
Unveiling the Hidden Stories: The Women's
Lot in Seventeenth Century England

The seventeenth century in England was a time of immense cultural, political, and
social changes. As history often focuses on the powerful men who shaped the
era, the stories of women are often overlooked or forgotten. However, it is crucial
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to shed light on the experiences, struggles, and achievements of women during
this time, as they played a significant role in shaping society.

Women's Roles in Society

Women in seventeenth century England were primarily expected to fulfill
domestic roles and uphold the ideals of patriarchy. Their primary responsibilities
included managing household affairs, raising children, and providing support to
their husbands. However, this narrow societal expectation did not define all
women, as many found ways to challenge their prescribed roles and contribute to
society beyond the confines of their homes.
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Women's Economic Empowerment

While women's economic opportunities were limited in comparison to men, some
women managed to challenge these boundaries and achieve financial
independence. Widows, for instance, were able to take control of their late
husbands' businesses and estates, effectively becoming businesswomen in their
own right. Additionally, women from the working class often worked alongside
their husbands, contributing significantly to the family's income.
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Legal Restrictions and Challenges

Despite these individual success stories, women faced numerous legal
restrictions and challenges that limited their autonomy and overall position in
society. The common law doctrine of "coverture" meant that upon marriage, a
woman's legal identity was absorbed by her husband. This meant that she had
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limited control over her property and finances, and her husband had the final say
in familial matters.

Moreover, women were excluded from most professions and were barred from
higher education institutions. This lack of access to education and opportunities
often hindered their personal development and societal contributions. Those who
aspired to pursue knowledge were confined to informal women's groups or had to
rely on private tutors for instruction.

Religious and Political Influences

The religious and political climate of seventeenth century England played a
significant role in shaping the lives of women during this era. The rise of
Puritanism brought with it a stricter interpretation of gender roles, where women
were expected to be pious, subservient, and obedient. Their main purpose was to
maintain a harmonious household and support their husbands' religious
endeavors.



The seventeenth century in England was a time of many contradictions for
women. While they were relegated to strict gender roles and faced numerous
legal and societal obstacles, some persevered and left a lasting impact. Through
their intellectual pursuits, economic empowerment, and influential role models,
women managed to assert their agency and challenge the norms of the time.

By recognizing and celebrating the experiences of women in seventeenth century
England, we can gain a deeper understanding of their contributions and the
progress made since then. It is crucial to continue sharing these stories to ensure
that the voices of women throughout history are not forgotten.
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The renowned historian and biographer Lady Antonia Fraser, author of Marie
Antoinette, investigates the lot of women in seventeenth-century England.
Drawing on period diaries, letters, and other papers, Fraser sketches portraits of
a variety of women, both highborn and humble, during the tumultuous century
between the death of Elizabeth and Queen Anne’s assumption of the throne.
 More than a collection of female biographies, The Weaker Vessel offers fresh
insight into its subjects’ attitudes and lives, with appearances by heiresses and
dairy maids, holy women and prostitutes, criminals and educators, widows and
witches, midwives and mothers, heroines, courtesans, prophetesses,
businesswomen, ladies of the court, and that new breed, the actress.

"An almost encyclopedic chronicle of women in 17th century England...wives,
warriors, heiresses, preachers... alive with anecdote after anecdote." – The New
York Times Book Review
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