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The Protestant reformers did not break sharply with tradition in their ideas about women. For both Luther and Calvin, women were created by God and could be saved through faith; spiritually women and men were equal. In every other respect, women were to be subordinate to men. Women's subjection was inherent in their very being and was present from creation—in this they agreed with Aristotle and the classical tradition. It was made more brutal and harsh, however, because of Eve's responsibility for the fall—in this they agreed with patristic tradition and with their scholastic and humanist predecessors.

There appears to be some novelty in their rejection of Catholic teachings on the merits of celibacy and championing of marriage as the proper state for all individuals. All Protestant reformers agreed on this point, though they disagreed on so much else; the clauses discussing marriage in the various Protestant confessions show more similarities than do any other main articles of doctrine or discipline. Even this tendency was not particularly new. Civic and Christian humanists also thought that "God had established marriage and family life as the best means for providing spiritual and moral discipline in this world," and they "emphasized marriage and the family as the basic social and economic unit which provided the paradigm for all social relations."

The Protestant exhortation to marry was directed to both sexes but particularly to women, for whom marriage and motherhood were a vocation as well as a living arrangement. Marriage was a woman's highest calling, the way she could fulfill God's will; in Luther's harsh words, "Let them bear children to death; they are created for that." Unmarried women were suspect, both because they were fighting their natural sex drive, which everyone in the sixteenth century felt to be much stronger than men's, and because they were upsetting the divinely imposed order that made woman subject to man. Even a woman as prominent and respected as Margaretha Blarer, the sister of Ambrosius Blarer, a reformer in Constance, was criticized for her decision to remain unmarried. Martin Bucer accused her of being "masterless," to which she answered, "Those who have Christ for a master are not masterless." Her brother defended her decision by pointing out that she was very close to his family and took care of the poor and plague victims "as a mother."

The pious and obedient housewife was idealized by the Protestant reformers, but most other women were described quite negatively. Nuns and prostitutes were both encouraged to leave their houses and marry, and the level of morality in convents was compared with that in brothels.  Female saints and martyrs, according to Luther, were lucky to have died young, as only their early deaths sent them to heaven still virgins.  . 
  
The combination of women's spiritual equality, female subordination, and the idealization of marriage proved problematic for the reformers, for they were faced with the issue of women who converted although their husbands did not. What was to take precedence, the woman's religious convictions or her duty of obedience? Luther and Calvin were very clear on this point. Wives were to obey their husbands, even if they were not Christians; in Calvin's words, a woman "should not desert the partner who is hostile.'' Marriage was a woman's "calling," her natural state, and she was to serve God through this calling. Even later Puritan writers, who had such a strong view of the liberty of conscience, were unwilling to extend this liberty to wives with unbelieving husbands.

   Not all reformers agreed, however. As might be expected, Catholic Counter-Reformation leaders encouraged young women to disobey their parents and enter convents to escape arranged marriages.  Though they did not encourage married women to leave their husbands, they followed pre-Reformation tradition in urging husbands to let their wives enter con vents if they wished. More surprisingly, John Knox persuaded at least one woman, Anne Locke, to leave her husband and family in England and come to Geneva by telling her it would please God if she did so.

Though the Jesuits applauded young women who joined convents instead of marrying, they, and the rest of the Counter-Reformation church, blocked all efforts by women who wanted to form active orders out in the world. Catholic women still had the approved option of celibacy, but they were to be strictly cloistered in a convent. Catholic writers also began to publish their own marriage manuals to counter those published by Protestants, but the ideal wives and mothers they described were no different from those of the Protestants; both wanted women to be "chaste, silent, and obedient."'

The reformers communicated these ideas to women in a variety of ways. Women who could read German might read Luther's two marriage treatises or any number of Protestant marriage manuals, the first of which was published in Augsburg in I522. They could read tracts against celibacy by many reformers, which varied widely in their level of abuse language and criticism of convent life. Upper-class and noble women could write directly to Luther, Calvin, or other reformers, who were always careful to answer women who had political power.  Both Protestant and Catholic authors wrote books of commonplaces and examples, which contained numerous references to proper and improper female conduct attributed to classical authors, the Church fathers, and more recent commentators.

The vast majority of women could not read but received the message orally and visually. Sermons, particularly marriage sermons but also regular Sunday sermons, stressed the benefits of marriage and the proper roles of husband and wife. Women's funeral sermons stressed their piety, devotion to family, and trust in God through great trials and tribulations and set up models for other women to follow. Vernacular dramas about marriage replaced pre-Reformation plays about virgin martyrs suffering death rather than losing their virginity. Woodcuts depicted pious married women (their marital status was clear because married women wore their hair covered) listening to sermons or reading the Bible. Protestant pamphlets portrayed the Pope with the whore of Babylon, which communicated a message about both the Pope and women. Catholic pamphlets showed Luther as a lustful glutton driven only by his sexual and bodily needs. Popular stories about Luther's home life and harsh attitudes toward female virginity circulated by word of mouth.

It may be somewhat misleading to focus only on works directed toward women, discussing marriage, or using female imagery, for women read, saw, and heard the more general message of the Reformation as well. Nevertheless, the majority of women probably paid most attention to works they could relate to their own experience, just as one would expect princes to listen more closely to works directed at them and magistrates likewise.
Institutional and Political Changes

 In terms of actually affecting women's lives, and demanding some sort of response, the institutional and political changes that accompanied the Reformation were more important than changes in religious ideas alone Some of these political and institutional changes were the direct results of Protestant doctrine, and some of them were unintended, though not unforeseeable, consequences.   One of the most dramatic changes was the closing of the convents, with the nuns either ordered to leave or forbidden to take in any new novices.  In some cases the nuns were given a pension, but in most cases there is no record of what happened to them. Former monks and priests could become pastors in the new Protestant churches, but former nuns had no place in the new church structure. 
Every Protestant territory passed a marriage ordinance, which stressed wifely obedience and proper Christian virtues, and set up a new court to handle marriage and morals cases that had previously been handled by church courts. They also passed sumptuary laws that regulated weddings and baptisms, trying to make these ceremonies more purely Christian by limiting the number of guests and prohibiting profane activities such as dancing and singing. Though they were never completely successful, the tone of these two ceremonies, which marked the two perhaps most important events in a women's life, became much less exuberant. Religious processions, such as Corpus Christi parades, had included both men and women, with even the city's prostitutes taking part in these or other public rituals. They were prohibited, and the public processions that remained were generally those of guild masters and journeymen, with women as onlookers only.

The Protestant Reformation not only downplayed women's public ceremonial role, but stripped the calendar of celebrations honoring women and ended the power that female saints and their relics were felt to exert over people's lives. Women who remained Catholic still had female saints to whom they might pray, but the number of new female saints during the Counter-Reformation was far fewer than the number of male saints’

Because of the importance placed on Bible reading in the vernacular, many of the Protestant reformers advocated opening schools for girls as well as boys. The number of such schools that actually opened was far fewer than the reformers had originally hoped, and Luther in particular also muted his call for mass education after the turmoil of the Peasants' War. The girls' schools that were opened stressed morality and decorum.  They taught sewing as well as reading and singing, with religious instruction often limited to memorizing the catechism. 

Several female occupations were directly affected by changes in religious practices. The demand for votive candles, which were often made and sold by women, dropped dramatically, and these women were forced to find other means of support. The demand for fish declined somewhat, creating difficulties for female fishmongers when fast days were no longer required. Municipal brothels were closed in the sixteenth century, a change often linked with the Protestant Reformation. The closing occurred in Catholic cities as well, however, and may be more closely linked with general concerns for public order and morality and an obsession with women's sexuality than with any specific.

Along with these changes that related directly to Protestant doctrine, the Reformation brought with it an extended period of war and destruction, in which individuals and families were forced to move frequently from one place to another. Women whose husbands were exiled for religious reasons might also be forced to leave or their houses and goods might at least be confiscated. If they were allowed to stay, they often had to support a family and were still held suspect by neighbors and authorities. A woman whose husband was away fighting could go years without hearing from him and would never be allowed to marry again if there was some suspicion that he might still be alive.

Women's Responses

Women in convents were the first to confront the Protestant Reformation. In areas that were becoming Protestant, religious change meant both the actual closing of their houses and a negation of the value and worth of the life they had been living. Some convents accepted the Protestant message and willingly gave up their houses and land to city and territorial authorities. The nuns renounced their vows, and those who were able to find husbands married; the others returned to their families or found ways to support themselves on their own. Other convents did not accept the new religion but recognized the realities of political power and gave up their holdings in return for pensions; these women often continued living together after the Reformation, trying to remain as a religious community, though they often had to rely on their families for support.

Most of the women in sixteenth-century Germany were not nuns but laywomen who lived in families. Their first contact with the Reformation was often shared with the male members of their families. They heard the new teachings proclaimed from a city pulpit, read or looked at broadsides attacking the Pope, and listened to traveling preachers attacking celibacy and the monasteries.   Swept up by the enthusiasm of the first years of the Reformation, women often stepped beyond what were considered acceptable roles for them. Taking Luther's idea of a priesthood of all believers literally, women as well as uneducated men began to preach and challenge religious authorities. In I524 in Nuremberg, the city council took action against a certain Frau Voglin, who had set herself up in the hospital church and was preaching. In a discussion after a Sunday sermon by a Lutheran-leaning prior, a woman in Augsburg spoke to a bishop's representative who had been sent to hear the sermon and called the bishop a brothel manager, as he had a large annual income from concubinage fees. Several women in Zwickau, inspired by the preaching of Thomas Muntzer, also began to preach in 1521.

All of these actions were viewed with alarm by civic authorities, who even objected to women's getting together to discuss religion. In I529, the Zwickau city council banished several of the women who had gathered together and preached. In the same year, the Memmingen city council forbade maids to discuss religion while drawing water at neighborhood wells. No German government forbade women outright to read the Bible, as Henry VIII of England did in I543, but there were attempts to prevent them from discussing it publicly.

Though most of the women who published religious works during the Reformation were either nuns or noblewomen, there were a few middle class women who wrote hymns, religious poetry, and some polemics (written verbal attacks aimed on something or someone).  Seventeenth-century women often wrote religious poems, hymns, and prose meditations for private purposes as well as for publication. They wrote to celebrate weddings, baptisms, and birthdays, to console friends, to praise deceased relatives, and to instruct and provide examples for their children. Works published while they were still alive include profuse apologies about the author's unworthiness and presumption. Many were published posthumously by their husbands or fathers and include a note from these men that writing never distracted the author from her domestic tasks but was done only in her spare time. Unfortunately, similar works by sixteenth-century German women have not survived, so that, to examine the religious convictions of the majority of women who did not preach, prophesy, publish, or become martyrs, we must consider their actions within the context of their domestic and community life.

I am purposely choosing not to call such actions "private," because no one in the sixteenth century regarded religion or the family as private, as that term is used today. One's inner relationship with God was perhaps a private matter (though even that assertion is arguable), but one's outward religious practices were a matter of great concern for political authorities. Both Protestants and Catholics saw the family as the cornerstone of society, the building block for all other institutions, and every political authority meddled in family and domestic concerns. Thus a woman's choice to serve her family fish or meat on Friday, or to attend the funeral of a friend whose religion was unacceptable, was not to be overlooked or regarded as trivial or personal.   Married women whose religious convictions matched those of their husbands often shared equally in the results of those convictions. If these conflicted with local authorities, and the men were banished for religious reasons, their wives were expected to follow them. As the house and goods were generally confiscated, they had no choice in the matter any way. Women whose husbands were in hiding, fighting religious wars, or assisting Protestant churches elsewhere, supported the family and covered for their husbands, often sending them supplies as well.

There are several spectacular examples among noble families of women whose quiet pressure eventually led to their husbands' conversions, and certainly many among common people that are not recorded, but what about a married woman whose efforts failed? What could a woman do whose religious convictions differed from those of her husband? In some areas, the couple simply lived together as adherents of different religions. The records for Bamberg, for example, show that in I595 about 25 percent of the households were mixed marriages, with one spouse Catholic and the other Lutheran. Among the members of the city council, the proportion was even higher—43 percent had spouses of a different religion, and so this phenomenon was not something that simply went unnoticed by authorities. In cities with strict confessional adherence, two-religion households may have been impossible, but it bears further investigation.

Continued cohabitation was more acceptable if the husband was of a religion considered acceptable in the area. In 1631, for example, the Strasbourg city council considered whether citizens should lose their citizenship if they married Calvinists. It decided that a man would not "because he can probably draw his spouse away from her false religion, and bring her on to the correct path." He would have to pay a fine, though, for "bringing an unacceptable person into the city." A woman who married a Calvinist would lose her citizenship, however, "because she would let herself easily be led into error in religion by her husband, and led astray."   As a final resort, a married woman could leave her husband (and perhaps family) and move to an area where the religion agreed with her own. Such a move was extremely difficult for women who were not wealthy, and most of the recorded eases involve noblewomen with independent incomes and sympathetic fathers. Even if a woman might gather enough resources to support herself, she was not always welcome, despite the strength of her religious convictions, for she had violated that most basic of norms, wifely obedience.
Noblewomen, both married and unmarried, religious and lay, had the most opportunity to express their religious convictions, and the consequences of their actions were more far-reaching than those of most women. Prominent noblewomen who left convents could create quite a sensation, particularly if, like Ursula of Munsterberg, they wrote about their reasons for leaving and if their actions put them in opposition to their families. Disagreements between husband and wife over matters of religion could lead to exile of the wife, as in the case of Elisabeth of Brandenburg. 
What is most striking about women's response to the Reformation is its individual nature. Women, apart from nuns in convents, were not a distinct social class, economic category, or occupational group and so had no opportunity for group action. They passed religious ideas along the networks of their family, friends, and neighbors, but these networks had no official voice in a society that was divided according to male groups. Even women who reformed territories did so as individual rulers. Men, on the other hand, were preached to as members of groups and responded collectively. They combined with other men in city councils, guilds, consistories, cathedral chapters, university faculties, and many other bodies to effect or halt religious change. Their own individual religious ideas were affirmed by others, whether or not they were ultimately successful in establishing the religious system they desired.   A woman who challenged her husband or other male authorities in matters of religion was thus challenging the most basic assumptions about gender roles and was doing so alone, with no official group to support her. She did not express her religious ideas in collective terms or demand that women as a group be given power in matters of religion because, in both political theory and social reality, women were not a group. An examination of women's responses to the Reformation brings together two lines of research that have previously been separated. The first focuses on individual religious choice, a familiar focus in studies of the reformers themselves but rarely used for ordinary people. The second focuses on common people, but this generally has meant men acting in groups. When we consider women, we are forced to examine the individual responses of average people, and once men have been studied in this way as well, we will have a fuller understanding of the ultimate impact of the Reformation. 
  
  
