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ODIN’S 
DAUGHTERS

Shaeen Svanede

Where Are Odin’s Daughters?

Why are there no daughters among Odin’s children? Could
it be that they existed, but were silenced by Christian
scribes? This article explores the question of women’s
absence in Norse mythology – and what archaeology and
historical research really reveal about women’s status in the
Viking Age.

A Question Sparks an Inquiry

This question struck me as I read through every available
source on Norse mythology. How could it be that Odin, the
father of so many sons, had no daughters? Could it be, as in
Christianity, that female influence was edited out to support
a patriarchal worldview?

Recent decades of scholarship have revealed that Viking
society was far more egalitarian than once believed, which
lends further support to this idea. 

As I examined the oldest surviving texts on Norse belief, I,
like many others, discovered notable inconsistencies. These
texts, without exception, were written by Christian scholars
centuries after the Norse religion was actively practised,
which strongly suggests a process of filtering or rewriting.

It is important to remember that the new faith had every
reason to erase the old. What remains today includes:

The Poetic Edda, a compilation of oral tradition from the
pre-Christian era
The Prose Edda, written by Snorri Sturluson, a Christian
historian and lawspeaker
Gesta Danorum, a Christian retelling of Danish history in
Latin by the cleric Saxo Grammaticus
Runic inscriptions and skaldic poetry, committed to
writing long after their composition.
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Together, these works form the source material we must
use to try to understand a worldview that was never
intended to be recorded in Christian form. 

We are forced to read between the lines, interpret
symbols, and ask ourselves: what was left unsaid?

New Discoveries Are Rewriting the Viking Narrative

The popular image of the Viking is often that of a bearded
male warrior, raiding coastal towns and ruling over a
patriarchal society. But archaeological and genetic
evidence from the past few decades is changing this
picture. A more nuanced society is emerging – one in
which women could hold power and status, where social
roles were not strictly gendered, and where flexibility,
rather than rigidity, governed social identity.

As research progresses, a picture emerges of a world in
which women could be chieftains, merchants, seeresses,
and military strategists. This directly challenges old
stereotypes and invites us to revise the historical record.

The Warrior Woman of Birka

One of the most discussed finds in recent years is a grave
in Birka, Sweden. Long believed to be the burial of a male
warrior due to its contents – weapons, two horses, and a
gaming board – a 2017 DNA analysis revealed that this
individual was biologically female (Hedenstierna-Jonson et
al., 2017).

This discovery challenged entrenched assumptions about
gender roles in the Viking Age. Not only was the woman
buried with warrior’s gear – she appears to have held a
leadership role in military affairs, as evidenced by the
presence of the gaming board, interpreted as a symbol of
tactical command.

That a woman could achieve such a martial position
suggests that Norse society was not strictly male-
dominated in all spheres. 

It also raises the possibility that female warriors were not
anomalies, but an accepted part of the social fabric.
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Traders and Artisans in Female Form

Graves across Scandinavia, Russia, and the British Isles
indicate that women participated actively in trade and
crafts. 

Burials include scales, coins, and specialised tools – signs
of economic and technical expertise (Jesch, 2015).

Some evidence even points to long-distance travel. Viking
Age women may have been both producers and
distributors of goods, making them significant players in
the economic world. This upends the traditional notion
that women were confined to the home.

A Fair Table: Diet and Access

Isotopic studies of skeletal remains reveal that men and
women in Viking society shared similar diets (Kjellström,
2005; Müldner & Richards, 2005). This suggests a
relatively equal access to food resources – especially in
urban or higher-status communities.

An equal diet is not just about nutrition. It reflects
recognition of value: if women received the same food as
men, they were clearly deemed worthy of equal
sustenance. This points to the social importance of
women, particularly where diet correlated with status.

Law, Rights, and Social Mobility

Legal texts such as Grágás indicate that women could own
property, divorce their husbands, and represent
themselves in court (Dennis et al., 1980). Enslaved
individuals could sometimes buy their freedom. These
rules reveal a society with degrees of legal flexibility, not
solely dependent on gender or birth.

While women’s rights were still limited in comparison to
men’s, it is clear that they had formal pathways to
independence. 

In some cases, women could act as heads of households
or clans. The right to inherit and to initiate divorce were
substantial powers in a medieval European context.
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The Regal Oseberg Burial

The Oseberg grave in Norway contained two women, along
with extraordinary grave goods: a ship, sleds, textile tools,
and animal sacrifices. One of the women was likely an
aristocrat or priestess (Ingstad, 1995).

That women could be honoured with such a burial shows
they held high status – potentially even above their male
contemporaries. The items accompanying them suggest
ceremonial authority, stewardship, and perhaps cult
leadership. Here we glimpse a society in which women
could stand at the heart of religious and communal life.

Women Who Shaped the World

Together, these findings reveal a society in which women
could be strong, wise, influential, and central to decision-
making. Even though our surviving Norse texts were
written by Christian men, they still contain hints of a world
where women were far from passive observers. They were
active participants in shaping their communities and myths.

So perhaps Odin did have daughters after all. We just know
them by other names, in other chapters of our shared
northern mythology. And when we search for them, we find
they’ve been there all along – in our museums, our sources,
and in the stories that are now being told anew.
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