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‘However, the majority of women are neither harlots nor courtesans; nor do they sit clasping pug 

dogs to dusty velvet all through the summer afternoon.’ Should we focus on studying ordinary or 

extraordinary women? Explain your answer with reference to an academic discipline of your 

choice. 

The notion of ordinary and extraordinary women is in itself problematic. Whilst both ordinary and 

extraordinary are clearly and separately defined1, the application of these adjectives in conjunction 

with women is subjective. The concepts of the usual and the unusual are entirely dependent on 

one’s personal circumstances in life. Thus, there is no obvious line to be drawn between what is 

ordinary and what is extraordinary. Whilst there has been plenty of study of the supposed ordinary 

and extraordinary men in history, evidenced by Thomas Carlyle’s ‘Great Man Theory’2 and latterly 

historian Tristram Hunt’s assertion that today’s history has become the study of the ‘everyman’3, 

women, have been overlooked. Given the dichotomy in how ‘ordinary’ is defined in either gender 

through time, women must be defined by entirely separate criteria to men. However, despite the 

problematic existence of these terms, when taking a historical standpoint on women, it is perhaps 

easier to pinpoint their meaning. The structural oppression of women and societal enforcement of 

what is accepted as ‘normal’ for women, makes it more straightforward to determine, in patriarchal 

standards, what an extraordinary woman was: a woman who did not conform with the accepted 

values of femininity in her time. 

In her extended essay ‘A Room of One’s Own’ Virginia Woolf questions the absence of the ordinary 

woman in the study of the past, whose life appears to be so traceless that she has been entirely 

omitted from history4. One could argue that the purpose of studying history is to understand the 

mechanisms and causes of change, as well as the elements of society that remain constant, and 

thereby inform the future5. Regarding the study of women through time, this interpretation of 

history favours ordinary women, who are most representative of societal norms and changes to 

these. However, those deemed extraordinary women have been propelled to the forefront of 

historical study, such as Joan of Arc, Elizabeth I and Emmeline Pankhurst, all of whom will be 

discussed in this essay. The study of these renowned figures disregards the social context of their 

lives, which Herbert Spencer regards as far more significant in the formation of any extraordinary 

individual than the individual themselves6. It is the ordinary women of the past who make up this 

tapestry of social context, and thus are vital to study if a historian is to ever track the development 

of the role of women through history and indeed its continual development in the future. 

Furthermore, by focusing on the women who have broken the mould, we run the risk of altogether 
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forgetting what the mould really was, and thus producing a historical narrative unrepresentative of 

the oppression women faced for centuries, and latterly the lifting of this oppression. That is not to 

say that the triumphs of women who admirably subverted societal norms should be entirely 

disregarded, but that we should now turn to ordinary women, who reflect contemporary social 

attitudes, to understand the trajectory of women through time and inform their route in the future. 

As Woolf’s own attempts uncovered, this methodology of historical study has been often unpursued, 

with a tendency to focus on the extraordinary exceptions, rather than the general trends. 

Joan of Arc is one of the most studied women of the medieval era and is regarded as an 

extraordinary warrior and martyr, renowned by women across the world who view her as an 

emblem of women’s suffrage and a proto feminist7. In the English language alone, there are over 

12,000 published works about her.8 Joan of Arc is studied in history as a Saint, a woman of 

mysticism, a staunch guardian of her monarchy and nation, and a corruptor of social order. Her 

actions are indeed remarkable, the trajectory of her life is otherwise unheard of in the medieval 

world. From a mere farm girl, who claimed to be divinely inspired, to the saviour of France. Joan’s 

arrival at Orléans on Friday 29 April 1429 corresponded with a shift in direction of the battle 

between the French and the English, and the English siege of Orléans swiftly ended. From then on 

Joan of Arc’s role in the Hundred Years War was solidified and her execution on at Rouen on 30 May 

1431 sealed her fate of martyrdom and heroism9. Joan of Arc’s story and actions are undoubtedly 

remarkable, but history has long acknowledged this and whilst the intense study of this revered 

figure has upheld her legacy and promoted debate surrounding faith, it has done little for the study 

of women more widely. It is unrepresentative of the generally constrained life of women in the 

medieval era.  

The study of women who have gained the title ‘extraordinary’ has in fact hindered the wider 

historical study of women. A black hole has emerged with regards to ordinary women, making the 

tracking of social change and the development of women through history extremely challenging, 

Woolf despairs at this lack of initiative. She is aware, as are historians, that “all these facts lie 

somewhere”10.  However, as historians have not sought them, they often continue to lie dormant. If 

historians were to divert their attention to the ordinary woman of the 15th century, more would be 

discovered about the role of women and the circumstances which made Joan of Arc’s actions so far 

out of the ordinary. As is the case today, it would be inherently wrong to generalise the experience 

of the medieval woman however, it was largely unlike the life of Joan of Arc. Peasant women had 

many domestic duties and often aided their husbands’ work11. Women’s status in society was 

dictated by men, drawing from the Bible which asserted male dominance over women. However, 

women were known to gain status as widows and were able to inherit. These quotidian experiences 

of the ordinary woman are overlooked when focusing on extraordinary figures, such as Joan of Arc. 
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Consequently, history may fail to meet its aim of understanding changes and constants in society, by 

focusing on anomalies and consequences, rather than the wider under currents of change.  

Admittedly, written sources detailing ordinary women of the past are not plentiful. Woolf herself 

encounters this problem positing that upon attempting to unearth the Elizabethan woman “one is 

held up by the scarcity of facts”12. However, whilst there may be a scarcity of written facts, this 

excuse is devalued by the presence of archaeological artefacts which are in equal abundance across 

the gender spectrum, perhaps even overrepresented among women and are hugely revelatory in 

divulging the lives of, who Max Adams describes as, the ‘unquiet women of history’13. But if there is 

no scarcity of sources, why is the voice of ordinary women so muffled in the study of history? 

Historian Karen Dempsey provides an answer to this, by critiquing archaeology’s long-standing 

complicity in upholding patriarchal structures through its unwillingness to modernise and opt for 

intersectional equality in its study. Instead, for as long as white male voices dominate the 

archaeological field, as is demonstrated through their overrepresentation in the authorship of 

medieval archaeology journals and the Oxford handbooks of archaeology14, the stories they reveal 

will continue to reflect their own prejudices and interests, which ultimately leads to a disregard of 

the ordinary women of history. 

As we move through history a familiar pattern begins to unearth itself: the study of extraordinary 

women overshadows the experiences of the ordinary, giving way to a glazing over of the past that 

does little to acknowledge societal constants and changes for women. Mary Astell, often referred to 

as “the first English feminist”15 has aired her discontent towards such a narrow study of history: she 

bewails the male ability to ignore the actions of “good women” and when they finally come to 

acknowledge them it is only to say “That such women acted above their sex. (…) That they were not 

Women who did those Great Actions, but that they were Men in Petticoats!”16 This remark 

illustrates the absence of study of ordinary women in history, and the discipline’s complicity in 

perpetuating the idea that women only become of value or interest when they are acting as men, 

which is both damaging and inaccurate.  

The study of Elizabeth I is the embodiment of this narrow-minded approach to history. Whilst her 

reign was undoubtedly important, her significance as a woman is less so. Elizabeth was indeed 

unusual for her times, as a powerful female monarch who led England to defeat the Spanish Armada 

in 1588. Her reign is often deemed to be England’s own “Golden Age”, characterised by a prolonged 
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period of peace, economic stability and flourishing of the arts and intellectual curiosity. 17 However 

historians’ focus on the study of this extraordinary figure overlooks ordinary Elizabethan women, 

and their positions in society, which would provide a better overview of women’s progression 

through time. The umbrella term “The Golden Age” does little to encompass the experiences of the 

average 16th century woman. The focus on Elizabeth’s female identity, gives historians the false 

reassurance that they have addressed the issue of Elizabethan women. This is a damaging angle of 

study, which in its practice disregards the reality for Elizabethan women. The reign of Elizabeth I 

upheld a patriarchal system, in which women, other than the monarch, were deemed to be weak 

and of little value. However, contrary to modern assumptions, a surprising number of girls in the late 

16th century were in education18, signifying a slightly more progressive society than would be 

apparent if a historian were to focus solely on Elizabeth I, and stereotype all other Elizabethan 

women. Thus, the study of extraordinary women is flawed on two ends of a spectrum; it runs the 

risk of ignorance of both oppression and progression. To overlook these aspects of women’s lives 

would be to overlook mechanisms of change and constancy and hence reduce the efficacy of 

historical study.  

As we move into the more recent period of modern history, the phenomenon of extraordinary 

women is again widely studied. One who dominates the early 20th century is Emmeline Pankhurst, 

accredited with leading the Suffragette Movement, ultimately resulting in the vote for women being 

granted in the UK. Whilst the study of Emmeline Pankhurst does bring with it a type of justice for the 

struggles of ordinary women, it still fails to acknowledge the variation of opinions and roles among 

her contemporaries, thus creating an inaccurate façade of simplicity regarding the early 20th century 

woman. Furthermore, through studying Emmeline Pankhurst and disregarding the ordinary women 

who provided the foundations of the women’s suffrage movement, we risk crediting her with a 

victory that is not hers to claim. If the historian were to instead focus on the ordinary woman, they 

would unearth diversified opinions among women concerning their suffrage. Often forgotten are the 

tens of thousands of working-class women who provided a mass-movement in support of women’s 

suffrage; 30,000 women working in the cotton mills of Lancashire signed a women’s suffrage 

petition which was presented to Parliament in 190119. This is just one example among many of the 

support the Suffragette Movement gleaned from working-class women. However, they were often 

met with sneering condescendence from suffragettes of the upper classes who deemed them to be 

‘the weakest portion of the sex’.20 Furthermore, whilst ultimately the suffragette movement 

prevailed, the anti-suffrage movement also held traction in the early 20th century and consisted of 

many ordinary women who felt a ‘division of functions’ was ‘the keystone to civilisation’21. If a 

historian only studied the extraordinary Emmeline Pankhurst, the lack of intersectionality within the 

Suffragette Movement would escape them, as would the resistance of many women to receive 

 
17 William H Sherman, “‘Gold Is the Strength, the Sinnewes of the World’: Thomas Dekker’s ‘Old Fortunatus’ 
and England’s Golden Age,” Medieval & Renaissance Drama in England 6 (1993): 85–102, 
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Shakespeare Library (, July 9, 2018), <a href="https://www.folger.edu/shakespeare-unlimited/elizabeth-
norton-hidden-lives-tudor-women">https://www.folger.edu/shakespeare-unlimited/elizabeth-norton-hidden-
lives-tudor-women</a>. 
19 Sarah Jackson, “‘Women Quite Unknown’: Working-Class Women in the Suffrage Movement,” The British 
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class-women-in-the-suffrage-movement. 
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suffrage. Consequently, they may wrongly proclaim that her actions brought justice for all women or 

deceive themselves into thinking that women were able to emerge from years of oppression without 

any self-doubt. Thus, they would miss the mechanisms, causes and constants of change.  

In conclusion, whilst epochal women of the extraordinary certainly do exist, focusing historical study 

on them, without looking at the wider context of ordinary women, leads to a gap in historical 

knowledge of women’s social progression through time. Studying ordinary women allows the 

historian to track the underpinnings of social change, the setbacks to social progression and 

ultimately the course of gender equality through time, in a way that the study of extraordinary 

women overlooks. To understand the position of women today, one must first understand her 

history, and the only way to do this is to examine the ordinary lives which have been the foundations 

of extraordinary change. 
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