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Socioeconomic context  

To best discuss family planning in the Middle Ages, let us first examine the socio-economic realities for 
the average person in medieval Europe.  From 542-750 CE, roughly half of Europe succumbed to 
plagues. Just as populations were recovering, the Black Death of the Fourteenth Century arrives.  From 
there, we can utilize the following overview of the average Norman village to provide a glimpse into the 
rural-centric life of the High Middle Ages. 1 2   
 

• 45% infant mortality rate3 

• Average life expectancy: 25-30 

• Over half population was under age 25 

• ¾ of the population were women and 
children 

For women…. 

• Married off at average age of 13 

• Only half lived through child bearing 
years 

• Approx. half had no children at all. 

 

The economic constraints of largely rural, largely economically disadvantaged society likely contributed 
to the relatively small family size of the Middle Ages.  As seen above, a significant portion of the 
population never married, and for those who did, the short life expectancy and high infant mortality rate 
would have direct impact on reproductive capacity within the family unit.  Historians habitually accept 
these constraints as responsible for the low numbers of children in the medieval family, but limitations 
of pregnancies could have also played a role.  
 
Circumstantial evidence of the use of controlling fertility supports this hypothesis.  It appears that 
conception was avoided in the Fall, when the mother would have given birth in the summer months 
when the demand on daily hard labor was highest in a rural economy.4  Such suggestions of pregnancy 
avoidance is not only indicated in the peasantry, but also in nobility.  Medieval queens married on 
average between ages ten and fourteen, but rarely gave birth before their twenties. Blanche of Castile, 
for example, married Louis VIII at twelve, had her first child at nineteen.  She went on to have twelve 
more before she was forty,5 suggesting that the delay in first birth was likely not due to fertility issues.  

                                                           
1 Buchet, Luc, ‘La necropole gallo-romaine et merovingienne de Frenouille (Calvados). 1978 
2 Guichard, Pierre and J.P. Cuvillier, ‘L’Europe barbare,’ in Histoire de la famille. Colin, Paris. 1986 
3 Mollat, Michel, ‘The Poor in the Middle Ages’ Yale University Press, New Haven. 1986 
4 Guyon, Jean, ‘D’Auguste a Charlemagne: la montee des interdits,’ ed. Marcel Bernos (Le Centurion, Paris: 1985) 
5 Russell, Late Ancient and Medieval Populations  

“Most historians have concluded that in the ‘Dark Ages’ the limitation of pregnancies would not 

have been practiced. …[and] dismissed the period as of no interest to the historian of birth control. 

…Was it not a brutal, superstitious age in which reason held little sway, women’s needs were 

ignored and hordes of children were welcomed as a source of cheap labor? The medieval mindset, it 

was decided, was one which could envisage neither the need nor the means of controlling 

procreation”  

McLaren, History of Contraception from Antiquity to Present Day 
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Additional examples of this phenomena can be found in the Ottonian rulers of the tenth century, who 
birthed stair-step heirs, and then the births ceased entirely before the mother reached thirty years old.6 
 
In contrast, the ratio of unmarried woman suggests not only some agency over one’s body, but a 
society in which a single woman’s existence is socio-economically facilitated.  “The later age of 
marriage of west European women has been taken as evidence that they enjoyed some economic 
independence, an independence that might also have manifested itself in a desire to control their own 
bodies.7” In Against Secundinus, St. Augustine (who had quite a lot to say on this topic) references 
prostitutes “take[ing] steps not to conceive8” directly indicating purpose, intent, and agency over one’s 
reproduction.  Further discussion among the clergy strongly supports the hypothesis that contraception 
was widely practiced, if poorly understood, in Medieval Europe.  McLaren said it well: “If stop signs 
imply the existence of traffic, the clergy’s on-going condemnations of abortion and contraception can 
at the very least be taken as evidence of the continued employment of such practices.9” 
 
Methods 

Medieval European men formulated grand ideas about women’s contraceptive knowledge and secret 
practices.  Among the less socially advanced medieval women, prostitutes, procuresses, and midwives 
were believed to hold arcane, and often occult, sexual and reproductive knowledge.10   Attempts to 
document these secret contraceptive arts, ‘arte muleibri,’ were most notably made by Galen, 
Hippocrates, and the Dominican theologian Albertus Magnus.  The latter wisely declared that ‘much 
belief should be given to trustworthy women who have borne many children.11’   Magnus’s work, De 
Secretis Mulierum (1206-1280 CE) and John XXI’s The Treasury of Healthe (1276) document multitudes 
of contraceptive methods of the day.   
 
Herbal abortives: The most common herbal abortives appear to be administered in the form of 
pessaries, which span Greek and Roman sources, and later in the Regimen of Health by Magnino of 
Milan12 ca. 1300 and the Trotula. The latter includes the following recipe for a typical abortifacient 
pessary of iris, savin, white wine, ivy, and honey: “Also the root of iris put into the womb or fumigated 
underneath makes a woman lose her child, for iris roots are hot and dry and have the virtue of opening, 
heating, consuming, and wasting.13”  Magnus also discussed herbal abortives, “Sometimes they produce 
an abortion by boiling down certain herbs which they know well. You should be aware, however, that 
corruption of this type causes extreme pain to the woman.14” He continues later, “Thus Hippocrates said 
that a pregnant woman ought not to have her blood let or be purged before the fourth month lest the 
fetus be destroyed. Because of this, evil women instructed in this art draw blood as soon as they are 
impregnated, or take certain herbal decoctions in an attempt to corrupt the fetus15.”  
 

                                                           
6 Leyser, K.J., Rule and Conflict in Early Medieval Society: Ottonian Saxony 
7 Bennet, Judith M. ‘Medieval Peasant Marriages: An Examination of Marriage Licence Fines in Liber Gersumarum’ 
8 Augustine, Against Secundinus 
9 McLaren, History of Contraception from Antiquity to Present Day 
10 Histoire de la famille, vol I 
11 Magnus, The Secrets of Albertus Magnus 
12 Magnino of Milan, Regimen of Health 
13 The Trotula 
14 Magnus, Secrets of Women 
15 Magnus, Secrets of Women 
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Magick Abortions: The application of magick and ‘potions’ are common among period physica texts on 

the subject of sexual health and reproduction.  Potions and incantations for terminating a pregnancy 

were widely known. Examples abound: The Second Council of Braga (527 CE, Iberian Peninsula) 

documented accusations of abortions 

through magick.  The Penitentials’ 

(Catholic Church) referenced ‘the little 

cup,’ the use of magickal potions for 

abortions.16  The Synod of Riez (1285 CE, 

Cathar) imposed excommunications on 

those who “sells or gives poisons or deadly 

herbs for death and abortion.” 17 

In an interesting anecdote, the following describes a documented Church-sanctioned magickal 

abortion:  In the Salamanca Codex, St. Kiernan was described as having rescued a nun from kidnappers; 

“when the man of God returned with the girl to the monastery, the girl confessed she had conceived in 

the womb. Then the man of God, prompted by zeal for justice, not wishing that the seed vipers should 

quicken, making the sign of the cross on the womb, caused it to empty18” 

Other Methods: Medieval abortions came in many other unexpected forms. Magnus, in his chapter “On 

the Exit of the Fetus from the Uterus,” indicates that women may move about too much with the 

intention of breaking the womb (aborting). “either because the matter of the menses is corrupt, or 

because of too much motion on the part of the woman which breaks the womb, or on account of other 

evils that befall her. For this reason, harlots, and women learned in the art of midwifery, engage in a 

good deal of activity when they are pregnant. They move from place to place, town to town: they lead 

dances and take part in many other evil deeds. Even more frequently they have a great deal of sex, and 

they wrestle with men. They do all these things so that they might be freed from their pregnancy by the 

excessive motion. The reason for their great desire for coitus is that the pleasure that they experience will 

help them blot out the grief that they 

feel from the destruction of the fetus.19” 

Magnus extrapolates on motion 

induced abortions: “There are some evil 

women who are aware of this and 

counsel young girls who have become 

pregnant and wish to hide their sin that they should jump around, run, walk, and briskly move about in 

                                                           
16 Dillard, Heath, Daughters of Reconquest: Women in Castilian Town Society, 1100-1300 
17 Noonan, Contraception: A History 
18 Herlihy, Medieval Households 
19 Magnus, Secrets of Women 
^ Chaucer, The Parson’s Tale (https://sites.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/teachslf/parst-tran.htm) 
*Noonan, Contraception: A History 
** Lemay, “Human Sexuality in the 12th to 15th Century Scientific Writings” 

In the Parson’s Tale, Chaucer^ wrote of a woman taking 
potions ‘drynkynge venenous herbs thurgh which she may 
not conceive;’ of using pessaries and suppositories, by 
putting ‘certeine material thynges in hire secree places to 
slee the child;’ unnatural intercourse, ‘by which man or 
woman shedeth hire nature in manere or place ther as a 
child may not be conceived;’ and finally abortion.  

John of Gaddesden*, physician to Edward II, and William of 

Saliceto** warned that women should avoid the sin of 

jumping backwards or too sudden a motion after coitus, 

which was known to prevent pregnancy or cause abortion.   

https://sites.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/teachslf/parst-tran.htm
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order to corrupt the fetus.”20 Gerson (Opera 3, 1000)21 describes abortions being caused by “clothes, 

dancing, blows, potions, or otherwise,” providing the medieval woman many available abortive options.  

Documentation for period recipes for the abortive methods described above can be found in 

abundance via Avicenna’s Canon, the above-mentioned John XXI’s Treasury of Healthe, and the various 

medieval interpretations of Greek physicians, such as Dioscorides and Hippocrates.    

Moral Discourse on Abortion 

The persistent moral discourse on abortion known in modernity 

was alive and well in the Middle Ages.  Early term abortions had 

ambiguous moral status in many communities, and it was not 

unknown for medieval doctors to embrace abortions for the 

survival and health of the mother. Avicenna advanced women’s 

fear of death in pregnancy as an argument in favor of therapeutic 

abortion.22 In reference to the above mentioned abortifacient 

pessary found in the Trotula, the author states, “For when 

woman is feeble and the child cannot come out, then it is better 

that the child be killed than the mother of the child also die23”   

Common perception appears to be that regulating fertility, via both contraception and abortion, was 

entirely undertaken on the part of the woman.  Penitentials clearly stated that only the woman in a 

coupling was held responsible for abortions and contraception.24 Early medieval period- Rome and 

Byzantium- canon law treated abortion as a crime against the husband rather than against the fetus. 

Documentation from the ninth century confirms that a husband could divorce his wife for this 

trespass.25  Further documentation indicates that King Gontram of Burgundy (525-592 CE) imposed a 

fine of 62.5 sous for providing abortifacient information. 26 In the revision of the Salic law of the Franks 

under Guntram (567-593 CE), it was declared in title 19 section 4, ‘if a woman has committed 

maleficium (harmful magick) so that she cannot have infants, she will be judged liable to a fine of sixty 

two gold semis27’ 

As the Middle Ages progressed, discussions on abortions began to center on the concept of the age of 

ensoulment, further justifying early term abortions but condemning later term abortions with much 

ambiguity over when the cutoff date took place.  Abortion and contraception came to the forefront 

during the reformation (11th-13th centuries) under Pope Leo IX (1048-1084) and Pope Gregory VII 

(1073-85).  During this time, canon law broadened the definition of sexual deviance.  It was then that 

Regino of Prum created a fake Augustine text, Si Aliquis, which stated, “if someone to satisfy his lust or in 

                                                           
20 Magnus, Secrets of Women 
21 Gerson, Opera, 3, 1000 
22 Rosner, Fred, Medicine in the Mishneh Torah of Maimonides 
23 The Trotula 
24 McLaren, History of Contraception from Antiquity to Present Day 
25 Beauchamp, Joelle, “La situation juridicaire de la femme a Byzance”  
26 Rouche, ‘Haut Moyen Age Occidental”  
27 Noonan, Contraception: A History 

John of Salisbury and Walter Map, 

tracing back to Theophrastus and St. 

Jerome, provide examples of writings 

in which women were all 

adulteresses, gluttons, and whores. 

Buchard’s Decretum decries on 

lesbianism, dildos, bestiality and use 

of abortion and contraception. 
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deliberate hatred does something to a man or woman so that no children be born of him or her, or gives 

them to drink, so that he cannot generate or she conceive, let it be held as homicide.28”  

Such harsh sentiments were echoed among papal decretals through the thirteenth century:  

• In 1230, Raymond de Penafort condemned abortion 

• In 1272, Richard de Middleton equated birth control and murder.  

• In 1227-34, Pope Gregory IX’s decretal Si Conditiones declared that all marriages of those not 

intending to have children were null and void.29 

 

Later, St. Bernadino (d. 1444) only lightly chided husbands’ role in contraception as “against nature and 

against the proper mode of matrimony,” while condemning women who sought to control their fertility: 

“And I say this to the women who are the cause that the children that they have conceived are 

destroyed; worse, who are also among those who arrange that they cannot conceive; and if they have 

conceived, they destroy them in the body. You to whom this touches, I speak, are amore evil than 

murderers… O cursed by God, when will you do penance? Do you not see that you, like the Sodomite, are 

cause for the shrinking of the world; between you and him there is no difference.30”  

 

The Church would contradict itself regularly on this topic. At times, contraception of all forms was 

condemned as murder. However, abortion prior to ensoulment was not consistently considered by the 

church as homicide (specifically), and would not be until 191731.  Further, contraception was repeatedly 

referred to as worse than abortion in the cited sources.  

For more information on these and related topics,  
check out Lady Esa’s blog, Lady Esa . wordpress . com,  
or follow her Facebook page: Esa inghean Donnchaidh 

 

                                                           
28 Regino of Prum, Si Aliquis 
29 Biller, P.P.A., “Birth Control in the West in the Thirteenth and Early Fourteenth Centuries” 
30 Herlihy, David and Christiane Klapische-Zuber, Tuscans and Their Families: A Study of the Florentine Catasto of 
1427 
31 Noonan, “An Almost Absolute Value in History” in The Morality of Abortion: Legal and Historical Perspectives.  


