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Women in the Reformation

Marilyn J. Boxer and Jean H. Quataert

The great figures of the Reformation were men, and tradition-
ally focus has been on their struggles and their doctrines. In
recent vyears scholars have questioned what tole women
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played in the Reformation and whether the Reformation ben-
efited women socially or in any aspect of public life. These
questions are addressed by Marilyn ]. Boxer and Jean H.
Quataert, both specializing in women's studies, in the follow-
ing excerpt from their book Connecting Spheres.

CONSIDER: Ways women helped spread the Reformation;
why the Reformation did not greatly change women's place in
society.

, women in good measure also were
instrumental in spreading the ideas of the religious Re-
formation to the communities, towns, and provinces of
Europe after 1517. In their roles as spouses and mothers
they were often the ones to bring the early reform ideas
to the families of Europe’s aristocracy and to those of the
common people in urban centers as well. The British
theologian Richard Hooker (c. 1553-1600) typically ex-
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by reference to their “nature,” to the “eagerness of their
affection,” not to their intelligence or ability to make
conscious choices. Similarly, Catholic polemicists used
notions about women’s immature and frail “nature” to
discredit Protestantism.

The important role played by women in the sixteenth-
century Reformation should not surprise us, for they had
been equally significant in supporting earlier heresies
that challenged the established order and at times the
gender hierarchy, too. Many medieval anticlerical move-
ments that extolled the virtues of lay men praised lay
women as well. . . .

Since the message of the Reformation, like that of the
earlier religious movements, meant a loosening of hier-
archies, it had a particular appeal to women. By stressing
the individual’s personal relationship with God and his or
her own responsibility for behavior, it affirmed the ability
of each to find truth by reading the original Scriptures.
Thus, it offered a greater role for lay participation by
women, as well as men, than was possible in Roman
Catholicism. . . .

[Nevertheless,| the Reformation did not markedly
transform women'’s place in society, and the reformers
had never intended to do so. To be sure, they called on
men and women to read the Bible and participate in reli-
gious ceremonies together. But Bible-reading reinforced
the Pauline view of woman as weak-minded and sinful.
When such practice took a more radical turn in the di-
rection of lay prophesy, as occurred in some Reform
churches southwest of Paris, or in the coming together of
women to discuss “unchristian pieces” as was recorded in
Zwickau, retormers—Lutheran and Calvin alike—pulled
back in horror. The radical or Anabaptist brand of reform
generally offered women a more active role in religious
life than did Lutheranism, even allowing them to preach.
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“Admonished to Christian righteousness” by more con-
servative Protestants, Anabaptists were charged with
holding that “marriage and whoredom are one and the
same thing.” The women were even accused of having
“dared to deny their husbands’ marital rights.” During an
interrogation one woman explained that “she was wed to
Christ and must therefore be chaste, for which she cited
the saying, that no one can serve two masters.”

The response of the magisterial Reformers was un-
equivocal. The equality of the Gospel was not to
overturn the inequalities of social rank or the hierarchies
of the sexual order. As the Frenchman Pierre Viret ex-
plained it in 1560, appealing to the old polarities again,
the Protestant elect were equal as Christians and
helievers—as man and woman, master and servant, free
and serf. Further, while the Reformation thus failed to
elevate women's status, it deprived them of the emotion-
ally sustaining presence of female imagery, of saints and
protectors who long had played a significant role at cru-
cial points in their life cycles. The Reformers rejected the
special powers of the saints and downplayed, for example,
Saints Margaret and Ann, who had been faithful and

succoring companions for women in childbirth and in
widowhood. With the rejection of Mary as well as the
saints, nuns, and abbesses, God the Father was more
firmly in place.



