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INTRODUCTION

APPROACH AND RATIONALE

T he Role of Women in Medieval Europe is one of over sixty
teaching units published by the National Center for History for the Schools

that are the fruits of collaborations between history professors and experienced
teachers of World History. They represent specific issues and “dramatic epi-
sodes” in history from which you and your students can pause to delve into the
deeper meanings of these selected landmark events and explore their wider
context in the great historical narrative. By studying a crucial turningpoint in
history the student becomes aware that choices had to be made by real human
beings, that those decisions were the result of specific factors, and that they set
in motion a series of historical consequences. We have selected issues and
dramatic episodes that bring alive that decision-making process. We hope that
through this approach, your students will realize that history is an ongoing,
open-ended process, and that the decisions they make today create the condi-
tions of tomorrow’s history.

Our teaching units are based on primary sources, taken from government
documents, artifacts, magazines, newspapers, films, private correspondence,
literature, contemporary photographs, and paintings from the period under
study. What we hope you achieve using primary source documents in these
lessons is to have your students connect more intimately with the past. In this
way we hope to recreate for your students a sense of “being there,” a sense of
seeing history through the eyes of the very people who were making decisions.
This will help your students develop historical empathy, to realize that history
is not an impersonal process divorced from real people like themselves. At the
same time, by analyzing primary sources, students will actually practice the
historian’s craft, discovering for themselves how to analyze evidence, establish
a valid interpretation and construct a coherent narrative in which all the relevant
factors play a part.

CONTENT AND ORGANIZATION

Within this unit, you will find: 1) Unit Objectives, 2) Correlation to the
National History Standards, 3) Teacher Background Materials, 4) Lesson

Plans, and 5) Student Resources. This unit, as we have said above, focuses on
certain key moments in time and should be used as a supplement to your
customary course materials. Although these lessons are recommended for
grades 10–12, they can be adapted for other grade levels. The teacher background
section should provide you with a good overview of the entire unit and with the
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historical information and context necessary to link the specific “dramatic
moment” to the larger historical narrative. You may consult it for your own use,
and you may choose to share it with students if they are of a sufficient grade level
to understand the materials.

The Lesson Plans include a variety of ideas and approaches for the teacher which
can be elaborated upon or cut as you see the need. These lesson plans contain
student resources which accompany each lesson. The resources consist of
primary source documents, any handouts or student background materials, and
a bibliography.

In our series of teaching units, each collection can be taught in several ways. You
can teach all of the lessons offered on any given topic, or you can select and adapt
the ones that best support your particular course needs. We have not attempted to
be comprehensive or prescriptive in our offerings, but rather to give you an array
of enticing possibilities for in-depth study, at varying grade levels. We hope that
you will find the lesson plans exciting and stimulating for your classes. We also
hope that your students will never again see history as a boring sweep of  facts and
meaningless dates but rather as an endless treasure of real life stories and an
exercise in analysis and reconstruction.

Introduction
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I. UNIT OVERVIEW

This unit consists of lessons focused on selected topics in medieval history
that define and describe the roles of women. Describing the roles of women

during the long period called medieval is a broad and complex task. This subject
encompasses variations among social classes, geographic areas, and time frames.
In addition a thorough study would examine womens’ activities with reference
to legal, religious, home and family life, economic relationships, and cultural and
intellectual pursuits. Since it is impossible to achieve the depth necessary for a
complete study, the teacher of world history must select those topics that will
best serve to present a balanced overview which will help illuminate the lives of
women of that period. The lessons contained here examine the roles of women
in the Early Middle Ages with particular emphasis on the culture of the
Germanic tribes that penetrated the Roman Empire, property rights of women
in the feudal framework, the participation of women in the expansion of cultural
and intellectual pursuits in the eleventh through thirteenth centuries, and
demographics and the occupational roles of women in the late Middle Ages. A
role-playing project that applies to several important topics of the Middle Ages
and which includes many female roles has also been included.

With a few notable exceptions, traditional political histories of the medieval
period have been devoted almost exclusively to the exploits and contributions
of men. Two recent developments in the study and teaching of history—first,
increasing emphasis on social history, and second, the feminist movements of
the twentieth century—have resulted in a more balanced approach and the
realization that womens’ issues deserve attention within the context of each topic
in order to achieve a complete description and analysis. Thus it is essential that
teachers at all levels include lessons that describe and analyze the roles of women
for each period of history.

II. UNIT CONTEXT

The study of the European Middle Ages directly follows the fall of Rome in
most courses of world history. These lessons on the roles of women should

then be inserted in the more general study of the topics for each subdivision of
time, since the various lessons contained herein differ widely in the time periods
they cover. That is, the first lesson ("Women in the Germanic Tribes of the Early
Middle Ages") can be presented in the description of the culture of that time
period and the second lesson ("The Property Rights of Women during the Feudal
Period") can be used in the general study of medieval culture from the eleventh
through thirteenth centuries (including the study of Magna Carta); the third

TEACHER BACKGROUND
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Teacher Background

lesson ("The Status of Women in the Central Middle Ages"—that is in the
eleventh through thirteenth centuries) overlaps with the time period of lesson
two, but is designed for study of the expanding cultural and intellectual
developments of this period.

III. UNIT OBJECTIVES

1. To identify and describe some important and prominent roles that women
played in medieval social, economic, and political life.

2. To understand that womens’ roles varied according to time, place, and
circumstance throughout the medieval period.

3 To recognize that male attitudes established more or less the place of
women within the framework of medieval society.

4. To gain experience in the analysis of primary source documents as a
fundamental aspect of history.

5. To practice the formulation of generalizations from specific descriptive
materials.

IV. CORRELATION TO NATIONAL STANDARDS FOR HISTORY

The Role of Women in Medieval Europe” provides teaching materials to
support National Standards for History, Basic Edition (National Center for

History in the Schools, 1996), Era 5 “Intensified Hemispheric Interaction, 1000–
1500 CE.” Lessons within this unit help students attain Standards 2A and 2C by
examining patterns of social change in medieval Europe and analyzing the
relations between men and women in political and family life.

This unit likewise integrates a number of historical thinking standards as
outlined in Part 2, Chapter 2 of the National Standards for History including: draw
upon literary sources and reconstruct the literal meaning of a historical passageand
obtain historical data from a variety of sources.
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Teacher Background

V. INTRODUCTION TO The Role of Women in Medieval Europe
by Joseph P. Huffman

It is very difficult to generalize the status of women in Europe during the
thousand-year period known as the Middle Ages. The most commonly used

sources often do not mention the activities of women, there are in addition
significant regional differences to consider, and this millenium of history itself
is an extremely complex and vast era, filled with the many profound changes
which swept over Europe. The migrations of peoples and formation of new
kingdoms, which infused new ideas as well as new cultural energy into the
politically disintegrated Roman Empire, the calamitous economic decline and
subsequent vigorous revival, cultural and technological innovations with their
far-reaching effects, and social upheavals which created new class relationships,
all changed the lives of both men and women.

We know relatively little about the Germanic tribes before they entered the
Roman Empire. They left no records of this period and it is only through
references to these people in the works of Roman and Byzantine authors that
we discover information about them. We owe much of what we know to the
Roman historian Tacitus, however we must always remember that he wrote
about only some of the Germanic tribes, and he did so as a means to rebuke the
Roman upper class for their “soft and corrupt” lifestyles. Presenting the
Germanic peoples as noble savages in contrast to the effete, pleasure-loving
Roman aristocrats, Tacitus describes the women as sharing in their husband’s
spartan existence. Girls were raised in the same way as boys: “they are equals
in age and strength when they are mated.” Wives nursed their husband’s
wounds and even accompanied them in battle—this was done of course to
remind the men what they were fighting for. Some women also hunted
alongside the men. By the custom of Morgengabe, a donation was given by the
groom to his bride, “not jewels or trinkets, but oxen, a horse and bridle, a shield
and spear or sword. . . . The wife . . . is thus warned by the very rites with which
her marriage begins that she comes to share hard work and peril; that her fate
will be the same as his in peace and in battle, her risks the same.” The married
woman’s life was “one of fenced-in chastity.” Flirtation, adultery, contracep-
tion and abortion were considered abominations. Germanic mothers suckled
their own children, and because women were credited with an “uncanny and
prophetic sense,” the Germanic tribesmen “neither scorn to consult them nor
slight their answers.” In all this we must see Tacitus’ implicit condemnation of
the Roman aristocratic class, who had in his opinion lost such qualities of
discipline and moral strictness which had made Rome great—indeed the
characteristics mentioned as belonging to the Germanic tribes are exactly the
opposite of those then held by the Roman aristocrats. Thus we cannot be certain
what elements in this romanticized presentation of Tacitus are accurate in



6

Teacher Background

particulars, but it does seem in general that women exercised an active role in
daily tribal life.

We discover more reliable information about the status of women in early
Germanic tribal societies as these peoples migrated throughout western Europe
and established their own rule in the former Roman territories. Influenced in
varying degrees by Roman culture, many tribes eventually had their tribal
customs written down in the form of law codes. These valuable and more
accurate sources reveal a less lofty status for women than in Tacitus’ writings.
Although the codes extended special protection to women, and often provided
for a higher wergeld (a compensatory payment for death or injury to an
individual) in cases of pregnancy or of a woman of child-bearing years, the codes
in general reflect a male-dominated society. This is especially seen among those
tribes whose initial integration into the Romano-Christian culture was slight (for
example the Franks, Saxons and Lombards). Among these tribes women were
not allowed to represent themselves. The Lombard code regarded women as
perpetual minors, always under the guardianship of a male relative whose
permission was needed for any transaction involving property. Saxon law
contained similar provisions: a widow became the ward of her deceased husband’s
nearest male relative; if she married, her children were placed under similar
guardianship.

Polygamy was common among most of the Germanic tribes. Wives were bought
and sold, rape was treated as theft of property, and husbands could repudiate
their wives with little ceremony. Long after the conversion of the Frankish King
Clovis to Christianity (A.. D. 496) he and his successors continued the traditional
practice of polygamy and concubinage, divorcing their wives despite the Church’s
injunctions against this practice. In these matters Germanic tribes followed the
traditional practices seen in many similar tribal societies.

However, other tribes, reflecting the influences of the Romano-Christian
culture with which they were in contact, had more generous views. The
Burgundian law code (codified in 516) states that “If a mother should want to
be guardian over her children, no other relative shall precede her in this,” and
“If anyone does not leave a son, let a daughter succeed.” Visigothic law
(codified c. 654) allowed husband and wife to jointly administer the land
either possessed before their marriage. Land acquired after marriage was
considered joint property, and the wife could claim her share. When the
husband died, the widow retained control of the family property and the
inheritance of her minor children. Girls inherited equally with their brothers,
even when their parents died intestate. Again we see the difficulty in
generalizing about the status of women even among the Germanic barbarian
tribes, whose contact with Romano-Christian culture varied.
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As this cultural interaction continued to develop over the centuries of the Early
Middle Ages, especially under the increasing influence of the Christian Church,
Germanic law was modified with regard to women. This is best seen in the two
most important barbarian successor kingdoms of western Europe, those of the
Franks and the Anglo-Saxons, whose contact with Romano-Christian culture,
although initially weak, eventually became integral in its further development.
The concept of women as chattels was softened and the stability and dignity of
marriage was strengthened. The law of the Salian Franks which prohibited
women from inheriting was amended in the sixth century by an edict of King
Chilperic. This provided that daughters could inherit property, but only in the
absence of sons. The Church also continued to work against polygamy, declaring
in 796 that a marriage could not be dissolved, even for adultery, without clerical
dispensation. In 802 Charlemagne enforced this declaration throughout his
empire. Such efforts by the Church to raise and enforce the dignity of marriage
worked to the benefit of women, who thereby gained more security.

Early Anglo-Saxon law codes in Britain followed the Germanic tradition of
treating women as property. There were fines imposed for extra-marital sexual
relations to be paid by the male fornicator to the woman’s guardian. If the
woman was married, the adulterous male paid a fine to the injured husband.
However Anglo-Saxon women also had a strong legal position in matters of
property ownership: Marriage could be terminated by mutual consent, widows
who had borne living children inherited half of their husband’s goods, and wills
took daughters into consideration as well as sons. By the tenth century Anglo-
Saxon women had considerable power over property. They made wills, dispos-
ing of their lands as they wished.

As we move toward the Central Middle Ages we see the formation of a new social
and political order in Europe which would replace the old barbarian law codes
and affect the status of women: this order is known as Feudalism. The feudal
relationship—formed in the crucible of the economic and political chaos during
the era of Viking, Magyar, and Muslim invasions—was based essentially on the
holding and inheriting of land in exchange for military service. Thus, a social
structure emerged designed to provide military security, which were tradition-
ally male undertakings in which women had limited active roles. Indeed the
necessity of primogeniture (the inheritance of the eldest son to avoid destructive
inheritance battles among family members) in this scheme did much to hurt the
status of younger sons as well. Women of all but the highest class of the social
order were severely restricted in regard to inheritance under early feudalism. As
estates by necessity passed intact with their military obligations to a single male
heir who could perform such duties, women generally did not inherit them—
they could possess a hereditary right of ownership if they had no brothers, but
their husband would then administer the land as his own (e.g. Eleanor of
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Aquitaine). Aristocratic women frequently subverted political and military
claims on their inherited estates by joining a religious order or by establishing a
convent school. These institutions offered many women a safe and personally
rewarding alternative to politically desirable but personally undesirable mar-
riages. A powerful and wealthy widow could protect her minor son’s inheritance
and ward off an undesired marriage by entering a convent. These institutions
played a vital role as the primary centers of learning for women throughout the
Middle Ages. (More detailed information of the feudal rights of women is
presented in Lesson Two of this packet.)

During the Central Middle Ages an element of feudal culture emerged which
reflected a male ambivalence toward women in this new social context. This
development is generally known as courtly love or chivalric culture. Here we see
woman simultaneously placed on a pedestal as an ideal and yet often reviled as the
source of temptation to sin. Clerics constantly repeated the tale of Eve’s beguiling
Adam, while also elevating the Virgin Mary to the status of religious worship.
Correspondingly, in the secular culture woman were extolled by the troubadours,
the trouvères and the minnesingers as well as debased in the bawdy fabliaux.
Clerical misogyny had patristic roots and continued in the clerical writings of the
Central Middle Ages, being used as the philosophical justification for the subjuga-
tion of women (see Lesson Three). Conversely, with no apparent sense of
incongruity, the chivalric representation of woman as the source of virtue and
worthy of adoration enjoyed a popularity which has lived on into the popular
culture of today. One must remember, though, that these cultural icons reside in
the realm of the ideal and may not help us discern how real life was lived on a daily
basis. However, the evidence of a general improvement in the status of women—
primarily however in the aristocratic class—is rather extensive. As an example, by
the thirteenth century widows were allowed to do homage to their husband’s lord
for the lands of their own inheritance and retain them. Yet this ambivalence toward
women is evidence of the uncertain place which women held in an essentially
military-oriented social order.

It is perhaps better to examine the daily lives of women for information
regarding their real roles in society as opposed to the ideals set forth in
chivalric literature—this of course holds true especially for the vast majority
of women, who lived among the peasantry. The typical woman was over-
whelmingly a wife and more generally a housewife, but marriage was not the
lot of every woman. Because the number of women exceeded the number of
men through most of the Middle Ages, unmarried women and widows were
numerous. Women villeins (unfree peasants) and cottagers, both married
and unmarried, could always find work upon the land in addition to their
household tasks and care of the children—and hired themselves out for a
wage to weed, hoe and help with the harvest. Women performed almost
every kind of agricultural labor with the exception most often of the heavy

Teacher Background
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business of ploughing. They frequently acted as thatchers’ assistants, and on
many manors they did the greater part of the sheep-shearing.  The care of the
dairy animals and the small poultry was always in their hands.  In the towns
women carried on a great variety of trades.  Of the five hundred crafts
recorded in Etiénne Boileau’s Livre des Matiers in medieval Paris, women held
a monopoly over at least five, and in a large number of others women were
employed as well as men. Three industries in particular were dominated by
women—ale making, cloth and silk work (see Supplemental Activities
section). The expansion of cities and commerce between various regions in
the Central and Late Middle Ages resulted in the expansion of women’s roles
in the urban economy.

For most women, the roles of wife and mother were their primary obliga-
tions. A girl, well-born or not, married very young, generally by age
fourteen or fifteen, to a man selected by her father. Her dowry was of the
utmost importance. Disparagement in marriage as a result of an insufficient
dowry was so much dreaded that even in the lowest ranks of society the
bride was expected to bring something with her besides her person when
she entered her husband’s house. The dowering of poor girls was one of the
most common forms of medieval charity.

The problem of the unmarried girl of the nobility was more difficult, for in feudal
society there was no place for women who did not marry at a young age. Women
turned to the church as an alternative and convents dotted the landscape of
Europe. These convents absorbed only women of the nobility and the gentry—
it was only in the Later Middle Ages that some admitted the daughters of the
urban bourgeoisie. Monastic life permitted noble women who could not or did
not wish to marry the opportunity to participate in the management of house-
hold and estates and in the administration of the community. Their education
was often better than that received by most of the secular population. By the
Later Middle Ages such lay movements as the Beguines developed in the cities
to provide similar religious opportunities to women of the bourgeoisie and
urban dwellers who had been traditionally shut out of the aristocratic convents.

The lady of the manor, while seeming to enjoy a life of idleness was in fact
responsible for the orderly maintenance of the household, the training of the
servants and slaves, budgeting of expenses and supervision of the manufacture
of all the products used by the household. She was also expected to have some
rudimentary medical skills in tending to the sick. The social and physical
conditions of life, the constant wars, and above all the slowness of communica-
tion, threw a great deal of responsibility upon wives as the representatives of
their absent husbands. While her husband was away on military expeditions,
pilgrimages, business, or at court it was the lady who became the “lord of the
manor.” As Eileen Power has stated,” Europe was full of competent ladies, not

Teacher Background
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spending all their time in hawking and flirting, spinning and playing chess, but
running estates, fighting lawsuits, and even standing sieges for their absent
lords. When the nobility of Europe went forth upon a crusade it was their wives
who managed their affairs at home, superintended the farming, interviewed the
tenants, and saved up money for the next assault. When the lord was taken
prisoner, it was his wife who collected his ransom, squeezing every penny from
the estate, bothering bishops for indulgences, selling her jewels and the family
plate.”1 Livre de Trois Vertus (c. 1406) by Christine de Pisan, an outstanding
woman of letters in the Late Middle Ages is an excellent primary source which
discusses the many and varied tasks of the medieval lady.

The status of women and their myriad roles thus depended upon a number of
factors which varied with time, place and social status.  Much interest in the place
of women in medieval society has motivated extensive research in the past few
years in order to gain deeper insight into this long-neglected element of history.
It is certain that this interest will produce an even better understanding of the
importance of women’s roles during the Middle Ages in the future.

1Eileen Power,  “The Position of Women,” in The Legacy of the Middle Ages. eds. C.G.
Crump and E. F. Jacob (New York: Oxford University Press, 1926), pp. 403–33.

V. LESSON PLANS

1. Women in the Germanic Tribes of the Early Middle Ages

2. The Property Rights of Women During the Feudal Period

3. The Central Middle Ages: The Flowering of Medieval Culture and the
Status of Women

4. Supplemental Activities

Teacher Background
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DRAMATIC MOMENT

Women Take up Arms

During the Middle Ages women were frequently called upon to help
defend their family’s territory. There were some women whose

actions had a major effect even on the history of their countries. The most
famous, of course, is Joan of Arc and her role in the 100 Years War. A
curious incident of this kind occurred in 14th-century France when three
women were involved in a war with each other to secure lands claimed
by their sons or husbands.

One of these women, Jeanne de Montfort, was particularly known for
her wit and daring. We know some details of her abilities from the
writings of the French historian Froissart who describes her military
exploits. In order to maintain the loyalty of her vassals during her
husband’s imprisonment she spoke to them thus, “Ah, sirs, be not cast
down because of my lord, whom we have lost: he was but one man. See
here my little child, who shall be, by the grace of God, his restorer
[avenger] and who shall do well for you. I have riches in abundance, and
I will give you thereof and will provide you with such a captain that you
shall all be comforted.” Thus she exhorted her warriors to fight for the
defense of her husband’s fiefs.

When the forces of the French King laid siege to her castle, “The Countess
herself, wearing armor, rode on a great war horse from street to street,
desiring her people to make good defence, and she caused women to tear
up the pavements of the streets and carry stones to the battlements to cast
upon their enemies, and great pots full of quicklime.

“The Countess de Montfort did hear a hardy feat of arms, and one which
should not be forgotten. She had mounted a tower to see how her people
fought and how the Frenchmen were ordered without. She saw how that
all the lords and all other people of the host were all gone out of their
field to the assault.  Then she . . . mounted once more her war horse, all
armed as she was, and caused three hundred men a-horseback to be
ready, and went with them to another gate where there was no assault.
She and her company sallied out, and dashed into the camp of the
French lords, and cut down tents and fired huts, the camp being
guarded by none but varlets and boys, who ran away. When the Lords
of France looked behind them and saw their lodgings afire and heard the
cry and noise there, they returned to the camp crying ‘Treason! treason!’
so that all the assault was left.”
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The account tells that Jeanne de Montfort could not re-enter her town and
so continued on to the castle of Brest, three leagues away; but when one
of the French commanders saw her flight, he “with a great force of men at
arms” followed her. “He chased her so near that he slew and hurt divers
of them that were behind. . . . ; but the Countess and the most part of her
company rode so well that they came to Brest, where they were received
with great joy by the townspeople.”

After a great naval battle this same Countess Jeanne de Montfort was
described, “The Countess that day was worth a man; she had the heart of
a lion, and in her hand she wielded a sharp glaive [sword] where with she
fought fiercely.”

Adapted from Pierce Butler, Women of Medieval France (Philadelphia: Rittenhouse Press, 1907),
pp. 293–295.

Teacher’s Note: This Dramatic Moment comes from the Late Middle Ages, so be sure to clarify
this as you move to Lesson One, which begins over one thousand years earlier than the Dramatic
Moment.

Teacher Background
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LESSON ONE

WOMEN IN THE GERMANIC TRIBES OF THE EARLY MIDDLE AGES

A. OBJECTIVES

♦ To examine the roles of women in the Germanic tribal structure as
described by Tacitus in the Germania.

♦ To explore explanations for the roles that women played within the tribal
framework of groups which resettled in the western portions of the the
Roman Empire.

♦ To compare some aspects of feminine roles in the Germania with those of
women in the Roman Empire.

♦ To use primary source materials to formulate cultural generalizations.

B. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND INFORMATION

The tribes that penetrated the western Roman Empire formed the basis of a
new civilization that we can directly trace as our own. Therefore it is useful

to examine what these people were like. What were their basic life-style,
customs, and attitudes? And what place did women occupy in the framework of
the tribe? There are very few primary sources for the early Germanic tribes. They
had no written language and few outsiders were able to observe their culture first
hand.  The most commonly used source is the Germania by the Roman historian
Tacitus.

Publius Cornelius Tacitus was one of Rome’s greatest historians. He was born
in A.D. 55. In A.D. 77 he married into a politically influential family and rose as
a prominent statesman, serving for one year as counsel. Very little is known
about the details of his life. He died sometime after 116 but it is not known exactly
when or where.

Tacitus’ writings dealt with the history of Rome between A..D. 14 to his own time
at the end of the second century A.D.  The Germania, written in 98, was based
primarily upon information by earlier writers, including Julius Caesar, and
reports of soldiers and merchants who had returned from the Roman frontier.
Tacitus probably never visited the region. Rome had entered its period of decline
when Tacitus compiled his many writings. He lived through the period which
witnessed the decline of moral standards in Rome. His focus on the customs of
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non-Romans was intended to instruct his fellow citizens by emphasizing the
strict moral standards, freedom and discipline of the German tribes.  His
Germania remains the best description we have of the “barbarians” north of the
Roman Empire.

C. LESSON ACTIVITIES

1. Present the Historical Background Information (B) to introduce the
lesson material to the students.

2. Have students read Document A, the excerpts from the Germania. The
suggested discussion questions may be used for each segment.

3. Worksheet 1: Instruct students to formulate three or four generalizations
based upon the reading that define the role of women in the Germanic
tribes. At least one supporting quote should be used for each generalization.

D. EVALUATING THE LESSON

1. Informal evaluation based upon classroom discussion.

2. Evaluation of Worksheet 1.

3. Inclusion of objective or essay questions related to the lesson in a test on
the Early Middle Ages.




