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When we think of ancient societies, we often picture men as the dominant figures,
holding the power and making the decisions. However, the truth about women in

Old Norse society is far more complex and fascinating than we might assume.
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The Old Norse society, which existed during the Viking Age from the 8th to the
11th centuries, was fiercely patriarchal. Men held most positions of power and
were actively involved in warfare and exploration. However, women in this society

had more agency and influence than one might expect.
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The Role of Women in Old Norse Society

While men occupied the more prominent roles in politics, trade, and warfare, it is
crucial to understand the significant influence women held behind the scenes.
Women in Old Norse society played critical roles in maintaining social order and
were responsible for managing the household, finances, and often acted as

spiritual leaders.

Contrary to popular belief, women in Old Norse society had more freedom than
their counterparts in many other societies of the time. They possessed the right to
own property, inherit land, and engage in business transactions, giving them

economic independence and influence.

Furthermore, women played a vital role in the religious practices of the Old Norse

people. They were priestesses and seeresses who had the power to
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communicate with the gods, interpret omens, and perform important rituals. This
bestowed them with considerable spiritual authority and respect within their

communities.

The Influence of Powerful Women

Although women's power in Old Norse society was primarily within their
immediate spheres, there are historical accounts of exceptional women who

wielded significant influence that went beyond typical societal boundaries.

One such example is Queen Gunnhild, also known as Gunnhild Mother-of-Kings.
She was a powerful queen who played a crucial role in shaping the political
landscape of the Viking Age. Her strategic alliances and manipulation of men in

power allowed her to exert control and influence over multiple kingdoms.

Another notable figure in Old Norse society is Freyja, the goddess of love, beauty,
and fertility. She was an essential deity in the Norse pantheon, revered by both
men and women. Freyja symbolized femininity, sexuality, and independence,

portraying the high regard women held in Old Norse culture.

The Idea of Valkyries

The Valkyries are perhaps the most iconic representations of powerful women in
Old Norse society. These mythical female figures were believed to choose fallen

warriors on the battlefield, taking them to the afterlife in Valhalla.

Valkyries were considered fierce warriors themselves, often depicted as skilled
fighters on horseback. They were seen as both heroic and divine, representing

the ideal of a strong, independent woman fighting alongside men.

These mythical figures served as aspirational ideals for Norse women,

emphasizing strength, bravery, and determination. They shattered gender norms



of the time and inspired women to break free from societal constraints.

Challenges Faced by Women in Old Norse Society

Despite the significant influence and relative freedom women enjoyed in Old
Norse society, it is essential to recognize that they still faced challenges and

restrictions.

Marriage, for instance, was a crucial aspect of a woman's life, often resulting from
political alliances. Women were expected to be chaste and to bear and raise
children, contributing to the continuation of their lineage and the stability of the

society.

Furthermore, women's contributions and achievements were often downplayed or
overshadowed by their male counterparts. Historical records were primarily
written by men, leading to an imbalance in the narratives we have available

today.

Remembering the Powerful Women of Old Norse Society

The women of Old Norse society made remarkable strides, defying societal
expectations and leaving behind a legacy that is worth exploring and celebrating.
They were not merely passive observers but active participants, shaping their

communities and influencing the course of history.

As we delve deeper into the history of the Vikings, it is crucial to acknowledge
and remember the powerful women who played a crucial role in this society. Their
ability to balance societal expectations with their own agency and influence

speaks volumes about the resilience and strength of women throughout history.

So let us shed light on these important figures, listen to their stories, and

appreciate the complexities of gender dynamics in ancient societies such as the



Old Norse society. Only through understanding our past can we strive for a more

inclusive and equitable future for women.
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Jenny Jochens captures in fascinating detail the lives of women in pagan and

early Christian Iceland and Norway: their work, sexual behavior, marriage
customs, reproductive practices, familial relations, leisure activities, religious
practices, and legal constraints and protections. Much of this information also
applies to everyday life in the entire Germanic world. Conveying the experiences
not only of aristocrats but also of ordinary farmers, the author draws from her

extensive knowledge of the oldest and fullest record of the Germanic tribes.

Women in Old Norse Society places particular emphasis on changing sexual
mores and the impact of the imposition of Christianity by the clergy and the
Norwegian kings. It also demonstrates the vital role women played in economic
production: homespun was used for every conceivable domestic purpose; the
lengths of cloth became the standard of measurement for local commercial

exchange and were used to obtain commodities abroad.
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Jochens's masterly command of the Old Norse narratives and legal texts enables

her to provide a rich social history that includes the fullest analysis to date of

pagan and Christian marriage and the first comprehensive study of infanticide in

the North.
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