  medieval 

women  was  that  they  should  be  obedient  to  their 

husbands. This was based on the belief that men were 

the  natural  leaders  of  the  family.  Women  were 

expected to defer to their husbands in all matters, and 

they were not allowed to question their authority.

The double standard was a system of sexual morality 

that  applied different  standards  to  men and women. 

Men were  allowed to  have  multiple  sexual  partners, 

while women were expected to be chaste. This double 

standard was based on the belief that men were more 

sexually aggressive than women.
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The double standard had a significant impact  on the 

lives of medieval women. It made it difficult for women 

to protect themselves from sexual assault, and it also 

made  it  more  difficult  for  them  to  divorce  their 

husbands.

The Importance of Marriage

Marriage  was  the  most  important  institution  in 

medieval  society.  It  was  seen  as  a  way  to  secure  a 

woman's  future  and  to  provide  her  with  a  family. 

However,  marriage  was  also  a  time  of  great 

uncertainty  for  women.  They  were  leaving  their 

families and homes to live with a man they may have 

never met before.

Medieval  marriages  were  often  arranged  by  the 

parents of the bride and groom. Love was not always a 

factor in these marriages, and women had little say in 

who  they  married.  However,  some  women  did  find 

love and companionship in their marriages.
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Marriage  brought  with  it  a  number  of  rights  and 

responsibilities for women. They were responsible for 

raising  the  children,  managing  the  household,  and 

providing emotional  support  to their  husbands.  They 

were also expected to be obedient to their  husbands 

and to submit to their authority.

Conclusion

The  gender  roles  and  expectations  that  existed  in 

medieval  society  were  complex  and  ever-changing. 

They were based on the belief that men were superior 

to women, and they had a profound impact on the lives 

of  medieval  women.  However,  medieval  women  did 

not passively accept their lot in life. They found ways to 

resist and subvert gender expectations, and they made 

significant contributions to society.
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Chapter  1:  The  World  of  Medieval 

Women

The legal status of women

The  legal  status  of  women  in  medieval  society  was 

complex and varied. In some ways, women had more 

rights and opportunities than they do in many parts of 

the  world  today.  For  example,  women  could  own 

property, make contracts, and sue in court. However, 

in other ways, women were severely restricted by the 

law.

One  of  the  most  significant  legal  limitations  on 

women's  rights  was  the  doctrine  of  coverture.  This 

doctrine  held  that  a  married  woman  was  legally 

"covered" by her husband. This meant that she had no 

legal identity separate from her husband, and she was 

subject to his control in all matters.

For  example,  a  married  woman  could  not  own 

property  in  her  own  name.  All  of  her  property, 
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including  her  earnings,  belonged  to  her  husband.  A 

married woman also could not make contracts or sue 

in court without her husband's permission.

The doctrine of coverture also gave husbands the right 

to physically discipline their wives. This right was often 

abused,  and  many  women  suffered  from  domestic 

violence.

Another  legal  limitation  on  women's  rights  was  the 

exclusion of women from the clergy. Women were not 

allowed to  be  priests  or  bishops,  and  they  were  not 

allowed to preach or teach in church.  This exclusion 

was based on the belief that women were inferior to 

men  and  that  they  were  not  capable  of  holding 

positions of authority.

The legal status of women in medieval society was a 

reflection of the social and cultural values of the time. 

Women were seen as inferior to men, and they were 

denied  many  of  the  rights  and  privileges  that  men 

enjoyed. However, medieval women did not passively 
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accept their lot in life. They found ways to resist and 

subvert  the  law,  and  they  made  significant 

contributions to society.

Legal Rights of Women

Despite  the  limitations  imposed  by  the  doctrine  of 

coverture, medieval women did have some legal rights. 

For example, women could own property in their own 

name if they were unmarried or widowed. They could 

also make contracts and sue in court, but they needed 

their husband's permission to do so.

Women  also  had  the  right  to  inherit  property. 

However,  they  were  often  discriminated  against  in 

inheritance  laws.  For  example,  in  many  parts  of 

Europe,  women  could  only  inherit  half  as  much 

property as men.

Medieval  women  also  had  some  legal  protections 

against  violence.  For  example,  they  could  seek  a 

divorce if they were the victims of domestic violence. 
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However,  divorce  was  difficult  to  obtain,  and it  was 

often only granted in cases of extreme cruelty.

Women and the Church

The Church played a major role in the lives of medieval 

women.  Women were  excluded  from the  clergy,  but 

they were still active participants in the Church. They 

attended  Mass,  donated  money  to  the  Church,  and 

participated in religious processions and festivals.

Some women also found opportunities for leadership 

and  power  within  the  Church.  For  example,  some 

women became abbesses of  convents.  Abbesses were 

the heads of their convents, and they had a great deal 

of authority.

Other women became mystics  and visionaries.  These 

women  were  believed  to  have  a  special  connection 

with God, and they were often consulted for advice and 

guidance.
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Conclusion

The  legal  status  of  women  in  medieval  society  was 

complex  and  varied.  Women  had  some  rights  and 

opportunities, but they were also subject to many legal 

limitations. The doctrine of coverture was one of the 

most  significant  legal  limitations  on  women's  rights. 

This doctrine held that a married woman was legally 

"covered"  by  her  husband,  and  she  had  no  legal 

identity separate from him.

Despite  the  challenges  they  faced,  medieval  women 

found ways to resist and subvert the law. They made 

significant  contributions  to  society,  and  they  left  a 

lasting legacy that continues to inspire us today.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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