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Fröjmark А. 

Linnaeus University (Kalmar) 
A Scandinavian She-Wolf? Union Queen Margaret (1353–1412) and the 

Challenges of Female Leadership in the Middle Ages 
I begin with a question: Was it possible for a woman to rule a kingdom? 

Could she take up arms to defend her people against foreign armies? Could 
she even make her own army obey and respect her? And was not the role of 
women to be subordinate to men, not to be their ruler? The Bible offered the 
figure of Jezebel as an archetypical example of perverted rule by a woman. 
Nevertheless, female rule was far from unknown in the Middle Ages. 

The title of “queen” and its equivalents in other European languages, 
such as “regina”, “reine”, “karaliene”, or “drottning”, normally denoted the 
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consort of a king. It was less obvious that it should be the title of a ruler. 
Jadwiga, daughter of Louis the Great, was crowned as King of Poland in 1384. 
Ten-year-old Jadwiga was not married and thus not a queen in the ordinary 
sense of the word. 

Also the title domina, Lady, was sometimes used to design a woman 
who exercised power. Matilda of England and Eleanor of Aquitaine are both 
known to have been styled thus. By assuming this title, they let it be known 
that they exercised, or intended to exercise, lordship, dominium, over a 
territory. 

In her famous book She-Wolves: The Women Who Ruled England 
before Elizabeth (2010), Helen Castor traces the long, tortuous history of 
female rule in England from William the Conqueror’s granddaughter Matilda 
to Elizabeth I. It is something of a paradox that the first female rulers who 
ruled England in their own right, as queens regnant, were daughters of a king, 
Henry VIII, who had refrained from nothing in order to produce a legitimate 
male heir to the throne. Before the rules of Mary I and Elizabeth I, there was, 
however, a long line of queens who had – more or less successfully – 
exercised power as dowagers or otherwise in the fortuitous absence of a king. 

The Rule of Queen Margaret Valdemarsdotter in Light of Earlier 
and Contemporary Medieval Queenship 

The rule of women in Medieval Europe was mostly a function of the 
absence or immaturity of a king. The absence might be coincidental and brief, 
or it might last for several years when a dowager queen assumed the 
government in the place of a son who had not yet come to age. In fact, it was 
quite normal for a queen to share in the royal power. In large kingdoms, the 
queen could fulfil an important complementary role by presiding at 
assemblies or delivering justice in royal tribunals when the king was occupied 
in distant parts of the realm. In medieval thinking, the married couple was 
fundamentally one person; thus where the queen was present, so was in 
essence also the king. 

The reality of a woman who ruled in her own right was not unknown in 
medieval times. When the King of Naples, Robert the Wise, passed away in 
1343, the heir apparent was his granddaughter Joanna, who ruled this 
kingdom for almost four decades. A recurrent threat to her sovereignty was, 
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however, her husbands. She married no less than four times in order to secure 
her kingdom by producing an heir. None of her three first husbands were 
satisfied with the role of consort. They wanted real kingship. Did not the 
teaching of the Catholic Church say that in marriage, the man should be the 
head of his wife? Consequently, the man who married a queen would also 
govern her, and thus the kingdom. Joanna’s desire for an heir resulted in a 
life-long struggle for her right to govern. Examples such as this were certainly 
not unknown for Margaret Valdemarsdotter (1353–1412), who decided to 
remain a widow after the death of her husband in 1380. 

Queen Margaret Valdemarsdotter was confronted with all the 
challenges posed by female rule. She dealt with them in a way that shows her 
awareness of contemporary and historical models, but she also contributed to 
creating a new form of government when she was elected “authorized lady 
and the right owner of the realm” in the Kingdom of Denmark in 1387. This 
model was subsequently introduced also in Norway and Sweden. With a bold 
mixture of dynastic, republican, and judicial elements, she created a union 
that would last for more than 120 years. 

The Leadership Style of Queen Margaret 
An investigation into the exercise of power may depart from several 

different angles. Some students of the subject have considered power to be its 
own meaning and its own purpose. They find it meaningless to ask the 
question of why a certain person has strived to achieve a certain position and 
which objectives he or she has had. If, on the other hand, we talk about 
leadership it is clear that in order to be a leader a person must have some idea 
of a goal which should be achieved. Furthermore, modern leadership research 
underlines the social aspects of leadership. It is a relationship between the 
leader and the persons who are led. 

In the following, we will look into possible role-models for Queen 
Margaret. Further, we will make use of Niccolò Machiavelli’s concept of 
“New Rulers”, to see if they may help us analyse Queen Margaret’s actions. 

But before doing this, some elements of the biography of Queen 
Margaret will follow. 
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Margaret, Princess of Denmark, Scandinavian Union Queen – A 
Short Biography 

In 1363, ten-year-old Margaret, daughter of King Valdemar IV of 
Denmark, was married to King Håkon of Norway and Sweden. Håkon 
(1340–1380) was son and co-ruler of King Magnus Eriksson (1316–1374). 
The two kings faced rebellion in Sweden and turned to their arch-enemy 
Valdemar in a desperate move to keep the reins of power from slipping out of 
their grasp. The marriage between Håkon and Margaret sealed the alliance 
with Valdemar, but did not save Magnus and Håkon from being deprived of 
their Swedish kingship the following year. They now had to content 
themselves with the Norwegian part of the Union Kingdom. Eleven-year-old 
Queen Margaret lost her title as Queen of Sweden in the coup. The rebellious 
Swedes brought the nephew of King Magnus, Albert of Mecklenburg, to the 
Swedish throne. 

At Christmastime of 1370, a son was born to Margaret and Håkon. He 
was given the name of the Norwegian royal saint Olav, a name also carried by 
kings in all three Scandinavian kingdoms. 

When his grandfather Valdemar IV died in October 1375, Olav was put 
forward as a candidate to the throne. Denmark was an elective monarchy, but 
Valdemar himself had favoured Albert IV, the son of Margaret’s elder sister 
Ingeborg and Duke Henry of Mecklenburg, as his successor. Meanwhile, 
Sweden was ruled by Albert’s uncle Albert III, and the Danish noblemen 
could see how their Swedish counterparts were marginalized in their own 
kingdom by German knights in the service of King Albert. The majority of the 
Danish nobility rallied behind five-year-old Olav, who was elected King of 
Denmark in 1376. 

Olav’s father, King Håkon, died in the autumn of 1380. Since Norway 
was a hereditary monarchy, Olav inherited the throne. Margaret had a strong 
position as guardian of her son in both kingdoms. 

An unexpected event gave ample proof of the confidence held by the 
Dowager Queen Margaret in the two kingdoms. On August 3, 1387, when 
Olav was on his seventeenth year, he died after a brief illness at Falsterbo 
castle in Scania. Political chaos threatened. The Mecklenburgers were sure to 
put forth Albert IV as candidate to the Danish throne again, and in the 
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hereditary monarchy of Norway, the law of succession made another 
Mecklenburger, King Albert of Sweden, heir apparent to the throne. Margaret, 
regent of the two kingdoms, did not lose her head. A week after the death of 
the young king, an assembly was held in the nearby archiepiscopal city of 
Lund, where representatives of the people of Scania swore allegiance to 
Margaret as “authorized lady and the right owner of the realm”. She was to 
hold the position of regent in her own right, and not as the king’s mother as 
before, and she would govern the kingdom until she and they had agreed upon 
a new king. 

In February 1388, the Norwegian royal council declared that Queen 
Margaret was to hold a position of authorized lady and rightful master also of 
the Kingdom of Norway. The son of Margaret’s niece Mary, the late Duchess 
of Pomerania, was declared rightful heir. This boy was adopted by Margaret 
and renamed Eric, a royal name in all three Scandinavian kingdoms. 

Meanwhile, great events had happened in the third Scandinavian 
kingdom, Sweden. The Swedish nobility with its long-standing tradition of 
ousting monarchs who were felt to disregard the laws and traditions of the 
land, was by now discontented with King Albert and the Germans in his 
service. A group of clerics and nobles entered into contact with Queen 
Dowager Margaret and offered to place castles at her disposal and accept her 
as rightful mistress of Sweden as well, if she helped them to depose King 
Albert. For Margaret this was a way to regain the position of which she felt 
that she had been unjustly deprived. 

In February 1389, the troops of the queen defeated King Albert’s to a 
great extent German troops near Falköping in Västergötland. The king himself 
was taken prisoner and brought to Queen Margaret at Bohus Castle. After six 
years of imprisonment, he finally agreed to step down from the Swedish 
throne. 

Queen Margaret now proceeded to set down the fundaments of a union 
monarchy. Eric, already king of Norway, was formally acknowledged as king 
in the two elective monarchies Denmark and Sweden in 1396. The following 
year, the queen summoned a meeting in the Swedish port of Kalmar. Here, the 
coronation of fifteen-year-old Eric was completed in order to be valid for all 
three kingdoms. Deliberations were held with the purpose of establishing a 
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constitution for a real and lasting union between the three kingdoms, but an 
act that was drafted was never ratified. The reason why a formal union act 
was never issued during Queen Margaret’s lifetime has been debated by later 
historians. The most plausible explanation is that the queen wished to see an 
absolute monarchy and could not accept to be bridled by constitutional 
documents. In spite of many tensions, the union created in and named after 
the city of Kalmar lasted until 1523, when Sweden seceded. 

Possible Role Models for Margaret 
We have no precise information concerning the education that Margaret 

received, and the place that history occupied in her studies. Did she study the 
great queens and other politically active women of the fourteenth century? 
From the histories of Queen Isabella of England (ca. 1295–1358) and Queen 
Joanna I of Naples (ca. 1326–1382) she may have learnt that the political 
aspirations of powerful women are regularly jeopardized by men who desire 
to govern them, and whose support all too often proves to be conditioned by a 
self-serving attitude. That widowhood and motherhood offer better 
possibilities could be learnt from the history of Marie d’Artois, Dowager 
Countess of Namur and mother of Margaret’s mother-in-law, Queen Blanche. 
Marie d’Artois survived her husband by 35 years, during which she was often 
in practice the ruler of the county, since her sons in likeness of their father 
spent lengthy time on military campaigns. 

Duchess Ingeborg Håkonsdotter (1301–1361), the paternal grandmother 
of Margaret’s husband, had ruled two kingdoms as regent during her son’s 
minority. Her grand strategies had been counteracted by the royal councils of 
her two kingdoms, which finally deposed her. The futility of alliances with 
foreign powers, a theme often dealt with by Niccolò Machiavelli, could also 
be learnt by her example, since an alliance with the Duke of Mecklenburg, 
accomplished by marrying off her daughter Eufemia, had proved to be of little 
worth. 

The shadow of the queen’s father, King Valdemar, lies heavily over the 
reign of Margaret. Like him, she pursued a great project of unification. He 
united the Kingdom of Denmark; she united all of Scandinavia in a Union 
monarchy. Also when it comes to style of government, the likenesses are 
many and significant. Like him, she was a result-orientated and pragmatic 
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politician, often charming, always cunning and sometimes cruel and merciless. 
One of King Valdemar’s hallmarks was his reluctance to issue binding 
documents and to put his seal to such acts, and in this Queen Margaret 
scrupulously emulated his methods. She also learnt from her father’s mistakes, 
especially to avoid making enemies in the Church. Did King Valdemar 
actually instruct his daughter in the art of ruling? Did he feel that she was 
made of the same stuff as he and was the one who could carry on his heritage 
in the absence of a surviving son? This, we cannot know, but King Valdemar’s 
former seneschal, Henning Podebusk, could and did transfer the king’s legacy 
to his daughter. Apart from this, Margaret also received another brand of 
education, namely from her magistra Märta, the daughter of Birgitta 
Birgersdotter (ca. 1303–1373), the great prophetess issued from the Swedish 
nobility who was canonized in 1391 as Saint Birgitta. As her mother’s child, 
Märta is likely to have taught her student the rule of law as well as the fear of 
God, but of even greater importance was probably the legacy Märta 
represented, being the daughter of a woman whose words were heeded in all 
of Catholic Christendom and who had shown for all to see that there were no 
limits for what a woman could do. 

Margaret as a New Ruler 
After 500 years, the emblematic analysis of the exercise of power is 

still Il Principe (The Prince) by Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527). 
Machiavelli’s method is well suited for an analysis of Queen Margaret’s style 
of leadership, since he is himself an historian and builds large parts of his 
thesis on historical examples. Queen Margaret would have fit in nicely in his 
collection of examples, had it not been for his total lack of interest in the 
northern parts of Europe.  

The Scandinavian area lies beyond the limits of the world that is 
discussed by him, and he would in all likelihood consider its political 
situation rather exotic. The republics discussed by him do not exist in 
Scandinavia, but perhaps to his surprise he might have found a similar spirit 
of freedom and love for old laws also in the North, had he only tried. 

It should also be said that Machiavelli does not have a favourable view 
of female rule. Unlike Boccaccio, he has little to say of female rulers, and 
what he says is not to their advantage.  
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Much interest in The Prince is devoted to the problems that face new 
rulers, as opposed to hereditary rulers. “Men willingly change their ruler, 
expecting to fare better, but they only deceive themselves”, Machiavelli says 
[1]. The reason is that the prince for causes that are repeatedly dealt with in 
the book is always compelled to injure those who have made him their new 
ruler (Chapter III, p. 8). Swedish medieval politics abounds with examples of 
changing of rulers. As we have seen, Queen Margaret’s husband and 
father-in-law were both forced to step down from the Swedish throne in 1364 
and replaced by a relative, Albert, who was son of the Duke of Mecklenburg 
in Northern Germany. The rule of King Albert soon gave rise to opposition 
among the Swedish nobility, and in the late 1380s it was Dowager Queen 
Margaret’s turn to be contacted by a group of oppositional Swedish nobles. 
Already the regent of Denmark and Norway, with the help of Swedish nobles 
she added Sweden to her dominion. In Sweden she may thus be considered a 
new ruler. 

Machiavelli has plenty of advice to offer new rulers. If their rule is 
challenged they can only expect lukewarm support from those who prosper 
under the new order (Chapter VI, p. 21). If the state was seized with support 
given from within (which is generally the case), they should carefully reflect 
on the motives of those who helped them. If the support was based on 
discontent with the old government this discontent can easily arise once more 
(Chapter XX, p. 69–70). They must be quick in determining which injuries 
they need to inflict so that they can inflict them once and for all, so that 
people will forget them and instead enjoy the benefits of the new regime 
(Chapter VIII, p. 32).  

If the new state is joined to states which are similar in language and 
customs, the new ruler can be rather easily accepted as long as old laws or 
taxes are not changed, but if the new acquisition differs in language, customs 
and institutions, the new ruler ought to go and live there in person in order to 
be able to detect and deal with trouble at an early stage.  

In both cases it is necessary to destroy the family of the old ruler 
(Chapter III, 9–11). Even so, there may still remain nobles to raise 
insurrections (Chapter IV, p. 17). Queen Margaret gained access to Sweden 
with help from dissatisfied nobles. These, she should not put too much trust in, 
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according to Machiavelli, and indeed she proceeded to secure her rule 
independently of them. Her first step was to vanquish the old ruler and his 
family. King Albert was defeated on the battlefield and taken capture, but his 
legal position was still strong and he had powerful friends in and outside of 
Sweden, so it took six years of negotiations before he finally accepted to step 
down and go into exile. 

Queen Margaret’s next step was to have her adoptive son duly elected 
king of Sweden, according to the law of the land. Sweden and Denmark were 
both elective monarchies, and by respecting the formal procedure, Queen 
Margaret avoided alienating the people, which in Machiavelli’s eyes is a most 
unwise thing for a prince to do [2]. Elective monarchies like Denmark and 
Sweden have much in common with a certain category of states discussed by 
Machiavelli, namely those which are used to live freely under their own laws. 
According to him, if a ruler acquires such a state and does not destroy it, it 
will destroy him [3].  

“When there is a rebellion, such a city justifies itself by calling on the 
name of liberty and its ancient institutions”, which are never forgotten. 
(Chapter V, p. 18). When Queen Margaret became master of Sweden she was 
however already used to the spirit of freedom that resided in the nobility of an 
elective monarchy, and she understood that the election of her adoptive son as 
King of Sweden must be done in a manner that did not jeopardize the 
legitimacy of the new regime. 

* 
Political and economic goals were combined in the remarkably 

clear-sighted and strategically well thought-out politics of Queen Margaret as 
new regent of Sweden.  

Weakening of the nobility, strengthening of the finances of the Crown, 
gaining a certain legitimacy, if not popularity, with the lower strata, building 
good relationships with the Pope and the Church and giving proof of piety, 
while being able to use churches as banks and appointing bishops at will were 
key elements of her programme. There is plenty here that Machiavelli could 
have used as examples. 

Another example of how political goals could be combined with other 
goals is the demolition of castles erected by nobles, a policy that Margaret 
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implemented in Denmark at an early stage of her government, and that was 
later applied in Sweden [4]. It is clear that Queen Margaret inflicted the 
injuries she found necessary once and for all, just like Machiavelli would 
advise his readers more than a century later. She took advantage of the victory 
over King Albert and the election of King Eric, when she enjoyed the favour 
of her new subjects, to raise taxes and reclaim alienated estates of the Crown.  

The prelates and magnates who had negotiated with Queen Margaret in 
1388 and paved the way for her regime were – with some exceptions – not 
spared from the reductions, so Margaret clearly intended to find other 
supports for her regime. She found those in the consciousness of having been 
appointed by God, in cooperation with the Pope, the Bridgettine Order (the 
religious order created by Saint Birgitta), and the episcopacy, and in the right 
she secured for herself to elect servants at will, even when it meant 
disregarding the prerogatives of the nobilities [5]. Her choice of collaborators 
is a very significant part of her politics, but that question will have to wait for 
another time. 
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